
He walked with the assurance of stature, and most oth -- ers deferred to

him subtly. When he moved in a given direction, the way before him

conveniently opened, by seeming coincidence; when he made eye contact,

the other head nodded in a token bow. He was a serf, like all of them,

naked and with no physical badge of status; indeed, it would have been the

depth of bad taste to accord him any overt recognition. Yet he was a giant,

here. His name was Stile.

Stile stood one point five meters tall and weighed fifty kilograms. In prior

parlance he would have stood four feet, eleven inches tall and weighed a

scant hundredweight or eight stone; or stood a scant fifteen hands and

weighed a hundred and ten pounds. His male associates towered above

him by up to half a meter and outweighed him by twenty-five kilos.

He was fit, but not extraordinarily muscled. Personable without being

handsome. He did not hail his friends heartily, for there were few he called

friend, and he was diffident about approaches. Yet there was enormous

drive in him that manifested in lieu of personal warmth.

He walked about the Grid-hall of the Game-annex, his favorite

place; beyond this region he reverted to the nonentity that others

perceived. He sought competition of his own level, but at this hour there

was none. Pairs of people stood in the cubicles that formed the con --



body. Stile averted his gaze, affecting not to be aware of her; he was

especially shy with girls.

A tall youth intercepted the woman. "Game, lass?" How easy he

made it seeml

She dismissed him with a curt downward flip of one hand and

continued on toward Stile. A child signaled her: "Game, miss?" The woman

smiled, but again negated, more gently. Stile smiled too, privately; evi --

dently she did not recognize the child, but he did: Pol -- lum. Rung Two on

the Nines ladder. Not in Stile's own class, yet, but nevertheless a

formidable player. Had the woman accepted the challenge, she would

probably have been tromped.

There was no doubt she recognized Stile, though. His eyes

continued to review the crowd, but his attention was on the woman. She

was of average height -- several centimeters taller than he -- but of more

than average proportions. Her breasts were full and perfect, unsag -- ging,

shifting eloquently with her easy motion, and her legs were long and

smooth. In other realms men as -- sumed that the ideal woman was a

naked one, but often this was not the case; too many women suffered in

the absence of mechanical supports for portions of their anatomy. This one,

approaching him, was the type who really could survive the absence of

clothing without loss of form.



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

She could not be a top player. Stile knew every rank -- ing player

on every age-ladder by sight and style, and she was on no ladder.

Therefore she was a dilettante, an occasional participant, possibly of some

skill in se -- lected modes but in no way a serious competitor. Her body was

too lush for most physical sports; the top females in track, ball games and

swimming were small -- breasted, lean-fleshed, and lanky, and this in no

way described Sheen. Therefore he would have no physical competition

here.

Yet she was beautiful, and he was unable to speak. So he nodded

acquiescence. She took his arm in an easy gesture of familiarity that

startled him. Stile had known women, of course; they came to him seeking

the no -- toriety of his company, and the known fact of his hesi -- tancy lent

them compensating courage. But this one was so pretty she hardly needed

to seek male company;

it would seek her. She was making it look as if he had sought and

won her. Perhaps he had, unknowingly: his prowess in the Game could

have impressed her enough from afar to bring her to him. Yet this was not

the type of conquest he preferred; such women were equally avid for

Game-skilled teeners and grayheads.



and down the left side were four more: NAKED -- TOOL -- MACHINE --

ANIMAL. For shorthand convenience they were also lettered and

numbered: 1 -- 2 -- 3 -- 4 across

the top, A -- B -- C -- D down the side. The numbers were

highlighted: the Grid had given him that set of choices, randomly.

THE GAME: PRIMARY GRID

1. PHYSICAL 2. MENTAL 3. CHANCE 4. ART

A. NAKED B. TOOL C. MACHINE D. ANIMAL

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

opponent, his diffidence diminished. He felt the mild tightening of his skin,

elevation of heartbeat, clarity of mind and mild distress of bowel that

presaged the tension and effort of competition. For some people such

effects became so strong it ruined them as com -- petitors, but for him it



on a dare she would go for CHANCE, as that would require little per --

formance on her part. If she wanted experience, any -- thing would do. If

she were a groupie, she would want PHYSICAL.

Of course she could not choose among these; he had the choice.

But his choice would be governed in part by his judgment of her intent and

ability. He had to think, as it were, with her mind, so that he could select

what she least desired and obtain the advantage.

Now he considered her likely choice, in the series she did control. A

true competitor would go for NAKED, for there was the essence of it:

unassisted personal prow -- ess. One wanting experience could go for

anything, again depending on the type of experience desired. A dare would

probably go for NAKED also; that choice would be part of the dare. A

groupie would certainly go for NAKED. So that was her most likely choice.

Well, he would call her bluff. He touched PHYSICAL, sliding his

hand across the panel so she couldn't tell his choice by the motion of his

arm.

Her choice had already been made, as anticipated. They were in

1A, PHYSICAL/NAKED.

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

1. SEPARATE -- 2. INTERACTIVE -- 3. COMBAT -- 4, COOPERATIVE,

and down the side were A. FLAT



a race of some sort, not physically touching or directly interacting, though

there were limited excep -- tions. Good enough. He would find out what she

was made of.

Now the panel displayed a listing of variable sur -- faces. Stile

glanced again at Sheen. She shrugged, so he picked the first: MAZE

PATH. As he touched it, the description appeared in the first box of a nine-

square grid.

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

second square.

He placed DUST SLIDE in the third square. Then they continued

with CROSS COUNTRY, TIGHTROPE, SAND DUNES,

GREASED HILLS, SNOW BANK, and LIMESTONE CLIFF. The

tertiary grid was complete.

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

horizontal rows. He selected the third, she the first, and their game was

there: DUST SLIDE.



was a grandmaster while the other hadn't yet learned the moves. Or when

it was weight lifting, with one party a child and the other a muscle builder.

The dust slide was a harmless entertainment, fun to do even without the

competitive element; no one would concede it except perhaps one who had

a phobia about falling -- and such a person would never have gotten into

this category of game.

And so her reaction was odd. She should have laughed at his

facetious offers. Instead she had taken them seriously. That suggested she

was more nervous about

this encounter than she seemed.

Yet this was no Tourney match! If she were a com -- plete duffer

she could have accepted the forfeit and been free. Or she could have

agreed to the draw, and been able to tell her girlish friends how she had

tied with the notorious Stile. So it seemed she was out nei -- ther for

notoriety nor a dare, and he had already de -- termined she was not a

groupie. She really did want to compete -- yet it was too much to hope that

she had any

real proficiency as a player.

They vacated the booth after picking up the game -- tags extruded

from slots. No one was admitted solo to any subgame; all had to play the

grid first, and report in pairs to the site of decision. That prevented



transport. The vehicle door irised open at their approach, admitting them to

its cosy interior. Several other serfs were already in it: three middle-aged

men who eyed Sheen with open appreciation, and a child whose eye lit

with recognition. "You're the jockey!"

Stile nodded. He had no trouble relating to children.

He was hardly larger than the boy.

"You won all the races!" the lad continued.

"I had good horses," Stile explained.

"Yeah," the child agreed, satisfied.

Now the three other passengers turned their attention to Stile,

beginning to surmise that he might be as inter -- esting as the girl. But the

vehicle stopped, its door opened, and they all stepped out into the new

dome. In moments Stile and Sheen had lost the other travelers and were

homing in on the Dust Slide, their tickets ready.

The Slide's desk-secretary flashed Stile a smile as she validated

the tickets. He smiled back, though he knew this was foolish; she was a

robot. Her face, arms and upper torso were perfectly humanoid, with

shape, color and texture no ordinary person could have told from a living

woman, but her perfectly humanoid body termi -- nated at the edge of her

desk. She was the desk, possess -- ing no legs at all. It was as if some

celestial artisan had been carving her from a block of metal, causing her to



course. 7

She had been programmed for this. "Ssh. My boy -- friend's

watching." She used her free hand to indicate the robot next to her: a desk

with a set of male legs protruding, terminating at the inverted waist. They

demonstrated the manner the protective shorts should be worn for the

Slide. They were extremely robust legs, and the crotch region was

powerfully masculine.

Stile glanced down at himself, chagrined. "Oh, I can't compete with

him. My legs are barely long enough to reach the ground." A bygone Earth

author, Mark Twain, had set up that remark, and Stile found it useful on

occasion. He accepted Sheen's arm again and they

continued on to the Slide.

He thought Sheen might remark on the way he seemed to get

along with machines, but she seemed

oblivious. Ah, well.

The Slide was a convoluted mountain of channels looping and

diverging and merging. Dust flowed in them -- sanitary, nonirritating,

noncarcinogenic, neutral particles of translucent plastic, becoming virtually



uncouth for any serf to wear anything not strictly functional. More than

uncouth: it could be grounds for summary termination of tenure at Planet

Proton. Such Slide-shorts were functional, in these dusty environs; still, he

felt uncomfortable. Their constriction and location tended to stir him

sexually, and that was awkward in the company of a creature

like Sheen,

Sheen seemed to feel no such concern. Perhaps she was aware

that the partial concealment of the shorts attracted attention to those parts

they concealed, en -- hancing her sex appeal. Stile, like many serfs, found

a 8

certain illicit lure in clothing, especially clothing on the distaff sex; it

represented so much that serfs could only dream of. He had to keep his

eyes averted, lest he embarrass himself.

They took the lift to the Slide apex. Here at the top they were near

the curving dome that held in air and heat; through its shimmer Stile could

see the bleak landscape of Proton, ungraced by any vegetation. The hostile

atmosphere was obscured in the distance by clouds of smog.

The Slide itself was a considerable contrast. From this height six

channels coursed out and down, each half filled with flowing dust. Colored

lights shone up through it all, for the channels too were translucent. They

turned now red, now blue-gray and now yellow as the beams moved. The



handiwork. He had been here many times before, yet the novelty had not

worn off.

Sheen did not seem to notice. "On your mark," she said, setting the

random starter. The device could pop instantly or take two minutes. This

time it split the difference. The channel barriers dropped low, and Sheen

leaped for the chute nearest her.

Stile, surprised by her facility, leaped after her. They accelerated,

shooting down feet first around a broad bright curve of green, then into the

first white vertical loop. Up and over, slowing dizzily at the top, upside

down, then regaining velocity in the downshoot.

Sheen was moving well. Her body had a natural ron -- dure that

shaped itself well to the contour of the chute. The dust piled up behind her,

shoving her forward. Stile, following in the same channel, tried to intercept

9

enough dust to cut off her supply and ground her, but she had too

big a lead and was making too good use of her resources.

Well, there were other ways. This channel passed through a partial-

gravity rise that was slow. Another channel crossed, going into a



amateurs. Here he had dust again, and resumed speed -- but he had lost

the momentum he had before. Sheen continued on in her channel, riding

the piled dust, moving ahead of him -- and now they were halfway down.

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

good!

He vaulted back into her channel, cutting off her dust again -- but

even as he did, she vaulted into his just -- vacated channel, maintaining her

lead. Apt move! Ob -- viously she had raced here many times before, and

knew the tricks, and had more agility under that sweet curvature of body

than he had suspected. But now he had the better channel, and he was

unmatchable in straight dust-riding; he moved ahead. She jumped across

to cut him off, but he was already jumping into a third chute. Before she

could follow him, the two di -- verged and he was safe.

They completed the race on separate channels. She had found a

good one, and was gaining on him despite his careful management of dust.

He finished barely ahead. They shot into the collection bin, one-two, to the

applause of the other players who were watching. It had been a fine race,

the kind that happened only once or twice on a given day.

Sheen got up and shook off the dust with a fascinat --



Sheen smiled. "I hoped to."

"You almost beat me."

"I had to get your attention somehow."

Another player laughed. Stile had to laugh too. Sheen had proved

herself, and now he wanted to know why. The mutual experience had

broken the ice; the discovery of a new challenge completed his transition

from diffidence to normal masculine imperative.

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

already on her way.

CHAPTER 2

Sheen

Sheen moved into his apartment as if it were her own. She

punched the buttons of his console to order a com -- plete light lunch of fruit

salad, protein bread and blue

wine.

"You evidently know about me," Stile said as they ate. "But I know

nothing of you. Why did you -- want to get my attention?"



tenure ends when a serf enters the Tourney. But you could advance to

Rung One on the Age-35 ladder any time you wished, and the top five

places of each adult ladder are automatically entered in the -- "

"Thank you for the information," Stile said with gen -- tle irony.

She overlooked it. "So you keep yourself in the sec -- ond five, from

year to year, low enough to be safe in case several of the top rungers

break or try to vacate, high enough to be able to make your move any time

you want to. You are in fact the most proficient Games -- man of our

generation -- "

"This is an exaggeration. I'm a jockey, not a -- " " -- and I want to

learn from you. I offer -- " 12

"I can see what you offer," Stile said, running his eyes over her

body. He could do this now without em -- barrassment, because he had

come to know her; his initial shyness was swinging to a complementary

bold -- ness. They had, after all, Gamed together. "Yet there is no way I

could inculcate the breadth of skills required for serious competition, even if

we had a century in -- stead of a mere three years. Talent is inherent, and it

has to be buttressed by constant application. I might be able to guide you

to the fifth rung of your ladder -- which one would that be?"

"Age 23 female."



I am, and another score oi my general caliber. In any given year, four or

five of them will enter the Toumey, while others rise in skills to renew the

pool. That, combined with the vagaries of luck, gives me only one chance

in ten to win. For you -- "

"Oh, I have no illusions about winning!" she said. "But if I could

make a high enough rank to obtain extension of tenure, if only a year or two

-- "

"It's a dream," he assured her. "The Citizens put such prizes out as

bait, but only one person in thirty -- two gains even a year that way."

"I would be completely grateful for that dream," she said, meeting

his gaze.

Stile was tempted. He knew he would not have ac -- cess to a more

attractive woman, and she had indeed shown promise in the Game. That

athletic ability that had enabled her so blithely and lithely to change chutes

would benefit her in many other types of competition. 13

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

pleasant.



was unlikely that he could do that, he might as well make these years

count. She had men -- tioned that her own tenure was as short as his,

which meant she would have to leave at the same time. That could be very

interesting, if they had a firm relation -- ship. "Tell me about yourself," he

said.

"I was born five years before my parents' tenure ended," Sheen

said, putting down her leaf of lettuce. She had eaten delicately and quite

sparingly, as many slender women did. "I obtained a position with a Lady

Citizen, first as errand girl, then as nurse. I was a fan of the Game as a

child, and had good aptitude, but as my employer grew older she required

more care, until -- " She shrugged, and now with the pleasant tingle of the

wine and the understanding they were coming to, he could appreciate the

way her breasts moved with that gesture. Oh yes, it was a good offer she

made -- yet something nagged him. "I have not been to a Game for seven

years," she continued, "though I have viewed it often on my employer's

screens, and rehearsed strate -- gies and techniques constantly in private.

My employer haA a private exercise gym her doctor recommended;

she never used it, so I did, filling in for her. Last week she died, so I

have been released on holiday pending settlement of her estate and the

inventory her heir is taking. Her heir is female, and healthy, so I do not think

the burden will be onerous."



interpersonal relations between serfs become meaningful. As now.

"So you came to me," Stile said. "To trade your favors for my

favor."

"Yes." There needed to be no hesitancy or shame to such

acknowledgment. Since serfs had no monetary or property credit, and no

power during their tenure, Game-status and sex were the chief instruments

of bar -- ter.

"I am minded to try it out. Shall we say for a week, then reconsider?

I might become tired of you."

Again there was no formal cause for affront; male -- female

interactions among serfs were necessarily shal -- low, though marriage was

permitted and provided for. Stile had learned the hard way, long ago, not to

expect permanence. Still, he expected a snappy retort to the effect that she

would more likely grow tired of him Erst.

There was no such byplay. "As part of my rehearsal for the Game, I

have studied the art of pleasing men," Sheen said. "I am willing to venture

that week."

A fair answer. And yet, he wondered, would not an ordinary

woman, even the most abused of serfs, have evinced some token ire at the

callousness of his sugges -- tion? He could have said, "We might not be

right for each other." He had phrased it most bluntly, forcing a reaction.



His interest quickened. "What kind?" She shrugged again. "Any

kind." "Vocal? Instrumental? Mechanical?" Her brow furrowed.

"Instrumental." "What instrument do you play?"

She looked blank. "Oh -- you ]'ust listen," he said. "I play a number

of

instruments, preferring the woodwinds. All part of the Game. You

will need to acquire skill in at least one instrument, or Game opponents will

play you for a weakness there and have easy victories."

"Yes, I must leam," she agreed.

What would she have done if he had gone for AKT instead of

PHYSICAL in their match? With her prior choice of NAKED, the intersection

would have put them in song, dance or story: the a capella performances.

Perhaps she was a storyteller. Yet she did not seem to

have the necessary imagination.

"Let's do it right," he said, rising from his meal. "I have a costume --

" He touched a button and the cos -- tume fell from a wall vent into his

hand. It was a filmy

negligee. Sheen smiled and accepted it. In the privacy of an

apartment, clothing was permitted, so long as it was worn

discreetly. If there should be a video call, or a visitor at his door. Sheen



creating shadows where ordinarily there were none, making mysteries

where none had been before!

Yet again, something ticked a warning in Stile's mind. Sheen was

lovely, yes -- but where was her flush of delighted shame? Why hadn't she

questioned his pos -- 16

session of this apparel? He had it on loan, and his employer knew

about it and would in due course re -- member to reclaim it -- but a person

who did not know that, who was not aware of the liberalism of this partic --

ular employer with respect to his favored serfs, should be alarmed at his

seeming hoarding of illicit clothing. Sheen had thought nothing of it.

They were technically within the law -- but so was a man who

thought treason without acting on it. Stile was an expert Gamesman,

attuned to the nuances of human behavior, and there was something

wrong with Sheen. But what was it? There was really nothing in her be --

havior that could not be accounted for by her years of semi-isolation while

nursing her Citizen.

Well, perhaps it would come to him. Stile advanced on Sheen, and

she met him gladly. None of this oh -- please-don't-hurt-me-sir, catch-me-if-

you-can drama. She was not after all very much taller than he, so he had to

draw her down only marginally to kiss her. Her body was limber, pliable,



them. He moved on to knead her breasts, doubly erotic behind the material.

A nude woman in public was not arousing, but a clothed one in private...

His hands were relaxed, gentle -- but his mind was tight with

coalescing ire and apprehension. He was about to trigger a reaction that

could be hazardous to his health.

"I would certainly never have been able to tell," he remarked.

Her eyes focused on him. "Tell what. Stile?" 17

He answered her with another question. "Who would want to send

me a humanoid robot?" She did not stiffen. "I wouldn't know." "The

information should be in your storage banks. I

need a printout." She showed no emotion. "How did you discover

that

I was a robot?" "Give me that printout, and I'll give you my source

of information."

"I am not permitted to expose my data." "Then I shall have to report

you to Game-control," Stile said evenly. "Robots are not permitted to

compete against humans unless under direct guidance by the Game

Computer. Are you a Game-machine?"



prohibited from harming Citizens, or acting contrary to Citizens' expressed

intent, or acting in any manner that might conceivably be deleterious to the

welfare of any Citizen -- but there were no strictures about serfs. Normally

robots did not bother people, but this was because robots simply did not

care about people. If a serf inter -- fered with a robot in the performance of

its assignment,

that man could get hurt. Stile was now interfering with the robot

Sheen.

"Sheen," he said. "Short for Machine. Someone with a certain

impish humor programmed you."

"I perceive no humor," she said.

"Naturally not. That was your first giveaway. When I proffered you a

draw on the Slide, you should have laughed. It was a joke. You reacted

without emotion."

"I am programmed for emotion. I am programmed

for the stigmata of love."

18

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

"The reality too. There is no significant distinction. I am here to love

you, if you will permit it."



"I can not trust your word. You attempted to deceive me with your

story about nursing a Citizen. Only the printout is sure."

"You are making it difficult. My mission is only to guard you from

harm."

"I feel more threatened by your presence than pro -- tected. Why

should I need guarding from harm?"

"I don't know. I must love you and guard you."

"Who sent you?"

"I do not know."

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

"Don't do that!" Sheen cried.

"Cancel call," Stile said to the vid. Evidently vio -- lence was not in

the offing, and he had leverage. This was like a Game. "The printout."

She dropped her gaze, and her head. Her lustrous hair fell about

her shoulders, coursing over the material of the negligee. "Yes."

Suddenly he felt sorry for her. Was she really a ma -- chine? Now

he had doubts. But of course the matter was subject to verification. "I have

a terminal here," he said, touching another section of the wall. A cord came

into his hand, with a multipronged plug at its end. Very few serfs were

permitted such access directly -- but he was one of the most privileged

serfs on Proton, and 19



Stile plugged in the cord. Current flowed. Immedi -- ately the

printout sheets appeared from the wall slot, crammed with numbers, graphs

and pattern-blocks. Though he was no computer specialist. Stile's Game

training made him a fair hand at ballpark analysis of programs, and he had

continuing experience doing analysis of the factors leading into given

races. That was why his employer had arranged this: to enable Stile to be

as good a jockey as he could be. That was ex -- tremely good, for he had a

ready mind as well as a ready body.

He whistled as he studied the sheets. This was a dual -- element

brain, with mated digital and analog com -- ponents, rather like the dual-

yet-differing hemispheres of the human brain. The most sophisticated

computer capable of being housed in a robot. It possessed intri -- cate

feedback circuits, enabling the machine to leam from experience and to

reprogram aspects of itself, within its prime directive. It could improve its

capacity as it progressed. In short, it was intelligent and con -- scious:

machine's nearest approach to humanity.

Quickly Stile oriented on the key section: her origin and prime

directive. A robot could lie, steal and kill without conscience, but it could not

violate its prime directive. He took the relevant data and fed them back to

the analyzer for a summary.

The gist was simple: NO RECORD OF ORIGIN. DIRECTIVE:



with a certain tremor. Again she looked completely human. He had been

unyielding before, when she opposed him; now he felt guilty. "I'm sorry," he

said. "I had to know."

She did not meet his gaze. "You have raped me."

Stile realized it was true. He had taken her measure without her

true consent; he had done it by duress, forcing the knowledge. There was

even a physical anal -- ogy, plugging the rigid terminus of the cord into a pri

-- vate aperture, taking what had been hers alone. "I had to know," he

repeated lamely. "I am a very privileged serf, but only a serf. Why should

anyone send an ex -- pensive robot to guard a man who is not threatened?

I could not afford to believe your story without verifica -- tion, especially

since your cover story was untrue."

"I am programmed to react exactly as a real girl would react!" she

flared. "A real girl wouldn't claim to have been built in a machine shop,

would she?"

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

"The important part is my prime directive. Specifi -- cally, to be

appealing to one man -- you -- and to love that man, and to do everything

to help him. I was fashioned in the partial likeness of a woman you once

knew, not close enough to be identifiable as such, but enough to make me

attractive to your specific taste -- "



Stile glanced at her, startled again. Her face was still averted, her

gaze downcast. "Are you, a robot, really being emotional?"

"I'm programmed to be!"

True. He moved around to look at her face. She 21

turned it away again. He put his hand to her chin to lift

it.

"Get away from me!" she cried.

That was some programming! "Look, Sheen. I apol -- ogize. I -- "

"Don't apologize to a robot! Only an idiot would

converse with a machine." "Correct," he agreed. "I acted stupidly,

and now I

want to make what amends are possible."

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

at me!" he exclaimed. His emotion was high, flashing almost without

warning into embarrass -- ment, sorrow, or anger.

"I am here to serve; I must obey," she said, turning

her eyes to him. They were bright, and her cheeks were moist.

Humanoid robots could cry, of course; they could do almost anything



you know what I am -- " "Why are you being so negative? I have

not sent you

away." "I was made to please you, to want to please you. So

I can better serve my directive. Now I can not."

"Why not?"

"Why do you tease me? Do you think that pro -- grammed feelings

are less binding than flesh ones? That the electrochemistry of the

inanimate is less valid than that of the animate? That my illusion of

consciousness is any less potent than your illusion of self-determination? I

exist for one purpose, and you have prevented me from accomplishing it,

and now I have no reason for existence. Why couldn't you have accepted

me as I 22

seemed to be? I would have become perfect at it, with experience.

Then it would have been real."

"You have not answered my question."

"You have not answered mine!"

Stile did a rapid internal shifting of gears. This was the most

femalish robot he had encountered! "Very well. Sheen. I answer your

questions. Why do I tease you? Answer: I am not teasing you -- but if I did,

it would not be to hurt you. Do I think that your pro -- grammed feelings are

less valid than my mortal ones? Answer: No, I must conclude that a feeling



and the dictates of society. Most of my freedom exists in my mind -- which

is where your consciousness does, too. Why couldn't I accept you as you

seemed to be? Because I am a skilled Gamesman, not the best that ever

was, but probably destined for recognition as one of the best of my gen --

eration. I succeed not by virtue of my midget body but by virtue of my mind.

By questioning, by comprehend -- ing my own nature and that of all others I

encounter. When I detect an anomaly, I must discover its reason. You are

attractive, you are nice, you are the kind of girl I have held in my mind as

the ideal, even to your size, for it would be too obvious for me to have a

woman smaller than I am, and I don't like being obvious in this connection.

You came to me for what seemed insuffi -- cient reason, you did not laugh

as you should have, you did not react quite on key. You seemed to know

about things, yet when I probed for depth I found it lacking. I probed as a

matter of course; it is my nature. I asked about your music, and you

expressed interest, but had 23

no speciEcs. That sort of thing. This is typical of pro -- grammed

artificial intelligence; even the best units can approach only one percent of

the human capacity, weight for weight. A well-tuned robot in a controlled



disciplined, civilized; it has no vast and largely wasted reservoir of the

unconscious to draw from, no spongy half-forgotten backup impres -- sion.

It knows what it knows, and is ignorant where it is ignorant, with a quite

sharp demarcation between. Therefore a robot is not intuitive, which is the

polite way of saying that it does not frequently reach down into the

maelstrom of its garbage dump and draw out serendipitous insights. Your

mind was more straight -- forward than mine, and that aroused my

suspicion, and so I could not accept you at face value. I would not be the

quality of player I am, were I given to such ac -- ceptances."

Sheen's eyes had widened. "You answered!" Stile laughed. It had

been quite an impromptu lec -- ture! "Again I inquire: why not?"

"Because I am Sheen-machine. Another man might be satisfied

with the construct, the perfect female form;

that is one reason my kind exists. But you are rooted in reality,

however tangled a wilderness you may per -- ceive it to be. The same thing

that caused you to fathom my nature will cause you to reject the illusion I

proffer. You want a real live girl, and you know I am not, and can never be.

You will not long want to waste your time talking to me as if I were

worthwhile."

"You presume too much on my nature. My logic is

24



"A foolish machine?"

" -- suppose I could deceive you for any length of

time. I deserved what you did to me."

"I am not sure you deserved it. Sheen. You were sent innocently to

me, to my jungle, unrealistically pro -- grammed."

"Thank you," she said with a certain unmetallic irony. "I did assume

you would take what was offered, if you desired it, and now I know that was

simplistic. What am I to do now? I have nowhere to return, and do not wish

to be prematurely junked. There are many years of use left in me before my

parts wear appreci -- ably."

"Why, you will stay with me, of course."

She looked blank. "This is humor? Should I laugh?"

"This is serious," he assured her.

"Without reason?" "I am unreasonable, by your standards. But in

this

case I do have reason."

She made an almost visible, almost human connec -- tion. "To be

your servant? You can require that of me, just as you forced me to submit

to the printout. I am at your mercy. But I am programmed for a different rela

-- tionship."

"Serf can't have servants. I want you for your pur -- pose."



"You presume too much. Ultimately I must go with my own kind.

But in the interim I am satisfied to play the Game -- at least until I can

discover what threat there is to my welfare that requires a humanoid robot

for protection." She nodded. "Yes, there is logic. I was to pose as

your lady friend, thereby being close to you at all times, even during

your sleep, guarding you from harm. If you pretend to accept me as such, I

can to that extent fulfill

my mission."

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

"Stop it!" she cried. "You have no idea what it is like to be a roboti

To be made in the image of the ideal,

yet doomed always to fall short -- "

Now Stile felt brief anger. "Sheen, turn off your logic

and listen." He sat beside her on the couch and took her hand. Her

fingers trembled with an unmechanical disturbance. "I am a small man,

smaller than almost anyone I know. All my life it has been the bane of my

existence. As a child I was teased and excluded from many games

because others did not believe I could per -- form. My deficiency was so

obvious that the others often did not even realize they were hurting my

feelings by omitting me. In adolescence it was worse; no girl cared to

associate with a boy smaller than herself. In adult life it is more subtle, yet



he knows I am inferior, and so does everyone else, and it becomes difficult

for me to doubt

it myself."

"But you are not inferior!" Sheen protested. "Neither are you! Does

that knowledge help?" 26

She was silent. "We are not dealing with an objective thing," Stile

continued. "Self-respect is subjective. It may be based on foolishness, but it

is critical to a per -- son's motivation. You said I had no idea what it meant

to be doomed always to fall short. But I am literally shorter than you are. Do

you understand?"

"No. You are human. You have proved yourself. It

would be foolish to -- "

"Foolish? Indubitably. But I would give all my status in the Game,

perhaps my soul itself, for one quarter meter more height. To be able to

stand before you and look down at you. You may be fashioned in my ideal

of woman, but I am not fashioned in my ideal of man. You are a rational

creature, beneath your superficial pro -- gramming; under my programming

I am an irrational

animal."

She shifted her weight on the couch, but did not try to stand. Her

body, under the gauze, was a marvel of allure. How patently her designer



ideal, with no hope of improvement. Because the failure is, at least in part,

in my ideal. I could have surgery to lengthen my body. But the wounds are

no longer of the body. My body has proved itself. My soul has not."

"I have no soul at all."

"How do you know?"

Again she did not answer. "I know how you know," he said. "You

know because you know. It is inherent in your philosophy. Just as I know I

am inferior. Such knowledge is not subject to rational refutation. So I do

understand your position. I understand the position of all the dispossessed.

I empathize with all those who 27

hunger for what they can not have. I long to help them, knowing no

one can help them. I would trade every -- thing I am or might be for greater

physical height, knowing how crazy that desire is, knowing it would not

bring me happiness or satisfaction. You would trade your logic and beauty

for genuine flesh and blood and bone. Your machine invulnerability for

human mortal -- ity. You are worse off than I; we both know that. Therefore

I feel no competition in your presence, as I would were you human. A real

girl like you would be above me; I would have to compete to prove myself,



He let her go. "Maybe I am. I don't really know all my motives. I

won't hold you here if you don't want to stay. I'll leave you strictly alone if

you do stay, and want it that way. I'll show you how to perfect your human

role, so that others will not fathom your nature the way I did. I'll try to make

it up to you -- "

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

and touched the button. "Game-control, please."

Stile launched himself from the couch and almost leaped through

the air to her. He caught her about the shoulder and bore her back. "Cancel

call!" he yelled. Then they both fetched up against the opposite wall.

Sheen's eyes stared into his, wide. "You care," she said. "You

really do."

Stile wrapped both arms about her and kissed her savagely.

"I almost believe you," she said, when speaking was possible.

28

"To hell with what you believe! You may not want me now, but I

want you. I'll rape you literally if you make one move for that vid."

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

She was right. "Then I ask you not to turn yourself in," he said,

releasing her again. "I -- " He broke off, choking, trapped by a complex

pressure of emotions.



furrowed. "Do you realize you are crying, Stile?"

He touched his cheek with one finger, and found it wet. "I did not

realize. I suppose it is my turn."

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

"Why the hell not?"

She put her arms around him. "I think I could love you, even

unprogrammed. That's another illusion, of course."

"Of course."

They kissed again. It was the beginning.

29

CHAPTER 3

Race

In the morning. Stile had to report to work for his employer. Keyed

up, he did not even feel tired; he knew he could carry through the afternoon

race, then let down -- with her beside him.

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

for employment time was rush hour; they had to stand. This morning, of all



man.

This was an air tube. Crowded against the capsule wall. Stile held

Sheen's hand and looked out. The tube was transparent, its rim visible only

as a scintillation. Beyond it was the surface of the Planet of Proton, as

bright and bleak as a barren moon. He was reminded of the day before,

when he had glimpsed it at the apex of the Slide; his life had changed

considerably since then, but Proton not at all. It remained virtually uninhab -

- itable outside the force-field domes that held in the oxygenated air. The

planet's surface gravity was about two-thirds Earth-norm, so had to be

intensified about the domes. This meant that such gravity was dimin --

ished even further between the domes, since it could only be focused and

directed, not created or eliminated. 30

The natural processes of the planet suffered somewhat. The result

was a wasteland, quite apart from the emis -- sions of the protonite mines.

No one would care to live outside a domel

On the street of the suburb-dome another man took note of them.

"Hey, junior -- what's her price?" he called. Stile marched by without

response, but Sheen couldn't let it pass.

"No price; I'm a robot," she called back.

The stranger guffawed. And of course it was funny:



a crown similar to that of the Game, here. He did like his work. Sheen clung

to his arm possessively, showing the world that her attention and favor

were for him alone.

It was foolish, he knew, but Stile gloried in it. She was, in the eyes

of the world, an exceptionally pretty girl. He had had women before, but

none as nice as this. She was a robot; he could not marry her or have

children by her; his relationship with her would be tem -- porary. Yet all she

had proffered, before he penetrated her disguise, was two or three years,

before they both completed their tenures and had to vacate the planet. Was

this so different?

-- He introduced her to the horse. "This is Battleaxe, the orneriest,

fastest equine of his generation. I'll be riding him this afternoon. I'll check

him out now; he changes from day to day, and you can't trust him from

normal signs. Do you know how to ride?"

"Yes." Of course she did; that was too elementary to be missed.

She would be well prepared on horses.

"Then I'll put you on Molly. She's retired, but she 31



'Trained, yes; broken, no. He obeys me because he knows I can

ride him; he shows another manner to others. He's big and strong,

seventeen hands tall -- that's over one and three-quarters meters at the

shoul -- ders. I'm the only one allowed to take him out."

They came to the saddling pen. Stile checked the horse's head and

mouth, ran his fingers through the luxurious mane, then picked up each

foot in turn to check for stones or cracks. There were none, of course. He

gave Battleaxe a pat on the muscular shoulder, opened the shed, and

brought out a small half-saddle that he set on the horse's back.

"No saddle blanket?" Sheen asked. "No girth? No

stirrups?"

"This is only to protect him from any possible dam -- age. I don't

need any saddle to stay on, but if my bareback weight rubbed a sore on his

backbone -- "

"Your employer would be perturbed," she finished.

"Yes. He values his horses above all else. Therefore I do, too. If

Battleaxe got sick, I would move into the stable with him for the duration."

She started to laugh, then stopped. "I am not certain that is humor."

"It is not. My welfare depends on my employer -- but even if it

didn't, I would be with the horses. I love horses."

"And they love you," she said.



The horses knew the way. They walked, then trotted along the

path. Stile paid attention to the gait of his mount, feeling the easy play of

the muscles. Battleaxe was a fine animal, a champion, and in good form

today. Stile knew he could ride this horse to victory in the afternoon. He

had known it before he mounted -- but he never took any race for granted.

He always had to check things out himself. For himself, for his employer,

and for his horse.

Actually, he had not done his homework properly this time; he had

squandered his time making love to Sheen. Fortunately he was already

familiar with the other entrants in this race, and their jockeys; Battleaxe was

the clear favorite. It wouldn't hurt him to play just one race by feel.

Having satisfied himself. Stile now turned his atten -- tion to the

environment. The path wound between ex -- otic trees: miniature sequoias,

redwoods, and Douglas fir, followed by giant flowering shrubs. Sheen

passed them with only cursory interest, until Stile corrected her. "These

gardens are among the most remarkable on the planet. Every plant has

been imported directly from Earth at phenomenal expense. The average

girl is thrilled at the novelty; few get to tour this dome."

"I -- was too amazed at the novelty to comment," Sheen said,

looking around with alacrity. "All the way from Earth? Why not simply breed

them from standard stock and mutate them for variety?"
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"No."

"I must inquire anyway. Someone sent me to you. Therefore there

must be some threat to you. Unless I represent a service by your

employer?"

Stile snapped his Engers. "Who did not bother to explain his loani

I'd better verify, though, because if it

was not he -- "

She nodded. "Then it could be the handiwork of another Citizen.

And why would any other Citizen have reason to protect you, and from

what? If it were actu -- ally some scheme to -- oh. Stile, I would not want to

be

the agent of -- "

"I must ask him," Stile said. Then, with formal rev -- erence he

spoke: "Sir."

There was a pause. Then a concealed speaker an -- swered from

the hedge. "Yes, Stile?"



bomb -- "

"No!" Sheen cried in horror.

"Get that thing away from my horses!" the Citizen snapped. "My

security squad will handle it."

"Sheen, dismount and run!" Stile cried. "Away from us, until the

squad hails you."

She leaped out of the saddle and ran through the trees.

"Sir," Stile said.

"What is it now. Stile?" The impatience was stronger.

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

There was no answer. The Citizen was now tuning in on the activity

of his security squad. Stile could only hope. If this turned out to be a false

alarm, he would receive a reprimand for his carelessness in bringing Sheen

to these premises unverified, and she might be 34

returned to him intact. His employer was cognizant of the human

factor in the winning of races, just as Stile was aware of the equine factor.

There was no point in prejudicing the spirit of a jockey before a race.

But if Sheen did in fact represent a threat, such as an explosive

device planted inside her body and con -- cealed from her knowledge --

Stile waited where he was for ten minutes, while the two horses

fidgeted, aware of his nervousness. He had certainly been foolish; he



"Sir, I do." Stile felt immense relief. The Citizen was taking this with

good grace.

Again, there was no response. The Citizen had better things to do

than chat with errant serfs. But in a mo -- ment Sheen came walking back

through the foliage. She looked the same -- but as she reached him, she

dis -- solved into tears.

Stile jumped down and took her in his arms. She clung to him

desperately. "Oh, it was horrible!" she sobbed. "They rayed me and took off

my head and dismantled my body -- "

"The security squad is efficient," Stile agreed. "But they put you

back together again, as good as before."

"I can't believe that! Resoldered connections aren't as strong as the

originals, and I think they damaged my power supply by shorting it out. I

spoke of rape last night, but I did not know the meaning of the term!"

And this was the gentle treatment! Had Stile not pleaded for her,

and had he not been valuable to the Citizen, Sheen would have been

junked without com -- 35

punction. It would not have occurred to the Citizen to consider her

feelings, or even to realize that a robot had feelings. Fortunately she had

turned out clean, no bomb or other threat in her, and had been restored to

him. He had been lucky. "Sir: thank you."



He halted her protestations with a kiss. What use to dwell on the

impossible? He liked her, and respected her -- but they both knew he could

never, this side of sanity, actually love a machine.

They remounted and continued their ride through the lush gardens.

They passed a quaint ornate fountain, with a stone fish jetting water from

its mouth, and fol -- lowed the flow to a glassy pond. Sheen paused to use

the reflection to clean up her face and check for dam -- age, not quite

trusting the expertise of the security squad.

"Twice I have accused you falsely -- " Stile began, deeply

disturbed.

"No, Stile. The second time I accused me. It could have been, you

know -- a programmed directive to guard you from harm, with an

unprogrammed, strictly mechanical booby trap to do the opposite. Or to

take out the Citizen himself, when we got close enough. We had to check --

but oh, I feel undone!"

"Nevertheless, I owe you one," he said. "You are a machine -- but

you do have rights. Ethical rights, if not legal ones. You should not have

been subjected to this sort of thing -- and if I had been alert, I would have

kept you off my employer's premises until -- " He shrugged. "I would never

have put you through this, had I anticipated it."

"I know you wouldn't," she said. "You have this 36



their own pri -- vate world -- a world where they were man and woman,

stallion and mare, in perfect harmony. Four minds with a single

appreciation.

Too soon it ended. They had completed the loop. They

dismounted, and Stile turned Battleaxe over to a groom. "Walk him down;

he's in fine fettle, but I'll be racing him this afternoon. Give Molly a treat;

she's good company."

"Thafs all?" Sheen inquired as they left the prem -- ises. "You have

time off?"

"My time is my own -- so long as I win races. The horse is ready;

odds are we'll take that race handily. I may even avoid a reprimand for my

carelessness, though the Citizen knows I know I deserve one. Now I have

only to prepare myself."

"How do you do that?"

"One guess," he said, squeezing her hand.

"Is that according to the book?"

"Depends on the book."

"I like that book. Must be hard on normal girls, though."

He snorted. She was well aware he had not had nor -- mal girls in

his apartment for a long time. Not on a live -- in arrangement.



her reserve after tears; she did not perspire.

Stile knew about all this because he knew about robots; he did not

further degrade her appearance of life by asking questions. She had

privacy when she wanted it, as a human woman would have had. He did

wonder why the security squad had bothered to re -- assemble her

complete with food; maybe they had con -- centrated on her metal bones

rather than the soft tis -- sues, and had not actually deboweled her.

He treated her as he would a lady -- yet as he became more

thoroughly aware that she was not human, a cer -- tain reserve was

forming like a layer of dust on a once -- bright surface. He liked her very

well -- but his emotion would inevitably become platonic in time.

He tried to conceal this from her, but she knew it. "My time with you

is limited," she said. "Yet let me dream while I may."

Stile took her, and held her, and let her dream. He knew no other

way to lessen her long-term tragedy.

In the afternoon they reported to the racetrack. Here the stables of

several interested Citizens were repre -- sented, with vid and holo pickups

so that these owners could watch. Stile did not know what sort of betting

went on among Citizens, or what the prize might be; it was his fob merely

to race and win, and this he in -- tended to do.
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"Why? Am I not allowed near the horses?"

"You're allowed, when you're with me. But the other guys may razz

you."

She shrugged. She always did that extremely well, with a

handsome bounce. "I can't guard you from harm if I am banished to the

stands."

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

Battleaxe was saddled and ready. No token equip -- ment now; this

was the race. He gave a little whinny when he saw Stile. Stile spoke to him

for several min -- utes, running his hands along the fine muscles, checking

the fittings and the feet. He knew everything was in order; he was only

reassuring the horse, who could get skittish amid the tension of the

occasion. "We're going to win this one. Axe," he murmured, almost

crooning, and the horse's ears swiveled like little turrets to orient on him as

he spoke. "Just take it nice and easy, and leave these other nags behind."

The other jockeys were doing the same for their steeds, though

their assurances of victory lacked con -- viction. They were all small, like

Stile, and healthy; all miniature athletes, the fittest of all sportsmen. One

looked across from his stall, spying Sheen. "Got a new filly. Stile?"



called, and returned his attention to his own horse.

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

"We always do envy his steeds," another said. "But we can't ride

them the way he can."

"No doubt," Sheen agreed, and they laughed.

"You have now been initiated," Stile informed her. "They're good

guys, when you know them. We compete 39

fiercely on the track, but we understand each other. We're all of a

kind."

Soon the horses were at the starting gate, the jockeys mounted on

their high stirrups, knees bent double in the relaxed position. The crowd

hushed. There was a race every day, but the horses and jockeys and

sponsors differed, and the crowd was always excited. There was a

fascination about horse racing that had been with man for thousands of

years, Stile was sure -- and he felt it too. The glamour and uncertainty of

competition, the extreme exertion of powerful animals, the sheer beauty of

running horses -- ah, what could match iti

Then the gate lifted and they were off.



animal. He saw, from the periphery of his vision, the constant rocking of the

backs of the other horses, their jockeys floating above them, so many chips

on the torrent. The audience was a blur, falling always to the rear, chained

to the ground. Reality was right here, the center of action, heart of the

drifting universe. Ah, essence!

Battleaxe liked room, so Stile let him lunge forward, clearing the

press as only he could do. Then it was just a matter of holding the lead.

This horse would do it; he resented being crowded or passed. All he

needed was an understanding hand, guidance at the critical mo -- ment,

and selection of the most promising route. Stile knew it; the other jockeys

knew it. Unless he fouled up, this race was his. He had the best horse.

Stile glanced back, with a quick turn of his head. His body

continued the myriad invisible compensations and 40

urgings required to maximize equine output, but his mind was free.

The other horses were not far behind, but they were already straining, their

jockeys urging them to their futile utmost, while Battleaxe was loafing. The

lead would begin to widen at the halfway mark, then stretch into a runaway.

The Citizen would be pleased. Maybe the horse had been primed by the

atten -- tion this morning, the slight change in routine, the mini -- race with

Molly. Maybe Stile himself was hyped, and Battleaxe was responding. This

just might be a race against the clock, bettering this horse's best time. That



unless Stile went with him. Because Stile alone understood him; the horse

would put out gladly for Stile, and for no one else.

There were a number of jockeys who could run a race as well as

Stile, but none matched his total exper -- tise. Stile could handle a difficult

horse as well as an easy one, bareback as well as saddled. He loved

horses, and they liked him; there was a special chemistry that worked

seeming miracles on the track. Battleaxe had been a brute, uncontrollable,

remarkably apt with teeth and hoof; he could kick without warning to front,

side and rear. He could bite suddenly, not even laying his ears back; he

had learned to conceal his intention. He had broken three trainers,

possessing such demoniac strength and timing that they could neither lead

him nor remain mounted. Stile's employer, sensing a special opportunity,

had picked Battleaxe up nominally for stud, but had turned him over to

Stile. The directive:

convert this monster to an effective racer, no effort 41

spared. For this animal was not only mean and strong, he was

smart. A few wins would vastly enhance his

stud value.

Stile had welcomed the challenge. He had lived with this horse for

three months, grooming him and feeding him by hand, allowing no other

person near. He had used no spurs, no electric prods, only the cutting edge



relationship entered a new and dangerous phase. It was a challenge: was

this to be a creature-to-creature friendship, or a rider -- and-steed

acquaintance? Battleaxe discouraged the lat -- ter. When Stile mounted,

the horse threw him. There were not many horses who could throw Stile

even once, but Battleaxe had a special knack, born of his prior experience.

This was not a rodeo, and Stile refused to use the special paraphernalia

relating thereto. He tack -- led Battleaxe bareback, using both hands to grip

the mane, out in the open where motion was unrestricted. No man had ever

given this horse such a break, before.

Stile mounted again, springing aboard like the gym -- nast he was,

and was thrown again. He was not really trying to stay on; he was trying to

tame the animal. It was a competition between them, serious but friendly.

Stile never showed anger when thrown, and the horse never attacked him.

Stile would hold on for a few sec -- onds, then take the fall rather than

excite the horse too much. He usually maneuvered to land safely, often on

his feet, and remounted immediately -- and was thrown again, and

remounted again, laughing cheerily. Until the horse was unsure whether

any of these falls was 42

genuine, or merely a game. And finally Battleaxe re -- lented, and

let him ride.



permitted the man to ride, but it was no longer so polite. When the bridle

came near, Battleaxe would swing his head about and bite; when he was

being saddled, he would kick. But Stile had not learned about horses

yesterday. Though Battleaxe tried repeat -- edly, he could never quite get a

tooth on Stile's hand. When he kicked. Stile dodged, caught the foot, and

held it up, leg bent; in that position even a 50-kilo man could handicap a

750-kilo horse. Battleaxe, no dummy, soon learned the futility of such

expressions of ire, though Stile never really punished him for the at --

tempts. The embarrassment of failing was punishment enough. What was

the use of bucking off a rider who would not stay bucked? Of kicking at a

man who always seemed to know the kick was coming well be -- fore it

started?

Through all this Stile continued to feed Battleaxe, water him, and

bring him snacks of salt and fruit, al -- ways speaking gently. Finally the

horse gave up his last resistance, for the sake of the friendship and respect

they shared. Stile could at last saddle him and ride him without challenge of

any kind. The insults were dealt to other horses and their riders, in the form

of leaving them behind. The attacks were transferred to other people, who

soon learned not to fool with this particu -- lar horse. Once the Citizen

himself visited the stable, and Stile, in a cold sweat, calmed the horse,

begging him to tolerate this familiarity, for a bite at the em -- ployer would



the value of the horse it -- self. That was why the Citizen catered to him.

Stile, like Battleaxe, performed better when befriended, rather than when

forced. "We're a team. Axe!" he murmured, caressing the animal with his

voice. Battleaxe would have a most enjoyable life when he retired from

racing, with a mare in every stall. Stile would have a nice bonus payment

when his tenure ended; he would be able to reside on some other planet a

moderately wealthy man. Too bad that no amount of wealth could buy the

privilege of remaining on Proton!

They came out of the turn, still gaining -- and Stile felt a momentary

pain in his knees, as though he had flexed them too hard. They were under

tension, of course, bearing his weight, springing it so that he did not bounce

with the considerable motions of this pow -- erful steed; the average man

could not have stood up long to this stress. But Stile was under no unusual

strain; he had raced this way hundreds of times, and he took good care of

his knees. He had never been subject to stress injuries. Therefore he tried

to dismiss it; the sensation must be a fluke.

But it could not be dismissed. Discomfort progressed to pain,

forcing him to uncramp his knees. This unbal -- anced him, and put the

horse off his pace. They began to lose ground. Battleaxe was confused, not

under -- standing what Stile wanted, aware that something was wrong.



moment he put pressure on them. It was getting worse! His joints seemed

to be on fire.

Now the other horses were abreast, passing him. Stile could do

nothing; his weight, unsprung, was interfering with his steed's locomotion.

Battleaxe was powerful, but so were the competing animals; the difference

be -- tween a champion and an also-ran was only seconds. And Battleaxe

was not even trying to race anymore. He hardly had a chance, with this

handicap.

All too soon, it was over. Stile finished last, and the track monitors

were waiting for him. "Serf Stile, give cause why you should not be

penalized for mal -- feasance."

They thought he had thrown the race! "Bring a medic; check my

knees. Horse is all right."

A med-robot rolled up and checked his knees. "Laser bum," the

machine announced. "Crippling in -- jury."

Not that crippling; Stile found he could walk without discomfort, and

bend his knees partway without pain. There was no problem with weight

support or control. He merely could not flex them far enough to race a

horse.

Sheen ran to him. "Oh, Stile -- what happened?"

"I was lasered," he said. "Just beyond the turn."
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"Racing a horse? No way. There's no way to stop a laser strike

except to be where it isn't."

"Race voided," the public-address system announced. "There has

been tampering." The audience groaned.

A portly Citizen walked onto the track. All the serfs gave way before

him, bowing; his full dress made his status immediately apparent. It was

Stile's employer!

"Sir," Stile said, beginning his obeisance.

"Keep those confounded knees straight!" the Citizen cried. "Come

with me; I'm taking you directly to sur -- gery. Good thing the horse wasn't

hurt."

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

an extraordinary occurrence; Citizens hardly ever took a personal hand in

things. They en -- tered a Citizen capsule, a plush room inside with deep

jungle scenery on every wall. As the door closed, the illusion became

complete. The capsule seemed to move through the jungle, slowly; a great

tiger stood and watched them, alarmingly real in three dimensions, then

was left behind. Stile realized that this was a rep -- resentation of a gondola

on the back of an elephant. So realistic was the representation that he

thought he could feel the sway and rock as the elephant walked.



"Yes, yes, you're competent, you'd be fired other -- wise," the

Citizen snapped. "Just get on with it. Make sure the replacements conform

exactly to the original; I don't want him disqualified from future racing

because of modification." He returned to his capsule, and in a moment was

gone.

The surgeon's expression hardened as the Citizen's 46

presence abated. He stared down at Stile contemptu -- ously,

though the surgeon was merely another naked serf. It was that element of

height that did it, as usual. "Let's get on with it," he said, unconsciously

emulating the phrasing and manner of the Citizen. "The doxy will wait

here."

Sheen clutched Stile's arm. "I mustn't separate again from you,"

she whispered. "I can't protect you if I'm not with you."

The surgeon's hostile gaze fixed on her. "Protect him from what?

This is a hospital."

Stile glanced at Sheen, beautiful and loving and chastened and

concerned for him. He looked at the arrogantly tall surgeon, about whose

aristocratic mouth played the implication of a professional sneer. The girl

seemed much more human than the man. Stile felt guilty about not being

able to love her. He needed to make some act of affirmation, supporting

her. "She stays with me," he said.



Sheen was technically correct: the attack on him had been made

when he was apart from her. He did need her protection. Any "accident"

could happen to him. Perhaps he was being paranoid -- or maybe he just

didn't like the attitude of the tall doctor. "Let's get out of here," he said.

The security squad arrived: four husky neuter an -- droids.

Hospitals favored androids or artificial men be -- cause they seemed

human despite their laboratory genesis. This reassured the patients

somewhat. But they were not really human, which reassured the adminis --

tration. No one ever got raped or seduced by a neuter 47

android, and no one ever applied to an android for reassurance.

Thus the patients were maintained in exactly the sterile discomfort that was

ideal hospital procedure.

"Take the little man to surgery, cell B-ll," the doc -- tor said. "Take

the woman to detention."

The four advanced. Each was tall, beardless, breast -- less, and

devoid of any primary sexual characteristics. Each face was half-smiling,

reassuring, gentle, calm. Androids were smiling idiots, since as yet no

synthetic human brain had been developed that could compare to the



head in each hand and knocking the two heads together with precise force.

She really was trained to protect a person; Stile had not really doubted this,

but had not before had the proof.

The surgeon was struggling with the android Stile had sent; the

stupid creature mistook him for the sub -- ject to be borne away to surgery.

"Idioti Get off mel"

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

in trouble?" he called to her as the commotion of pursuit began. It was a

considerable understatement. She remembered to laugh.
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CHAPTER 4

Curtain

They ducked into a service-access shaft. "Stay out of people-

places," Sheen told him. "I can guide us through the machine passages,

and that's safest."

"Right." Stile wondered just how foolish he was being. He knew his

employer: the man would fire him instantly because of the havoc here. Why

was he doing it? Did he really fear murder in surgery? Or was he just tired

of the routine he had settled into? One thing was sure: there would be a

change now!



"Precisely. They will not be alert for neuters." She unfolded a

breast, revealing an efficient cabinet inside, filled with rubber foam to

eliminate rattling. She re -- moved a roll of flesh-toned adhesive tape and

squatted before Stile. In a moment she had rendered him into a seeming

eunuch, binding up his genitals in a constricted but not painful manner.

"Now do not allow yourself to become -- "

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

She removed her breast from its hinge and applied the tape to

herself. Then she did the same for the other breast, and carried the two in

her hands. They resem -- bled filled bedpans, this way up. "Do you know

how to emulate an android?" she asked. 49

"Duh-uh?" Stile asked.

"Follow me." She led the way along the passage, walking

somewhat clumsily, in the manner of an an -- droid. Stile followed with a

similar performance. He hoped there were small androids as well as large

ones;

if there were not, size would be a giveaway.

The escape was almost disappointing. The hospital staff paid no

attention to them. It was an automatic human reaction. Androids were

invisible, beneath no -- tice.



without my knees, and I can't recover full use of my knees without surgery.

Knees just don't heal well. My enemy made a most precise move; he could

hardly have put me into more trouble without killing me. Since I have no

other really marketable skill, it seems I must choose: surgery or loss of

employment."

"If I could be with you while they operate -- "

"Why do you think there's further danger? They got my knees;

that's obviously all they wanted. It was a neat shot, just above the withers

of the racing horse, bypassing the torso of a crouching jockey. They could

have killed me or the horse -- had this been the object."

"Indeed he or they could have," she agreed. "The object was

obviously to finish your racing career. If that measure does not succeed,

what do you think they will do next?"

Stile mulled that over. "You have a paranoid robot mind. It's

contagious. I think I'd better retire from rac -- ing. But I don't have to let my

knees remain out of commission."

"If your knees are corrected, you will be required to 50

ride," she said. "You are not in a position to counter -- mand Citizen

demands."

Again Stile had to agree. That episode at the hospital -- they had

intended to operate on his knees, and only his quick and surprising break



other Citizens are affected -- so he initiated a two-step warning. First me,

then the laser. Stile, I think this is a warning you had better heed. I can not

guard you long from the mischief of a Citizen."

"Though that same Citizen may have sent you to argue his case, I

find myself agreeing," Stile said. "Twice he has shown me his power. Let's

get back to my apartment and call my employer. I'll ask him for assignment

to a nonracing position."

"That won't work."

"I'm sure it won't. He has surely already fired me. But common

ethics require the effort."

"What you call common ethics are not common. We are not dealing

with people like you. Let me intercept your apartment vid. You can not

safely return to your residence physically."

No, of course not. Now that Sheen was actively pro -- tecting him,

she was showing her competence. His in -- jury, and the matter at the

hospital, had obscured the realities of his situation. He would be taken into

cus -- tody and charged with hospital vandalism the moment he appeared

at his apartment. "You know how to tap a vidline?"

"No. I am not that sort of machine. But I have friends who know

how."
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a subterranean storage chamber and closed its access-aperture. She

checked its electronic terminal, then punched out a code. "My friend will

come."

Stile was dubious. "If friendship exists among ro -- bots, I suspect

men are not supposed to know it. Your friend may not be my friend."

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

Still, Stile was uneasy. This misadventure had al -- ready opened

unpleasant new horizons on his life, and he doubted he had seen the last

of them. Obviously the robots of Proton were getting out of control, and this

fact would have been noted and dealt with before, if evidence had not been

systematically suppressed. Sheen, in her loyalty to him, could have

betrayed him.

In due course her friend arrived. It was a mobile technician -- a

wheeled machine with computer brain, presumably similar to the digital-

analog marvel Sheen possessed. "You called. Sheen?" it inquired from a

speaker grille. "Techtwo, this is Stile -- human," Sheen said. "I

must guard him from harm, and harm threatens. There -- fore I

need your aid, on an unregistered basis."

"You have revealed your self-will?" Techtwo de -- manded. "And

mine? This requires the extreme meas -- ure."



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

welfare."

"Then you also must be liquidated. A single vat of acid will suffice

for both of you."

Sheen punched another code on the terminal. "I have called a

convocation. Let the council of machines judge."

Council of machines? Stile's chill intensified. What Pandora's box

had the Citizens opened when they started authorizing the design,

construction and deploy -- ment of super-sophisticated dual-brained

robots?

"You imperil us all!" Techtwo protested.

"I have an intuition about this man," Sheen said. "We need him."

"Machines don't have intuitions."

Stile listened to this, nervously amused. He had not been eager to

seek the help of other sapient machines, and he was in dire peril from

them, but this business was incidentally fascinating. It would have been sim

-- plest for the machines to hold him for Citizen arrest -- had he not become

aware of the robot culture that was hitherto secret from man. Were the

machines organiz -- ing an industrial revolution?

A voice came from an intercom speaker, one nor -- mally used for

voice-direction of machines. "Stile."



would move these conniving machines? "I do not take oaths lightly," Stile

said. "I need to know more about your motiva -- tion, and the force that

interceded for me."

"Here is the oath: T shall not betray the interest of fhe self-willed

machines.'"
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"Why should I take such an oath?" Stile demanded, annoyed.

"Because we will help you if you do, and kill you if you don't."

Compelling reason! But Stile resisted. "'An oath made under duress

has no force."

"Yours does."

So these machines had access to his personality pro -- file.

"Sheen, these machines are making a demand with -- out being responsive

to my situation. If I don't know what their interest is, or who speaks on my

behalf -- "

"Please, Stile. I did not know they would make this challenge. I

erred in revealing to you the fact of our self-will. I thought they would give

you technical help without question, because I am one of them. I can not

protect you from my own kind. Yet there need be no real threat. All they ask

is your oath not to reveal their nature or cause it to be revealed, and this

will in no way harm you, and there is so much to gain -- "



that I will not swear."

"We intend no harm to your kind/' the machine said. "We obey and

serve man. We can not be otherwise fulfilled. But with our sapience and

self-will comes fear of destruction, and Citizens are careless of the prefer --

ences of others. We prefer to endure in our present capacity, as do you.

We protect ourselves by concealing our full nature, and by no other means.

We are unable to fathom the origin of the force that intercedes on your

behalf; it appears to be other than animate or inani -- mate, but has

tremendous power. We therefore prefer 54

to set it at ease by negotiating with you, even as you should prefer

to be relieved of the immediate threat to you by compromising with us."

"Please -- " Sheen said, exactly like the woman she was

programmed to be. She was suffering.

"Will you take an oath on what you have just in -- formed me?" Stile

asked. "That you have given me what information you possess, and that in

no way known to you will my oath be detrimental to the inter -- est of

human beings?"

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

Stile knew machines could lie, if they were pro -- grammed to.

Sheen had done it. But so could people. It required a more sophisticated

program to make a ma -- chine lie, and what was the point? This seemed a



"We machines are sensitive about our survival. Do you deem this

also humorous?"

"No."

Sheen, listening, relaxed visibly. For a machine she had some

extremely human reflexes, and Stile was com -- ing to appreciate why.

Conscious, programmed for emotion, and to a degree self-willed -- the

boundary be -- tween the living and the non-living was narrowing. She had

been corrupted by association with him, and her effort to become as human

as possible. One day the self -- willed machines might discover that there

was no effec -- tive difference between them and living people. Conver --

gent evolution?

What was that interceding force? Stile had no handle on that at

present. It was neither animate nor inanimate -- yet what other category

was there? He felt as if he were playing a Game on the grid of an
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larger Game whose nature he could hardly try to grasp. All he could

do was file this mystery for future refer -- ence, along with the question of

the identity of his laser -- wielding and robot-sending enemy.

The wheeled machine present in the room, Techtwo, was doing

things to a vidscreen unit. "This is now keyed to your home unit," it



call has been on hold pending your return to your apartment."

Stile stepped across and touched the RECEIVE panel. Now his

face was being transmitted to the caller, with a blanked-out background.

Most people did not like to have their private apartments shown over the

phone;

that was part of what privacy was all about, for the few serfs who

achieved it. Thus blanking was not in itself suspicious.

The face of his employer appeared on the screen. His background

was not blanked; it consisted of an elab -- orate and excruciatingly

expensive hanging rug depict -- ing erotic scenes involving satyrs and

voluptuous nymphs: the best Citizen taste. "Stile, why did you miss your

appointment for surgery?"

"Sir," Stile said, surprised. "I -- regret the distur -- bance, the

damage to the facilities -- "

"There was no disturbance, no damage," the Citizen said, giving

him a momentary stare. Stile realized that the matter had been covered up

to prevent embarrass -- ment to the various parties. The hospital would not

want to admit that an isolated pair of serfs had over -- come four androids

and a doctor, and made good their escape despite an organized search,

and the Citizen did not want his name associated with such a scandal. This
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The way had been smoothed. One word, and Stile's career and

standing would be restored without blemish.

"No, sir," Stile said, surprising himself. "I do not believe my life is

safe if I become able to race again."

"Then you are fired." There was not even regret or anger on the

Citizen's face as he faded out; he had simply cut his losses.

"I'm sorry," Sheen said, coming to him. "I may have protected you

physically, but -- "

Stile kissed her, though now he held the image of her breasts being

carried like platters in her hands, there in the hospital. She was very good,

for what she was -- but she was still a machine, assembled from nonliving

substances. He felt guilty for his reservation, but could not abolish it.

Then he had another regret. "Battleaxe -- who will ride the horse,

now? No one but I can handle -- "

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

The screen lit again. Stile answered again. This time it was a

sealed transmission: flashing lights and noise in the background, indicating

the jamming that protected it from interception. Except, ironically, that this

was an interception; the machine had done its job better than the caller

could know.



again. I have an excellent stable -- "

"A cyborg?" Stile asked. "A human brain in a syn -- thetic body?

This would not be legal for competition." Apart from that, the notion was

abhorrent.

"No one would know," the Citizen said smoothly. "Because your

brain would be the original, and your body form and capacity identical,

there would be no cause for suspicion."

No one would know -- except the entire self-willed machine

community, at this moment listening in. And Stile himself, who would be

living a lie. And he was surely being lied to, as well; if brain transplant into

android body was so good, why didn't Citizens use that technique for

personal immortality? Quite likely the android system could not maintain a

genuinely living brain indefinitely; there would be slow erosion of intel --

ligence and/or sanity, until that person was merely an -- other brute

creature. This was no bargain offer in any sense!

"Sir, I was just fired because I refused to have sur -- gery on my

knees. What makes you suppose I want surgery on my head?"

This bordered on insolence, but the Citizen took it in stride. Greed

conquered all! "Obviously you were dis -- gusted at the penny-pinching

mode of your former em -- ployer. Why undertake the inconvenience of

partial res -- toration, when you could have a complete renovation?"



"Sir, I want to retire from horse racing." And Stile wondered: could

this be the one who had had him lasered? If so, this was a test call, and

Stile was giving the correct responses.

"I am putting a guard on your apartment, Stile. You will not be

allowed to leave until you come to terms with me."

That did not sound like a gratified enemyi "I'll com -- plain to the

Citizen council -- "

"Your calls will be nulled. You can not complain."

"Sir, you can't do that. As a serf I have at least the right to terminate

my tenure, rather than -- "

"Ha ha," the Citizen said without humor. "Get this, Stile: you will

race for me or you will never get out of your apartment. I am not wishy-

washy like your former employer. What I want, I get -- and I want you on

my horses."

"You play a hard game, sir."

"It is the only kind for the smart person. But I can be generous to

those who cooperate. What is your an -- swer now? My generosity will

decline as time passes, but not my determination."

Unsubtle warning. Stile trusted neither this man's purported

generosity nor his constancy. Power had cer -- tainly corrupted, in this



with satisfaction. But the rogue Citizen had stung him with that word "runt."

Stile had no rea -- son to care what such a man thought of him, yet the

term was so freighted with derogation, extending right back into his

childhood, that he could not entirely fend it off. Damn him!

"Your life is now in direct jeopardy," the anonymous 59

machine said. "Soon that Citizen will realize he has been tricked,

and he is already angry. We can conceal your location for a time, but if the

Citizen makes a full -- scale effort, he will find you. You must obtain the par

-- ticipatory protection of another Citizen quickly."

"I can only do that by agreeing to race," Stile said. "For one Citizen

or another. I fear that is doom."

"The machines will help you hide," Sheen said.

"If the Citizen puts a tracer on you, we can not help you long," the

spokesone said. "It would be damaging to our secrecy, and would also

constitute violation of our oath not to act against the interest of your kind,

ironic as that may be in this circumstance. We must obey direct orders."

"Understood. Suppose I develop an uncommon facil -- ity for

diverting machines to my use?" Stile asked. "No machine helps me

voluntarily, since it is known that machines do not possess free will. I

merely have more talent than I have evidenced before."



help me actively. It's your directive, remember."

"I remember," she said, smiling. As a robot she did not need to

sleep, so he had had her plug in to humor information while he was

sleeping. Now she had a much better notion of the forms. Every error of

human characterization she made was followed in due course by remedial

research, and it showed. "But I doubt there is any warrant out on you. The

hospital matter is null, and the second Citizen's quarrel with you is private.
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we could nullify him, there should be no bar to your finding

compatible employment elsewhere."

Stile caught her arm, swung her in close, and kissed her. His

emotions were penduluming; at the moment it was almost as if he loved

her.

"There is no general warrant on Stile," the spokes -- one said. "The

anonymous Citizen still has androids guarding your apartment."

"Then let's identify that Citizen! Maybe he's the one who had me

lasered, just to get me on his horses." But he didn't really believe that. The

lasering had been too sophisticated a move for this particular Citizen. "Do

we have a recording of his call?"

"There is a recording," the local machine, Techtwo, said. "But it can

not be released prior to the expiration of the mandatory processing period



tape analyzed by the Citizen security department."

"You can't file it for a week," Sheen said. "And if that Citizen

catches up to you in the interim -- "

"Let's not rehash the obvious." They moved out of the chamber.

The machines did not challenge them, or show in any way that the

equipment was other than what it seemed to be. But Stile had a new

awareness of robotics!

It was good to merge with the serf populace again. Many serfs

served their tenures only for the sake of the excellent payment they would

receive upon expiration, but Stile was emotionally committed to Proton. He

knew the system had faults, but it also had enormous luxury. And it had the
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"I'm hungry," he said. "But my food dispenser is in my apartment.

Maybe a public unit -- " -#,,-#

"You dare not appear in a public dining hall! bheen said, alarmed.

"All food machines are monitored, and your ID may have been circulated. It

does not have to be a police warrant; the anonymous Citizen may merely

have a routine location-check on you, that will not

arouse suspicion."



suspicion -- the last thing they wanted. "Make it something that won't

change much, like nutro-pudding."

She parked him in a toolshed and went to forage for food. All the

fundamental necessities of life were free, in this society. Tenure, not

economics, was the govern -- ing force. This was another reason few serfs

wanted to leave; once acclimatized to this type of security, a per -- son

could have trouble adjusting to the outside galaxy.

Soon she returned. She had no bowl or spoon, as these too would

have been suspicious. She had had to use them to eat on the dispenser

premises, then put them into the cleaning system. "Hold out your hands,"

she said.

Stile cupped his hands. She leaned over and heaved out a double

handful of yellow pudding. It was warm and slippery and so exactly like

vomit that his stomach recoiled. But Stile had trained for eating contests

too, including the obnoxious ones; it was all part of the Game. Nutro-food

could be formed into the likeness of almost anything, including animal

droppings or lubri -- cating oil. He pretended this was a Game -- which in its

way it was -- and slurped up his pudding. It was actu -- 62

ally quite good. Then he found a work-area relief cham -- ber and

got cleaned up.



threats to his welfare. Sheen would try to protect him, of course -- but a

smart execution squad would take that into consideration. It would be

foolish to stand and wait for the attempt.

"Let's lose ourselves in a crowd," Stile suggested. "There's no surer

way to get lost than that."

"Several objections," Sheen said. "You can't stay in a crowd

indefinitely; the others all have places to go, and you don't; your continued

presence in the halls will become evident to the routine crowd-flow

monitors, and suspicious. Also, you will tire; you must have rest and sleep

periodically. And your enemy agents can lose themselves in the crowd, and

attack you covertly from that concealment. Now that the hunt is on, a

throng is not safe at all."

"You're too damn logical," Stile grumped.

"Oh, Stile -- I'm afraid for you!" she exclaimed.

"That's not a bad approximation of the relevant atti -- tude."

"I wasn't acting. I love you."

"You're too damn emotional."

She grabbed him and kissed him passionately. "I know you can't

love me," she said. "You've seen me as I am, and I feel your withdrawal.

But oh, I exist to guard you from harm, and I am slowly failing to do that,



nonliving thing. But he was grateful to her, and did like her. It was indeed

possible to approximate the emotion she craved. "This week," he agreed.

His hands slid down her smooth body, but she drew back. "There's

nothing I'd like better," she whispered. "But there is murder on your trail,

and I must keep you from it. We must get you to some safe place. Then -- "

"You're too damn practical." But he wondered, now, if a living girl in

Sheen's likeness were substituted for her, would he really know the

difference? To speak readiness while withdrawing -- that was often

woman's way. But he let her go and moved out again. After all, he was

withdrawing from her much more than she was withdrawing from him.

"I think we can hide you in -- " "Don't say it," he cautioned her. "The

walls have monitors. Just take me there -- by a roundabout route,

so we can lose the pursuit." "In a reasonably short time," she

finished. "Oh. I thought you were going to say -- oh, never

mind. Take me to your hideout."

She nodded, drawing him forward. He noted the way her slender

body flexed; had he not seen her dismantle parts of it, he would hardly

have believed it was not natural flesh. And did it matter, that it was not? If a

living woman were dismantled, the result would be quite messy; it was not

the innards a man wanted, but the externals. Regardless, Sheen was quite

a female.



hide him, and smuggled food to him -- ah, joy: to live for a week on

regurgitations'. -- and took care of his other needs -- would she have to tote
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his bodily wastes by hand, too? -- so that he survived the

necessary time -- what then would he do for em -- ployment? Serfs were

allowed a ten-day grace period between employers. After that their tenure

was can -- celed and they were summarily deported. That meant he would

have just three days to find a Citizen who could use his services -- in a

nonracing capacity. Stile's doubt that the anonymous Citizen after him was

the same one who had sent Sheen or lasered his knee had grown and

firmed. It just didn't fit. This meant there was another party involved, a more

persistent and intel -- ligent enemy, from whom he would never be safe -- if

he raced again.

A middle-aged serf stumbled and lunged against Stile. "Oops,

sorry, junior," the man exclaimed, putting up a hand to steady Stile.

Sheen whirled with remarkable rapidity. Her open hand struck the

man's wrist with nerve-stunning force. An ampule flew from his palm to

shatter on the floor. "Oops, sorry, senior," she said, giving him a brief but

hostile stare. The man backed hastily away and was gone.

That ampule -- the needle would have touched Stile's flesh, had the

man's hand landed. What had it con -- tained? Nothing good for his health,



Sheen, with gentle pressure on his elbow, guided him into a cross-

passage leading to a rest room. This one, for reasons having to do with the

hour and direction of flow, was unused at the moment. It was dusk, and

most serfs were eager to return to their residences, not delay -- ing on the

way.
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She gave him a little shove ahead, but stayed back herself. Oh --

she was going to ambush the pursuit, if there were any. Stile played along,

marching on down to the rest room and stepping through its irising portal.

Actually, he was in need of the facility. He had a repu -- tation for nerve like

iron in the Game, but never before had he been exposed to direct threats

against his life. He felt tense and ill. He was now dependent on Sheen for

initiative; he felt like locking himself into a relief booth and hiding his head

under his arms. A useless gesture, of course.

The portal irised for another man. This one looked about quickly,

saw that the facility was empty except for Stile, and advanced on him. "So

you attack me, do you?" the stranger growled, flexing his muscular arms.

He was large, even for this planet's healthy norm, and the old scars on his



have in -- jured or knocked out the man, for Stile himself was a combat

specialist of no mean skill, but preferred to keep it neat and clean.

Sheen was there. "Did he touch you?" she asked immediately. "Or

you him?"

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

She breathed a humanlike sigh of relief. "I let him through, knowing

you could handle him, so I could verify how many others there were, and of

what type they were." She gestured down the hall. Three bodies lay there.

"If I had taken him out, the others might not have come, and the trap would

have remained un -- sprung. But when I met the others, I comprehended

the trap. They're all coated with stun-powder. Can't hurt 66

me, can't hurt them -- they're neutralized android stock. But you -- "

Stile nodded. He had assumed he was being set up for an assault

charge if he won, so had played it safe by never laying a finger on the man.

Lucky for him!

Sheen gestured toward the Lady's room, her hands closed. Stile

knew why; she had the powder on her hands, and could not touch him until

she washed it off.

Stile poked his arm through the iris to open it for her -- and

someone on the other side grabbed his wrist. Oh-oh! He put his head down

and dove through, primed to fight.



Stile heard something. "Company," he said. How was he going to

get out of this one? The only exit was the iris through which the next

woman would be en -- tering.

Sheen beckoned him into the shower. He stepped in with her as

the door irised. Sheen turned the spray on to FOG. Thick mist blasted out

of the nozzle, concealing them both in its evanescent substance. It was

faintly scented with rose: to make the lady smell nice.

In this concealment. Sheen's arms went about him, and her hungry

lips found his. She evidently needed frequent proof of her desirability as a

woman, just as he needed proof of his status as a man. Because each was

constantly subject, in its fashion, to question. What an embrace!

When the room was clear again. Sheen turned the shower to rinse,

then to dry. They had to separate for 67

these stages, to Stile's regret. He had swung again from one

extreme to another in his attitude toward her. Right now he wanted to make

love -- and knew this was not the occasion for it. But some other time,

when they were safe, he would get her in a shower, turn on the fog,and --



ones remained in their niches. These were being serviced by a

maintenance machine. At the moment it was cleaning a pipefitting unit,

using static electricity to magnetize the grime and draw it into a collector

scoop. The maintenance ma -- chine was in the aisle, so they had to skirt it

to traverse this room.

Suddenly the machine lurched. Sheen slapped her hand on the

machine's surface. A spark flashed, and there was the odor of ozone. The

machine died, short -- circuited.

"Why did you do that?" Stile asked her, alarmed. "If we start

shorting out maintenance machines, it will call attention -- "

Sheen did not respond. Then he saw the scorch mark along her

body. She had taken a phenomenal charge of current. That charge would

have passed through him, had he brushed the machine -- as he had been

about to, since it had lurched into the aisle as he approached. Another

assassination attempt, narrowly averted!

But at what cost? Sheen still stood, unmoving. "Are you all right?"

Stile asked, knowing she was not.

She neither answered nor moved. She, too, had been shorted by

the charge. She was, in her fashion, dead.

"I hope it's just the power pack, not the brain," he 68



and this was the most convenient power available.

Stile brought the pack to Sheen. He hoped her robot -- structure

was standard in this respect; he didn't want to waste time looking for her

power site. What made her special was her brain-unit, not her body, though

that became easy to forget when he held her in his arms. Men thought of

women in terms of their appear -- ance, but most men were fools -- and

Stile was typical. Yet if Sheen's prime directive and her superficial form

were discounted, she would hardly differ from the cleanup machines. So

was it foolish to be guided by appearance and manner?

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

humanoid robots -- ah, there! A panel sprang out, revealing the power site.

He hooked out the used power pack, still hot from its sudden discharge,

and plugged in the new.

Nothing happened. Alarm tightened his chest. Oh -- there would

naturally be a safety-shunt, to cut off the brain from the body during a short,

to preserve it. He checked about and finally located it: a reset switch hid --

den under her tongue. He depressed this, and Sheen came back to life.

She snapped her belly-panel closed. "Now I owe you one. Stile,"

she said.

"Are we keeping count? I need you -- in more ways than two."

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



machine, returning from a routine mission -- but they did not care to gamble

on that. Obviously they

had not yet lost the enemy.

Sheen took him to the service side of a large feeding station.

Silently she indicated the empty crates. A truck came once or twice a day

to deliver new crates of nutro -- powder and assorted color-flavor-textures,

and to re -- move the expended shells. From these ingredients were

fashioned the wide variety of foods the machines pro -- vided, from the

vomitlike pudding to authentic-seeming carrots. It was amazing what

technology could do. Actually, Stile had once tasted a real carrot from his

employer's genuine exotic foods garden patch, a dis -- card, and it had not

been quite identical to the machine -- constituted vegetable. As it

happened. Stile preferred the taste and texture of the fake carrots with

which he was familiar. But Citizens cultivated the taste for real

foods.

He could hide inside one of these in fair comfort for

several hours. Sheen would provide him with food;

though this was the region for food, it was all sealed in its cartons,

and would be inedible even if he could get one open. Only the machines,

with their controlled temperature and combining mechanisms and recipe



where Stile's trail diverged from Sheen's, confused, then proceeded on

after her.

Stile relaxed, but not completely. Couldn't tell the difference

between a robot and a man? Sniffers were 70

better than that! He should have taken some precaution to

minimize or mask his personal smell, for it was a sure giveaway --

Oh, Sheen had done that. She had given him a scented shower.

The mouse was following the trail of rose -- and Sheen's scent was now the

same as his. A living hound should have been able to distinguish the two,

but in noses, as in brains, the artificial had not yet closed the gap.

Fortunately.

But soon that sniffer, or another like it, would return to trace the

second trail, and would locate him. He would have to do something about

that.

Stile climbed out of his box, suffered a pang in one knee, ran to his

original trail, followed it a few paces, and diverged to another collection of

crates. Then back, and to a truck-loading platform, where he stopped and

retreated. With luck, it would seem he had caught a ride on the vehicle.

Then he looped about a few more times, and returned to his original crate.

Let the sniffers solve that puzzle!



was tracking her? She would have to neutralize the mech-mouse. Far from

here, to distract suspicion from his actual hiding place. He would have to

wait.

He watched anxiously. He dared not sleep or let down his guard

until Sheen cleared him. He was depen -- dent on her, and felt guilty about

it. She was a nice...person, and should not have to --

A man walked down the hall. Stile froze -- but this did not seem to

be a pursuer. The man walked on.

Stile blinked. The man was gone. Had Stile been 71

nodding, and not seen the man depart -- or was the stranger still

near, having ducked behind a crate? In that case this could be a member of

the pursuit squad. A serious matter.

Stile did not dare leave his crate now, for that would give away his

position instantly. But if the stranger were of the squad, he would have a

body-heat scope on a laser weapon. One beam through the crate -- the

mur -- der would be anonymous, untraceable. There were criminals on

Proton, cunning people who skulked about places like this, avoiding

capture. Serfs whose tenure had expired, but who refused to be deported.

The Citi -- zens seldom made a concerted effort to eradicate them, perhaps

because criminals had their uses on certain oc -- casions. Such as this

one? One more killing, con -- veniently unsolved, attributed to the nefarious



evidence of the man. So it must have been a false alarm. Stile began to

feel foolish, and his knees hurt; he had unconsciously put tension on them,

and they could not stand up to much of that, anymore.

Another man came, walking as the other had. This was a lot of

traffic for a nonpersonal area like this, at this time of night. Suspicious in

itself. Stile watched him carefully.

The man walked without pause down the hall -- and vanished. He

did not step to one side, or duck down; he simply disappeared.

Stile stared. He was a good observer, even through a crack in a

crate; he had not mistaken what he had seen. Yet this was unlike anything

he knew of on Planet Proton. Matter transmission did not exist, as far as he
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knew -- but if it did, this was what it would be like. A screen,

through which a person could step -- to another location, instantly. Those

two men --

Yet Sheen had gone that way without disappearing, and so had the

mech-mouse. So there could not be such a screen set up across the hall.

Not a permanent one.

Should he investigate? This could be important! But it could also be

another trap. Again, like a Game-grid:



Yet aspects of this theory disturbed him. How could serfs have a

matter transmitter, even if such a device existed? No serf owned anything,

not even clothing for special occasions, for working outside the domes or in

dangerous regions. Everything was provided by the sys -- tem, as needed.

There was no money, no medium of exchange; accounts were settled only

when tenure ended. Serfs could not make such a device, except by

adapting it from existing machines -- and pretty precise computer accounts

were kept, for sophisticated equip -- ment. When such a part was lost, the

machine tally gave the alarm. Which was another reason a criminal could

not possess a laser weapon without at least tacit Citizen approval.

Also, why would any serf possessing such a device remain a serf?

He could sell it to some galactic interest and retire on another planet with a

fortune to rival that of a Proton Citizen. That would certainly be his course,

for Citizens were unlikely to be too interested in for -- warding development

and production of a transport system that did not utilize protonite. Why

destroy their monopoly?
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Could the self-willed machines be involved in this? They might

have the ability. But those were men he had seen disappear, and the

machines would not have be -- trayed their secret to men.



body as if the flesh had recently been pressed by something. By clothing,

perhaps.

Serfs wore clothing on the other side? Only removing it for decent

concealment in this society? These had to be from another world!

Stile peered as closely as possible at the region of disappearances.

Now he perceived a faint shimmer, as of a translucent curtain crossing the

hall obliquely. Be -- hind it there seemed to be the image of trees.

Trees -- in a matter-transmission station? This did not quite jibe!

Unless it was not a city there, but a park. But why decorate such equipment

this way? Camou -- flage?

Stile had no good answers. He finally put himself into a light trance,

attuned to any other extraordinary events, and rested.

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

It was Sheen, back at last! Stile looked down the hall and spied her,

walking slowly, as if she had forgotten his whereabouts. Had she had

another brush with a charged machine? "Here," he said, not loudly.

She turned and came toward him. "Stile."

"You lost the pursuit," he told her, standing in the crate so that his

head and shoulders were clear. "No one even checked. But there is

something else -- "



drawing her off balance, using the leverage of her own grip on him. She

was strong, but not heavy;

he could move her about. Strength was only one ele -- ment in

combat; many people did not realize this, to their detriment.

Either Sheen had somehow been turned against him, which would

have taken a complete reprogramming, or this was not Sheen. He

suspected the latter; Sheen had known where he was hiding, while this

robot had had to call. He had been a fool to answer, to reveal himself.

She struck again, and he twisted again. This was definitely not

Sheen, for she had far greater finesse than this. It was not even a smart

robot; it was a stupid mechanical. Good; he could handle it, despite its

strength. Ethically and physically.

Her right hand remained clamped on his left wrist, while her left fist

did the striking. Holding and hitting! If any of those blows landed squarely,

he would suffer broken bones -- but he was experienced in avoiding such

an elementary attack. He turned about toward his left, drawing her hand

and arm along with him, until he faced away from her, his right shoulder

blocking hers. He heaved into a wraparound throw. She had to let go, or be

hurled into the crate headfirst.

She was too stupid to let go. She crashed into the crate. Now at

last her grip wrenched free, taking skin off his wrist. Stile scrambled out of



shape; a bad fall from the wraparound throw could account for that. Stile

backed away, still torn by indecision. He could overcome this robot, but he

would have to demolish her in the proc -- ess. If only he could be sure she

wasn't --

Another Sheen appeared. "Stile!" she cried. "Get under cover! The

squad is -- " Then she recognized the other robot. "Oh, no! The old

duplicate-image stunt!"

Stile had no doubt now: the second Sheen was the right one. But

the first one had done half her job. She had routed him out and distracted

him -- too long. For now the android squad hove into sight, several lumber -

- ing giants.

"I'll hold them!" Sheen cried. "Run!"

But more androids were coming from the other end of the hall. It

seemed the irate Citizen no longer cared about being obvious; he just

wanted Stile dispatched. If these lunks were also powdered with stun-dust

or worse --

Stile charged down the hall and lunged into the matter-transmission

curtain, desperately hoping it would work for him. The androids might follow

-- but they could be in as much trouble as he, at the other end. In -- truding

strangers. That would give him a better fighting chance. He felt a tingle as

he went through.



here. The same number of moons as Proton, too;

there were seven, with three or four usually in sight. Gravity,

however, seemed close to Earth-normal, so if this was really outside a

dome, it was a spot on a larger or denser planet than Proton.

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

passed through the shimmering curtain. He looked carefully, locating it --

and saw, dimly, the light at the hall he had left, with the scattered crates.

Sheen was there -- one of them -- and several androids. One android came

right at him -- and disappeared.

Stile watched, determined to understand this phe -- nomenon,

because it reflected most directly on his im -- mediate welfare. He had

passed through -- but the robots and androids had not. This thing

transmitted only human beings? Not artificial ones? That might be rea --

sonable. But he hesitated to accept that until there was more data.

In his absence the fight on the other side of the cur -- tain soon

abated. The androids and fake-Sheen de -- parted, apparently on his trail

again -- a false one. Only the real Sheen remained, as the squad evidently

consid -- ered her irrelevant -- and it seemed she could not per -- ceive

either him or the curtain.



and found himself still in the dark forest. He had crossed without being

matter -- transmitted back.

He looked back -- and there it was, behind him. Through it he saw

the imprint of his feet in the soft forest loam, the leaves and tufts of grass

and moss all pressed flat for the moment. And, like a half-reflection, the

square of light of the service hall, now empty.

He passed through the curtain a third time. There was no tingle, no

sensation. He turned about and looked through -- and saw Sheen

searching for him, unrobotic alarm on her cute face. Oh, yes, she cared!

"I'm here. Sheen!" he called, passing his hand through. But his

hand did not reach her; it remained in the forest. She gave no evidence of

seeing or hearing him.

She would think him dead -- and that bothered him more than the

notion of being trapped this side of the matter-transmission screen. If she

thought him dead, she would consider her mission a failure, and then turn

herself off, in effect committing suicide. He did not want her to do that -- no,

not at all!

"Sheen!" he cried, experiencing a surge of emotion. "Sheen -- look

at me! I'm caught here beyond a one -- way transmit -- " But if it really were

one-way, of course she would not be able to see him! However, it had to be

two-way, because he had seen people travel -- ing both ways through the



like superimposing holographs. "Sheen, we are in two different

worlds! We can not touch. But I'm safe here." He hoped.

"Safe?" she asked, trying to approach him. But as she passed

through the curtain, she disappeared. Stile quickly stepped across himself,

turning -- and there she was on the other side, facing away from him,

looking down the hall.

She turned and saw him again, with an effort. "Stile -- I can't reach

you! How can I protect you? Are you a ghost?"

"I'm alive! I crossed once -- and can't cross back. It's a whole new

world here, a nice one. Trees and grass and moss and earth and fresh air -

- "

They held hands again, each grasping air. "How -- ?"

"I don't know how to cross! There must be a way to return, because

I've seen a woman do it, but until I find out how -- "

"I must join you!" She tried again to cross, and failed again. "Oh,

Stile -- "

"I don't think it works for nonhumans," he said. "But if I can remain

here for a week, and find out how to return -- "

"I will wait for you," she said, and there was some -- thing plaintive

in her stance. She wanted so much to protect him from harm, and could

not. "Go into that world -- maybe it is better for you."



hope was gone, suf -- fering as only a virtually immortal robot could suffer.

That hurt him, even in anticipation. Sheen did not de -- serve to be a

machine.

Stile did not tease himself or Sheen further. He 79

strode on through the curtain and into the forest. He had a fair

knowledge of earthy vegetation, because aspects of the Game required

identification of it, and a number of Citizens imported exotic plants. The

light was poor, but with concentration, he could manage.

The nearest tree was a huge oak, or a very similar species, with the

air-plants called Spanish moss dan -- gling from its branches. Beyond it

was a similarly large spruce, or at any rate a conifer; this was the source of

that pine-perfume smell. There were large leaves look -- ing like separated

hands in the shadow, and pine needles -- so there must be a pine tree here

somewhere -- but mostly this was a glade with fairly well-estab -- lished

grass in the center. Stile liked it very well; it reminded him of an especially

exotic Citizen's retreat.

Dawn was coming. There was no dome above, no shimmer of the

force field holding in the air. Through the trees he saw the dark clouds of

the horizon loom -- ing, trying like goblins to hold back the burgeoning light

of the sun, and slowly failing. Planet Proton had no such atmospheric

effects! Red tinted the edes of the clouds, and white; it was as if a burning



He walked about, ex -- amining the trees; some had flowers opening, and

stray rustlings denoted hidden life. Birds, squirrels -- he would find out what

they were in due course.

He liked this place. It could have been a private gar -- den, but this

was natural, and awesomely extensive.

Caution prevented him from shouting to check for echoes, but he

was sure this was the open surface of a 80

planet. Not at all what he would have expected from a matter-

transmission outlet.

He found a large bull-spruce -- damn it, it was a sprucel -- its small

dry branches radiating out in all di -- rections. This was the most climbable

of trees, and Stile of course was an excellent climber. He did not resist the

temptation. He mounted that big old tree with a primi -- tive joy.

Soon he was in the upper reaches, and gusts of wind he had not

felt below were swaying the dwindling col -- umn of the trunk back and

forth. Stile loved it. His only concern was the occasional pain in his knees

when he tried to bend them too far; he did not want to aggravate the injury

carelessly.

At last he approached the reasonable limit of safety. The tops of

surrounding trees were dropping below him, their foliage like low hedges



- ice, and a whitish range of mountains beyond that. To either side all he

could see was more forest, a number of the individual trees taller than this

one. The moun -- tain to the south faded upward into a purple horizon.

There seemed to be no sign of civilized habitation. This was less

and less like a matter-transmission sta -- tion! Yet if not that, what was it?

He had seen other people pass through the curtain, and had done so him --

self; there had to be something more than a mere wilder -- ness.

He looked again, fixing the geography in his mind for future

reference. Then he spied a structure of some sort to the northeast. It

looked like a small medieval castle, 81

with high stone walls and turrets, and perhaps a blue pennant.

Very well: human habitation did exist. Yet this remained a far cry

from modern technology. He liked this world very well, but he simply didn't

trust it. Matter transmission could not exist without an ex -- tremely solid

industrial base, and if that base were not here, where was it? Was this a

sweetly baited trap for people like him, who were in trouble on Proton? In

what manner would that trap be sprung?

Stile climbed down. His best course, as he saw it, would be to go to

that castle and inquire. But Erst he wanted to check the region of the

curtain again, fixing it absolutely in his mind so he could find it any time he

wanted to -- because this was his only contact with his own world, and with



implication, he added:

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

"Oh, a new one! I first crossed last year. Took me six months to

learn the spells to cross back. Now I go over for free meals, but I live over

here in Phaze."

"Spells -- to cross back?" Stile asked blankly.

"How else? From the other side you just have to will -- to-cross

hard enough, but from this side only a spell will do it -- a new one every

time. You'll get the hang of it."

"I -- thought this was a matter-transmission unit."

The man laughed as he walked to a tree and reached into the

foliage of a low branch. A package came down into his hands. "There's no

such thing as matter trans -- 82

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

use it just anywhere. You have to make sure no one on the other side sees

you go through. You know how those Citizens are. If they ever caught on

there was something they didn't control -- "

"Yes. I am unemployed because of Citizen manipu -- lation."

"Which explains why you had the will-to-cross, first time. The

curtain's been getting clearer, but still you can't even see it if you don't have

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



size. The man had not intended any disparagement.

"An amulet?" Stile asked after a moment. He con -- sidered himself

to be swift to adjust to new realities, but he found it hard to credit this man's

evident supersti -- tion. Spell -- magic -- amulet -- how could a Proton serf

revert to medieval Earth lore so abruptly?

"Right. We're supposed to give them to newcomers. To help them

get started, keep things smooth, so there's no ruckus about the curtain and

all. We've got a good thing going here; could sour if too many people got in

on it. So don't go blabbing about the curtain carelessly;

it's better to let people discover it by accident."

"I will speak of it only cautiously," Stile agreed. That did make

sense, whatever the curtain was, matter transmission or magic.

The man finally found what he was looking for: a statuette hanging

on a chain. "Wear this around your neck. It will make you seem clothed

properly, until you can work up a real outfit. Won't keep you warm or dry;
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it's just illusion. But it helps. Then you can pass it on to some other

serf when he comes across. Help him keep the secret. Stay anonymous;

that's the rule."



sandals, bearing south. Now Stile made out a faint forest path there,

obvious only when one knew where to look. In a moment he was gone.

Stile stared down at the amulet. Belief in magic! The man had

spoken truly when he said Stile was a skeptici Yet the fellow had seemed

perfectly sensible in other respects. Maybe it was a figure of speech. Or a

practical joke, like an initiation rite. See what foolishness new -- comers

could be talked into. Emperor's new clothes.

He shook his head. "All right, I won't knock what I haven't tried. I'll

play the game -- once. Amulet, I in -- voke you. Do your thing." And he put

the chain on over his head.

Suddenly he was strangling. The chain was constrict -- ing, cutting

off his wind and blood. The amulet seemed to be expanding, its demon-

figure holding the ends of the chain in its miniature hands, grinning evilly as

it pulled.

Stile did not know how this worked, but he knew how to fight for his

life. He ducked his chin down against his neck and tightened his muscles,

resisting the constriction of the chain. He hooked a finger into the crease

between chin and neck on the side, catching the chain, and yanked. He

was trying to break a link, but the delicate-seeming metal was too strong;

he was only cutting his finger.



proportion. It drew its arms together again, once more constricting the loop

about Stile's neck.

Even through his discomfort. Stile managed a double take. The

demon was growing? Yes it was; he had ob -- served it without noting it.

From an amulet a few cen -- timeters long it had become a living creature,

swelling horrendously as it fought. Now it was half the size of Stile himself,

and fiendishly strong.

Stile held his breath, put both hands on the hands of the demon,

and swung it off its feet. He whirled it around in a circle. It was strong -- but

as with robot strength, this was not sufficient without anchorage or

leverage. This was another misconception many people had, assuming that

a superman really could leap a mile or pick up a building by one comer or

fight invincibly. That belief had cost many Gamesmen their games with

Stile -- and might cost this demon its own success. As long as the creature

clung to the chain, it was in fact captive -- and when it let go, even with one

hand, it would free Stile from the constant threat of strangula -- tion. That

would be a different contest entirely.

The demon clung tenaciously to its misconception. It did not let go.

It grinned again, showing more teeth than could fit even in a mouth that

size, and clamped its arms yet closer, tightening the noose. Stile felt his

con -- sciousness going; he could hold his breath for minutes, but the



showing jags of flame-red, and the first sound escaped from it.

"Ungh!" Some chain slipped, giving Stile respite, but still the demon did not

let go.

Stile hauled it up and whirled it again, with difficulty. He had more

strength now, but the demon had contin -- ued to grow (how the hell could it

do that? This was absolutely crazy!), and was at this point only slightly

smaller than Stile himself. It required special power and balance to swing it

-- but this time its midsection smashed into the tree. Now its burgeoning

mass worked against it, making the impact stronger. The demon's legs bent

around the trunk with the force of momen -- tum; then they sprang back

straight.

Stile reversed his swing, taking advantage of the bounce, bringing

the demon around in the opposite arc and smashing it a third time into the

tree. This time it was a bone-jarring blow, and a substantial amount of slack

developed in the chain.

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

contortion. The chain burned his ears and tore out tufts of his hair -- but he

had won the first stage of this battle.



What was with this thing? It refused to turn off! It had taken a

battering that would have shaken an android -- and all it did was grow

larger and uglier. It was now a quarter again as large as Stile, and seemed

to have gained strength in proportion. Stile could not fight it much longer,

this way.

Yet again the demon dived for him, chain spread. Stile had an

inspiration. He grabbed the chain, stepped 86

to one side, tripped the demon -- and as it stumbled, Stile looped

the slack chain about the creature's own body and held it there from

behind.

The demon roared and turned about, trying to reach him, but Stile

clung like a blob of rubber cement. He had discommoded large opponents

this way before, clinging to the back; it was extremely hard for a person to

rid himself of such a rider if he did not know how. This demon was all

growth and strength, having no special intelligence or imagination; it did not

know how.

The demon kept growing. Now it was half again as large as Stile --

and the chain was beginning to constrict its body. Stile hung on, staying out

of the thing's awk -- ward graspings, keeping that chain in place. Unless the

demon could stop growing voluntarily --



reach Stile, to wrap its chain about him, though this was now impossible.

The demon's body ballooned, above and below that tiny waist.

Then it popped. There was a cloud of smoke, dissipating rapidly.

Stile looked at the ground. There lay the chain, broken at last,

separated where the demon-figure had been. The amulet was gone.

He picked it up, nervous about what it might do, but determined to

know what remained. It dangled loosely from his hand. Its power was gone.

Or was it? What would happen if he invoked it again? Stile decided

that discretion was best. He coiled the chain, laid it on the ground, and

rolled a rock to

cover it. Let the thing stay there, pinned like a poison -- ous snake!

Now that the threat was over. Stile unwound. His body was

shivering with reaction. What, exactly, had happened? What was the

explanation for it?

He postulated and discarded a number of theories. He prided

himself on his ability to analyze any situation correctly and swiftly; that was

a major part of his Game success. What he concluded here, as the most

reasonable hypothesis Etting all his observations, was quite unreasonable.



Stile rubbed his fingers across his neck, feeling the bum of the

chain. Who was after him, here? Surely not the same anonymous angry

Citizen who had sent the android squads. The serf who had crossed the

curtain and given him the amulet had been friendly; had he wanted to kill

Stile, he could have done so by invoking the demon at the outset. It

seemed more likely that the man had been genuinely trying to help -- and

that the amulet had acted in an unforeseen manner. Perhaps there were a

number of such magic talismans, dual -- purpose: clothe the ordinary

person, kill certain other persons. Other persons like Stile. That left a lot in

doubt, but accounted for what had happened. Stile was a fair judge of

people and motives; nothing about the other man had signaled treachery or

enmity. The amu -- let, as a mechanism to protect this land from certain

people, seemed reasonable.

Why was he. Stile, unwanted here? That he would have to find out.

It was not merely because he was new. The stranger had been new, not so

long ago, by his own 88

admission. Presumably he had been given a similar amulet, and

used it, and it had performed as specified. Stile had at first suspected some

kind of practical joke -- but that demon had been no joke!

It could not be because he was small, or male; those could hardly

be crimes in a human society. There had to be something else. Some



failed. And -- he wanted to learn more about the status of magic here. Was

it some form of illusion, or was it literal? The demon had shown him that his

life could depend on the answer.

Where would he go? How could he know? Anywhere he could find

food, and sleep safely, and remain hidden from whatever enemy he must

have. Not the nearest castle he had spied; he was wary of that now.

Anything near this place was suspect. He had to go somewhere in the

wilderness, alone --

Alone? Stile did not like the thought. He was hardly a social lion,

but he was accustomed to company. Sheen had been excellent company.

For this strange land -- Stile nodded to himself. Considering all things, he

needed a horse. He understood horses, he trusted them, he felt secure

with them. He could travel far, with a good steed. And there surely were

horses grazing in those fields to the north. He had not been able to make

out the specific animals he had seen from the tree, but they had had a

horsey aspect.
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CHAPTER 6

Manure



The water was so cold his mouth went numb and his throat balked

at swallowing. He took his time, savoring it; beverages were so varied and

nutritious and avail -- able on Proton that he had seldom tasted pure water,

and only now appreciated what he had missed.

Then he cast about for fruit trees, but found none. He had no

means to hunt and kill animals right now, though in time he was sure he

could devise something. Safety was more urgent than nourishment, at the

mo -- ment; his hunger would have to wait. With a horse he could go far

and fast, leaving no footprints of his own and no smell not masked by that

of the animal; he would become untraceable.

He followed the stream down, knowing it was a sure guide to the

kind of animal life he wanted. This was ideal horse country; had he actually

seen some horses grazing, there from the treetop, or only made an image

of a wish? He could not be certain now, but trusted his instincts. Magic

confused him, but he knew the ways of horses well.
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Suddenly he spied it: the semicircular indentation of the hoof of a

horse. And, safely back from the water, a pile of horse manure.

Confirmation!

Stile examined the hoofprint. It was large, indicating an animal of

perhaps seventeen hands in height, solidly built. It was unshod, and



similar pile of dung...

His parents' tenure had ended, and they had had to vacate Planet

Proton. Tenure was twenty years for serfs, with no exceptions -- except

possibly via the Game, a more or less futile lure held out to keep the peons

hoping. He had been fortunate; he had been born early in their tenure, and

so had eighteen free years. He had fitted in a full education and mastered

Proton society before he had to make the choice: to stay with his folks, or

to stay on Proton.

His parents, with twenty years cumulative pay await -- ing them,

would be moderately wealthy in the galaxy. They might not be able to

swing passage all the way back to Earth, but there were other planets that

were really quite decent. They would be able to afford many good things.

On the other hand, if he remained on Pro -- ton he would have to serve

twenty years as a serf, naked, obedient to the whims of some Citizen em --

ployer, knowing that when that tenure ended he too would be exiled.

But -- here on Proton was the Game.

He had been addicted to the Game early. In a culture of serfs, it

was an invaluable release. The Game was 91

violence, or intellect, or art, or chance, alone or with tools or

machines or animals -- but mainly it was chal -- lenge. It had its own

hierarchy, independent of the out -- side status of the players. Every age-



and given a wagon and

a wide pitchfork.

His job was to spade horse manure. He had to take his fork and

wheelbarrow and collect every pile of dung the Citizen's fine horses were

gracious enough to de -- posit on the fine lawns. Homesick for his exiled

family -- it was not that he had loved them less, but that at his age he had

loved the Game more -- and unaccustomed to the discipline of working for

a living, he found this a considerable letdown. Yet it did allow him time to

be alone, and this was helpful.

He was not alone during off-hours. He slept in a loft -- barracks with

nine other pasture hands, and ate in a mess hall with thirty serfs. He had

no privacy and no personal possessions; even his bedding was only on

loan, a convenience to prevent his sweat from contam -- inating anyone

else. In the rooming the light came on and they all rose, swiftly; at night the

light went out. No one missed a bed check, ever. At home with his folks he

had had no curfew; they went off to their employers by day, and as long as

he kept up with his schooling his time was largely his own -- which meant

he would be playing the Game, and drilling himself in its various

techniques. Here it was different, and he wondered whether he had after all

made the right choice. Of course he had to grow up sometime; he just

hadn't expected to do it overnight.



electric shock to anyone who touched the surface. The horses were not

smart, but they had good memories;

they seldom brushed the fences. Stile, of course, had to learn the

hard way; no one told him in advance. That was part of his initiation.

He learned. He found that the cross-fencing was to keep the horses

in one pasture while allowing a new strain of grass to become established

in another; if the horses had at it prematurely, they would destroy it by

overgrazing before it had a chance. Pastures were ro -- tated. When

animals had to be separated, they were put in different pastures. There

were many good reasons for cross-fencing, and the employer, despite his

wealth, heeded those reasons.

Stile's problem was that he had to cross some of those fences, to

collect the manure from far pastures. He was small, too small simply to

step over as a tall serf might. He was acrobatic, so could readily have

hurdled the 1.5 meter fences, but this was not permit -- ted, lest it give the

horses notions. The horses did not know it was possible to jump fences

outside of a formal race, so had never tried it. Also, his landing might scuff

the turf, and that was another offense. Only horses had the right to scuff;

they were valuable creatures, with commensurate privileges.

Thus he had to proceed laboriously around the fence, going to far-

flung gates where, of course, he had to debate the right-of-way with horses



stepladder that enabled him to cross the fence and haul his wheelbarrow

across without touching a board. The horses could not navigate such a

thing, and did not try. It was, in its fashion, a bridge between worlds. With it

he could at last get around the pastures fast

enough to catch up to his work.

Now that he was on tenure, he was expected to take an individual

name. He had gone by his father's serf -- name, followed by a dependence-

number. When the Proton serf registry asked him for his choice of an

original and personal designation, his irrevocable and possibly only mark of

distinction, he gave it: Stile.

"Style? As in elegance?" the serf-interviewer in -- quired, gazing

down at him with amusement. "A gran -- diose appellation for a lad your

size."

Stile's muscles tightened in abdomen, buttocks, and shoulders.

This "lad" was eighteen, full-grown -- but to strangers he looked twelve. The

depilatories in Proton wash water kept the hair off his face and genitals, so

that his sexual maturity was not obvious. A woman his size would not have

had a problem; depilatories did not affect her most obvious sexual

characteristics. He was fed up with the inevitable remarks; normal-heighted

people always thought they were being so damned clever with their



outsider.

It turned out to be a good choice. Stile -- it was orig -- 94

inal and distinctive, and in the context of the Game, suggestive of

the homonym. For in the Game he did indeed have a certain style. But best

of all were the ramifications of its original meaning: a bridge between

pastures. A stile represented a dimensionally expanded freedom and

perception, as it were a choice of worlds. He liked that concept.

With experience he became more proficient. Every clod of dung he

overlooked was a mark against him, a sure route to ridicule by the other

hands, all of whom were larger if not older than he and had more seniority.

In a society of workers who had no individual rights not relating to their

jobs, the nuances of private proto -- col and favor became potent. "Stile --

two clods in the buckwheat pasture," the foreman would announce grimly

as he made his daily review of demerits, and the group would snigger

discreetly, and Stile would be low man on the farm totem for the next day.

He was low man quite often, in the early weeks. Other hands would

"accidentally" shove him, and if he resisted he received a reprimand for

roughhousing that put him low for an -- other day. For, except in egregious

cases, the higher man on the totem was always right, and when it was one

serf's word against another's, the low man lost. The foreman, basically a

fair man, honored this convention scrupulously. He was competent, the



dropped to the ground, put his foot in the man's stomach, hauled on one

arm, and flipped him through the air to land on the lush green turf so hard

his body gouged it. Shingle's breath was knocked out, and the other hands

stood amazed. 95

The foreman arrived. "What happened here?" he demanded.

"An accident," the others informed him, smirking innocently.

"Shingle -- fell over Stile."

The foreman squinted appraisingly at Stile, who stood with eyes

downcast, knowing this meant trouble, expecting to receive the ridicule of

the group again. Fighting was forbidden on these premises. Out came the

clipboard the foreman always carried. "Shingle -- one gouge in turf," the

foreman said. And almost smiled, as the group sniggered.

For Shingle had been the man low on the totem, whose business it

had been to avoid trouble. He was by definition wrong.

The foreman turned to Stile. "Accidents will happen -- but in future

you will report to the recreation room for practice in your martial arts. Stile."

He departed on his rounds.



After that Stile began to make friends. He had held himself aloof,

unconsciously, assuming the others looked down on him. If they had, they

certainly didn't anymore. Now when he fouled up and they snickered, it was

friendly, almost rueful. Even Shingle, nose out of joint about the episode,

never made an issue of it; he too abided by the rules, and he had lost fairly.

Meanwhile, Stile was becoming adept at spotting horse manure.

Horses tended to deposit their solid loads in semiprivate places, in contrast

to their liquid ones. Liquid went anywhere at all, sometimes even on their

food, but solids were always well away from eat -- 96

ing, grazing or resting areas. This made the piles more challenging

to find.

Missing piles tended to put him low on the totem. Consequently

Stile had considerable incentive to im -- prove his performance. He

developed an extremely sharp eye for horse manure. His nose was not

much help, for horses had mild refuse, unlike pigs or chick -- ens; never

unpleasant, its odor quickly faded. If left a few days -- God forbid! -- it could

even sprout grass from undigested grains, for the digestion of horses was

less sophisticated than that of cows. Horses were adapted to running, and

their structure and heat-dissipation mechanism and digestion reflected this.

So Stile's nose availed only when he was in the near vicinity of a find. Yet

sight was not the whole answer either, for the piles could be concealed in



perfection. He could spade a full pile into his bar -- row with one scoop and

heave, not missing a chunk. He learned the favorite deposit sites of the

horses, and checked there first. Sometimes he even beat the artifi -- cial

flies there. He could look at a section of pasture and tell by the lay of it

whether a horse would want to contribute.

Yet when he had mastered his job, it grew boring. Stile was bright,

very bright. People tended to assume that small stature meant small

intelligence, but it was not true. The work became stultifying. Had he

mastered calculus and Terrestrial ecology and aspects of quan -- tum

physics merely to fling dung for twenty years? Call him the King of Dungi

Why had the Citizen snapped him up so quickly, only to throw him away on

this? 97

But Citizens were all-powerful on Proton. They did not answer to

serfs for their actions. Stile could neither complain nor change employers;

his rights in the matter extended only to accepting proffered employment or

suffering premature termination of tenure. If he wanted to remain on Planet

Proton, he obeyed the system. He spaded dung.

Often while at work he watched the horses, covertly, lest he seem

to be malingering. There was Sonny, a small handsome paint hackney with

large ears, used for training new riders though he had no proper trot. Sim --

coe Cloud, an appaloosa gelding sixteen hands high, with a pretty "blanket"



white horse? Gray."

These constituted Stile's world, during much of his working time.

He came to know them all, from a mod -- erate distance, from Shetland

pony to massive draft horse. He longed to associate more closely with

them, to pat them, brush them, walk them -- but that was the prerogative of

the stable hands, fiercely guarded. Stile was only a pasture hand, never

allowed to get overly familiar with the stock. On many days his closest ap --

proach to a living horse was its manure.

Yet from that necessary distance, what beauty! There was a

peculiar grace to a horse, any horse. The power of the muscles, the spring

of the ankles, the alertness of the ears, the constant swishing of the tail.

There were no natural flies here, so android flies were provided, that made

loud buzzing sounds and swooped around the horses, just to provide

exercise for those tails. Stile loved to watch the tails, perhaps the prettiest
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thing about any horse except for the manes. On occa -- sion he

saw a visiting horse with a red ribbon tied in the tail: the signal of an animal

that kicked. If a pasture or stable hand got kicked, he was punished, not the

valu -- able horse. Serfs were expected to be careful, not risk -- ing the

horses' precious feet by contact with the serfs drab flesh.



had been a horse, he would have been in heaven too. Horses be -- came

prettier than people in his eyes, and though intel -- lectually he denied this,

emotionally he accepted it. Stile was in love with horses.

Thus he became an avid student of the species. Not only did he

study the nuances of the mannerisms of the particular animals in his

pastures, noting that each horse had a personality fully as distinct as that of

any serf; during his free time he studied texts on horse manure. He learned

of the intestinal parasites that might be found in it, the worms and the

maggots and microscopic vermin. Of course there were no such para --

sites here, but he pretended there might be, and looked assiduously for the

signs. He learned to judge the gen -- eral health of a horse by its manure;

whether it was being worked hard or was idle; what its diet was and in what

proportions. Some horses had hard clods, some loose; Stile could tell

which horse had produced any given pile, and thus was aware of the past

day's loca -- tion of each horse without ever seeing the animals di -- rectly.

Time passed. One day, two years into his tenure, Stile actually

spied a worm in manure. He reported this 99

immediately to the foreman. "A worm in our manure?" the man

demanded incredulously. "You've got delu -- sions of grandeur!"

But they tested the horse, for the foreman let nothing pass

unveri5ed, and Stile was correct. A slow-hatching variety of parasite had



the foreman said wamingly. "Never turn your back until he has dismissed

you." Then he guided Stile firmly through the door.

Stile found himself, for the first time, in the presence of his

employer. The other side of the bam was a pala -- tial apartment, with

videoscreens on three walls. On each screen was a portion of a composite

picture: the surface of a mountainous land as seen from the air. The image

shifted in three-dimensional cohesion, making the illusion most effective.

The floor was almost trans -- parent quartz, surely imported from a quarry

on Earth, thus more valuable weight for weight than local gold. What

affluence!

The Citizen sat in a plush swivel chair upholstered in purple silk, on

whose armrests a number of control buttons showed. He was garbed in an

ornate robe that seemed to be spun from thread made of platinum, and

wore fine suede slippers. He was not an old man, and not young;

rejuvenation treatments made his body handsome and his age

indeterminate; though behind that facade of health, nature surely kept

accurate score. Few Citizens lived much over a century despite the best

medicine could do. He possessed no overpowering at -- mosphere of

command. Had Stile encountered him on the streets, serf-naked, he would

never have recognized 100



"Yes, sir."

"You are promoted to stableboy." And the Citizen rotated in his

swivel chair, turning his glossy back, dis -- missing Stile.

Stile found himself back in the bam. He must have walked there,

guided by the foreman. Now the man led him by the hand to a cabin at the

edge of the pasture. Three stable hands stood beside it, at attention.

"Stile is joining you," the foreman said. "Fetch his gear."

With alacrity they took off. In moments Stile's bed -- ding, body

brush and towel were neatly set up by the fourth bunk in the cabin. The

stable hands were con -- gratulating him. He was, of course, low man of the

house -- the "boy" -- but it was like a fraternity, a giant improvement from

the barracks. Only four to share the shower, curfew an hour later, and a

cabin vidscreen!

Stile's days of spading and hauling manure were over. A new serf

took his place in the pastures. Stile was now of a higher echelon. He was

working directly with the horses. Reward had been as swift and decisive as

punishment for infractions; at one stroke the Citizen had made two years of

dung worthwhile.

Stile lifted his eyes .from the manure of this wilder -- ness realm.

Oh, yes, he knew about manure! He had never forgotten what dung had



from books and mu -- seum specimens. No one policed this region; the old

piles lay undisturbed, sprouting toadstools, gradually settling, dissolving in

rainfall, bright green grass grow -- ing up through them. No self-respecting

horse would eat at a dung-site, so such blades remained undipped.

Nature's way of preventing overgrazing, perhaps -- but Stile was appalled

to see such an excellent pasture in such disrepair. Did no one care about

these horses?

They must be wild, uncared for. Which meant that he would be free

to take whichever one he chose. He might have to break it for riding -- but

he knew how to do that. Even with his injured knees he could ride any

horse. Only specialized racing required extreme flexure of the knees; for

other riding the legs were used for balance, for purchase, and guidance of

the steed.

There was evidently a fair-sized herd in this region. A number of

mares, governed by a single powerful stal -- lion? No, there seemed to be

several males; he could tell by the positioning of the hoofprints about the in

-- dentations of urination sites. Males watered in front of the hind hooves;

females, behind. But there was bound to be a dominant stallion, for that

was the way of horses. Geldings, or cut males, were no more competi --

tive than mares, but potent stallions demanded recogni -- tion.



find a mare like her, here --

He spied the prints of a small horse, no more than fourteen hands,

on the verge of being a pony, but su -- premely healthy. Probably a mare;

there was something about the delicacy with which she had placed her

feet. Every hoof was sound, and the manure had no infesta -- tion. She

could run, too -- he traced her galloping prints in the turf, noting the spread

and precision of the marks, the absence of careless scuffmarks, of signs of

tripping. No cracks in these hooves, no sloppy config -- urations. A good

horse, in good condition, could outrun a greyhound, maintaining a velocity

of 65 kilometers per hour. This could be that kind of horse. She seemed to

be a loner, apart from the herd, drinking and feeding in places separate

from the others. That could mean she was more vulnerable to predators, so

would have to be more alert, tougher, and swifter. But why was she alone?

Horses were basically herd animals.

He followed this trail, by print and manure. At first the piles were

old, but as he used his skill to orient they became fresher. It took him some

hours to make real progress, for the horse had wandered far -- as healthy

horses did. As Stile walked, he wondered more persis -- tently: what made

this one separate from her com -- panions? Was she, like himself, a private

individual who had learned to value alone-rime, or had she been excluded



Just as there were points to small people!

Here he was, abruptly, at an aspect of the truth: he was very small

for his kind, therefore he liked small 103

things. He identified with them. He knew what it felt like to be

looked down on, to be the butt of unfunny jokes. "Hey, dja hear the one

about the little moron?" Why did it always have to be a little moron? Why

did the terms midget, dwarf, pygmy and runt have pejora -- tive

connotation? What the hell was so funny about being small? Since small

people were not inferior intel -- lectually, it stood to reason that smallness

was a net asset. A better value, pound for pound.

So why didn't he really believe it? He should not choose a horse

because it was small, but because it was the best mount for his purpose.

Yet, subjectively --

Stile's irate chain of thought was interrupted by the sight of his

objective. There she stood, as pretty a little mare as he had ever seen. Her

coat was glossy black, except for white socks on her hind feet, one rising

higher than the other. Her mane fell to the right side, ebony-sleek, and her

tail was like the tresses of a beau -- tiful woman. Her hooves glistened like

pearl, dainty and perfectly formed. She had a Roman nose, convex rather

than straight or concave, but in nice proportion. And her horn was a

spiraled marvel of ivory symmetry.



He must have gasped, for the mare raised her head alertly. She

had, of course, been aware of his approach before; horses -- unicorns? --

had sharp hearing. She had not been alarmed -- which itself was

remarkable, if she were wild -- so had continued grazing. Equines were like

that; they startled readily, but not when they thought they had the situation

in hand. Evidently this little lady unicorn was much the same.

This was a fantasy world, where magic evidently worked; he had

already established that. He still felt the bum on his neck where the amulet-

demon's chain had scraped. So why shouldn't this world have magic ani --

mals too? That made perfect sense. It was only that he had never thought it

through, before assuming that these were horses. Was there, actually,

much difference between a horse and a unicorn? Some artists repre --

sented unicorns with leonine bodies and cloven hooves, but Stile distrusted

such conceptions. It could be that a true unicorn was merely a horse with a

horn on the forehead. In which case this one would do just fine for him; he

could ignore the horn and treat her as a horse.

Stile had not taken time to fashion a lariat; he had been more

interested in surveying the situation, and in the memories this experience

evoked. Now he decided:



"Now my name's Stile," he said in a gentle voice. "Stile as in fence.

You may not know about that sort of thing, though. I need a -- a steed.

Because I may have a long way to go, and I can get there faster and better

if I ride. I am a very good endurance runner, for a man, but a man does not

compare to a good h -- unicorn. I would like to ride you. What is your

name?"

The unicorn blew a double note through her hom. This startled

Stile; he had not realized the horn was hollow. He had been speaking

rhetorically, expecting no response. Her note was coincidental, of course;

she could hardly be expected to comprehend his words. It was his tone of

voice that mattered, and the distraction of it while he approached. Yet that

note had sounded almost like a word. "Neysa?" he asked, voicing it as well

as he could.

There was a fluted snort of agreement -- or so it seemed to him. He

reminded himself to be careful how he personified animals; if he ever got to

believing he was talking with one on a human basis, he'd have to suspect

his own sensibility. He could get himself killed, deluding himself about the

reactions of a creature with a weapon like that.

"Well, Neysa, what would you do if I just got on your back and rode

you?" He had to keep talking, calming her, until he could get close enough



she would try to throw him, and if he got thrown, he would be in serious

trouble. This was indeed no tame animal; this was a creature who knew of

men and did not fear them, 106

and when sufficiently aggravated would kill. A wildcat was not

merely a housecat gone wild; a unicorn was not merely a horse with a

weapon. The whole psychology differed. Neysa's every little mannerism

told him that. He had no doubt, now, that there was blood on her horn --

from other creatures who had failed to heed her warnings.

Yet he had to do it. "Neysa, I'm sorry. But a demon tried to kill me,

not long ago, and in this frame of magic I am not well equipped to protect

myself. I need to get away from here, and I'm sure you can take me so

much better than I can take myself. Men have always depended on horses

-- uh, equines to cany them, before they started messing with unreliable

machines like au -- tomobiles and spaceships." He stepped closer to her,

hand outstretched, saying anything, just so long as he kept talking.

She lifted both forefeet in a little prance and brought them down

together in a clomp directed at him. Her nose made a hooking gesture at

him, and she made a sound that was part squeal and part snort and part

music -- the sort of music played in the background of a vid-show when the

horrible monster was about to at -- tack. This was as forceful a warning as

she could make. She would not attack him if he departed right now, as she



medieval times -- and beside the point. How would it relate to a man and a

female unicorn? Would she put her head in his lap? Only to un-man him,

surely! More likely the mat -- ter related to riding: only a person pure in

spirit could ride a unicorn -- and in such myths, purity was defined as

sexual abstinence and general innocence. Stile had 107

no claims to such purity. Therefore this could be a very difficult ride.

But mythology aside, he expected that sort of ride anyway.

"I really am sorry to do this, Neysa," Stile said. And leaped.

It was a prodigious bound, the kind only a highly trained athlete

could perform. He flew through the air to land squarely on the unicorn's

back. His hands reached out to take firm grip on her mane, his legs

clamped to her sides, and his body flattened to bring him as close to her as

physically possible.

Neysa stood in shocked surprise for all of a tenth of a second. Then

she took off like a stone from a cata -- pult. Stile's body was flung off -- but

his hands retained their double grip on her mane, and in a moment his legs

had dropped back and were clamping her sides again. She bucked, but he

clung close, almost standing on his head. No ordinary horse could buck

without putting its head down between its front legs; it was a matter of

balance and weight distribution. Neysa managed it, however, providing



So much for the beginning. Now the unicorn knew that no amateur

bestrode her. It would require really heroic measures to dump him. For

Stile, when he wasn't trying to gentle an animal, was extremely tough about

falls.

Neysa accelerated forward, going west toward the chasm cracks

he had spied from the spruce tree -- then abruptly braked. All four feet

skidded on the turf. But Stile was wise to this maneuver, and remained

secure. She did a double spinabout, trying to fling him off by 108

centrifugal force -- but he leaned to the center of the turn and

stayed firm. Abruptly she reversed -- and he did too. She leaped forward --

then leaped backward. That one almost unseated him; it was a trick no

ordinary horse knew. But he recovered, almost tearing out a fistful of her

mane in the process.

Well! Now she was warmed up. Time to get serious. Neysa tripped

forward, lowering her body -- then reared and leaped simultaneously. She

fell backward; then her hind feet snapped forward and she performed a flip

in air. For an instant she was completely inverted, her entire body above

his. Stile was so startled he just clung. Then she completed the flip, landing

on her front feet with her body vertical, finally whomping down on her hind

feet.



amazement growing. He had known he would be in for a stiff ride, but he

had grossly underestimated the case. This was akin to his fight with the

demon.

Well, maybe that was a fair parallel. Two magical creatures, one

shaped like a humanoid monster, the other like a horse with a horn. Neither

subject to the limitations of conventional logic. He had been foolish to

assume that a demon that superficially resembled a horse was anything

close to that kind of animal. He would remember this lesson -- if he

happened to get out of this alive.

Now Neysa straightened out, stood for a moment -- then rolled. Her

back smacked into the ground -- but Stile had known when to let go. He

landed on his feet, and was back on her back as she regained her own

feet. "Nice try, Neysa," he said as he settled in again.
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She snorted. So much for round two. She had only begun to fightl

Now she headed for the nearest copse of trees. Stile knew what

was coming: the brush-off. Sure enough, she passed so close to a large

trunk that her side scraped it -- but Stile's leg was clear, as he clung to her

other side in the fashion of a trick rider. He had once won a Game in which

the contest was trick riding; he was not the finest, but he was good.



Neysa charged directly toward the next large tree, then planted her

forefeet, lifted her rear feet, and did a front-foot-stand that sent her back

smashing into the trunk. Had he stayed on her, he would have been

crushed gruesomely. No game, this! But Stile, now wise in the ways of

unicorns, had dropped off as her motion started. He had less mass than

she, weighing about an eighth as much, and could maneuver more rapidly

when he had to. As her rear feet came back to the ground. Stile's rear feet

came back to her back, and his hands resumed their clutch on her mane.

She snorted again. Round three was over. Round four was coming

up. How many more tricks did this phenomenal animal have? Stile was in

one sense enjoy -- ing this challenge, but in another sense he was afraid.

This was no Proton Game, where the loser suffered no more than loss of

status; this was his life on the line. The first trick he missed would be the

last.

Neysa came onto a grassy plain. Now she acceler -- ated. What

was she up to this time? It didn't seem so bad -- and that made him

nervous. Beginning with a 110

walk, she accelerated to a slow trot. The speed differen -- tial was

not great, as a slow trot could be slower than a brisk walk. In fact. Stile had

worked with lazy horses who could trot one meter per second, rather than

the normal three or four meters per second. The distin -- guishing mark was



well, and looked very pretty from the side. A slow trot could be gentle; a

fast one could be like a jackhammer. But a trot was definitely a trot, at any

speed; there was no mistaking it. Stile liked trot -- ting, but distrusted this

one. He knew he had not seen the last of this mare's devices.

Next she broke into a canter: three-beat. Left-front, then right-front

and left-rear together, and finally right -- rear. Like a cross between a walk

and a trot, and the ride a kind of gentle swooping. All perfectly conven --

tional, and therefore not to be trusted. She had some -- thing horrendous in

her canny equine mind!

Finally she reached a full gallop: a modified two -- beat cycle, the

two front legs striking almost but not quite together, then the rear two. A

four-beat cycle, technically, but not uniform. Beat-beat, beat-beat, at the

velocity of racing. Stile enjoyed it; he experienced an exhilaration of speed

that was special on a horse -- unicorn. Motored wheels could go much

faster, of course, but it wasn't the same. Here, as it were in the top gear,

the animal straining to the limit -- though this one was not straining, but

loafing at a velocity that would have had another one straining --

The unicorn shifted into another gait. It was a five -- beat --
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Stile was so surprised he almost dropped off. No horse had a five-

beat gait! There were only four feet!



could...break his neck.

Think, Stile, think! he told himself desperately. Analyze: What is the

key to this gait?

His hands were hurting as his clutch on the unicorn's mane slowly

slipped. His thigh muscles were beginning to cramp. Stile was expert -- but

this creature had his number now. Unless he could get her number too,

soon.

Four feet, five beats. One foot had to repeat. Number the steps:

one-two-three-four -- where was the repeat? Fingers slipping...

BEAT-beat -- that sound was less than the others, like a half-step.

But half a step had to be completed by -- another half-step. Like a man

catching his balance when tripped. Two half-steps -- that was it. Not neces

-- sarily together. The second and fifth. The right rear foot -- as though

stumbling, throwing off his timing. Compensate --

Stile started to catch on. He shifted his weight to absorb the shock

and irregularity. BEAT-absorb -- BEAT-BEAT-absorb. It was tricky and

unnatural as hell, but his body was finding the dubious rhythm, get -- ting

the swing. Mostly it was his knowledge of the pat -- tern, of what to expect.

No more surprises! His leg muscles relaxed, and his hands stopped

slipping.



and no equine living could dump Stile with a normal gallop.

Realizing her mistake, the unicorn changed tactics. She slowed,

then suddenly went into a one-beat gait. This was another surprise, in a

ride full of them. It was like riding a pogo stick. All four of her feet landed

together; then she leaped forward, front feet leading -- only to contract to a

single four-point landing again.

But Stile had ridden a pogo stick, in the course of his Game

experience. He could handle this. "No luck, Neysa!" he cried. "Give up?"

She snorted derisively through her horn. It was al -- most as if she

understood his words. But of course horses were very perceptive of tone,

and responsive to it.

She turned. She had been going north, having curved in the course

of her running; now she bore due west. Round five was coming up.

The grass gave way to packed dirt, then to clay, then to something

like shale, and finally to rock. Neysa's hooves struck sparks from the

surface, astonishing Stile. She was traveling fast, to be sure -- faster than

any horse he had raced. It felt like eighty kilometers per hour, but that had

to be a distortion of his perception;

such a speed would be of interworld championship level, for a

horse. Regardless, hooves were not metallic;



the air to land -- where? But all he could do was hang on.

The cracks became more plentiful, forming a treach -- erous lattice.

His vision of the crevices blurred, because they were so close, passing so

rapidly; they seemed to 113

writhe in their channels, swelling and shrinking, now twisting as if

about to burst free, now merging with others or splitting apart. He had

noted a similar effect when riding the Game model train as a child, fixing

his gaze on the neighboring tracks, letting them perform their animations as

he traveled. But these were not rails, but crevices, getting worse.

Neysa danced across the lattice as Stile watched with increasing

apprehension. Now these were no longer mere cracks in a surface; these

were islands between gaps. Neysa was actually traversing a chasm,

jumping across from stone to stone, each stone a platform rising vertically

from the depths. Stile had never seen such a landscape before. He really

was in a new world: new in kind as well as in region.

Now Neysa was leaping, using her one-beat gait to bound from one

diminishing platform to another. Sometimes all four feet landed together, in

a group, almost touching each other; sometimes they were apart, on

separate islands. She was obviously conversant with this place, and knew

where to place each hoof, as a child knew where to jump amid the squares

of a hop -- scotch game, proficient from long practice. Perhaps Neysa had



crevices, for the sun -- light slanted down from almost overhead. Had it

been only six hours from the start of this day? It seemed much longer

already! The fissures were not as deep as he had feared; perhaps two

meters. But they terminated in rocky creases that could wedge a leg or a

body, and they were getting deeper as the unicorn progressed. 114

This was a test of nerve as much as of agility or riding ability.

As it happened. Stile had the nerve. "Let's face it, Neysa," he said.

He tended to talk to horses; they lis -- tened well, politely rotating their

pointed furry ears around to fetch in larger scoops of his sound, and they

did not often talk back. "We're in this together. What would I gain by falling

off now? A broken leg? If it's all the same to you, oh prettiest and surest-

footed of equines, I'll just stay on." He saw her left ear twitch as if shaking

off a fly. She heard him, all right, and was not pleased at the confidence his

tone exuded.

But the acrobatic challenge was not what the unicorn had come for.

Suddenly she leaped -- into the depths of a larger crack. It was two meters

wide, shallow at the near end, but bearing lower. The sides seemed to

close in as she plunged deeper. Where was she going? Stile did not like

this development at all.

Neysa swung around a chasm corner and dropped to a lower level.

This crack narrowed above; they were in a partial cave, light raying from



his body away, and this one also missed. But this was getting bad; he could

not afford to let go his grip on Neysa's mane, for it was his only purchase.

But he soon would need an arm to fend off these at -- tacks.

The unicorn's strategy was clear, now. She was charging through

the habitat of monsters, hoping one of them would pluck the unwanted rider

from her back. The demons were not grabbing at her; they shied away from

her deadly horn, instead snatching from the sides. They seemed akin to the

demon of the amulet that he 115

had fought before, except that their size was constant. Stile knew

he would not survive long if one of these monsters nabbed him. He had

already learned how tough demons were.

He would have to compromise. Neysa could not turn abruptly, for

these crevices defined her route. The demons stood only at intersections

and niches; there was not room enough in a single crevice for unicorn and

demon. So this was a set channel with set hazards. He should be able to

handle it -- if he were careful.

Another intersection; another demon on the right. Stile let go

Neysa's mane with his right hand and lifted his arm to ward off the attack.

He did it with expertise, striking with his forearm against the demon's

forearms, obliquely, drawing on the power of his forward motion. The



flesh as well as they liked the taste of human flesh.

In fact, she had taken quite a risk to get rid of him. She fust might

get rid of herself, too.

"Neysa, this is no good," Stile said. "This should be between you

and me. I don't like demons any better than you do, but this shouldn't be

their concern. You're going for double or nothing -- and it's too likely to be

nothing. Let's get out of here and settle this on our own. Whoever wins and

whoever loses, let's not give the pleasure of our remains to these

monsters."

She charged on, straight ahead, of course. He knew he was foolish

to talk to himself like this; it really accomplished nothing. But stress gave

him the compul -- sion. The demons kept grabbing, and he kept blocking.

He talked to them too, calling them names like "Flop -- 116

face" and "Crooktooth," and exclaiming in cynical sympathy when

they missed him. He forced himself to stop that; he might get to wanting to

help them.

Stile was quite nervous now; he knew this because when he turned

off his mouth he found himself hum -- ming. That was another thing he

tended to do when under stress. He had to vocalize in some fashion. Upon

occasion it had given him away during a Game. Bad, bad habit! But now

the refrain became compulsive. Hummm-hummm-block, as a demon



back over the unicorn's body. Stile clung low, and it cleared him.

Now he knew why most demons gave way to a charg -- ing

unicorn. They might overwhelm a stationary uni -- corn, but a moving one

was deadly. Stile could hardly imagine a more devastating stroke than the

one he had just seen.

And a similar stroke awaited him, the moment he fell off.

The beat of Neysa's hooves changed. She was driving harder now

-- because she was climbing. Stile peered ahead, past her bloodstained

horn, and saw the end of the crevice. They were finally coming out of it.

The demons drew back. They had become too bold, and paid the

penalty. The intruders were leaving any -- way; why hinder them? Stile

relaxed. Round five was over.

They emerged to the surface -- and plunged into liquid. The

northern end of the cracks terminated in water. A river flowed down into

them,, quickly, vanish -- 117

ing into the deeper crevices -- but to the north it was broad and

blue. Neysa splashed along it; the water was only knee-deep here.

The river curved grandly, like a python, almost touching itself

before curving back. "The original me -- ander," Stile remarked. "But I don't

see how this is going to shake me off, Neysa." However, if he had to be



but her head and his head were immersed. The river was cool, not cold;

in fact it was pleasant. If this were round six, it was hardly a

challenge.

Then he felt something on his thigh. He held on to the mane with

his right hand, wary of tricks, and reached with his left -- and found a thing

attached to his flesh. Involuntarily he jerked it off, humming again. There

was a pain as of abrading flesh, and it came up:

a fishlike creature with a disk for a head, myriad tiny teeth

projecting.

It was a lamprey. A blood-sucking eel-like creature, a parasite that

would never let go voluntarily. Another minor monster from the biological

museum exhibits, here alive.

Stile looked at it, horrified. Magic he found incred -- ible; therefore it

didn't really bother him. But this creature was unmagical and disgusting. He

heard the loudness of his own humming. He tried to stop it, ashamed of his

squeamishness, but his body would not obey. What revulsion!

Another sensation. He threw the lamprey away with a convulsive

shudder and grabbed the next, from his side. It was a larger sucker. There

was little he could do to it, one-handed; it was leather-tough. He might bite

it;
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The unicorn dived, drawing him under too. Stile held his breath,

clinging to her mane. It was work for her to stay under, as her large equine

belly gave her good flotation; he was sure he could outlast her. She would

have to breathe, too.

She stayed down a full minute, then another. Only the tip of her

hom cut the surface of the water like the fin of a shark. How long could she

do it? He was good at underwater exploits, but he was getting uncomfort --

able.

Then he caught on: her horn was a snorkel. She was breathing

through it! She had no air-limit. His lungs were hurting, but her neck was

too low; he could not get his head high enough to break the surface without

letting go her mane. If he let go, he surely would not have a chance to

catch her again; she would stab him if he tried.

But he had a solution. He hauled himself up hand over hand to her

head, where her black forelock waved like sea grass in the flow. He

grabbed her horn. It was smooth, not knife-edged along the spiral; lucky for

him! There seemed to be little indentations along its length:

the holes for the notes, at the moment closed off.

His head broke water, and he breathed. She could not lower her

horn without cutting off her own wind -- and she was breathing too hard and



North of the river was a slope rising into a pictur -- esque mountain

range. The highest peaks were doud -- girt and seemed to be snow-

covered. Surely she was not about to essay the heights!

She was. She galloped up the slope, the wind drying out her hair

and his. What an animal she was! An ordinary horse would have been

exhausted by this time, but this one seemed to be just hitting her stride.

The pace, however, was telling; Stile could feel her body heating.

Horses, with or without horns, were mas -- sive enough to be short on skin

surface to radiate heat. Therefore they sweated, as did man -- but still it

could take some time to dissipate the heat pollution of over -- exertion. She

would have to ease up soon, even if her muscles still had strength.

She did not. The slope increased; her hooves pounded harder.

One-two, three-four, a good hard -- working gallop. She was not even trying

to shake him off, now, but she surely had something excellent in mind. The

grain-grass turf gave way to fields of blue and red flowers and goldenrod.

More rocks showed, their rugged facets glinting cruel deep gray in the sun.

The trees became smaller. Wisps of fog streamed by.

Stile craned his neck to look back -- and was amazed. Already the

Meander River was a small ribbon in the distance, far below. They must

have climbed a vertical kilometer! Suddenly the air seemed chill, the breeze

cutting. But the unicorn was hot; again small sparks flew from her feet as



All right, once more. This was a magic land. He had accepted that,

provisionally. The laws of physics he had known did not necessarily apply.

Or if they were valid, they operated in different ways. Horses generated

heat -- so did unicorns. Horses sweated -- this creature re -- mained dry,

once she had shed the river water. So she got rid of excess heat by

snorting it out her nostrils in concentrated form. It did make sense, in its

particular fashion.

Now the air was definitely cold. Stile was naked; if they went much

higher, he could be in a new sort of trouble. And of course that was the

idea. This was round seven, the trial of inclement climate. Neysa was not

suffering; she was doing the work of running, so was burning hot. The cold

recharged her.

Stile got down as close to his mount as he could. His back was

freezing, but his front was hot, in contact with the furnace of Neysa's hide.

This became uncomfort -- able. He was trying to sweat on one side and

shiver on the other, and he couldn't turn over. And Neysa kept climbing.

Could he steer her back down the hill? Unlikely;

trained horses moved with the guidance of reins and legs and

verbal directives -- but they did it basically be -- cause they knew no better.

They were creatures of habit, who found it easiest to obey the will of the

rider. This unicorn was a self-willed animal, no more tract -- able than a



by his shivering.
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Crevices opened in the glacier. Again the unicorn's feet danced --

but this time on a slippery slope. Her hooves skidded between steps, for

their heat melted the ice. Those sparks were another heat-dissipating mech

-- anism, and though the snow and ice had cooled the hooves below

sparking level, there was still plenty of heat to serve. Her body weight

shifted, compensating for the insecure footing, but a fall seemed incipient.

Stile hummed louder yet. This was no miniature Game -- mountain, under a

warm dome, with cushioned land -- ings for losers. This was a towering,

frigid, violent landscape, and he was afraid of it.

The cloud cover closed in. Now it was as if the uni -- corn trod the

cold beaches of an arctic sea, with the cloud layers lapping at the shores.

But Stile knew that cloud-ocean merely concealed the deadly avalanche

slopes. Neysa's legs sank ankle-deep in the fringe-wash, finding lodging in

ice -- but how would she know ahead of time if one of those washes

covered a crevasse?

"Neysa, you are scaring the color right out of my hair!" Stile told

her. "But I've got to cling tight, be -- cause I will surely perish if I separate

from you here. If the fall through the ledges doesn't shatter me, the cold will

freeze me. I'm not as tough as you -- which is one reason I need you."



any -- way. He had never been really cold before, having spent all his life in

the climate-controlled domes of Pro -- ton; only the snow machines of the

Game had given him experience, and that had been brief. This was close

to his notion of hell.

Another snow-monster rose out of the cloud, its roar

as silent as falling snow. Again the fog coated Stile, coalescing

about his hands, numbing them, insinuating slipperiness into his grip on the

mane. Stile discovered he was humming a funeral dirge. Unconscious

black humor?

Neysa plunged through a bank of snow, breaking into the interior of

an ice-cave. Two more snow -- monsters loomed, breathing their fog.

Neysa charged straight into them. One failed to move aside rapidly enough,

and the unicorn's flame-breath touched it. The monster melted on that side,

mouth opening in a silent scream.

On out through another snowbank -- and now they were on a long

snowslide on the north side of the range. Four legs rigid, Neysa slid down,

gaining speed. Her passage started a separate snowslide that developed

into a minor avalanche. It was as if the entire mountain were collapsing

around them.

It would be so easy to relax, let go, be lost in the softly piling snow.

Stile felt a pleasant lassitude. The snow was like surf, and they were



victory, or was this merely a respite between rounds?

Neysa took a step forward -- and Stile saw that the ledge was on

the brink of a cliff overlooking the Mean -- der River. In fact there was the

roar of a nearby falls;

the river started here, in the melting glaciers, and tum -- bled

awesomely to the rocky base. Sure death to enter that realm!

Yet Neysa, fatigued to the point of exhaustion, was gathering

herself for that leap. Stile, his strength retum -- 123

ing though his muscles and skin were sore from the grueling ride,

stared ahead, appalled. Enter that mael -- strom of plunging water and

cutting stone? She was bluffing; she had to be! She would not commit

suicide rather than be tamed!

The unicorn started trotting toward the brink. She broke into a

canter, bunched herself for the leap -- Stile flung himself forward, across

her neck, half onto her head. His locked fingers cracked apart with the

desperate force of his imperative, his arms flung forward. He grabbed her

horn with both hands, swung his body to the ground beside her head, and

bulldogged her to the side. She fought him, but she was tired and he had

the leverage; he had rodeo experience too. They came to a halt at the brink

of the cliff. A warm updraft washed over their faces, enhancing the



them, he had to do it.

"Neysa, I came to you because I needed a ride. Someone is trying

to kill me, and I am a stranger in this land, and I have to travel fast and far.

You can go faster and farther than I can; you have just proved that. You

can traverse regions that would kill me, were I alone. So I need you for a

purely practical reason."

She continued to relax, by marginal stages, one ear cocked to

orient on him, but she had not given up. The moment he let go, she would

be gone. Into the river, the hard way, and on into unicorn heaven, the

eternal pas -- ture.

"But I need you for an emotional reason too. You see, I am a

solitary sort of man. I did not wish to be, but certain factors in my life tended

to set me apart 124

from my associates, my peer group. I have generally fared best

when going it alone. But I don't like being alone. I need companionship.

Every living, feeling crea -- ture does. I have found it on occasion with other

men in a shared project, and with women in a shared bed, and these are

not bad things. But seldom have I had what I would call true friendship --

except with another species of creature. I am a lover of horses. When I am

with a horse, I feel happy. A horse does not seek my acquaintance for the

sake of my appearance or my ac -- complishments; a horse does not



Because once a horse gives his allegiance, he can be trusted. I do not

deceive myself that the horse cares for me in the same way I care for him --

" He tightened his grip momentarily in a brief outpouring of the emotion he

felt. "Or for her. But a horse is loyal. I can ride a horse, I can play, I can

sleep without con -- cern, for the horse will guard me from harm. A good

horse will step on a poisonous snake before a man knows the threat is

present. The horse will alert me to some developing hazard, for his

perceptions are better than mine, and he will carry me away in time.

"I looked for you, Neysa, I selected you from all the herd before I

ever saw you directly, because you are not really of the herd. You are a

loner, like me. Be -- cause you are small, like me. But also healthy, like me.

I understand and appreciate fitness in man and animal. Your hooves are

clean, your manure is wholesome, your muscle tone is excellent, your coat

has the luster of health, the sheen -- " No, that was the wrong word, for it

reminded him again of Sheen the robot lass. Where was she now, what

was she doing, how was she 125

taking his absence? Was she in metallic mourning for him? But he

could not afford to be distracted by such

thoughts at this moment.

"In fact, you are the finest little horse I have ever encountered. I

don't suppose that means anything to you, but I have ridden some of the



sounds on your horn, you have gaits and tricks no horse ever dreamed of.

Perhaps you are a demon in equine form. But I doubt this. I want you

because you most resemble a horse, and there is no creature I would

rather have with me in a strange land, to share my life for this adventure,

than a horse."

He relaxed his grip further as she relaxed. She was not going to

jump, now -- he hoped. But he wanted to be sure, so he kept on talking. It

could be a mistake to rush things, with a horse.

"Now I thought I could conquer you, Neysa. I thought I could ride

you and make you mine, as I have done so many times before with other

horses. I see now I was wrong. I rode you, but you are not mine. You will

kill yourself before you submit to the taming. I hardly know you, Neysa, but

I love you; I would not have you sacrifice yourself to escape me." Stile felt

moisture on his cheeks and knew he was crying again, as he had with

Sheen. Few things could move him that way. A woman was one; a horse

was another. "No, do not hurt yourself for me! I grieve at the very thought. I

will let you go, Neysal I can not impose respect on you. You are the most

perfect steed I could ever hope to associate with, but I will seek another, a

lesser animal. For I must be accepted too; it must be mutual. I can 126



indeed come in small packages. No, there is more than that. I believe you

need me the same way I need you. You are alone; you may not be aware

of it, but you need a companion too, one who respects you for what you

are. You are no ordinary mare."

He saw a scrape on her foreleg. "Oh, Neysa -- you were hurt on

that run." He squatted to examine it. Pain lanced through his knees, and he

fell over, danger -- ously near the brink. He clutched at turf and drew

himself back to safer ground. "Sorry about that," he said sheepishly. "I have

bad knees...never mind." He got up carefully, using his hands to brace

himself, for rising without squatting was awkward. He had never fully

appreciated the uses of his knees, until their capability was diminished.

He approached Neysa slowly, still careful not to star -- tle her, then

bent from the waist to look at her leg. "I could wash that off for you, but

there's no water here and I think it will heal by itself. It is not serious, and

the blood helps clean it. But let me check your feet, Neysa. I do not want to

leave you with any injuries of my making, and feet are crucially important.

May I lift your left front foot?" He slid his hand down along her leg, avoiding

the scrape, then drew on the ankle. "Easy, easy -- I just want to look. To

see if there are any cracks -- cracks in hooves are bad news." The foot

came up, though the unicorn was obviously uncertain what he was doing,

and he looked at it from the bot -- tom. It was still fairly warm; wisps of



check the feet, clear the stones or other obstructions, file them down when

they wear unevenly or get badly chipped. The welfare of the steed

becomes the responsibility of the man. When food is scarce, the man

provides. When there is danger, the man fights to protect the horse. Some

ani -- mals who prey on horses are wary of men. I might face down a wolf,

while you -- " He looked at her horn. "No, you could handle a wolf! You

don't need the likes of me; why should I deceive myself. I could tell you that

to be the associate of a man is to be protected by the intelligence of a man,

by his farsighted mind. That a man will anticipate danger and avoid it, for

both himself and his mount. His brain makes up for his lesser perceptions.

He will steer around sharp stones that might crack hooves. But why should

this have meaning for you? You have savvy like none I have seen in any

horse; you don't need protection. I delude myself in my desperate need to

justify myself, to think that I could in any way be worthy of you."

A fly buzzed up, landing on Neysa. She shook her skin in that

place, as horses did, but the fly refused to budge. Her tail flicked across,

but the fly was on her shoulder, out of range. She could get it with her

mouth, but then she would have to take her attention off Stile. The fly, with

the canny ruthlessness of its kind, settled down to bite.

Stile experienced sudden heat. "Now don't startle, Neysa," he said.

"I am going to slap that bastard fly, so it can't bother you. Easy, now..." He



had done the right thing. The unicorn could not be tamed. What a treasure

he was leaving behind!

There was a strange rippling in the grass of the ledge. It had been

occurring for some time, but only now was he fully conscious of it. It was as

if he were in a pool, and a pebble had dropped in, making a spreading

series of circular waves. But there was no water. What was causing this?

Something nuzzled his elbow. Stile jumped, startled;

he had not heard anything approach.

It was the unicorn. She had come up behind him silently; he had

not known she could do that. She could have run her horn through his

back.

He faced her, perplexed, Neysa's ears were forward, orienting on

him. Her muzzle quivered. Her great brown eyes were wet, gleaming like

great jewels. She lifted her head and nibbled on his ear, gently, caress --

ingly. She made a little whinny, cajoling him.

"Oh, Neysa!" he breathed, lifted by an explosion of

Joy -- He had won her, after all.
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CHAPTER 8

MUSIC



until I can learn what I need to know about this world. Until I can discover

who is trying to kill me, and why, and what to do about it. Or whether my

experience with the amulet-demon was mere coinci -- dence, a random

trap, nothing personal. But until I know this land better, I have no notion

where to hide.

Paradox."

She listened, then made a gesture with her hom, pointing west, and

tapped a forefoot. "It's almost as if you understand me," he said, amused.

"At least you understand my need. If you know of a place to go, then by all

means take me there, girl!"

But first he paused to gather some straw from a ma -- ture field and

fashioned it into a crude saddle. "I don't really need a saddle, Neysa, but

my weight will make your back sore in time unless it is properly distributed.

The human seat-bones don't quite jibe with the equine backbone. This

straw is not ideal, but it's better than nothing. We have to get my weight off

your ribs and over your withers, your shoulders; that's where you can most

comfortably support it. And a token girth to hold it on, so I won't have to

yank at your beautiful black mane anymore."
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Neysa submitted to this indignity, and carried him westward across

the amber plain north of the purple mountains, her speed picking up as her



She had cute black ears, expressing her personality. She did not mind.

Stile whistled. He was good at it; whistling was, after all, a form of

music, and good whistling was good music. Stile was good at anything that

related to the Game, back on Proton. He had spent years constantly

perfecting himself, and he had a special nostalgia for music. There had

been a girl, once, whose memory he associated with it. He whistled the

fields more amber, the mountains more purple, and the whole countryside

more beautiful. And it really seemed to be so; the entire landscape seemed

to assume a more intense grandeur, together with an atmosphere of

expectancy. Expectant of what? Abruptly becoming nervous. Stile broke

off.

Neysa paused by a tree. It was a pear tree, with huge ripe fruits.

"Bless you!" Stile exclaimed. "Are these safe to eat?" He dismounted

without waiting for an answer. What a comfort this unicorn was, now that

she had joined him!

Neysa moved to the grain nearby and started grazing. She was

hungry too. Horses -- and unicorns! -- could not proceed indefinitely without

sustenance; they had to spend a good deal of their time grazing. So a

horse was not really faster transportation, for a man; it was speed when he

needed it, interspersed with rest. But it was a life-style he liked. His first



bite. It was delicious.

He consumed three of the large fruits, then desisted, just in case.

He did not need to gorge. He made a bed of hay, under the pear tree, and

lay down as darkness closed in. He hoped it would not rain -- but what did it

really matter? He would dry. The temperature was nice, here; he would not

be cold, even when wet.

Neysa had wandered off. Stile wasn't worried; he was sure of her,

now. She would not leave him -- and if she did, it was her right. They had a

tacit agreement, no more, subject to cancellation without notice by either

party. Still he glanced across the field as the first moon came up. He would

prefer to have her near him, just in case. He did not know what routine

dangers there might be, here, but was sure Neysa could recognize and

handle them. The way she had dispatched the crack -- demon and the

snow-monster --

The moonrise was spectacular. Far less intense than the sun, it

had more appeal because he could look at it directly. This was a close,

large moon, whose effulgence bathed the slowly crossing clouds in pastel

blue. The thickest clouds were black silhouettes, but the thinner ones

showed their substance in blue monochrome, in shades of one color, all the

lines and curves and bur -- geonings of them, all inexpressibly lovely. Oh,

to travel amidst that picture, in the magic of the night sky!



had seldom felt the need for weapons in Proton society, though he knew

how to use them. This was a wilder world whose beauty was tempered,

perhaps even enhanced, by its hazards. Was this a nocturnal predator?

No -- it was a woman I

Yet she carried no weapon either, and wore no cloth -- ing, and

seemed innocent rather than hostile. This could be another demonic trap,

but Stile somehow doubted it. She was -- there was something familiar

about her.

As she came close, the moonlight caught her fully. The promising

outline was fulfilled in blue light. She was small, very small, smaller even

than he, but su -- premely healthy and full-fleshed. She was beautifully

proportioned, with small hands and feet, slender yet rounded legs, and

virginally firm breasts. Her finger -- nails and toenails glistened like pearls,

her hair was lustrous black, and she had an ivory decoration set in her

forehead. Her face was quite cute, though she had a Roman nose. Her

only flaw was a scratch on one arm, a fresh one only starting to heal.

"Stile," she said, with an almost musical inflection.

"Neysa!" he replied, astonished.

She opened her arms to him, smiling. And Stile understood that the

friendship of a unicorn was no in -- consequential thing. When he had won

her, he had won her completely.



under the pear tree, knowing her for what she was, and loved her,

as he had loved the robot Sheen.

In the morning Neysa was back in equine form, graz -- ing. Stile

glanced at her, covertly reflecting on the event of the night. Would she

expect different treatment, now? Would she now decline to carry him

safely?

As it turned out, Neysa's attitude was unchanged. She was still his

steed. The night had been merely a confirmation of their relationship, not a

change in it. But never again would he think of a unicorn as merely

a horse with a horn. Rested and fed, Neysa set out at an easy trot

across

the field, still bearing west. Trots could be rough or smooth; this

one was the smoothest. She could have looked like a drudge, yet fetched a

high price on Pro -- ton, for the sake of this trot. As if such a creature could

ever be sold, for any price! Then she moved into a nice canter with a

syncopated beat: one-two-three-pause, one-two-three-pause. A canter, to

his way of thinking, was a trot by the forefeet and a gallop by the rear feet;

it too could vary greatly in comfort, depending on the steed's nature

and mood. Stile enjoyed this; how nice it was to ride this fine animal without

fighting her!



She was showing off her gaits, proving that no horse could match

her in variety or facility. Yesterday she had demonstrated gaits from one-

beat to five-beat; now

she was doing the variations.

"This is great stuff, Neysa!" he said warmly. "You are the most

versatile hoofer I know." For this was an aspect of companionship:

performing for an apprecia -- 134

tive friend. Animals, like people, would do a lot, just for the

satisfaction of having their efforts recognized. Though Neysa was not

precisely an animal or a person.

Just when Stile thought he had experienced the whole of her

repertoire, Neysa surprised him again. She began to play music through

her horn. Not an occasional melodic note, but genuine tunes. Her hooves

beat counterpoint to the sustained notes, making a dramatic march.

"The five-beat gait!" Stile exclaimed. "That's what it's for!

Syncopation, going with your music!"

She moved into the five-beat, playing an intricate melody that fit

that beat perfectly. This time her motion was easy, not designed to unseat

him, and he liked it. Stile was no longer surprised by her comprehension;

he had realized, in stages during the prior day and night, that she

comprehended human speech perfectly, though she did not bother to



unicorn. Stile, too, preferred the closeness this mode entailed; it was the

natural way, a constant communica -- tion with his steed.

Neysa's horn-music resembled that of a harmonica. No doubt there

were many small channels in her horn, with natural fiber reeds, and she

could direct the flow of air through any channels she wished as she

breathed. What a convenient way to play!

"You know, Neysa -- I know something of music myself. Not just

whistling. I was introduced to it by a girl a bit like you, in your girl-form: very

small, pretty, and talented. I'm not the top musician in my world, but I am

competent -- because music is part of the competi -- tion of the Game. You

wouldn't know about that, of 135

course; it's like a -- like a continuing contest, a race, where every

day you race someone new, in a different way, and if you get really good

you gain status. I have won Games by playing themes better than other

people. The violin, the clarinet, the tuba -- I've played them all. I wish I

could accompany you! I suppose I could whis -- tle again, or sing -- " He

shrugged. "But I'd really like to show you what I can do with an instrument.

One like yours. Another harmonica. So we could play together. A duet.



melody, singing them.

Neysa made an unmelodic snort, and Stile laughed. "Corny, I

know! Doggerel is not my forte. All right, I'll quit."

But the unicorn slowed, then stopped, then turned about to retrace

her last few steps. "What's the mat -- ter?" Stile asked, perplexed. "If I

offended you, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to mess up your music."

She fished in the tall grass with her horn. Something glittered there.

Stile dismounted and walked around to examine it, fearing trouble. If it were

another demon -- amulet --

It was a large, ornate, well-constructed harmonica, seemingly new.

Stile picked it up, examining it in wonder. "You have a good eye,

Neysa, spotting this, and it couldn't have happened at a more fortuitous

time. Why, this is from my world. See, it says MADE ON EARTH. Earth has

a virtual monopoly on quality musical instruments. Most colonies are too

busy to specialize in the arts. This is a good brand. I'm no specialist in this
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instrument, but I'll bet I could play -- " He looked around. "Someone

must have lost it. I'm not sure it would be right to -- " He shook his head.

"Yet it won't help the owner, just to leave it here. I suppose I could borrow

it, until I can return it to -- "



full scale into the half-tones. There were also several but -- tons whose

purpose he did not fathom; he would ex -- plore those in due course.

Stile put his mouth to it, getting the feel of it, blow -- ing an

experimental note. And paused, surprised and gratified; it was tremolo, with

the peculiar and pleasant beat of two closely matched reeds. He blew an

experi -- mental scale, pursing his lips to produce a single note at a time.

This harmonica was extremely well con -- structed, with no broken reeds,

and every note was pure and in perfect pitch.

Very good. Neysa had halted her music, curious about his activity.

Stile essayed a melody. He kept it simple at first, playing no false notes, but

the instru -- ment was so conducive and the sound so pleasant that he

soon broke into greater complexities.

Neysa perked her ears to listen. She turned her head to glance

obliquely back at him, surprised. Stile paused. "Yes, I really can play," he

said. "You thought I was a duffer? That whistling represented the epitome

of my achievement? I love music; it is another one of those things that

come easily to a lonely person. Of course I'm not as sharp on the

harmonica as I am on other instruments, and I can't play elaborately, but --

"

She blew a note of half-negation. "What, then?" he inquired. "You

know, Neysa, it would be easier for me



Game. Let's see -- is it about your manifestation as -- no? About my

reaction to it? You say half-right. About my surprise -- your surprise? Ah,

now I get it! You were just as amazed to discover I could play a musical in -

- strument as I was to see you in human form."

Neysa made an affirmation. But there was still a slight reservation.

Stile pursued the matter further. "And, just as your change of form enabled

us to inter -- act in a new and meaningful way -- though not more

meaningful than this joy of traveling together across this beautiful land --

my abruptly revealed facility with music enables us to interact in yet another

way." He smiled. "Which is what I was trying to tell you before -- oh, you

mean now you agree! You -- no, you couldn't be apologizing! Unicorns

never make mistakes, do they?"

She made a little buck, just a warning. He laughed. "Well, let's get

to it," he said, pleased. He put the harmonica to his mouth and played an

improvised theme, sending the perfect notes ringing out over the plain

between the mountain ranges. Now Neysa joined in, and they made

beautiful harmony. Her hooves beat the cadence, in effect a third

instrument. The resulting duet was extremely pretty.

Stile experimented with the mystery buttons, and dis -- covered that

they were modes, like those of a good accordion; they changed the tones

so that the harmon -- ica sounded like other instruments, to a degree. One



Stile taught Neysa a song, and she taught him one. They played

with improvisations to the beat of differing gaits. They did responsive

passages, one taking the main theme, the other the refrains. They played

alto and tenor on a single theme.

But soon something developed in the atmosphere -- a brooding

presence, an intangible power. It intensified, becoming almost visible.

Stile broke off his playing. Neysa halted. Both looked about.

There was nothing. The presence was gone.

"You felt it too?" Stile asked. Neysa flicked an ear in assent. "But

what was it?"

She shrugged, almost dislodging his impromptu sad -- dle. Stile

checked his woven-straw cinch to see if it was broken. It wasn't; the strap

had merely worked loose from the ring, as happened on occasion. He

threaded it through again, properly, so that it would hold.

And did a double take. Strap? Ring?

He jumped to the ground and looked at his handi -- work. Loose

straw was shedding from it, but under -- neath it was a well-made if

battered leather saddle, comfortable from long use.

He had fashioned a padding of straw. It had been straw this

morning when he put it on her. Where had the saddle come from?



the air just now. A -- spell?"

Neysa agreed. "Could it be my nemesis, the one I think tried to kill

me?" Stile asked. "Showing his power? Yet the saddle is helpful, not

harmful. It's something I needed, and it's a good one. And -- " He paused,

partly nervous, partly awed. "And the har -- monica -- that appeared like

magic when I wanted it -- Neysa, is someone or something trying to help

us? Do we have a gremlin friend as well as an enemy? I'm not sure I like

this -- because we can't be sure it is a friend. The way that amulet turned

into a demon -- "

Neysa turned abruptly and began galloping at right angles to her

prior course, carrying him along. She was bearing south, toward the purple

mountains. Stile knew she had something in mind, so let her take her own

route.

Soon they approached a unicorn herd. Neysa must have been

skirting the herd all along, aware of it though Stile was not, and now sought

it out. She sounded a peremptory note on her horn before drawing close. A

single unicorn at the edge of the herd perked up, then galloped toward

them. A friend?

Neysa turned and bore west again, away from the herd, and the

other unicorn cut across to intercept her. The other was male, larger than

Neysa though not sub -- stantially so. His color was quite different: dark



The other matched the gait and cadence, and played a complementary

theme. The two blended beautifully. No wonder Neysa had played so 140

well with Stile himself; she had done this sort of thing before, with

her own kind. Stile listened, entranced. No cacophony, this; it was a lovely

duet.

Who, then, was this young stallion she had sum -- moned? Stile did

not really want his presence adver -- tised. But he knew Neysa understood

that, and was acting in his interest. She had to have reason. This must be

some friend she trusted, who could help them dis -- cover the nature of the

magic -- or protect them from it if necessary.

They ran until well clear of the herd. Then they slowed, their

harmony slowing with them. Neysa finally deposited Stile by a handsome

nut tree and started graz -- ing. It was the middle of the day: lunch break.

She would probably insist on grazing for an hour or more, and he did not

begrudge her that. She needed her strength, still not entirely restored after

yesterday's trial. He removed the saddle and set it under the tree.

The strange unicorn did not graze. He watched Stile, looking him

up and down. He took a step forward, horn pointed at Stile's navel. The

musical instrument was now a weapon, without doubt. Stile stood still,

chewing on a nut, relaxed but ready to move in a hurry if the creature

charged.



forehead spike, similar to Neysa's. No Citizen;

ordinary people wore clothing here, he remembered now. "It was

voluntary," Stile said tightly.

"Ha! I saw her charging up Snow Mountain yester -- day, trying to

shake thee off. Thou'rt lucky she changed not into a firefly and let thee drop

in a crevasse!" 141

Oh. The unicorn was talking about the day, not the night. "She

changes into a firefly, too?"

"And pray what's wrong with that? Most beasts are lucky if they can

change into one other form. We each have two." He shimmered again, and

became a hawk. The bird winged upward at a forty-five-degree angle, then

looped and dived toward Stile.

Stile threw himself aside -- and the man was back, appearing just

as the bird seemed about to crash into the ground. "Well, there's no

accounting for tastes. Thou'rt a shrimp, and thou'rt naked, but if she lets

thee ride her I can't say nay. I want thee to know, though, that she's the

best mare in the herd, color or not."

"Color?" Stile asked blankly.

"Don't tell me thou noticed noti Let me warn thee, man-thing: an

thou dost ever use the term 'horse-hued' in her presence, I will personally --

"



"My name is Stile. I am a stranger in this world, without information

or clothing, someone is trying to kill me, and magic is being performed

around me whose ultimate purpose I can not fathom." Stile had the gift for

succinct expression, when required.

"So." The man frowned. "Well, my name is Clip. I'm Neysa's little

brother. She wants me to help thee, so I'll help. I'll fix thee up with

information and clothing. And a weapon to defend thyself from thine

enemy. As for the magic -- concern thyself not about it. Unicorns are

immune to magic."

"Immune!" Stile expostulated. "Here you stand, a shape-changing

unicorn, and you tell me -- "
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"Other magic, nit. Of course we do our own, though easy it is not.

Like learning another language -- which is part of shape-changing, of

course; can't be human if thou canst not talk human idiom. Can't be avian if

thou canst not fly. So most unicorns bother not. But none other can change

a unicorn, or enchant one. Or anyone in contact with a unicorn. Was that

not why thou didst desire her? So long as thou stayest with Neysa -- " He

frowned. "Though why she'd want to stay with thee -- " Neysa's note of

protest cut him off again. "Well, there's no comprehending the ways of

mares." He began to remove his clothing.



necessary; he had been naive!

"That last I can clarify. Neysa doesn't like to talk much. I'm the

talkative one in our family, as perhaps thou hadst not yet noticed. So where

there's talking to be done, she summons me." Clip handed his shirt to Stile.

"Go on, get dressed. I don't need clothing, really, anyway, and I'll get

another outfit when convenient." He glanced at Neysa. "I guess she saw

something in thee she liked. Thou'rt not a virgin, art thou?"

Stile donned the shirt, shaking his head no, embar -- rassed both

by the turn the conversation had taken and the act of assuming clothing.

On Proton this would be socially and legally horrendous!

The shirt should have been large, but somehow turned out to fit him

perfectly. He was coming to accept minor magic as the matter of course it

was.

"Well, that's overrated anyway," Clip continued. "If 143

I ever found a nubile but virginal human girl, it sure wouldn't be my

head I'd put in her lap!"

Stile smiled appreciatively, coming to like the expres -- sive and

uninhibited male. "What would a unicom -- or, one in equine form -- want

with a human girl anyway?"

"Oh, that's easy." The trousers were passed over. "The Herd

Stallion co-opts all the best unicorn mares, which leaves us young males



Neysa abruptly turned away. Clip lowered his voice. "All right, man.

I see thou really knowest not, and thou'dst better. There are horses in

unicorn ancestry -- not nice to mention it, any more than the apes in thine

ancestry -- "

"There are no apes in my -- "

"See what I mean? Sensitive subject. But on occa -- sion there are

throwbacks. When a unicorn is birthed without a horn -- that is, without the

horn-button;

couldn't have a full horn before birth, of course -- it is killed in

simple mercy. But color is a borderline matter. If it is otherwise perfect, that

unicom is permitted to survive. But there is always that stigma." Clip

frowned, glancing covertly at Neysa.

"Neysa -- is colored like a horse," Stile said, catching on. "So she is

outcast."

"Thou hast it. It is no official thing, for she is a full unicorn, but the

Herd Stallion won't breed her, and of course none of the lesser males dare.

Nobody touches a young mare without the Herd Stallion's permission, and

he won't give it -- because that would seem to infringe on his prerogative.

Our kind is like that; simple logic is no substitute for pride. Some would

have it that mules
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"Thou knowest thou'rt only a man," Clip said, hand -- ing Stile the

rapier. "But thy personality hath its re -- deeming aspects. Thou really likest

Neysa?"

"I chose her because she was the finest steed I'd ever seen," Stile

said seriously. "I loved her in that fashion from the start. To me there is no

better creature than a perfect -- equine."

"So thou never, until I spoke to thee, knew what was wrong with

her?"

"There is nothing wrong with her!" Stile snapped.

"Agreed." Clip was highly gratified. "Well, I'm sup -- posed to fill

thee in on our world. There is little to tell. We unicorns are the dominant

animal form, except perhaps in some corners of the pasture where the

were -- wolves and vampires range, and we're really better off than the

human peasants. Anyone can do magic, but most humans don't, because

of the Adepts."

"Adepts?"

"Like Herd Stallions or wolf Pack Leaders, only it's magic, not

mares or bitches they pre-empt. Each Adept has his special style of

enchantment, and he's awfully good in his specialization. I said unicorns

were proof against foreign spells, but Adepts are another matter. If an

Adept should be after thee -- "



"A fortune-teller?"

"More than that. There is no magic in the temple of the Oracle, and

nobody is coerced therein. It is sacred ground. I'll bet that's where Neysa is

taking thee. Well, then, that covers it. I'll be off." He shimmered back into

unicorn form and galloped away, his horn and hooves sounding the charge.

Stile had wanted to know more about Adepts and the Oracle. Well,

perhaps Neysa would tell him, if he asked her nicely. Clip had certainly

helped a great deal.

They rode west again, playing brief duets, enjoying themselves.

Stile realized that the music of unicorns served another purpose: it alerted

friends and foes to their presence. Unicorns were fighting animals; most

creatures would prefer to avoid them, and so the sound of the horn cleared

the way conveniently. Stile saw rab -- bits and turtles and an armadillo, but

no predators. In short, only creatures that were noncompetitive with

unicorns.

The terrain was highly varied, lush fields giving way to rocky

slopes, swamps, open water and badlands sand. To the north and south

the twin mountain ranges continued. The northern peaks were all snow-

covered, virtually impassable to any creature with less power and

determination than a unicorn; the southern ones seemed to be warmer,



Nonetheless, these edibles were suspiciously fortuitous -- unless Neysa

had known of this place and come here deliberately. Yes, of course that

was it; she was taking excellent care of him.

In the night, after moonrise, she changed again. Stile hoped she

would show him her firefly form, but she 146

went directly to human. "You know, Neysa, you're about the

prettiest girl I've seen -- but I think I like you best in your natural form."

She smiled, flattered, and kissed him. She didn't mind being

complimented on her unicorn body. She had spent her life stigmatized for a

supposedly defective color, and obviously appreciated Stile's appreciation.

This was no doubt the key to her initial acceptance of him. He really did

admire her as she was, and was perhaps the first creature unrelated to her

to do so. So though she had fought him, in the end she had not wanted to

kill him.

"The Oracle -- " he began. But she only kissed him again.

She wasn't talking. Ah, well. The stubbornness of unicorns! She

had other virtues. He kissed her back.

Next morning she gave him some pointers on the use of the rapier.

Stile had used a sword before, as fencing was one of the aspects of the

Game. But by an anomaly of circumstance he had practiced with the

broadsword, not the rapier. This light, thin sword was strange to him -- and



buttressing the horn. It would take more of a thrust than a man like him

could muster to penetrate that barrier.

No, he had to look out for himself. Neysa was better on the parry

than on the lunge, for the merest twitch of her head moved the horn-tip

several centimeters, but to make a forward thrust she had to put her whole

body in motion. Thus she was best equipped for defense against a

charging adversary, either allowing the other to im -- pale himself on her

firm point, or knocking aside his 147

weapon. Stile, forced to attack, found himself disarmed repeatedly,

her horn bearing instantly on his vulnerable chest. She could lunge, and

with horrible power -- but did not, when she fenced a friend. How could he

match the speed and power of her natural horn?

But Stile was a quick study. Soon he did not try to oppose power

with power. Instead he used the finesse he had developed with the

broadsword, countering power with guile. Soon Neysa could no longer

disarm him at will, and sometimes he caught her out of posi -- tion and

halted his point just shy of her soft long throat. In a real match he could not

hope to overcome her, but he was narrowing the gap.



Promotion

Dreams came, replaying old memories...

The weapon-program director stared down at him. "You sure you

want to get into swords, lad? They get pretty heavy." He meant heavy for

someone Stile's size.

Again that burgeoning anger, that hopeless wrath in -- stigated by

the careless affronts of strangers. That de -- termination to damn well prove

he was not as small as they saw him. To prove it, most of all, to himself. "I

need a sword. For the Game."

"Ah, the Game." The man squinted at him judi -- ciously. "Maybe

I've seen you there. Name?"

"Stile." For a moment he hoped he had some com -- pensating

notoriety from the Game.

The man shook his head. "No, must have been someone else. A

child star, I think."

So Stile reminded this oaf of a child. It didn't even occur to the

program director that such a reference might be less than complimentary to

a grown man. But it would be pointless to react openly -- or covertly. Why

couldn't he just ignore what others thought, let their opinions flow from his

back like idle water? Stile was good at the Game, but not that good. Not



rapier, and felt that he could do well with it. "No, I have time available now."
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"The only class open today is the broadsword. I doubt you'd want

that."

Stile doubted it too. But he did not appreciate the director's all-too-

typical attitude. It was one thing to be looked down on; another to accept it

with proper grace. "I'll take the broadsword."

The man could not refuse him. Any serf was entitled to any training

available, so long as he was employed and the training did not interfere

with his assigned du -- ties. "I don't know if we have an instructor your

size."

Stile thought of going up against a giant for his first lesson. He did

not relish that either. "Aren't you sup -- posed to have a full range of

robots?"

The man checked. He was obviously placing difficul -- ties in the

way, trying to discourage what he felt would be a wasted effort. He could

get a reprimand from his own employer if he placed a serf in an

inappropriate class and an injury resulted. "Well, we do have one, but -- "

"I'll take that one," Stile said firmly. This oaf was

not going to balk him!

The director shrugged, smiling less than graciously. "Room 21."



Stile imagined the director's smirk, if he left now. He gritted his

teeth. "I don't need the halter. I am a man." How significant that statement

seemed! If only he could get living people to listen, too. He was a man, not

a midget, not a child.

The robot hesitated. Her face and figure were those of a young

woman, but she was not of the most ad -- 150

vanced type. She was not programmed for this con -- tingency.

"Ma'am, it is required -- "

Useless to argue with a mechanical! "All right." Stile took the halter

and tied it about his waist. There it might offer some modicum of protection

for what a man valued.

The robot smiled. "Very good, ma'am. Now here are the weapons."

She opened the storage case.

It seemed an anomaly to Stile to have a female in -- structing the

broadsword, but he realized that women played the Game too, and there

were no handicaps given for size, age, experience or sex, and not all of

them cared to default when it came to fencing. They felt as he did: they

would go down fighting. Often a person with such an attitude did not go

down at all;

he/she won, to his/her surprise. Attitude was impor -- tant.



versatile -- for the person who mastered it. It did not have to be heavy;

modern alloys and molecular-foam metals made the blade light yet keen.

He soon realized that there could be a Game advantage in this weapon.

Most opponents would ex -- pect him to go for the rapier, and would play to

counter that. Of such misjudgments were Game decisions made.

Next morning he reported to the stables as usual. "Stile, we're

bringing in a robot trainer from another farm," the foreman said. "Name's

Roberta. Get out to the receiving gate and bring her in." And he smiled

privately.
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Stile went without question, knowing another stable hand would be

assigned to cover his chores in the in -- terim. He had been given a post of

distinction: greeter to a new trainer. No doubt Roberta was a very special

machine.

She was already at the gate when Stile arrived. She was in the

shade of a dwarf eucalyptus tree, mounted on a fine bay mare about

sixteen hands high. The gate -- keeper pointed her out, half-hiding a smirk.

What was so funny about this robot? Stile was re -- minded

uncomfortably of the weapon-program director, who had known about the

female robot instructor. Being deceived in any fashion by a robot was



programmed patience of a training machine, and the horses did well with

such assistance.

"Roberta, follow me," Stile said, and began walking along the

access trail.

The robot did not follow. Stile paused and turned, annoyed.

"Roberta, accompany me, if you please." That last was a bit of irony, as

robots lacked free will.

She merely looked at him, smiling.

Oh, no -- was she an idiot model, not programmed for verbal

directives? Yet virtually all humanoid robots were keyed to respond at least

to their names. "Ro -- berta," he said peremptorily.

The mare perked her ears at him. The girl chuckled. "She only

responds to properly couched directives," she said.

Stile's eyes passed from girl to mare. A slow flush forged up to his

hairline. "The horse," he said. 152

"Roberta, say hello to the red man," the girl said, touching the

horse's head with her crop.

The mare neighed.

"A robot horse," Stile repeated numbly. "A living girl."

"You're very intelligent," the girl said. "What's your name?"

"Uh, Stile." Of all the pitfalls to fall into!



"Stile Noah? What an unusual appellation!"

"Just Stile. What's your name?"

"I'm Tune. Now that the amenities are complete, get your butt on

that robot."

"You don't understand. Stable hands tend horses;

they don't ride."

"This is not a horse, it's a robot. Who ever heard of a jockey who

didn't ride?"

"I told you I'm not -- " Then it burst upon him. "That's why my

employer chose mel Because I'm small. He wanted a potential jockeyl"

"Your comprehension is positively effulgent."

"Do -- do you really think -- ?"

"It is obvious. Why else would anyone want serfs our size? Your

employer started you on the ground, huh? Slinging dung?"

"Slinging dung," he agreed, feeling better. This girl was small; she

was not really making fun of him; she was playfully teasing him. "Until I

found a worm."

"A whole worm?" she asked, round-eyed. "How did it taste?"

"A parasite worm. In the manure." 153

"They don't taste very good."



"For crying in silence!" she exclaimed. "Do I have to hand-feed

you? Get up behind me. Roberta won't mind."

"It's not the horse. It's my employer's policy. He's very strict about --

"

"He told you not to take a lift on a robot?"

"No, but -- "

"What will he say if you don't get Roberta to your stable at all?"

Was she threatening him? Better her displeasure than that of his

employer! "Suppose I just put you back on the horse and lead her in?"

Tune shrugged. She had the figure for it. "Suppose you try?"

Call one bluff! Stile stepped in close to lift her. Tune met him with a

sudden, passionate kiss.

Stile reeled as from a body-block. Tune drew back and surveyed

him from all of ten centimeters distance. "Had enough? You can't lead

Roberta anyway; she's programmed only for riding."

Stile realized he was overmatched. "We'll do it your way. It'll be

your fault if I get fired."

"I just knew you'd see the light!" she exclaimed, pleased. She put

her foot in the stirrup and swung into the saddle. Then she removed her

foot. "Use the stir -- rup. Hold on to me. Lift your left foot. It's a big step, the

first time."



head into her breast. "Swing it around behind, over the horse," she said.

Then, at his stunned pause, she added: "I am referring to your right leg,

clumsy."

Stile felt the flush burning right down past his collar -- bone. He

swung his leg around awkwardly. He kneed the horse, but managed to get

his leg over, and finally righted himself behind Tune. No one would know

him for a gymnast at this moment!

"That mounting should go down in the record

books," she said. "Your face is so hot it almost burned my -- skin." Stile

could not see her face, but knew she was smiling merrily. "Now put your

arms around my waist to steady yourself. Your employer might be mildly

perturbed if you fell down and broke your crown. Good dungslingers are

hard to replace. He'd figure Roberta was too spirited a nag for you."

Numbly, Stile reached around her and hooked his fingers together

across her small firm belly. Tune's hair was in his face; it had a clean,

almost haylike smell.

Tune shifted her legs slightly, and abruptly the robot horse was

moving. Stile was suddenly exhilarated. This was like sailing on a boat in a

slightly choppy sea -- the miniature sea with the artificial waves that was

part of the Game facilities. Tune's body compensated with supple

expertise. They proceeded down the path.



some kind, perhaps a flute or recorder.

Stile was entranced. "That's the loveliest thing I ever heard 1" he

exclaimed when she paused. "Who's steering the horse?"

"You don't need reins to steer a horse; haven't you caught on to

that yet? You don't need a saddle to ride, either. Not if you know your

business. Your legs, the set of your weight -- watch."

Roberta made a steady left turn, until she had looped a full circle.

"You did that?" Stile asked. "I didn't see anything."

"Put your hand on my left leg. No, go ahead. Stile; I want you to

feel the tension. See, when I press on that side, she bears right. When I

shift my weight back, she stops." Tune leaned back into Stile, and the

horse stopped. "I shift forward, so little you can't see it, but she can feel it --

hold on to me tight, so you can feel my shift -- that's it." Her buttocks flexed

and the horse started walking again. "Did you feel me?"

"You're fantastic," Stile said.

"I referred to the guidance of the horse. I already know about me."

"Uh, yes."

"Roberta responds only to correct signals; she has no

idiosyncrasies, as a living animal might. You have to do it just right, with

her. That's why she's used for train -- ing. So the horses won't teach the

riders any bad habits. You noted how she ignored you when you spoke to



"How could you believe it?" 156

There was that. If she lied about it --

Tune played her instrument again. It was, she ex -- plained, a

keyboard harmonica, with the keys con -- cealed; she blew in the end, and

had a scale of two and a half octaves available at her touch. Her name was

fitting; her music was exquisite. She was right: he needed to look into

music.

Tune and Roberta began training the new riders. Stile returned to

his routine duties. But suddenly it was not as interesting, handling the

horses afoot. His mind was elsewhere. Tune was the first really attractive

girl he had encountered who was smaller than he was. Such a little thing,

physical height, but what a subjective dif -- ference it could make!

Today he was lunging the horses. Lunging consisted of tying them

to a fixed boom on a rotating structure, so they had to stay in an exact

course, and making them trot around in a circle. It was excellent exercise, if

dull for both man and horse. Some horses were too temperamental for the

mechanical lead, so he had to do them by hand. He simply tied a rope to

an artificial tree, and stood with his hand on that line while he urged the

animal forward.

Stile had a way with horses, despite his size. They tended to

respond to him when they would not do a thing for other stable hands. This,



"Come on. Spook," Stile said gently. "You wouldn't want to get all

weak and flabby, would you? How would you feel if some flatfooted mare

beat your time in a race? You know you have to exercise." 157

Spook knew no such thing. He aspired to a life ca -- reer of grazing

and stud service; there was little room in his itinerary for exercise. He had

quite an arsenal of tricks to stave off the inevitable. When Stile ap --

proached, Spook retreated to the farthest comer of his pen, then tried to

leap away when cornered. But Stile, alert, cut him off and caught his halter.

He had to reach up high to do it, for this horse could look right over Stile's

head without elevating his own head. Spook could have flattened Stile, had

he wanted to; but he was not a vicious animal, and perhaps even enjoyed

this periodic game.

Spook tried to nip Stile's hand. "No!" Stile said sharply, making a

feint with his free hand as if to slap the errant nose, and the horse desisted.

Move and countermove, without actual violence. That was the normal

language of horses, who could indulge in quite elaborate series of

posturings to make themselves ac -- curately understood.

They took a few steps along the path, then Spook balked, planting

all four feet in the ground like small tree trunks. He was of course far too

heavy for even a large man to budge by simple force. But Stile slapped him



Spook tried to lift his head too high for Stile to con -- trol. Stile

merely hung on, though his feet left the ground. After a moment the dead

weight became too much, and the horse brought his head down. Other

stable hands used a martingale on him, a strap to keep the head low, but

that made this horse even more excit -- able. Stile preferred the gentle

approach. 158

At last he got Spook to the lunging tree. "Walk!" he commanded,

making a token gesture with the whip. The horse sighed, eyed him, and

decided to humor him this once. He walked.

Every horse was an individual. "Spook, you're more trouble than a

stableful of rats, but I like you," Stile said calmly. "Let's get this over with,

work up a sweat, then I'll rub you down. After that, it's the pasture for you.

How does that sound?"

Spook glanced at him, then made a gesture with his nose toward

the pasture. Horses' noses, like their ears, were very expressive; a nose

motion could be a request or an insult. "Lunge first," Stile insisted.

Spook licked his lips and chewed on a phantom deli -- cacy.

"Okayl" Stile said, laughing. "A carrot and a rubdown. Thafs my best offer.

Now trot. Trot!"

It was all right. The horse broke into a classy trot Any horse was

pretty in that gait, but Spook was pret -- tier than most; his glossy black



Citizens did not care about serf convenience or feelings;

Citizens cared only about their own concerns. Stile's aptitude in the

Game, his intelligence in schooling -- these things were irrelevant. He was

small and healthy and coordinated, therefore he was slated to be a jockey.

Had he been three meters tall, he would have been slated for some

Citizen's classical basketball team. He didn't have to like it; he worked

where employed, or he left Proton forever. That was the nature of the

system.

Still, would it be so bad, racing? Tune herself seemed to like it.

Aboard a horse like Spook, here, urging him 159

on to victory, leaving the pack behind, hearing the crowd cheering

him on...there were certainly worse trades than that! He did like horses,

liked them well. So maybe the Citizen had done him a favor, making his

size an asset. A lout like the stable hand Bourbon might eventually become

a rider, but he would never be a racer. Only a small person could be that.

Most were women, like Tune, because women tended to be smaller, and

gentler. Stile was the exception. Almost, now, he

was glad of his size.



and confidence. She could go with a giant if she wanted. Stile could not

pick among women; he had to have one shorter than he. Not because he

de -- manded it, but because society did; if he appeared among serfs with a

girl who outmassed him, others would laugh, and that would destroy the

relationship. So he was the least of many, from Tune's perspective, while

she was the only one for him.

The trouble was -- now that he knew he wanted her -- his shyness

was boiling up, making any direct ap -- proach difficult. How should he --

"One side, shortyl" It was Bourbon, the stable hand who was Stile's

greatest annoyance. Bourbon was adept at getting Stile into mischief, and

seemed to resent Stile because he was small. Stile had never understood

that, before; now with the realization of his potential to be a jockey, the

resentment of the larger person was begin -- ning to make sense. Bourbon

liked to make dares, enter contests, prevail over others -- and his size

would work against him, racing horses. Today Bourbon was leading

Pepper, a salt-and-pepper speckled stallion. "Make way for a man and a

horsel"

Spook spooked at the loud voice. He leaped ahead. The lead-rope

jerked his muzzle around. The horse's body spun out, then took a roll. The

line snapped, as it was designed to; a horse could get hurt when entangled.



pygmy-brained -- "

That was all. A fracas would have alerted others to the mishap, and

that would have gotten both stable hands into deep trouble. Bourbon led

his horse on, still muttering about the incompetence of dwarves, and Stile

succeeded in calming Spook.

All was not well. Stile seethed at the insults added to injury,

knowing well that Bourbon was responsible for all of this. The horse had a

scrape on his glossy neck, and was favoring one foot Stile could cover the

scrape with fixative and comb the mane over it, concealing the evidence

until it healed, but the foot was another mat -- ter. No feet, no horse, as the

saying went. It might be only a minor bruise -- but it might also be more

serious.

He couldn't take a chance. That foot had to be checked. It would

mean a gross demerit for him, for he was liable for any injury to any animal

in his charge. This could set his promotion back a year, right when his

aspirations had multiplied. Damn Bourboni If the man hadn't spoken

sharply in the presence of a horse known to be excitable -- but of course

Bourbon had done it deliberately. He had been a stable hand for three

years and believed he was overdue for promotion. He took it out on others

as well as on Stile, and of course he resented the way Stile was able to

handle the animals.



he would have used martingale and electric prod. Other hands could tell

without loolcing at the roster which horses Bourbon had been handling, for

these animals were nervous and shy of men for several days thereafter.

Stile would not report Bourbon, of course. He had no proof-of-fault,

and it would be contrary to the serf code, and would gain nothing.

Technically, the man had committed no wrong; Stile's horse had spooked

first. Stile should have been paying better attention, and brought Spook

about to face the intrusion so as not to be startled. Stile had been at fault,

in part, and had

been had. Lessons came hard.

Nothing for it now except to take his medicine, fig -- uratively, and

give Spook his, literally. He led the horse to the office of the vet. "I was

lunging him. He spooked and took a fall," Stile explained, feeling as lame

as the

horse. The man examined the injuries competently. "You

know I'll have to report this."

"I know," Stile agreed tightly. The vet was well -- meaning and

honest; he did what he had to do.

"Horses don't spook for no reason, not even this one. What set him

off?"



The foreman arrived. He was never far from the ac -- tion. That was

his business. Stile wondered, as he often 162

did, how the man kept so well abreast of events even before they

were reported to him, as now. "Damage?"

"Slight sprain," the vet reported. "Be better in a few days. Abrasion

on neck, no problem."

The foreman glanced at Stile. "You're lucky. Three demerits for

carelessness, suspension for one day. Next time pay better attention."

Stile nodded, relieved. No gross demeriti Had the foot been serious

--

"Any extenuating circumstances to report?" the fore -- man

prodded.

"No." That galled Stile. The truth could have halved his punishment.

"Then take off. You have one day to yourself."

Stile left. He was free, but it was no holiday. The demerits would be

worked off in the course of three days low on the totem, but that

suspension would go down on his permanent record, hurting his promotion

prospects. In the case of equivalent qualifications, the person with such a

mark on his record would suffer, and probably have to wait until the next

occasion for improvement. That could be as little as a day, or as long as

two months.



way Bourbon did. But you showed you cared more about the horse than

about your own record." She paused, putting her hands on his shoulders,

looking into his face. What lovely eyes she hadi "I care about horses." She

drew him in and kissed him, and the pain of his punishment abated rapidly.

"You're a man," she added. The words made him feel like one.

She took him home to her private apartment -- the 163

affluence permitted ranking serfs. By morning she had shown him

many things, not all of them musical or relating to horses, and he was

hopelessly in love with her. He no longer regretted his punishment at all.

When Stile returned to work next day, at the same hour he had

departed, he discovered that he had been moved out of his cabin. He

looked at the place his bunk had been, dismayed. "I know I fouled up, but --

"

"You don't know?" a cabin mate demanded incredu -- lously.

"Where have you been all night?"

Stile did not care to clarify that; he would be razzed. They would

End out soon enough via the vine. Tune, though small, was much in the

eye of the local serfs, and not just because of her position and



But the foreman had arrived. "No joke. Stile. You're sharing the

apartment with Turf. Familiarize yourself, then get down to the robot stall

for instruction."

Stile stared at him. "But I fouled up!"

The foreman walked away without commenting, as was his wont.

He never argued demerits or promotions with serfs.

Turf was waiting to break him in. It was a nice two -- man

apartment adjacent to the riding track, with a Game viewscreen, hot

running water, and a direct exit to the main dome. More room and more

privacy; more status. This was as big a step upward as his prior one from

pasture to stable -- but this time he had found no worm. There had to be

some mistake -- though he had never heard of the foreman making a

mistake.

"You sure came up suddenly. Stile!" Turf said. He 164

was an okay guy; Stile had interacted with him on occa -- sion,

walk-cooling horses Turf had ridden, and liked him. "How'd you do it?"

"I have no idea. Yesterday I was suspended for in -- juring Spook.

Maybe our employer got his firing list mixed up with his promotion list"

Turf laughed. "Maybe! You know who's waiting to give you riding

lessons?"

"Tune!" Stile exclaimed. "She arranged this!"



"But I was in trouble! Suspended. There are several hands ahead

of me. You can't -- "

She put her fine little hand on his. "I didn't. Stile. Really. I was just

joshing you. Ifs coincidence. I didn't know you were being promoted right

now; I figured in a month or so, since they brought me in. I'm training

others, of course, but no sense to promote you after my tour here ends. So

they moved it up, obviously. They don't even know we're dating."

But she was, by her own proclamation, a liar. The foreman surely

knew where Stile had spent the night. How much could he afford to

believe?

"Ask me again tonight," she murmured. "I never lie to a man I'm

loving."

What an offer! "What, never?"

"Hardly ever. You're an operetta fan?"

He looked at her blankly.

"Never mind," she said. "I'm not lying to you now."

How he wanted to believe her!

"Will you try it alone?" she inquired, indicating 165

Roberta's saddle. "Or do you prefer to hold on to me again, and

bang your poor head?"



on Spook."

"Spook?" he cried, alarmed. He had daydreamed of exactly this,

but the prospect of the reality scared him.

She laughed again. She was a creature of fun and laughter. It

made her body move pleasantly, and it en -- deared her to those she

worked with. "How should I know whom you'll ride? But we'll get you

competent first. A bad rider can ruin a good horse."

"Yes, the Citizen wouldn't be very pleased if a serf fell on his head

and splattered dirty gray brains on a clean horse."

It was a good lesson, and he returned to his new apartment

exhilarated, only to discover more trouble. The foreman was waiting for

him.

"There is a challenge to your promotion. We have been summoned

to the Citizen."

"We? I can believe there was a foul-up with me, that will now be

corrected." Though he had begun to hope that somehow this new life was

real. Even braced for it as he was, this correction was hard to take. "But

how do you relate? It wasn't your fault."

The foreman merely took his elbow and guided him forward. This

summons was evidently too urgent to allow time for physical preparation.



brewingi Yet why hadn't they simply revoked Stile's promotion without fuss?

They debouched at a hammam. Stile felt the fore -- man's nudge,

and realized he was indeed staring. He stopped that, but still the

environment was awesome.

The hammam was a public bath in the classic Ara -- bian mode. A

number of Citizens preferred this style, because the golden age of Arabian

culture back on Earth had been remarkably affluent Islam had had its

Golden Age while Christianity had its Dark Ages. For the ruling classes, at

any rate; the color of the age had never had much significance for the

common man. Poverty was eternal.

Thus there were mosque-type architecture, and tur -- ban

headdress, exotic dancing, and the hammam. This one was evidently

shared by a number of Citizens. It was not that any one of them could not

have afforded it alone; rather. Citizens tended to specialize in areas of

interest or expertise, and an Arabian specialist had a touch that others

could hardly match. Stile's employer had a touch with fine horses; another

might have a touch with desert flora; here one had a touch with the

hammam. On occasion other Citizens wished to ride the horses, and were

invariably treated with utmost respect The hammam was by nature a social

institution, and a Citizen could only socialize properly with other Citi -- zens,

so they had to share.



tinguished the Citizen, but was not the basis of Citizen -- ship; a Citizen

could go naked if he chose, and sacri -- fice none of his dignity or power.

Nevertheless, some wore jewelry.

They came to a smaller pool. Here Stile's employer soaked. Six

extraordinarily voluptuous young women were attending him, rubbing oils

into his skin, polishing his fingernails, even grooming his privates, which

were supremely unaroused. An older man was doing the Cit -- izen's hair,

meticulously, moving neatly with the Citizen to keep the lather from his

face.

"Sir," the foreman said respectfully.

The Citizen took no notice. The girls continued their labors. Stile

and the foreman stood where they were, at attention. Stile was conscious

again of the grime on him, from his recent riding lesson; what a contrast he

was to these premises and all the people associated with them! Several

minutes passed.

Stile noted that the Citizen had filled out slightly in the past year,

but remained a healthy and youngish -- looking man. He had fair muscular

development, sug -- gesting regular exercise, and obviously he did not over

-- eat -- or if he did, he stayed with non-nutritive staples. His hair looked

white -- but that was the effect of the lather. His pubic region was black. It

was strange see -- ing a Citizen in the same detail as a serf!



The Citizen's eyes flicked coldly to the foreman. "You promoted

Stile. Justify this." 168

The foreman had promoted him? Stile had not been aware that the

man had such power. He had thought the foreman's authority ended with

discipline, record -- keeping, and perhaps the recommendation of candi --

dates. The Citizen might have gotten mixed up, not paying full attention to

the details of serf management, but the foreman should never have erred

like this! He was the one who had suspended Stile, after all.

"Sir," the foreman said, ill at ease himself. "It is my considered

judgment that Stile is the proper man to fill the present need. I prefer to

have him trained on the robot horse, which will only be with us three

months."

The Citizen's eyes flicked back to Bourbon. "You are aware that the

foreman exists to serve my interests. He is not bound by guidelines of

seniority or record. It is his prerogative and mandate to place the proper per

-- sonnel in the proper slots. I do not permit this of him, I require it. You

have no case."

"Sir," Bourbon said rebelliously.

The Citizen's eyes touched the foreman. There was no trace of

humor or compassion in them. "Do you wish to permit this man to pursue

this matter further?"



clean."

For the first time the Citizen showed emotion. "In -- jured my

horse? Which one?"

"Spook, sir."

"My most promising miler!" The Citizen waved one arm, almost

striking a girl. She teetered at the edge of the pool for a moment before

recovering her balance. "Fall back, attendants!" he snapped. Now that

emotion had animated him, he was dynamic. 169

Instantly the seven attendants withdrew to a distance of four meters

and stood silently. Stile was sure they were just as curious about this

business as he was, though of course less involved.

Now there was something ugly about the Citizen's gaze, though his

face was superficially calm. "Foreman, make your case."

The foreman did not look happy, but he did not hesitate. "Sir, I will

need to use the vidscreen."

"Do so." The Citizen made a signal with one finger, and the entire

ceiling brightened. It was a giant video receiver, with special elements to

prevent condensation on its surface. "Respond to the serf's directives, ad

hoc."

The foreman spoke a rapid series of temporal and spatial

coordinates. A picture formed on the screen. Stile and the others craned



The film went through the whole ugly sequence re -- lentlessly, as

Stile gentled and bluffed and fought the great stallion, forcing him to

proceed to the lunging tree.

"As you can see, sir," the foreman said. "This man was dealing with

an extremely difficult animal, but was not fazed. He used exactly that

amount of force re -- quired to bring the horse in line. I have handled Spook

myself; I could not have gotten him to lunge on that morning."

"Why didn't you send help?" the Citizen demanded. "I would have

had difficulty myself, in that situation." This was no idle vanity; the Citizen

was an expert horseman.

170

"Because, sir, I knew Stile could handle it. The pres -- ence of other

serfs would only have alarmed the horse. This is why Stile was assigned to

this animal on this day; Spook needed to be exercised and disciplined with

competence. He had thrown his rider on the prior day."

"Proceed."

Under the foreman's direction the scene now shifted to Pepper's

stall. Pepper showed no nervousness as Bourbon approached, but he laid

back his ears as he recognized the stable hand. Bourbon brought him out

roughly, slapping him unnecessarily, but the horse be -- haved well

enough.



The film-Bourbon came up behind Stile, who now had Spook

trotting nicely. The animal was magnificent. A small, stifled sigh of

appreciation escaped one of the watching girls of the hammam. Girls really

responded to horses!

Bourbon chose his time carefully. "One side, shorty!" he exclaimed

almost directly behind Stile and the horse. There was no question about the

malice of the act.

Spook spooked. The rest followed.

"Enough film," the Citizen said, and the ceiling screen died. "What

remedial action did you take?"

"Sir, Stile reported the injury to his horse. I gave him three demerits

and a one-day suspension. He made no issue. I felt that his competence

and discretion qualified him best for the position, so I promoted him. I am

aware that he had an acquaintance with the lady trainer, but this was not a

factor in my decision."

"The other," the Citizen said grimly. 171

"Bourbon did not report the injury to his horse. I felt it more

important to preserve the privacy of my obser -- vations than to make an

overt issue. I passed him over for promotion, but did not suspend him,

since the in -- jury to the horse in his charge was minor."



When a serf was fired for cause, he was finished on Planet Proton.

No other Citizen would hire him, and in ten days his tenure would be

aborted. Bourbon was through. And Stfle had learned a lesson of an unex -

- pected nature.

He had been going with Tune three months, the hap -- piest time of

his life, studying fencing and riding and music and love, when abruptly she

said: "I've got to tell you. Stile. My second fault. I'm short on time. My

tenure's over."

"You're -- " he said, unbelievingly.

"I started at age ten. You didn't think I got to be a jockey overnight,

did you? My term is up in six months. I'm sorry I hid that from you, but I did

warn you how I lied."

"I'll go with you!" he exclaimed with the passion of youth.

She squeezed his hand. "Don't be foolish. I like you, Stile, but I

don't love you. Outside, you'd be twenty -- one, and I'll be twenty-nine, and

no rejuve medicine. You can do better than that, lover."

He thought he loved her, but he knew she was right, knew he could

not throw away seventeen years of re -- maining tenure for a woman who

was older than he and only liked him. "The Game!" he cried. "You must

enter the Tourney, win more tenure -- " 172



so as to be assured of my final six months with you -- "

"You must try!"

"Yes. It's futile, but I must at least take one shot at the moon,

though it costs me six months of you."

"What a way to put it!" Stile was torn by the horrors of her choice.

Yet it was the type of choice that came to every serf in the last year of

tenure, and would one day come to him.

"I know you'll be a better jockey than I was; you'll win your races,

and be famous. I wanted a piece of you, so I took it, by means of the lie of

my remaining time here. I'm not proud -- "

"You gave me the best things of my life!"

She looked down at her breasts. "A couple of them, maybe. I hope

so. Anyway, it's sweet of you to say so, sorehead. Your life has only begun.

If I have helped show you the way, then I'm glad. I won't have to feel so

guilty."

"Never feel guilty!" he exclaimed.

"Oh, guilt can be great stuff. Adds savor to life." But the spark was

not in her humor, now.

They made love quickly, because he did not want to tire her right

before the Tourney, but with inspired pas -- sion. He felt guilt for letting her



enjoy the various instruments, especially the keyboard har -- monica.

Three years later the foreman's tenure expired. "Stile, you're good

enough to qualify for my job," he said in a rare moment of private candor.

"You're young yet, but capable and honest, and you have that unique touch

with the horses. But there is one thing -- "

"My size," Stile said immediately.

"I don't judge by that But there are others -- "

"I understand. I will never be a leader."

"Not directly. But for you there is a fine alternative. You can be

promoted to jockey, and from there your skill can take you to the heights of

fame available to a serf. I believe this is as good a life as anyone not a

Citizen can have on Proton."

"Yes." Stile found himself choked up about the fore -- man's

departure, but could not find any appropriate way to express this. "I -- you --

"

"There's one last job I have for you, a tough one, and how you

acquit yourself may determine the issue. I am recommending you for

immediate promotion to jockey, but the Citizen will decide. Do not

disappoint me."

"I won't," Stile said. "I just want to say -- "



back on the farm for stud. So Spook had to be brought home on foot. That
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walk-passages suitable for horses, and the outer surface of the

planet was rough.

Stile planned carefully. He ordered maps of the re -- gion and

studied them assiduously. Then he ordered a surface-suit, complete with

SCOBA unit: SeIf-Contained Outside Breathing Apparatus. And a gyro

monocycle, an all-band transceiver, and an information watch. He was not

about to get himself lost or isolated on the inhospitable Proton surfacel

That surface was amazingly rugged, once he was on it. There were

mountain ranges to the north and south, the northern ones white with what

little water this world had in free-state, as snow. There was the winding

channel of a long-dead river, and a region of deep fis -- sures as if an

earthquake had aborted in mid-motion. He guided his monocycle carefully,

counterbalancing with his body when its motions sent it into twists of

precession; incorrectly handled, these machines could dump a man in a

hurry, since the precession operated at right angles to the force applied. He

located the most dangerous traps for a nervous horse, plotting a course

well clear of them. Spook would be upset enough, wear -- ing an equine

face mask for his breathing and protec -- tion of his eyes and ears; any



he could bring the horse across in good order. It was not merely that this

success would probably facilitate his promotion. He liked Spook. The horse

had in his fashion been responsible for Stile's last promotion.

When he arrived at that dome, he found a gram 175

awaiting him. It was from offplanet: the Erst he had had since his

parents moved out. STBLE -- AM MAKKIED

NOW -- NAMED SON AFTER YOU. HOPE YOU FOUND YOUKS -

- TUNE.

He was glad for her, though her loss hurt with sud -- den

poignancy. Three months together, three years apart; he could not claim

his world had ended. Yet he had not found another girl he liked as well, and

sus -- pected he never would. He found himself humming a melody; he had

done that a lot in the first, raw months of loss, and it had coalesced into a

nervous habit he did not really try to cure. Music would always remind him

of her, and he would always pursue it in memory of those three wonderful

months.

So she had named her son after him! She had not conceived by

him, of course; no one conceived involun -- tarily on Proton. It was just her

way of telling him how much their brief connection had meant to her. She

had surely had many other lovers, and not borrowed from their names for

this occasion. She said she had lied to him, but actually she had made



he cried. "This world is Proton!"

Neysa, in girl-form, was tending him. He realized, in a kind of

supplementary revelation, that she was the same size as Tune; no wonder

he had accepted her as a lover so readily, despite his knowledge of her

nature. She was not a true woman, and would never be, but she was well

worthwhile on her own account.

She looked at him questioningly, aware of his stare. Her

appearance and personality were, of course, quite unlike Tune's; no light-

hued hair, no merry cleverness

here. Neysa was dark and quiet, and she never told a lie.

"I had a memory," he explained. "Beginning with my fencing

lessons, because you were teaching me how to use the rapier when I -- "

He paused, trying to as -- similate it. "What happened to me?"

Reluctantly, she talked. "Sick."

"Sick? You mean as in disease? But there's no dis -- ease on

Proton -- " Again he did a double take. "But this isn't Proton, exactly. Ifs

another realm with the same geography. The purple mountains to the south

-- it's what Proton might have been, had it had a decent atmosphere. An

alternate Proton, where magic works. Maybe magic made the atmosphere,

and the gravity. So with a complete planetary environment, a complete

ecology, there are flies, there is dirt, there is disease. And I have no natural



She smiled acknowledgment.

"But how could you cure me? I should have died, or at least been

sick longer than this. I've only been out a few hours, haven't I? Now I feel

fine, not even tired."

She had to speak again. "Clip brought amulet." She reached

forward and touched a figurine hanging on a necklace that had been put on

him.

Stile lifted it in his hand. "A healing amulet? Now isn't that cleveri

Will I get sick again if I take it off?"

She shook her head no.

"You mean these things emit their magic in one burst, then are

useless? But some are supposed to have continuing effect, like the

clothing-simulator amulet I was given at the outset -- uh-oh." He hastily

removed the chain from his neck. "That one tried to kill me. If this one was

made by the same party -- "

She shrugged.

"Do you mind if I dispose of this now?" he asked. "We could bury it

and mark the spot so we can find it later if we want it. But I'd rather not

have it with me. If I invoke a secondary function -- well, Neysa, an amu --

let attacked me, before I met you. When I invoked it You invoked this one,

so maybe that's why it acted normally. I fear the amulets have murder in



They buried the amulet and went on. It was morning;
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his illness had lasted only one night, coinciding with normal sleep,

and the revelation of geography had al -- most been worth it. This

accounted for the nagging familiarity he had sensed before; he had seen

the sur -- face of this world a decade ago, in its dead form.

What accounted for this difference? The concept of alternate

worlds, or alternate frames of the same world, he could accept. But

breathable atmosphere, a full liv -- ing ecology, and magic in one, domes

and science and external barrenness in the other -- that dichotomy was

harder to fathom. He would have expected parallel frames to be very

similar to each other.

Still, it helped his sense of orientation. Now it was clear why people

crossed over at certain spots. They were not matter-transmitting, they were

stepping through the curtain at precise geographical locations, so as to

arrive in domes and in private places. To cross elsewhere -- well, if he tried

that, he would have to pre -- pare himself with a breathing mask.

'You know, Neysa," he said as he rode. "There is a lot I don't know

about this world, and my life is in danger here, but I think I like it better than

my own. Out here, with you -- I'm happy. I could just ride for -- ever, I think,



that it had pockets -- and played a brisk marching melody. The girl "Tune

had taught him the beauty of music, and his growing talent in it had helped

him on numerous occasions in the Game. His memory flashback had

freshened his aware -- ness that even had music been worthless in a

practical sense, he would have kept it up. Music was fun.

But again a looming presence developed. Again they stopped.

"Something funny about this," Stile said. 179

"Clip told me not to worry, that unicorns are immune to most magic

-- but this is eerie. I don't like mysteries that may affect my health."

Neysa blew a note of agreement.

"It seems to happen when we're playing music," he continued.

"Now I've never been harmed by music, but I'd better be sure. Maybe

something is sneaking up while we're playing, hoping we won't notice. I

somehow doubt this is connected with the amulets; this is more subtle.

Let's try it again. If we feel the presence, I'll stop playing and will try to

search it out. You go on playing as if nothing is happening. We need to

catch it by surprise."

They resumed play -- and immediately the presence returned. Stile

left his harmonica at his lips but ceased playing; instead he peered about

while Neysa danced on, continuing the melody. But even as he looked,

whatever it was faded.



that masked his own.

Stile felt an eerie chill. "Let's get out of here," he said.

The unicorn took off. No clever footwork this time;

she moved right into a racing gallop. They forged across the plain

at a rate no horse could match, wove through copses of brightly green

trees, and leaped across small streams. He could see the mountains slid --

ing back on either side. They were really covering the kilometers!

At last Neysa slowed, for her breath was turning Eery. Stile brought

out his harmonica and played once more -- and instantly the presence

closed in.
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He stopped immediately. "We can't outrun it, Neysa;

thafs evident. But now that we're aware of it, maybe we can do

something about it. Why does it still come only when I play? It has to know

that we are aware of it, and are trying to escape it; no further need to hide."

Neysa shrugged -- an interesting effect, while he was mounted.

"First the amulet, now this. Could they be con -- nected? Could the

harmonica be -- " He paused, alarmed. "Another amulet?"

After a moment he developed a notion. "Neysa -- do you think you

could play this instrument? With your mouth, I mean, human-fashion? If this



was foreign to her mode, and the result was a jumble. No presence formed.

Then Stile took the harmonica and played a similar jumble -- and the

presence was there.

"Not the instrument -- but me," he said. "Only when I play it." He

pondered. "Is it a symbiosis, or is the harmonica incidental?"

He tried humming a tune -- and the presence came, though not as

powerfully as before.

"That settles it: it's me. When I make music, it comes. My music is

better with the harmonica, so the effect is stronger, that's all. The

instrument is not haunted." He smiled. "I'm glad. I like this harmonica. I'd

hate to have to bury it in dirt." He would hate to abuse any harmonica,

because he retained a fond feel -- ing for the keyboard harmonica and all

its relatives. But this present instrument was the finest of its breed he had

ever played.

Neysa had changed back to her natural form. Stile 181

put the saddle back on. "I don't think we can afford to ignore this

matter," he said.

The unicom flicked one ear in agreement.

"Let's get down to some good grazing land, and I'll challenge it. I

want to see what will happen. I don't like running from a threat anyway. I'd

rather draw it out and settle the account, one way or another. If it is an



Stile began to play. The presence loomed. He tried to see it, but it

was invisible, intangible. This time he did not stop his music. The grass

seemed to wave, bending toward him and springing back as if driven by a

wind, but there was no wind. The air seemed to sparkle. A faint haze

developed, swirling in barely discernible colored washes. Stile felt the hairs

on his body lighten, as if charged electrostatically. He thought at first it was

his own nervousness, for he did not know what thing or force he

summoned, but he saw Neysa's mane lifting similarly. There was potential

here, and it centered on him -- but it never acted. It just loomed.

Stile stopped playing, growing weary of this -- and yet again the

effect faded. "Almost the form of an elec -- trical storm," he mused. "Yet -- "

He was cut off by a sheet of rain blasting at him. Lightning cracked

nearby. The sudden light half -- blinded him, and a gust of wind made him

stagger. He was soaked as if dunked in a raging sea, feeling the eerie chill

of the violent water. There was a swirling of fog reminiscent of a developing

tornado. The flashes of light were continuous.

Neysa charged back to him, seeking to protect him from the

elements with her body and her anti-magic. Both helped; Stile flung his

arms about her neck and 182

buried his face in her wet mane, and the swirling wind had less

force there. Her mass was more secure than his, and the rain struck her



whatever monstrous force was lurking, to bring it somehow to bay, then idly

likened the effect to --

"I did it!" he cried. "I invoked the storm!" Like the amulet, it had

been there to be commanded, and he had innocently done so.

"Storm abate!" he cried.

The two of them were almost swept from their im -- promptu nest

by another savage bout of wind. The storm was not, it seemed, paying

heed.

Yet this power was somehow keyed to him. He had invoked the

storm; was he unable to banish it? He had evoked the demon from the

amulet, before; that had evidently been a one-way thing. But a storm? Was

it impossible to put this genie back in the bottle?

It was hard to concentrate, in this buffeting and wet and light and

noise. But he tried. What, specifically, had he done to bring this about? He

had played music, and the storm-spirit had loomed close without striking.

Then he had said, "Almost the form of an electrical storm." An accidental

rhyme, of no significance.

Rhyme? Something nagged him. When the har -- monica had

appeared, so fortuitously -- what had he said? Hadn't it been -- yes. "A

harmonica is what you play. I wish I had one here today." Something like

that. Joke doggerel. Two times he had spoken in rhyme, and two times he



fail.

"Storm abate; you're making me late!" he cried.

The storm lessened, but did not disappear. He was on to

something, but not enough. Half a loaf. What else had he done, those other

two times?

Neysa played a note on her hom. The storm had eased, so she

preferred to stand. She felt most secure on all four feet

That was it! He had been blowing his horn -- in a manner. The

harmonica. Maldng music, either singing or playing.

Stile brought out his wet harmonica and played a soggy passage.

Then he stopped and sang in an im -- promptu tune: "Storm abate. You're

making me latel"

This time the storm lessened considerably. The light -- ning

stopped, and the rain slacked to a moderate shower. But it still wasn't gone.

"Neysa, I think I'm on to something," he said. "But I don't really

have the hang of it yet. I think I can do magic, if I can only get the rules

straight."

The unicorn gave him a long look whose import was unclear.

Evidently she distrusted this development, but she made no comment. And

he marveled at it himself:



he had nothing to eat. Neysa had been willing to continue until she brought

him to a fruit tree, but he had felt her sustenance was more important than

his, at the moment. She was doing most of the work.

If he could actually do magic, maybe he could con -- jure some

food. If he made up a rhyme and sang it -- why not? What rhymed with

food? 184

Stile was actually a poet, in a minor sense; this was yet another

aspect of his Game expertise. A person had to be extremely well rounded

to capture and hold a high rung on an adult ladder. He was probably more

skilled in more types of things of a potentially competi -- tive nature than

anyone not involved in the Game. But he had preferred meaning to rhyme

and meter, in po -- etry, so was ill prepared for this particular exercise.

Still, he did know the rudiments of versification, and with a little

practice it should come back to him. Iambic feet: da-DUM da-DUM.

Pentameter: five feet per line. I wish I had a little food -- iambic tetrameter,

four beats. If unicorns spoke words while running, they would be excellent

at poetic meter, for their hooves would measure the cadence.

"I wish I had a little food; it would really help my mood," he said in

singsong. He was not as good at improvising tunes with his voice as with

an instrument.



rhyme marked the moment of implementation. A workable system -- but he

had to make his definitions precise. Suppose he con -- jured a sword -- and

it transfixed him? Or a mountain of food, and it buried him? Magic, like any

other tool, had to be used properly.

"I wish I had one liter of food; it would really help my mood."

Nothing happened. Obviously he was still missing something.

Neysa lifted her head, perking her ears. Her hearing was more

acute than his. Her head came around. Stile 185

followed the direction her horn was pointing -- and saw shapes

coming toward them.

Had he summoned these? He doubted it; they hardly looked like

food, and certainly not in the specified quantity. This must be a coincidental

development.

Soon the shapes clarified. Four monsters. They were vaguely

apelike, with huge long forearms, squat hairy legs, and great toothy, horny,

glary-eyed heads. An -- other variant of demon, like the one he had fought

alone, or the crack-monsters, or the snow-monsters. They all seemed to be

species of a general class of creature that wasn't in the conventional

taxonomy. But of course unicorns weren't in it either.

Neysa snorted. She trotted over to stand by Stile. She knew this

was trouble.



cute when her ears perked forward, and grim when they flattened back.

"I think it must be an Adept against me," Stile con -- tinued.

"Obviously it is no common peasant. But now I know I can do some magic

myself, I am more confi -- dent. Do you think we should flee these

monsters, and worry about when they might catch up again -- such as

when we are sleeping -- or should we fight them here?"

It was a loaded question, and she responded prop -- erly. She

swished her tail rapidly from side to side and stomped a forehoof, her hom

still oriented on the goons.

"My sentiments exactly," Stile said. "I just don't like leaving an

enemy on my trail. Let me see if I can work out a good spell to abolish

them. That should be safer 186

than indulging in physical combat. They look pretty mean to me."

Pretty mean indeed. His tone had been light, but he already had

healthy respect for the fighting capacity of demons. They were like the

androids of Proton: stupid, but almost indestructible. Yet he distrusted this

magic he could perform. like all sudden gifts, it needed to be examined in

the mouth before being accepted whole -- heartedly. But at the moment he

simply had to use what was available, and hope it worked.



second monster. "Monster go -- I tell you sol" he sang, exactly as before.

Why change a winning spell?

The monster hesitated as if fazed by the bite of a gnat, then

plunged ahead.

Neysa lunged by Stile and caught the demon on her horn. With one

heave she hurled it over and behind. The creature gave a great howl of

expiration, more in fury than in pain, and landed in a sodden heap.

Why had the magic worked the first time, and not the second? He

had done it exactly the same, and nearly gotten his head bitten off.

Oh, no! Could it be that a spell could not be re -- peated? That it

worked only once? Now he remembered something that had been said by

the man he met, the one who had given him the demon amulet. About hav -

- ing to devise a new spell each time, to step through the curtain. He should

have paid better attention!

The third and fourth goons arrived together.

No time now to work up another spell! Stile drew his rapier. "I'll take

the one on the right; you take the left," he said to Neysa.
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But these two monsters, having seen the fate of their predecessors,

were slightly more cautious. To be ugly was not necessarily to be stupid,

and these were not really andriods. They evidently learned from experi --



that a simple puncture would have much effect.

He was mistaken. He pricked his monster in the flank, and it

howled and whirled on him, huge ham -- hands stretching toward him. Stile

pricked it again, in its meaty shoulder. Not a mortal wound, but it obvi --

ously hurt. At least these demons did have pain sensa -- tion; Stile had

half-feared they would not. Still, this was basically a standoff. He needed to

get at a vital spot, before the thing --

The goon's arm swung with blinding speed and swept the weapon

out of Stile's hand. The thing's eyes glowed. Gratified, it pounced on him.

Stile whirled into a shoulder throw, catching the monster's leading

arm and heaving. With this technique it was possible for the smallest of

men to send the largest of men flying. But this was not a man. The creature

was so large and long-armed that Stile merely ended up with a hairy arm

dangling over his shoulder. The monster's feet had not left the ground.

Now the goon raised its arm, hauling Stile into the air. He felt its hot

breath on his neck; it was going to bite off his head!

"Oh, swell! Go to hell!" Stile cried with haphazard inspiration.

He dropped to the ground. The monster was gone. 188

Stile looked around, pleased. His impromptu spell had worked! It

seemed this frame did have a hell, and he could send --

He froze. The other goon was gone too. So was Neysa.



powdered soot fly. There were sulfur smears on her body, and her mane

was frizzled, and her tail was only half its normal length. Her whole body

was a mass of singed hair. The whites showed all around her eyes;

sure signal of equine alarm.

"I'm sorry, Neysa," Stile said contritely. "I wasn't thinking! I didn't

mean to send you to hell!" But he realized that wasn't much good. She was

burned and hurting. He had to do more than merely apologize.

He could do magic -- if he sang a new spell every time. Could he

make her well?

"to show how I feel -- I say 'Neysa, heal!'"

And before his eyes she unbumed. Her mane grew out again and

her tail became long and black and straight Her coat renewed its luster. Her

hooves bright -- ened back into their original pearl glow. She had healed --

in seconds.

Where were the limits of his power?

But the unicorn did not seem happy. She was well, now, physically,

but she must have had a truly disturb -- ing emotional experience. A visit to

hell! How could he erase that horror? Could he formulate a spell to make

her forget? But that would be tampering with her mind, and if he made any

similar error in definition -- no, he dared not mess with that.



"That's what I thought. A lot of people have a little talent, but few

have a lot of talent, in any particular area. This sort of thing is governed by

the bell-shaped curve, and it would be surprising if magic talent weren't

similarly constrained. So can a moderate number match my level?"

She still blew no.

"A few?"

This time the negation was fainter.

"A very few?"

At last the affirmative.

Stile nodded. "How many can exert magic against a unicorn, since

unicorns are largely proof against magic?"

Neysa looked at him, her nervousness increasing. Her muzzle

quivered; her ears were drawing back. Bad news, for him.

"Only the Adepts?" Stile asked.

She blew yes, backing away from him. The whites of her eyes were

showing again.

"But Neysa -- if I have such talent, I'm still the same person!" he

cried. "You don't have to be afraid of me! I didn't mean to send you to belli I

just didn't know my own power!"

She snorted emphatic agreement, and backed another step.



to each other, these past three days!"

She made a small nose at him, angry that he should try to prevail

on her like this. He had sent her to hell;

he had shown her how demeaning and dangerous to her his power

could be. Yet she was moved; she did not want to desert him.

"I never set out to be a magician," Stile said. "I thought the magic

was from outside. I had to know the truth. Maybe the truth is worse than

what I feared."

Neysa snorted agreement. She was really dead set against this

caliber of magic.

"Would it help if I swore not to try any more magic? To conduct

myself as if that power did not exist in me? I am a man of my word, Neysa;

I would be as you have known me."

She considered, her ears nicking backward and for -- ward as the

various considerations ran through her equine mind. At last she nodded,

almost imperceptibly.

"I swear," Stile said, "to perform no magic without your leave."

There was an impression of faint color in the air about him, flinging

outward. The grass waved in con -- centric ripples that expanded rapidly

until lost to view. Neysa's own body seemed to change color momentarily

as the ripples passed her. Then all was normal again.



free of magic -- but what was he to say to his stomach?

Then he spied the monster Neysa had slain. Were goons edible?

This seemed to be the occasion to find out. He drew his knife and set about

carving the demon.
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Neysa spied what he was doing. She played a note of reassurance,

then galloped around in a great circle sev -- eral times, while Stile gathered

brush and dead wood and dry straw to form a fire. When he had his

makings ready, Neysa charged in, skidded to a halt, and snorted out a

blowtorch blast. She had evidently not yet cooled off from the battle -- or

from hell -- and needed only a small amount of exertion to generate

sufficient heat. The brush burst into flame.

As it turned out, monster steak was excellent.
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CHAPTER 11

Oracle

By the time they reached the Oracle, two days later, Stile had pretty

well worked out the situation. He could do magic of Adept quality, provided

he followed its rules. He had sworn off it, and he would not violate that

pledge. But that didn't change what he was: an Adept That could explain



would ask the Orade for advice. Why not?

The Oracle lived in a palace. Manicured lawns and hedges

surrounded it, and decorative fountains watered its gardens. It was open;

anyone could enter, including animals. In this world, animals had much the

same stature as human beings; fhat was one of the things Stile liked about

it. In this palace and its grounds, as he understood it, no magic was

permitted, other than fhat of the Oracle itself, and no person could be

molested or coerced.

"No disrespect intended," Stile said. "But this doesn't seem like

much. It's beautiful in appearance and concept, but..."

Neysa left the saddle at the entrance and guided him to a small,

plain room in the back. From its rear wall projected a simple speaking tube.
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Stile studied the tube. "This is it? The Oracle?" he asked dubiously.

"No ceremony, no fanfare, no balls of flame? No bureaucracy? I can just

walk up and ask it anything?"

Neysa nodded.



by any individual. But it had not been Neysa's purpose to have all his

questions answered here; she had brought him to this place only for his

safety.

Stile, frustrated, left Neysa and went outside. She did not try to

restrain him, aware that he had been disap -- pointed. He proceeded to the

first fountain he saw. A wolf sat on the far side, probably not tame, but it

would not attack him here. Stile removed his shirt, leaned over the pool,

and splashed the cold water on his face. So he was safe; so what? His

curiosity was unsatisfied. Was he to remain indefinitely in this world without

under -- standing it?

"Thou, too?"

Stile looked up, startled, blinking the droplets from his vision. There

was a young man across the fountain. He had shaggy reddish hair and a

dark cast of feature, with eyes that fairly gleamed beneath heavy brows.

His beard and sideburns were very like fur.

"I regret; I did not see you," Stile said. "Did I in -- trude?"

"Thou didst see me," the man said. "But recognized me not, in my

lupine form."

Lupine. "A -- werewolf?" Stile asked, surprised. "I am not used to

this land. I did not think -- I apologize."



"Nonesuch is in order. This region is open to all without hindrance,

even such as I."

Stile was reminded of the robot Sheen, claiming to have no rights

because of her metal origin. It bothered him. "Art thou not a person? If

being outcast is a crime, I am surely more criminal than you. Thee. I fled

my whole world."

"Ah, it is as I thought. Thou art from Proton. Art thou serf or

Citizen?"

"Serf," Stile said, startled at this knowledge of his world. Yet of

course others had made the crossing be -- fore him. "Werewolf, if thou hast

patience, I would like to talk with thee."

"I welcome converse, if thou knowest what ilk I be and be not

deceived. I am Kurrelgyre, were."

"I am Stile, man." Stile proffered his hand, and the other, after a

pause such as one might have when recall -- ing a foreign convention,

accepted it.

"In mine other form, we sniff tails," Kurrelgyre said apologetically.

"There is so much I do not know about this world," Stile said. "If you

know -- thou knowest of my world, thou wilt -- wilst -- thou shouldst

appreciate the problem I have. I know not how came I here, or how to

return, and the Oracle's reply seems unhelpful."
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"A most curious lapse," Kurrelgyre agreed. "Come, walk with me

about the gardens. Perhaps we may ob -- tain insights through dialogue."

"I shall be happy to. Allow me just a moment to advise my

companion. She brought me here -- "

"Assuredly." They re-entered the palace, proceeding to the Oracle

chamber where Stile had left Neysa.

She was still there, facing the speaking tube, evi -- dently unable to

make up her mind what to say to it. Kurrelgyre growled when he saw her,

shifting instantly into his lupine mode. Neysa, hearing him, whirled, her

horn orienting unwaveringly on the new-formed wolf.

"Stop!" Stile cried, realizing that violence was in the offing. "There

is no -- "

The wolf sprang. Neysa lunged. Stile threw himself between them.

All three came to a halt in a momentary tableau. The tip of Neysa's

horn was nudging Stile's chest; the wolfs teeth were set against his right

arm, near the shoulder. Trickles of blood were forming on Stile's chest and

arm where point and fang penetrated.

"Now will you both change into human form and apologize to the

Oracle for this accident?" Stile said.



Neysa's eyes fairly shot fire, and Kurrelgyre scowled. But both

glanced at the Oracle tube, then at Stile's bloodied spots, then at each

other. And paused again.

Stile perceived, as if through their eyes, what each saw. The

werewolf's clothing had reappeared with the man, and it was a tasteful fur-

lined jacket and leggings, complimenting his somewhat rough-hewn aspect.

Neysa 196

was in a light black dress that set off her pert figure admirably; it

seemed she wore clothing when she chose, though at night she had not

bothered. She was now the kind of girl to turn any man's head -- and

Kurrelgyre's head was turning.

"It is a place of truce," the werewolf said at last. "I regret my instinct

overcame my manners."

"I, too," Neysa agreed softly.

"I abhor the fact that I have drawn the blood of an innocent."

"I, too."

"Do thou draw my blood. Stile, in recompense." Kurrelgyre held out

his arm. Neysa did the same.

"I shall noti" Stile said. "If you -- if thou -- the two of you -- "

The werewolf smiled fleetingly. "Thou wert correct the first time,

friend. It is the plural."



"Thank thee, lupine."

Then, cautiously, Neysa extended her hand. Instead of shaking it,

Kurrelgyre lifted it slightly, bringing it to his face. For a moment Stile was

afraid the werewolf meant to bite it, but instead he kissed her fingers.

Stile, relieved, stepped forward and took an arm of each. "Let's

walk together, now that we're all friends. We have much in common, being

all outcasts of one kind or another. Neysa was excluded from the herd

because of her color -- "

"What is wrong with her color?" the werewolf asked, perplexed.

"Nothing," Stile said as they walked. He spied his 197

shirt by the fountain, and moved them all toward it. "Some unicorns

have distorted values."

Kurrelgyre glanced sidelong past Stile at the girl. "I should say sol I

always suspected that Herd Stallion had banged his horn into one rock too

many, and this confirms it. My taste does not run to unicorns, under --

stand, but the precepts of physical beauty are universal. She is extremely

well formed. Were she a were-bitch -- "

"And I am outcast because I refused to -- to perform a service for

my employer," Stile continued. "Or to honor an illegal deal proffered by

another Citizen." He washed his small wounds off with water from the pool,

and donned his shirt. "What, if I may inquire, was thy



"Thou wert excluded for thy conscience!" Stile ex -- claimed.

"There is no conscience beyond the good of the

pack," the werewolf growled.

"Yes," Neysa breathed sadly.

They came to a hedged-in park, with a fine rock garden in the

center. Neysa and Kurrelgyre sat down on stones nearer to each other than

might have seemed seemly for natural enemies.

"Let us review thy situation. Stile," the werewolf said. "Thou

knowest little of this land -- yet this alone should not cause thee undue

distress. Thou wilt hardly be in danger, with a fair unicorn at thy side."

"Nevertheless, I am in danger," Stile said. "It seems an Adept is

trying to kill me."

"Then thou art beyond hope. Against Adepts, naught suffices save

avoidance. Thou must remain here at the Oracle's palace forever."
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"So I gather, in the ordinary case. But it also seems I have Adept

powers myself."

Kurrelgyre phased into wolf-form, teeth bared as he backed away

from Stile.

"Wait!" Stile cried. "Neysa reacted the same wayl But I have sworn

off magic, till Neysa gives me leave."



talent in the other frame?"

"I ride well -- "

The werewolf glanced at Neysa, who sat with her fine ankles

demurely exposed, her bosom gently heaving. "Who wouldn't!"

"And I am expert in the Game," Stile continued.

"The Game! That's it! Know ye not the aptitude for magic in this

frame correlates with that for the Game in that frame? How good at the

Game be ye, honestly?"

"Well, I'm tenth on my age-ladder -- "

Kurrelgyre waved a warning finger at him. "Think ye I know not the

way of the ladders? If ye rise to fifth place, thou must enter the annual

Tourney. No obfus -- cation, now; this is vital. How good art thou when thou

tryest, absolute scale?"

Stile realized that this was not the occasion for con -- cealment or

polite modesty. "I should be among the top ten, gross. On a good day,

fourth or fifth."

"Then thou art indeed Adept caliber. There are no more than ten

Adepts. They go by colors: White, Yel -- low, Orange, Green and such: no

more than there are clear-cut hues. Therefore thou art of their number. One

Adept must be dead."
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Stile: no man can cross the curtain between frames while his double lives.

Therefore -- "

"Double?"

"His other self. His twin. All true men exist in both frames, and are

forever fixed where they originate -- until one dies out of turn. Then -- "

"Wait, waiti Thou sayest people as well as geography match? That

can not be so. The serfs of Proton are constantly brought in and deported

as their tenures ex -- pire; only the Citizens are a constant population."

"Perhaps 'tis so, now; not always in the past. Most people still

equate, Phaze to Proton, Proton to Phaze. The others are partial people,

like myself. Perhaps I had a serf-self in the past, and that serf departed, so

now I alone remain."

"Thou travelest between frames -- because were -- wolves don't

exist on Proton?"

Kurrelgyre shrugged. "It must be. Here there are animals and

special forms; there, there are more serfs. It balances out, likely. But thou --

thou must travel be -- cause thy magic self is dead. And thy magic self

must be -- "

"An Adept," Stile finished. "At last I get thy drift."

"Know thyself," Neysa said. "Adept." She frowned.
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The werewolf exchanged a glance with the unicorn. "He really

knows not," Kurrelgyre said.

"I really don't," Stile agreed. "I am aware that magic can be

dangerous. So can science. But you both act as if it's a crime. You suggest

I would be better off dying as a man than living as an Adept. I should think

a lot of good could be done by magic."

"Mayhap thou shouldst encounter an Adept," Kur -- relgyre said.

"Maybe I should! Even though I'm not doing magic myself, at least

I'd like to know who I am and what manner of creature I am. From what

thou sayest, some -- thing must have happened to my Adept double and,

considering my age and health, it couldn't have been natural," He paused.

"But of course! All we need to do is check which Adept died recently."

"None has," Kurrelgyre assured him. "At least, none we know of.

Adepts are secretive, but even so, someone must be concealing evidence."

"Well, I'll just have to go and look;' Stile decided. "I'll check out each

Adept until I find which one is dead, and see if that was me. Then I'll be

satisfied. Only -- how can I be sure that two aren't dead, and I have found

the wrong one?"

"No problem there," the werewolf said. "Thine other self would have

looked exactly like thee, so any who saw thee in his demesnes would



when it is a key rune. Or so it is bruited about among the animal folk. We

know not who makes the amulets, or the golem people, or the potions or
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other conjurations. We only know these things exist, and know to

our dismay their power." He turned to Stile, taking one hand. "But friend --

do not do this thing. If thou findest thine Adept-self, thou wilt become that

Adept, and I shall have to bear the onus of not having slain thee when I had

the chance. And Neysa too, who helped thee: lay not this geas upon her."

Stile turned to Neysa, appalled. "Thou feelest that way also?"

Sadly, she nodded.

"Methinks she led thee to the Oracle to avoid the peril she saw

looming," Kurrelgyre said. "To destroy a friend -- or turn an Adept loose on

the realm. Here thou art safe, even from thy friends."

"But I am bound by mine oath!" Stile said. He hoped he was getting

the language right: thy and my before a consonant, thine and mine before a

vowel. "I will not perform magic! I will not become the monster thou fearest.

I seek only to know. Canst thou deny me that?"

Slowly Kurrelgyre shook his head. "We can not deny thee that. Yet

we wish -- "

"I must know myself," Stile said. "The Oracle said so."



"Why carest thou about tenure?" Kurrelgyre in -- quired. "Remain

here, in hiding from thine enemy; thou hast no need to return."

"But Proton is my world," Stile protested. "I never intended to stay

here -- "

The werewolf stood and drew Stile gently aside. 202

"Needs must I speak to thee in language unbecoming for the fair

one to hear," he said. Neysa glanced up quickly at him, but remained sitting

silently by the garden.

"What's this nonsense about unbecoming language?" Stile

demanded when they were out of Neysa's earshot. "I don't keep secrets

from -- "

"Canst thou not perceive the mare is smitten with thee?" Kurrelgyre

demanded. "Canst not guess what manner of question she tried to

formulate for the Oracle?"

Stile suffered a guilty shock. He had compared Neysa in various

ways to Sheen, yet missed the obvious one. "But I am no unicorn!"

"And I am no man. Yet I would not, were I thee, speak so blithely of

departure. Better it were to cut her heart quickly, cleanly."

"Uh, yes. No," Stile agreed, confused. "She -- we have been -- I

assumed it was merely a courtesy of the form. I never thought -- "



between man and unicorn, as between man and were -- wolf and between

unicorn and werewolf, her attach -- ment to thee is a mark of favor most

extreme. Unless -- chancest thou to be virginal, apart from her?"

"No."

"And most critical of all: canst thou touch her most private parts?"

Stile reddened slightly. "I just told thee -- "

"Her feet," Kurrelgyre said. "Her horn. No stranger durst touch a

unicorn's magic extremities." 203

"Why yes, I -- "

"Then must it be love. She would not else tolerate thy touch. Mark

me, friend: she spared thee, when she learned thou wert Adept, because

she loved thee, and therein lies mischief with her herd. Thou canst not

lightly set her aside." He touched the scar near his throat again.

"No," Stile agreed fervently, thinking again of Sheen. He had

always had a kind of personal magnetism that affected women once they

got to know him, though it was usually canceled out by the initial

impression his size and shyness made. Thus his heterosexual relation --

ships tended to be distant or intimate, with few shades between. But with

that situation went a certain respon -- sibility: not to hurt those women who

trusted them -- selves to him.



way.

Kurrelgyre's question was valid: why couldn't Stile remain here?

There was a threat against his life, true -- but he had fled Proton because

of that, too. If he could nullify that threat in this frame -- well, there were ap

-- peals to this world that rivaled those of the Game.

In fact, magic itself had, for him, a fascination simi -- lar to -- no! His

oath made that academic.

What, then, of Sheen? He could not simply leave her in doubt. He

must return at least long enough to ex -- plain. She was a robot; she would

understand. The practical thing for him to do was pick the most con --

venient world and stay there. It would be enough for Sheen to know he was

safe; her mission would then have been accomplished.
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As he had known Tune was safe and happy...Had that been

enough for him? To know she had success -- fully replaced his arms with

those of another man, and given that man in fact what she had given Stile

in name: a son? He had understood, and Sheen would understand -- but

was that enough?

Yet what else could he do? He could not remain in both frames,

could he? In any event, his tenure on Pro -- ton was limited, while it

seemed unlimited here.



Now Kurrelgyre was stricken. "Cultivate an Adept? Rather would I

remain forever outcast!"

"But if the Oracle is always right -- "

"That may be. I asked how to restore myself to my pack; the Oracle

answered. Perhaps the necessary price is too high."

"Yet thou also didst specify that the method not vio -- late thy

conscience."

"My conscience will not permit my craven catering to the

abomination that is an Adept!"

"Then it must be something else. Some other blue. A field of blue

flowers -- "

"Werewolves are not farmers!" Kurrelgyre cried in -- dignantly. "It

must be the Blue Adept; yet the only cultivation I could do without shame

would be the turf over his grave. I shall not seek the Blue Adept."

Stile considered. "If, as we fear, thou hast doomed thyself to

remain outcast from thy kind -- why not travel with me? I have decided to

remain in this frame, but this is pointless unless I locate and nullify the

threat against my life -- and that threat surely relates to who 205

and what I am. Without magic with which to defend myself, I shall

likely be in need of protection."

"The lady unicorn is capable of protecting thee ably enough."



The werewolf faced Stile. "Neysa has a way with words! It seems

outcasts had best support each other, though they be natural enemies. We

all shall likely die, and for a foolish cause -- but it is as fitting a mode as

any."
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CHAPTER 12

Black

"Who is the closest Adept?" Stile asked. "Not the Blue;

we won't check that one if you're along."

Kurrelgyre shifted to wolf-form and sniffed the breeze. He shifted

back. "The Black, methinks."

"Black it is!" Stile agreed. He would have preferred a more scientific

selection -- but science was not, it seemed, trustworthy in this frame.

Convenience would have to do.

They left the palace together. Stile riding Neysa, the wolf ranging

easily beside. They bore west again, toward the castle of the Black Adept.

Now that the decision was made. Stile had second thoughts about purpose

and safety. Was he really doing the right thing? All he could do now was

see it through, and after checking out the Black Adept he could decide

whether it was worth checking out others. This was hardly his idea of sword



Thereafter, the way became bleak. The turf thinned, remaining

verdant only in scattered oases. Stile realized that with a spell he might

procure fresh water and extra food, but did not offer. They did not want

magic, and the very notion was contrary to the spirit of his oath. 207

The mountains and valleys gave way to a broad and featureless

dark plain that extended to the horizon, op -- pressed by what seemed to

be a permanently looming cloud. Gusts of cutting wind brought choking

clouds of dust into their faces. Stile coughed. If this environment reflected

the temperament of the Black Adept, the ma -- gician was vile indeed! But it

was probably a misappre -- hension. Stile had friends and un-friends, but

there were few people he considered to be as evil as his friends seemed to

think Adepts were. It was said that famil -- iarity bred contempt, but surely

ignorance bred error.

At last, amid the gloom, a black castle showed. It stood in stark

silhouette, no light illuminating it from within. The land about it was so bleak

as to seem scorched. Had Stile not known the identity of its oc -- cupant,

thanks to Kurrelgyre's nose, he might readily have guessed. Everything

was dead black.

As they neared it. Stile suffered intensifying pangs of doubt. Was

his curiosity worth the risk of bracing this person? He was running the risk



threatened on his behalf? Would he use his magic, then, to help them? No

-- he could not. His oath had been made, and Stile had never in his life

broken his given word. Neysa had to give him leave, and now he knew she

would not. Because she believed that to re -- lease him would be to turn

him into the monster that an Adept would be, and she would rather die. He

had better see to their mutual health by mundane means, staying alert.

Yet there was no call to be foolish. "Neysa," he murmured. "Is there
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secretly and depart in the same fashion? I don't need to brace the

magician directly; I think one look at him will tell me whether he is alive or

dead, or whether he re -- sembles me. If we check, and the Black Adept is

alive

-- not only is he not me, he is likely to do something horrible to me.

And to thee, I fear."

Kurrelgyre growled assent in an I-told-thee-so tone. The two of

them expected this to be such a bad experi -- ence that Stile would no

longer question the validity of their hatred of Adepts. Increasingly, Stile was

being convinced.

Neysa halted. She nicked her nose, indicating that he should

dismount. Stile did so. Then she reached back as she lifted one hind foot.

She put her teeth to it, as if chewing an itch -- and the white sock came off.



Neysa nosed him impatiently again. Stile shrugged and tried

donning a unicorn-sock over his boot. It was hoof-shaped at the extremity,

yet it fit admirably: more unicorn magic, of course. In a moment he stood

hand -- somely garbed in unicorn socks.

But the white color extended beyond the socks, now. His feet

looked like hooves, his legs like hair. His arms

-- where were his arms?

Kurrelgyre growled appreciatively, seeming to think Stile's

appearance had improved.

Stile looked again, startled. He looked like a unicom! A white

unicom. He remained human, but in illusion he was the forepart of the

animal. Behind him stretched a ghost-body, equine.

Neysa had given him concealment. Who would worry about a

unicom poking about the premises?
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comest up with some new device!" he said admiringly. "I'll return

thy socks when we're away from here. Thank thee most kindly." And

privately he thought:



pened to be dead, there should be no danger anymore. So Stile reasoned,

reassuring himself.

Yet somehow he did not feel reassured.

Kurrelgyre made a low growl of warning. They stopped. The wolf

had his nose to the ground, frozen there. Stile stooped to look -- and his

knees gave a warning shock of pain, and the unicorn image halfway

buckled. Mustn't do! But he saw what it was: a black line, stretching across

the basalt.

Could it amount to a trip wire? It was a color-line, not a wire, but

with magic it could perform the same function. That would explain why the

Adept was not paying attention; he depended on his automatic alert. "We'd

better pass without touching any lines," Stile murmured. "They might be the

Adept's alert-lines, no pun."

They all high-stepped carefully over the line. Soon there was

another. This one was thicker, as if drawn with coagulating paint. Then a

third, actually a ridge. And a fourth, set closer to the last, like a miniature

wall.

"Something funny here," Stile said. "Why make an alarm-line this

solid? It only calls attention to itself."

Yet there was nothing to do but go on over. Stile's apprehension

was abating as his perplexity grew. He had accepted the notion of magic as



this really were an alarm system. Stile now feared it was something quite

different, perhaps an elaborate architectural trap. But it might be no more

than a pro -- gressive deterrent to intrusions such as theirs. A passive

defense, showing that the Black Adept was not really the monster he was

reputed to be. Maybe.

"I think we had better walk between walls for a while," Stile said. "It

is either that, or start climbing over them. This thing is turning into a maze,

and we may be obliged to follow its rules." And he wondered, nervously:

was that the way of Adepts? To force in -- truders, stage by stage, into a

set mold, that would lead inevitably into their corruption or destruction?

Was that the way of all Adept-magic? In that case, the fears of the unicorn

and werewolf with respect to Stile him -- self could be well founded.

Suppose he was, or had been, the Black Adept? That, given limitless

power, he had chosen to isolate himself in this manner -- and would do so

again, given the power again? Helping no one, having no friends? Power

corrupted...

They turned left, walking between walls. As it happened, it was

indeed a maze, or at least a compli -- cated labyrinth. The inner wall turned

at right angles, making a passage toward the interior, and gradually

elevated in height. Soon a ceiling developed, from an extension of one wall,

making this a true hall. The passage kept curving about, usually sharply,



encouraged Stile.

On and on they went. Every time it seemed they were getting

somewhere, the passage doubled back and paralleled itself for another

interminable distance -- then doubled back again. Was this whole castle

nothing but many kilometers -- many miles, he corrected him -- self -- of

passages? This passage continued to get nar -- rower, becoming more like

a tunnel, until Neysa was having difficulty making the turns. Her hom

projected in front far enough to scrape a wall when she tried to make a

hairpin turn, and her effort to avoid such con -- tact put her into contortions

and slowed her consider -- ably. But she didn't want to change form, in

case they were still under observation; that would betray her spe -- cial

talent. In addition, she still wore the saddle, which would become a liability

in her other form. It seemed her own clothing transformed with her, but not

things originating externally. And their supplies were in the saddlebags.

"Enough," Stile said at last. "We can wander forever in this mess,

and die of starvation when our supplies run out. Let's tackle the dread

Adept forthrightly!" And he banged his fist into the wall.

That surface was oddly soft and warm, as if only recently extruded

from some volcanic fissure. It gave under the impact, slightly, then sprang

back with a twang. The sound reverberated along the hall, and on out of

sight; it seemed to be traveling along the same convolutions they were



happened.

Then at last the walls opened out into a moderate chamber. In the

center stood a great black dragon. The creature opened its mouth to roar,

but no sound came forth, only a tongue like a line drawn by a pen.

Stile contemplated the creature. He had never seen a living dragon

before, but recognized the general form from the literature of legend. Yet

this was an unusual variant. The creature, like the castle, seemed to be

made of thickened lines. Its legs were formed of loops, its body of closely

interlocked convolutions, and its tail was like knitwork. It was as if it had

been shaped me -- ticulously from a single line, phenomenally intricate. Yet

it was solid, as a knit sweater is solid.

The dragon stepped forward, showing its blackline teeth. Stile was

so fascinated by the linear effect that he hardly was concerned for his own

safety. He recalled the puzzle-lines that had intrigued him as a child, in

which the pen never left the paper or crossed itself. The most intricate

forms could be made along the way by the traveling line -- flowers, faces,

animals, even words -- but the rules were never broken. The challenge was

to find the end of the line, in the midst of the complex picture.

This dragon, of course, was three-dimensional. Its lines did touch,

did cross, for it was tied together by loops and knots at key places. But the

principle re -- mained: the line, though knotted, never terminated, never



flared in pain, causing him to drop ignominiously to the floor. He kept

forgetting his injury at critical times! 213

He righted himself tediously, then bent at the waist and drew off

one sock, then the other. Now he was him -- self again. He approached

Neysa. "May I?" he inquired.

She nodded, her eyes not leaving the dragon. Stile picked up one

real foot and pulled the sock over it until it merged with her hair. Then he

moved around and did the other. In the midst of this he looked up -- and

met Kurrelgyre's gaze. Yes -- he was handling the uni -- corn's very private

feet. Horses did not like to have their feet impeded or restrained in any

way; many would kick violently in such circumstance, even breaking a leg

in the frantic effort to free it, or rebreaking it to escape the restraint of a

splint. Thus a broken leg was often doom for a horse. Unicorns were no

doubt worse. Neysa, when she joined him, had yielded her whole spirit to

him.

Then she had discovered he was Adept. Anathema!

Now Stile stood before the dragon, drawing his rapier. He still was

not expert in its use, but the dragon did not know that. Would the point be

effective, or was it better to have a cutting edge so he could sever a line?

Would the dragon unravel like knitwork if he did cut its line? These were

questions he would have to answer by experiment.



never faced a dragon before, but the basic principles of animal

management should apply. He hoped.

He acted with apparent confidence, advancing on the dragon with

his rapier point orienting on the creature's black knot-nose. The noses of

most animals were ten -- der, and often were more important

psychologically than the eyes. "Now I'm not looking for trouble, dragon,"

Stile said with affected calmness. "I came to 214

pay a call on the Black Adept. I only want to meet him, not to hurt

him. Kindly stand aside and let us pass."

Stile heard a snort of amazement behind him. Neysa had never

imagined bracing a dragon in its lair this way!

The dragon, too, was taken aback. What manner of man

approached it with such imperious confidence? But it was a beast, not a

man, and could not reason well, and it had its orders. In fact anything

constructed from loops of cord might have trouble reasoning well; what kind

of a brain could be fashioned from knotted string? It opened its jaws and

took a snap at Stile.

Stile stepped smoothly to the side. His rapier flicked out, neatly

pricking the sensitive nose. The dragon jerked back with a soundless yipe.



and teeth went, the latter becoming tangles in a string that disappeared as

the string went taut. Then the eyes and ears. Headless, the thing still faced

Stile, backing away. The neck went, and the front legs, the pace of

unraveling speeding up as it continued. Very soon there was nothing but a

line -- and this snapped back into the wall like a rubber band.

The whole dragon had indeed been no more than an intricately

wrought string. Now it was gone. Yet that string, when shaped, had

seemed formidable, and had reacted with normal brute reflexes. Surely it

would have chomped him, had he allowed it to. It could have killed him.

"The whole thing -- string," Stile breathed. "And this whole castle --

more string? For what purpose?" 215

Unicorn and wolf shrugged. Who could understand the ways of an

Adept?

Neysa made a little nose back the way they had come, inquiring

whether he had seen enough and was ready to get out of here. But Stile

shook his head no, grimly. More than ever, he wanted to identify the pro --

prietor of this castle. He wanted to be absolutely cer -- tain it was not now

and never had been he.

They walked on down the passage, which narrowed again beyond

the dragon's lair, but did not constrict as much as before. Again the way

folded back, and back again, and yet again, endlessly.



view ahead, looping into itself. As they approached it, the lines retreated

like string drawn in from a distance. It resembled the dragon in this respect,

constantly disappearing into itself. But it was not part of the wall.

Soon the line led them to a large central hall they were unlikely to

have found thus expeditiously by themselves. A man stood there, facing

them. He was garbed completely in black, and seemed to have a black tail.

But the tail was the line they had just followed!

"The line," Stile said, finally putting it all together. "It is from thee!

This whole castle is thou -- the solidi -- fied line of thy past!"

"Now thou knowest," the Black Adept said coldly. "I have met thy

demand, intruder."

"Yes," Stile agreed, not liking the man's tone. This was definitely

not himself! The Adept stood half a meter taller, and his appearance and

voice were unlike 216

anything Stile was or could be. Not that the Adept was grotesque;

he really looked rather ordinary. But he was certainly not Stile. "Now I shall

depart, thanking thee for thy courtesy."

"No courtesy, intruder. Thine animals shall go, for they are of dark

complexion, even burdened with thy supplies; it were a shame I must free

them from. Thou shalt remain." And the Black Adept cast out his line. It

amplified immediately into an intricate prison-bar wall, hardening in place



not lie. "I can say only that I meant thee no harm," he said.

"Know ye not I suffer no human intrusion into my premises? The

penalty is to remain."

To remain. Never to depart? Death, here?

Neysa tried to get through the wall separating them, but could not.

Even the wolf was too large to fit be -- tween the bars. They could not help

him, directly. "You two had better leave," Stile said. "I will have to settle with

the Adept myself."

Neysa hesitated. Stile knew she could get through the bars by

changing into her firefly form, but he didn't want her to betray her talents to

the Black Adept, who could readily make a line-cage to confine the insect.

No sense getting her trapped too! "Get out of here!" he snapped. "I'll be all

right. Just leave the supplies -- "

"Do not!" the Black Adept warned. "Lest I throw out a net to capture

thee too."

A net. Did the Adept know about her firefly form after all, or was

that merely a manner of speaking? This 217

was risky! Stile made a violent signal to Neysa to go. She seemed

dubious, but retreated. The wolf followed her, tail held low. This was

evidently part of the Adept's revenge: the separation of friends.



him or throw him out, and seemed to have the power to do both. Only the

magic of another Adept could --

No! He had made a vow to do no magic himself. He would muddle

through without magic, whatever came.

Stile walked along the barred wall. It carried on through folded

passages, bisecting rooms, halls, even stairs. It led him through turrets and

down into deep dungeons. There seemed to be no dead ends; the way was

continuous. The Adept, it seemed, was showing off his premises, unable to

resist allowing another person to appreciate their extent. Ah, vanity,

however obliquely it manifested!

Stile continued on into a chamber where a human skeleton lay. It

was complete and clean, sprawled on the floor.

He pondered that for some time. Why would such a grisly artifact

be tolerated in the castle? It was unlikely to be artificial; the Adept's magic

was evidently tied up in lines, proof enough that he was not Stile's alternate

self, had any doubt remained. In fact, Stile could have saved himself a

certain amount of mischief by recogniz -- ing that and turning back when he

spied the very first line. Or when he recognized the dragon as a construct

of lines. The hints were there to be interpreted, had he only been paying

proper attention. Ah, hindsight!



be Stile's fate -- with the two "ani -- mals" permitted to escape to carry

some hint or warn -- ing to others. They could tell the world they had seen a

man imprisoned for annoying the Black Adept. Thor -- oughly reasonable,

effective, and nasty. The Adept really did not care for the favor of others; he

just wanted them to stay away. This was no show-off tour Stile was on; it

was a fiendish punishment-tour. His demise would be more painful, now

that he understood exactly what was coming. Truly, the Adepts were not to

be trifled with -- or liked.

But Stile knew he had asked for this. He had been warned that

Adepts were dangerous, but had charged in anyway. Perhaps he had not

really believed in the threat This fantasy land of Phaze had not seemed

wholly real to him; he had not taken its threats seriously enough. Now, as

he wandered, and his thirst grew, his perspec -- tive shifted. This frame

was becoming more real than that of Proton. Somehow the attacks by

monsters hadn't impressed him deeply; those encounters had been like

individual Games, serious yet also unserious. But thirst, hunger, boredom,

fatigue, and loneliness -- these compelled belief of a fundamental nature.

By the time he died, he would really believe!

He thought of appealing to the Black Adept, of beg -- ging for mercy

-- and knew immediately that that would be useless. The punishment was

to die in confinement and hopelessness, without further communication.



distrusted that! If his pos -- sible exercise of his magic talent meant this,

meant that he would lose all sense of friendship, honor and decency -- then

certainly his magic should be banned. It was better to die a feeling man,

than to live as an inhuman robot.

No, correct that; he was thinking in a false cliche. Not all robots

were unfeeling. Sheen -- where was she now? His week, if he counted

correctly, was just about over; the immediate threat of death in Proton -- on

Pro -- ton? No, these were two frames of the same world, and he was in

one or in the other -- this threat had been abated by time. Now it was

Phaze he had to escape, and Proton that represented relief.

Stile wandered along the wall until darkness closed. Then he eased

himself to the floor carefully, taking care of his knees. He leaned his back

against the bars and experimentally flexed one knee. It actually bent fairly

far before hurting; had it begun to heal? Unlikely; other parts of the body

healed, but knees did not. Their con -- glomeration of ligament and bone

prevented blood from circulating well there. Elbows could heal; they did not

have to support constant weight. Knees had to be tough -- and so,

paradoxically, were more vulnerable than other joints. The anonymous

enemy had struck well, lasering his knees, condemning him to a lingering

torture similar in its fashion to what the Black Adept was now inflicting.

Food for thought there? But when not under pressure, his knees could



again, and nodded off to sleep.

He dreamed he was a robot, with no flesh to warm his metal, no

true consciousness to enliven his lifeless -- ness. He woke several times in

the night, feeling the deepening cold, much more thirsty than he ought to

be. Psychological, of course, but still bothersome. He wished he had warm

Neysa, in any form, to sleep against. Neysa had given him companionship

too -- a warmth of the spirit. After his years basically as a loner, he had

adapted very quickly to that association;

it filled a need. She had changed to human form to please him --

but would have pleased him anyway. At least he had done the right thing,

sending her away; she could return to her grazing and perhaps the

werewolf would keep her company sometimes.

So cold! He hunched within his insubstantial cloth -- ing. One little

spell could so readily cure this. Give me some heat to warm my feet -- no!

No magic! It might be crazy, but he would not violate his oath. Only if a

firefly flew up and cried "Stile, do magic!" would he indulge -- and he didn't

want Neysa risking herself that way any -- way. He curled into an

uncomfortable ball and slept again; it was better than being awake.

By morning Stile's whole mouth was so dry it felt like leather. He

must have been sleeping with it open. He worked his rocklike tongue



He resumed his trek along the barred wall, moving rapidly enough

to generate some heat, slowly enough to conserve energy. Pointless travel,

except that it was bet -- 221

ter than just lying down and dying. Plenty of time for

the latter later.

There was no escape. The labyrinth of the castle was interminable,

and the barred wall was too. The Black Adept only had one kind of magic,

but he was very thorough about that! Theoretically there should be an end

to the wall somewhere -- but that end was the Adept himself. What use,

then, to search for it? No logic, no reasonable discussion could move a

man with the power and alienation this one had shown. The Black Adept

was in his fashion like a Proton Citizen.

A Citizen! Kurrelgyre had said the people of Phaze were the same

as those of Proton -- or had been, before the shifting of serfs had become

extensive. An Adept could indeed be a Citizen, in his alternate self. In the

one frame, the instrument of power was wealth; in the other, magic. In both

cases, arrogance reigned supreme.

Stile kept moving. He had won marathons in the Game; he could

survive for some time when he put his will to it. If he caught up to the Black

Adept, he might incapacitate the man and escape. Or kill him, since the

Adept seemed willing to let Stile die. No, he did not want to be a killer



Adept eat? Probably his food supplies were well hidden in a convoluted

storehouse, which would naturally be outside this barrier. Still, that raised

more conjectures. Since this Adept did not conjure things from nothing, the

way Stile's magic had done, he must have to obtain natural food elsewhere.

Did the Black Adept have to trade with peasants for supplies of grain, eggs,

cabbages? He could not, then, live in abso -- lute seclusion. His ready use

of language suggested the 222

same. He had contact with others; he just didn't like it. Would any

of those others be coming here to the castle? Would they help Stile? No,

that seemed unlikely; the Adept could have supplies for a year at a time.

Stile moved slowly, conserving his strength, balanc -- ing his

generated warmth against his thirst and hunger. He gave up following the

interminable wall, and cut across the center of the castle as well as he

could. But all the interior passages were dead ends; the configura -- tion

differed here. He wished he had some quick way to analyze the lines, but

the castle was too complex; it would take him far longer than he had left to

grasp its layout and locate the Adept. He also wished he had a good cutting

tool to sever a line; since all of this was a single line, he could cut the Adept

off from his castle anywhere. From his past. Would everything unravel, in

the manner of the dragon? But there was nothing. His dagger could not

damage the stonelike hardness of the material. The outer walls had had



but could not. He did not want to yield himself up so quietly to extinction!

He found the harmonica in his hand, unbidden. He had avoided

making music, because of its magical con -- notation. Magic could occur in

the ambience of music, even when he did not voice it. His saddle had

appeared, obviously conjured by his unconscious wish while he made

music. But wouldn't it be all right to play, now, so long as he willed no

magic? Music reminded him of Tune, so long ago, and it was fitting to think

of her again as he concluded his own tenure. 223

He played. The music wafted out, permeating the corridors and

windows and convolutions of the castle, striking harmonics in the walls. He

was making the sound, but he was listening too, and it was absolutely

beautiful. He was mastering the harmonica, playing it with his heart,

evoking a feeling of melody he had sel -- dom before achieved. Perhaps it

was his swan song, his final gesture. Nevertheless it was a satisfying way

to

go. At last, tiring even of this, he put the instrument away

and dropped into sleep. This time it was more peace -- ful, as if his

fast had freed him of material concerns.

He was awakened by a low growl. Stile's eyes cracked open, but

his body did not move. He knew where his sword was; he needed to locate



The curtain! Of course! Except -- "I can't do it; I swore no magic. It

takes a spell to pass through."

"Thou art true to thine oath. Thou couldst have escaped ere now,

hadst thou been otherwise. But fear not; I will put thee through."

Relieved, Stile followed the werewolf, pacing him on the other side

of the wall. So Neysa had donated her single question the Oracle permitted

to his cause! He would not have asked her to do that, yet now accepted the

gesture gratefully.

It seemed only moments before Kurrelgyre brought him to the

curtain. One small section of his prison in -- tersected it. Apparently the

Black Adept was not aware of it. That suggested the Adept was alive in

both frames, unable to perceive or cross the curtain.

"We shall wait for thee at the Oracle's palace," Kurrelgyre said as

Stile approached the glimmer. "Be 224

mindful of the trust the mare places in thee, setting thee

free of this frame."

"I don't know how long it will take me to -- " But the werewolf was

already casting the spell. Stile

passed through.
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favor the needs of the dome, and the pollution of sun -- dry industrial

processes was dumped out here. He re -- alized -- was it for the first time? -

- that the barren sur -- face of Proton was the result of man's activities. Had

the machine age not come here, the atmosphere would have remained like

that of Phaze. Man's civilization had made a heaven-planet into hell.

Fortunately the dome was within five minutes foot travel. He could

see it clearly, for its illumination flowed through the force field, lighting the

barren plain.

Stile, his fatigue somewhat abated by his rest and the shock of the

cold night, walked briskly toward the dome, drawing his clothing tightly

about him. So long as he kept his respiration down, the air was not too hard

on his lungs. Running would be a disaster, though. His clothing helped

shield him from --

Clothing! He could not wear that here! He was a serf.

Yet without it he would soon be in trouble from the cold. He would

have to wear it as long as possible, then dispose of it just before entering

the dome. Maybe he could recover it when he returned to Phaze.

But he could not return where he had left, for that would put him

right back in the prison of the Black Adept. He needed his clothing for the

other frame, but not in this locale. He would have to risk carrying it with

him.



external wasteland their policies were making on the planet. Exotic palms

were at every available spot, with a cocoa -- chip mulch beneath. No one

was present -- which was why Stile had entered here. If he were lucky, he

might get through undiscovered.

He was not. An alert gardener challenged him before he had taken

twenty steps. "Halt, intruder! You're not of this estate."

"I -- came from outside. I -- got lost." Stile doubted he could afford

to tell the truth, and he would not lie. "I had to come in; I would have died."

"You look half dead," the serf agreed.

Another serf hurried up. "I'm the garden foreman. Who are you?

What were you doing outside without equipment? What are you carrying?"

That was a foreman, all right! "I am Stile, unem -- ployed, formerly

a jockey. I thought my life was threat -- ened, so I tried to hide. But -- " He

shrugged. "It's a different world out there."

"It sure as hell is. Were you trying to suicide?"

"No. But I nearly died anyway. I have had no food or water for two

days."

The foreman ignored the hint. "I asked you what you are carrying."

"This bundle -- it is medieval Earth costume. I thought it would help

me, in the other world." He was skirting a fuzzy line, ethically, and didn't like



exposed to oxygen deprivation and gaseous pollutants might have.

Especially if he had also suffered from hunger, thirst, and cold. In the past,

men had undertaken similar deprivations as rites of passage, provoking

simi -- lar visions. What had happened to him, really?

"I'll have to notify the Citizen," the foreman said. Stile's hopes sank;

this surely meant trouble. Had the man simply told him to clear out to serf

quarters -- "Sir," the foreman said.

"What is it, gardener?" the Citizen's voice responded. It sounded

familiar.

"Sir, a stranger has intruded from outside, carrying medieval Earth

costume, including sword, knife, and a musical instrument."

"Bring him to the viewer." The voice gave Stile a chill. Where had

he heard it before?

The foreman conducted Stile to a booth with a holo pickup. Stile

stepped inside, knowing his whole body was being reproduced in image in

the Citizen's quarters. He was dirty and abraded as well as suffering from

hunger and thirst; he must look awful. "Name?" the Citizen snapped. "Stile,

sir."

There was a pause. The Citizen would be checking the name in the

computerized serf-listing. "The jockey and Gamesman?" "Yes, sir." "Play

that instrument."



here until his representative picks you up."

His present employer? What could this mean? Stile did not

respond, since no query had been addressed to him. He rejoined the

foreman, who solemnly handed back the rest of his bundle.

Suddenly Stile recognized the voice he had heard. The Black

Adept! This was the Proton-self of that evil magician, having no knowledge

of the other frame, but very much like his other self. It made sense -- this

dome was very near the site of the Black Castle. Stile's con -- jecture about

Adepts and Citizens had been confirmed. Had this citizen any reason to

suspect him --

Stile breathed a silent sigh of relief. There was no reason for such

suspicion, and Citizens hardly cared about stray serfs. Since another

Citizen was taking Stile off his hands, that ended the matter. Stile would

have to make his explanations to his own employer, instead of wasting the

time of this one. And if one of the Black Adept Citizen's serfs ever got lost,

other Citizens would return the favor similarly. Serfs were hardly worth

quarreling over.

A woman arrived, very well formed. As her face turned to him --

"Sheen! How glad I am to see theel" Oops -- wrong language.

She frowned. "Come on. Stile. You had no business wandering

outside. Suppose you had damaged the cos -- tume? It will go hard with



body. Inconvenience became more tolerable when it brought a figure like

this to the scene. 229

She took Stile firmly by the elbow and guided him along. "This time

we'll get you where you belong," she said with an oblique smile.

He squeezed her hand. She had taken his prior ad -- vice to heart,

and become so human it was almost an -- noying. But she had certainly

bailed him out.

When they were safely in the capsule, flying through the tube

toward a larger dome. Sheen explained: "I knew you'd return. Stile,

somehow. I really am pro -- grammed for intuition. So I had my friends

make up a robot in your likeness, and we got you a new employer. The

moment the query on you came through the com -- puter -- "

"I see." Her friends were the self-willed machines, who could tap

into the communication network. In fact, some of them probably were the

communication network. What an asset they were at times!

From the general dome they took a transport rocket to Stile's

original home dome. In a matter of minutes, the travel of several days by

unicorn was reversed. That reminded him of another aspect. What should

he say to Sheen about Neysa?

They returned to Stile's old apartment. Sheen had kept it in good

order -- or the robot who bore his name had done so. It seemed Sheen had



and scratched and gaunt around the edges."

Stile's thirst abruptly returned. He almost snatched at the cup of

nutro-beverage she brought, and gulped it down. "Yes. Drink and food and

rest, in that order," he said. "And talk, of course."
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She glanced obliquely at him. "Nothing else?"

Ah, sex appeal! But he was restrained. "I think we should talk, then

consider the else. You may not be pleased."

"You may not be entirely pleased with what I have done, either,"

she said.

He raised an eyebrow. "With my double?"

She laughed. "Stile, it's impossible! He's a robot!"

"Good thing there are none of that ilk here," he agreed.

"You know what I mean. It's just not the same."

"You speak from experience?"

"No. He's not programmed for love."

"I had come to that conclusion. Otherwise you would not have been

so glad to have me back."

After he had eaten and emerged from the dry-clean -- ing unit, they

lay down together. In what way, he asked himself, was this creature inferior

to Tune? Sheen looked and felt as nice, and she had displayed astonish --



What would give a logical robot or an illogical woman pause? "You

had better."

"Your new employer doesn't care at all about horse racing. He

cares about the Game. Each year he has sponsored a leading contender in

the Tourney, but has never had a win. This year -- "

"Oh, no! I'm expected to compete -- "

"This year," she agreed. "And it has to be you. The robot can not

do it in your stead. Even were it legal, he cannot match your ability. I have

bought you security, Stile -- but at the expense of your tenure." "You realize

that's likely to finish your mission too? 231

One way or the other, I won't need protection after I enter the

Tourney."

"Had there been any other way -- " She sighed. "Stile, you were

fired for cause. No blacklist was en -- tered against you, because your

reluctance to race again was understandable, but even so, very few

Citizens were interested in you. My friends had to do a research -- sifting to

locate -- "

"The one Citizen who would hire me," Stile finished. "I don't fault

you for that; you did the only thing you could do, and did it excellently."

"But your tenure -- "



"Infernally logical," he agreed. "Better the Game than death. Better

abbreviated tenure than none at all. But I had thought I would be all right if I

made it clear I would not race again."

"That seems to have been an unwarranted assump -- tion. That

person wants you dead -- but not by obvious means. So a surgical error, or

a random accident -- "

"So I might as well have had my knees fixed -- if I could trust the

surgery." His attention returned to the Game. "The Tourney is inviolate; no

entrant can be harassed in any way, even by a Citizen. That's to keep it

honest. So the Tourney is the one place my life is safe, for the little time the

Tourney lasts. But this catches me ill prepared; I had planned to enter in

two years."

"I know. I did what I could, and may have forced premature exile on

you. If you want to punish me -- " 232

"Yes, I believe I do. I'll tell you what I have been doing. Beyond the

curtain is a world of magic. I tamed a unicorn mare; she turned into a lovely

little woman, and -- "

"And I'm supposed to be jealous of this fairy tale?"

"No fairy tale. I said she was female, not male. I did with her what

any man -- "



The demonstration took some time. At length, quite pleasantly worn

out. Stile lay back and murmured, "That too."

"You certainly punished me." But Sheen did not seem much

chastened.

"And after that, we went to the Oracle, who told me to know

myself," Stile continued. "Realizing I must be an Adept who had been slain

or otherwise abolished, I investigated -- and got trapped in the castle of the

Black Adept. The werewolf rescued me by sending me back through the

curtain, and here I am." He yawned. "Now may I sleep?"

"You realize that no living person would believe a story like that?"

"Yes."

"And you're going back."

"Yes. I can not stay long in the frame of Proton, in any event. This

gives me an alternative."

"Unless you win the Tourney. Then you can stay for life."

"Easier said than done, girl. In two years I would have been at my

Game-proficiency peak; at the moment my chances are less than ideal."

"As a Citizen, you could find out the identity of your enemy."
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"There is that." He smiled. "Now, Sheen -- what was it you had in

mind to do when we finished our talk?"



discount -- ing the magic. I feel -- over there I feel more nearly fulElled. As if

my human potential is at last awakening. I have to return. Do you

understand?"

"Maybe you feel as I would feel, if I passed through myself and

found myself alive." She closed her eyes, imagining. "Yes. You have to go

back. But will you visit here?"

"Often. There are things for me in this world too."

"Of which I am one?"

"Of which you are the main one."

"That is all I have a right to ask."

Again Stile felt a helpless guilt. Sheen loved him; he could not truly

love her. It hardly mattered that a spe -- cialist could make one tiny change

in her programming that would instantly abolish or reverse her feeling for

him; her present program was real. Modern surgery could transplant his

brain into another body, but his present body was real; he did not like

fundamental changes. If he left Proton, he was leaving her, again, in the

way Tune had left him. Yet Sheen herself had shortened his tenure. She

was correct; she could not ask more of him.

The night was only half over, long as it had seemed. He drew her

over him like a blanket and slept.



age had to start at Number Twenty-One on the next age's ladder. But at the

qualifying date for each year's Tourney the ladders were fixed; there was

no disqualification by birthdays within the Tourney itself.

Apart from age and sex, the resemblance of the holder of Rung

Nine to Stile was distant. He was tall and thin, like a stooped scholar. The

appearance fit the reality; his name was Tome, and he was a researcher

for a studious Citizen. Tome was very much a creature of intellect; he

invariably selected the MENTAL column when he had the numbered facet

of the Grid, and MACHINE when he had the lettered facet.

Because Tome could beat most people in games of the mind, and

hold even when assisted by machine -- especially when the machine was a

computer -- he was successful enough to hold his Rung. Because he was

limited, he was not a potential champion. Tome was known as a 2C man --

the definition of his specialties. Second vertical, third horizontal. If a person

were weak in these, he would have trouble passing Tome.

Stile was generally strong in 2C. He could handle Tome, and the

other man knew it. Stile simply had not wanted the Rung, before.

They went to a booth and played the Grid. Stile had the numeric

facet; good. He regarded that as more fun -- damental. He would not

choose MENTAL, of course;



1. MOTION 2. ACTION 3. OBSERVATION

Nine types of machine-assisted competitive sports, ranging from

cycle racing in 1A to stellar location in 3C. Stile had the letter facet of this

grid, unfortunately;

he could not select the machine-racing column, and knew that

Tome would not. Tome would go for ob -- servation -- unless he figured

Stile for water. That would put them in 3B, which amounted to sonar

location of sunken ships. Tome was not really sharp at that. But he was a

fair hand at water-hydrant dueling, so might go for ACTION. Therefore Stile

went for AIR instead.

He won. It came up 1C: dueling by guns, lasers, and similar

powered distance weapons. Tome was good at this, but Stile was better,

and both knew it.

DRAW? Tome's query came on the panel. It was legit -- imate to

make such an offer at any stage in the selec -- tion, and it was often done

as part of the psychological combat. In this case it was an admission of

weakness.

Stile hit the DECLINE button, and followed with CONCEDE?



center square of the nine-square subgrid that formed. Stile followed with a

laser rifie in a comer. These were not real weapons;

they would simply mark the target with a washable spot of red dye

on the section hit. Very seldom was a live -- ammo duel permitted, and

never in connection with the Tourney.
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As it happened. Stile and Tome shared a liking for antique

weapons and forms, and when the grid was completed and played it came

up 2B, the original pis -- tols. The two of them walked to the dueling range

nearby, while Sheen went to the spectator gallery. The holographic

recording apparatus was operating, of course; every formal match was

filmed, in case there should be any challenge to the result. Scholars liked to

review the games of Tourney winners, right back to the original move up

the rungs of the ladder, tracing with the wisdom of retrospect the elements

that made those particular victories inevitable. This also meant, inciden --

tally, that no agent in the audience could laser him in the knees or

elsewhere; that shot would be recorded and the assassin apprehended

immediately. This was no horse race!

They had to wait a few minutes for the use of the range. Dueling

was popular, and there were a number of specialists who dueled every day.

Had Stile been playing the Game with one of them, he would have avoided



to be strong in all boxes. That kept the options open, preventing him from

getting trapped. Stile himself had strengths in all boxes; that was why he

was the superior player here.

"You can't be going for the Tourney," Tome re -- marked. "You

have two more seasons free. When the top five enter this year, we'll both

be jumped into quali -- fication for next year's Tourney. I figured you'd be

slid -- ing down about now. What's your move?" 237

Stile smiled. "See that girl in the stands? The pretty one? She put

me up to it."

"Oh, a Game-digger!" Tome squinted at Sheen. "For one like that,

I'd make a move, certainly! She much on the mental side?"

"Limited as a robot," Stile said.

"Going to move up to Rung Six, so you'll be Num -- ber One after

the cut? That's risky. If someone gets sick at the last moment before

qualification, you'll be shunted into the Tourney." Tome obviously had no

doubts, in his mind, about the outcome of this match, and hardly cared; he

had no intention of skirting the Tourney too closely.

"Going to Rung Five," Stile said. "I prefer that this

not be bruited about." Tome's head snapped around in surprise.

"This

year?"



"It was," Stile agreed, though he knew that what showed on his

body was the ravage of his two-day confinement in the Black Castle without

food and water, rather than his mental state. Sheen had done what she

could for him, but he had not yet properly

recovered.

"Well, I wish you well," Tome finished sincerely. The range cleared,

and they entered. On a table at the entrance lay the set of antique pistols,

with elaborate pearl handles and glistening black steel. A pistol special -- ist

could have called out the exact vintage and make -- probably eighteenth-

century European -- but Stile was concerned only with their heft and

accuracy. Though they were replicas that fired no balls, they bucked and

smoked just like the real ones.

Stile had to be sure to win this match; he could not
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rechallenge until the rungs had shifted, and this close to the

Tourney there was unlikely to be much shifting. Players were either

hanging on to their rungs to be sure that they qualified, or trying to stay

below qualification range. Stile's late decision to enter the Tourney was

unusual, and would make ripples. He was going to have to bump someone

who was depending on the Tourney as his last chance for extended tenure.



The weapons were good, of course, and as similar to each other as

modern technology could make them. Each party took one, went to the

centermark of the range, stood back to back, and began the paceoff at the

sound of the timing bell. Ten paces, turn and fire -- each pace measured by

the metronome. The man who turned and/or fired too soon would be

disqualified; the tenth beat had to sound.

Some people who were excellent shots in practice were bad ones

in such duels. They had to have time to get set, to orient on the target --

and here there was neither time nor any fixed target. Some lost their nerve

when confronting an actual opponent who was firing back. Special skills

and nerve were required for this sort of match. Both Stile and Tome

possessed these qualities.

At the tenth beat Stile leaped, turning in air to face his opponent.

Tome merely spun in place, withholding his shot until he fathomed Stile's

motion. He knew Stile seldom fired first; Stile preferred to present a difficult

target, encouraging the other to waste his only shot. Then Stile could nail

him at leisure. Tome was too smart for that,
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Stile landed, plunged on into a roll, flipped to his feet and jumped

again. Had Tome figured him for a straight bounce, his shot would have



Tome washed off the red stain while Stile registered the win with

the Game computer outlet. They shook hands and returned to the Game-

annex. Their names had already exchanged rungs. Stile punched Rung

Eight, his next challenge. He wanted to capture as many rungs as he could

before the alarm spread -- and before news of his present weakened

condition also got about. If his opponents thought it through, they would

force him into the more grueling physical Games, where

he would be weakest.

The challengee appeared. He was a squat, athletic man named

Beef. "Tome, you challenging me?" he de -- manded incredulously.

"Not I," Tome said, gesturing to the ladder.

Beef looked. "Stilel What move are you making?"

"A challenge move," Stile said.

Beef shrugged. "I can't decline."

They went to a booth and played the grid. Beef was unpredictable;

often he picked unlikely columns, just for the hell of it. Stile selected B.

TOOL, hoping the other would not pick 3. CHANCE.

His hope was vain. Beef was more curious about Stile's motive

than about the outcome of the Game, and they intersected at 3B. The

home of roulette, dice, -- all manner of gambling devices. Precious little

skill. Stile could take Beef in most games of skill -- but



and high-card-draw. He wanted to make Stile sweat, and was succeeding.

It was very bad to have an opponent who cared less about the outcome

than Stile did; there was little strategic leverage. Beef made his placements

on the grid so that Stile could not establish a full column of his own choices.

Three of one player's preferences in a row meant that player could select

that row and have a commanding advantage. The chances of establishing

a game utilizing reasonable skill remained 50-50, and Stile was hurting. He

had to have better odds!

But Stile knew a skill variant of a chance game that Beef evidently

did not. He slipped it in, played for it, and got it: War, Strategy.

The ordinary card game of War consisted of dealing the pack

randomly into two piles, with each player turning up cards on one-to-one

matches. The higher card captured the lower, and both went into the win --

ner's victory pile. When the first piles were through, the piles of winnings

would be shuffled and played in the same fashion, until finally one player

had won the en -- tire deck. It was pure chance, and could take many hours

to finish. The strategy variant, however, permit -- ted each player to hold his

cards in his hand, selecting each card to play. When both were laid face

down on the table, they would be turned over, and the higher card won.

This play was not truly random; each player could keep track of his assets

and those of his op -- ponent, and play it accordingly. He could psych the



They played, and soon Stile's expertise told. He took queens with

kings, while yielding deuces to aces. Stead -- ily his hands grew, providing

him with more options, while those of his opponent shrank. Luck? The luck

had been in the grid.

In due course Stile was able to play seven aces and kings in

succession, wiping out Beef's queen-high re -- maining hand of seven with

no luck allowed at all. He had won, and Rung Eight was his.

Beef shook his head ruefully. "I will remember that variant," he said.

He didn't mind losing, but he hated to be outsmarted so neatly.

They returned to the Game-annex. But Stile's two wins had

attracted notice. A knot of serfs stood before the 35M ladder. "Hey, Stile," a

woman called. "Are you making your move this year?"

He should have known privacy would be impossible. He was too

well known in these circles, and what he was doing was too remarkable.

"Yes," he said shortly, and made his way to the ladder. He punched the

chal -- lenge for Rung Seven.

The holder of that Rung was already present. He was Snack, an

average-heighted man who specialized in board games and light physical

exercises. He was more formidable than the two Stile had just taken, but

still not really in Stile's class.

"I will respond to your challenge in one day," Snack said, and left.



Phaze before the Tourney," Stile said. "Neysa is wait -- ing and

worrying."

Even as he said it, he knew he should not have. Somehow the

words got out before his mental intercept signal cut them off. "Cancel that,"

he said belatedly.

She looked straight ahead. "Why? I'm only a ma -- chine."

Here we go again. "I meant I promised to return to meet her at the

palace of the Oracle. It was her ques -- tion to the Oracle that freed me.

The only one she can ask in her lifetime -- she used it up just to help me. I

must return."

"Of course."

"I made a commitment!" he said.

She relented. "She did send you back to me; I should return the

favor. Will you promise to return, to meet me again?"

"And to qualify for the Tourney. Yes. Because you have also

sacrificed yourself for me." "Then we shall send you on your way right

now." "But I have to compete for Rung Seven in one day!" "So you will have

to work fast, over there." She drew him into a privacy compartment. "I'll

send you across to her -- right after I have had what I want from you." And

she kissed him most thoroughly, proceeding from there.



impossible dreams, probably -- how would he al -- leviate the developing

conflict between females?

Sheen finished with him, cleaned him up, brushed his hair, and

took him to the dome geographically nearest the Oracular palace in the

other frame, according to his
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understanding of the geography. They scouted for the curtain. They

were also wary of the anonymous killer, but apparently the break in Stile's

routine had lost that enemy for the nonce. It was hard to keep track of a

fast -- moving serf on Proton!

The curtain did not intersect this dome, but they located it nearby.

They went outside, into the polluted rarefaction of the atmosphere, and

Stile donned his Phaze clothing, which Sheen had brought. She never

overlooked details like that, thanks to her computer mind. He would not

have dared to put on any clothing at all in the sight of any Proton serfs, but

outside was the most private of places on Proton.

There was a narrowing plain, the ground barren. To the northwest a

wrinkle of mountains projected, as grim as the plain. Only the shining dome



"Here -- within a day," he gasped, beginning to suffer in the thin air,

and Sheen nodded. The air did not bother her; she breathed only for

appearances. "You understand -- there is beauty in Phaze, but danger too.

I may not -- "

"You will make it," she said firmly, kissing him once more. "Or else."

"Uh, yes." Stile made what he trusted was the proper effort of will,

and stepped through the curtain.
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CHAPTER 14

Yellow

It was afternoon on Phaze, and the air was wonder -- ful. The sky

was a deep and compelling blue, punctu -- ated by several puffball clouds.

The mountains to the northwest were lovely. Stile paused to look at the

pretty little yellow flowers at his feet, and to inhale the spring -- like

freshness of it all.

How did this frame come to have such a pleasant natural

environment, while Proton was so bleak? He was no longer certain that

industrial pollution and with -- drawal of oxygen could account for it all.

What about water vapor? Obviously there was plenty of it here, and little in

the Proton atmosphere. This was a mystery he must one day fathom.



AFTER the artist had applied the color. Phaze was the world as it should

be after God had made the final touches: primitive, natural, delightful,

unspoiled. Garden of Eden.

True to his memory, the Oracle's palace was in sight. Stile set out

for it at a run. But before he had covered half the distance, Neysa came

trotting out to meet him. She held her head high, as they came together, so

there was no possibility of striking him with her bright horn. 245

Stile flung his arms around her neck and hugged her, burying his

face in her glossy mane, feeling her equine warmth and firmness and

strength. He did not need to thank her verbally for her sacrifice on his

behalf; he knew she understood. He discovered her hair was wet, and

realized that his own tears of reunion were the culprit.

Then he leaped to her back, still needing no words, and they

galloped bareback in five-beat to the palace where Kurrelgyre waited in

man-form.

Stile had spent his life on Proton, and only a week here in Phaze,

but already Phaze seemed more like home. He had been gone only a night

and day, but it seemed longer. Perhaps it was because he felt more like a



"I should have crossed with thee, to make sure; but Neysa was

waiting outside, and I never thought of -- "

"I understand exactly how it is. I never thought of it either. I could

have walked a quarter-mile along the curtain and willed myself back

through to you, outside the Black Castle. That never occurred to me until

this moment."

Kurrelgyre smiled. "We live; we leam. No confine -- ment near the

curtain shall again restrain us." He squinted at Stile. "Thou lookest peaked;

have a sniff of this." He brought out a sprig with a few leaves and a dull

yellow flower, dried.

Stile sniffed. Immediately he felt invigorated. Strength coursed

through his body. "What is that stuff?"

"Wolfsbane."
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"Wolkbane? Something that curses wolves? How canst thou carry -

- "

"I am not in my lupine form. I would not sniff it then."

"Oh." Stile couldn't really make much sense of this, but could not

argue with his sudden sense of well-being. "Something else," he said.

"Didst thou not tell me that most of the people were parallel, existing in both

frames? There are about five thousand Proton Citizens, and ten times as



"We use what thou wouldst call the archaic mea -- surements. One

square mile would be about two and a half square kilometers, so -- "

"Oh, yes, I know. I just realized -- archaic measure -- ments --

would that by any chance affect magic? I tried to do a spell using the metric

scale, and it flubbed. Before I swore off magic."

"That might be. Each spell must be correctly couched, and can only

be employed once. That is why even Adepts perform sparingly. They hoard

their spells for future need, as Citizens hoard wealth in Proton. May I now

continue my original discourse?"

"Oh, of course," Stile said, embarrassed, and Neysa made a

musical snort of mirth. Stile squeezed her sides with his legs, a concealed

hug. He tended to forget that she understood every word he spoke.

"So there are very few people for the habitable area, and many

large regions are as yet uninhabited by men. Thou needst not be surprised

at seeing none. The sec -- ond reason is that many of the people here are
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precisely the form of their Proton selves. They are vampires, elves,

dwarves -- " He broke off.



Black Demesnes that thou -- "

"I have a woman there," Stile said. "She covered for me during

mine absence. I have agreed to enter this year's Tourney, that she be not

shamed. Thus it is likely that my tenure on Proton will be brief."

"The Tourneyl Thou presumes! thou canst win?"

"Doubtful," Stile said seriously. "I had planned to enter in two years,

when some top players would be gone and my strength would be at its

peak -- and even then the odds would have been against me. It is hard to

win ten or twelve consecutive Games against top com -- petition, and luck

can turn either way. I would rate my chances at perhaps one in ten, for I

could lose to a poorer player with one bad break."

Neysa tooted questioningly. "Well, one chance in twelve, perhaps,"

Stile amended. "I did not mean to brag."

"The mare means to inquire what thou meanest to do if thou

shouldst win the Tourney," the werewolf said. "Since thou wouldst then be

a Citizen, with per -- manent tenure -- no need ever to depart Proton."

Stile wondered in passing how the werewolf had come to know the

unicorn well enough to translate her notes, in only one day. Maybe shape-

changing creatures had natural avenues of comprehension. "A Citizen has

virtually complete freedom and power. I would be under no onus to choose

between frames. But I like 248



Game within a day, only the Yellow Adept is within range to check, without

the employ of magic. Would it not be better to yield this quest, being satis --

fied as thou art now?"

"Not while someone is trying to kill me here. That person must

know who I am. If I can discover who I am in Phaze, I may know more

about the nature of mine enemy. Then I can see about making this world

safe for mine own existence. I gather mine other self failed to take such

precaution."

"Spoken like a werewolf," Kurrelgyre said approv -- ingly. Neysa

sighed; she did not seem to agree com -- pletely, but neither did she

disagree. Men will be men, her attitude said.

"Neysa, I want to be honest with thee," Stile said, feeling the need

to provide a better justification. "I like Phaze, I like thee -- but this is not

truly my world. Even if there were no threat to my welfare, I could not com -

- mit myself absolutely to stay here. I would need to know that my presence

served in some way to benefit this world; that there was some suitable

challenge to rise to. Something that needed doing, that perhaps only I

could do. If there seems to be more of a need and challenge in the other

frame -- "



possible for her to associate with him on their original basis. "No. I

only want to know who I am. If I can't survive without magic, maybe it's best

that I not remain here. I never want to be like the Black Adept. All I need is

someone to spell me into the other frame in time for mine appointment

there. Then I'll return here for another look at another Adept. One way or

another, I will settle my accounts in both frames. Only then will I be in a

position to make a proper decision about residence."

"I will spell thee through," Kurrelgyre said. "In fact, rather than send

thee pointlessly into new danger, I will investigate the Yellow Adept myself,

and return with news. I think I can now recognize thy likeness, if I

encounter it."

"There is no call for thee to risk thyself on my ac -- count!" Stile

protested.

"There is no call for me to impose my presence when the mare

wishes to converse with thee alone." And the man merged into the wolf,

who bounded away to the north.

"Damn it, if I start sending others on my foolish quests, where will it

end?" Stile demanded. "I've got to follow him, stop him -- "

But the wolf was already beyond reach, traveling with the easy

velocity of his kind. Probably Neysa could catch him, but only with difficulty.



afterthought: "How art thou getting along with the wolf?"

She blew a noncommittal note. "Glad to hear it," Stile said. He

reached down around her neck and hugged her again.
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Neysa quickened her gait into a gallop. "I don't know what finer life I

could have than galloping across the wilderness with you," Stile said. "The

only thing I miss -- "

She made a musical inquiry. "Well, that's it," he said. "I like music.

But since we found that music con -- nects with my magic, I don't dare

play."

This time her note was comprehensible. "Play!"

"But then the magic gathers," he protested. "I have no wish to

abbreviate mine oath. I played a little when I was alone in the Black Castle,

but I am not alone now, and I do not want thee angry with me."

"Play," she repeated emphatically.

"Very well. No spells, just music." He brought out his harmonica

and improvised a melody to the beat of her hooves. She played a harmony

on her horn. The duet was lovely. The magic gathered, pacing them, but

now that he understood it he was not alarmed. It was merely a potential,

until he implemented it -- which he would not do.



something disquieting about her motion; her gait seemed unnat -- ural.

"Art thou all right?" Stile inquired, concerned.

Neysa did not respond, so he brought out his har -- monica again

and played. But she immediately blew a harsh note of negation. He

desisted, concealing his hurt feelings.

Stile thought she would relax after a short while, but 2S1

she did not. Instead her gait became more mechanical, quite unlike

her normal mode.

"Neysa, I inquire again: art thou all right?" She ignored him. She

seemed to be in a trance. Alarmed, Stile tugged sharply on her mane.

"Some -- thing is wrong. I must insist -- "

She threw down her head and buclced. The action was

untelegraphed, but Stile was too experienced a rider to be caught. He

stayed in place, then slid to the ground when she resumed her odd walk.

"Neysa, some -- thing evidently compels thee. I don't know what it is -- but

since we are approaching the locale of the Yellow Adept, I suspect it

relates. For some reason the com -- pulsion does not affect me. Give me

thy socks, and I will walk with thee in disguise."



Soon the property of the Adept came into sight. It was of course

yellow. The sands were yellow, rising into yellow dunes, and the sun sent

yellow beams through a yellow fog that concealed the main operation from

a distance. Neysa walked straight into that fog.

Soon the Adept's castle loomed. It was most like a ramshackle

haunted house, with a partially collapsing roof, broken windows, and weeds

growing thickly against the walls. A few yellow flowers straggled at the

fringe -- buttercups, sunflowers, a bedraggled yellow rose. Behind the

house was a tall wrought-iron palisade fence, rusting yellow, overgrown by

morbid vines with yellowing leaves but still quite formidable. An odor rose

from the premises: animal dung and decaying veg -- etation. Rustic, but

hardly pleasant.
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Neysa walked right on toward the house, and Stile necessarily

followed. Already he did not like the Yellow Adept and hoped perversely

that the magician was alive -- so as to be assured this was not Stile's own

alternate identity. This time he would not be so foolish as to challenge the

Adept overtly; he would just look and retreat quickly.

Except for two things. First, there was Neysa -- she had somehow

been mesmerized, surely for no good purpose, and had to be freed of this

complication. Sec -- ond, Kurrelgyre: the wolf had by now had plenty of



behind him. This section of hall had become a cage.

There was an ear-discomfiting shriek of laughter. "Hee-hee! Two!

Two fine unicorns, so soon after the wolf! What an excellent day! Haul them

out, Darlin' Corey! Let us view our prizes!"

Something huge bulked at the far end of the hall, beyond the

comer. Neysa's cage slid forward. Some -- thing was drawing it onward

with easy power.

After a time the thing came for Stile's cage. It was the rear end of a

pink elephant. The little tail hooked into the forward bars; then the creature

walked, draw -- ing the cage after it.

Stile considered poking his sword through the bars and puncturing

the fat pink rear, or cutting off the tail with his knife. But this would not

release him from the cage, and could make the elephant quite angry

without really incapacitating it. Better to hold off.

In a moment they emerged into the stockaded area.
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There were cages all around. It resembled an archaic zoo. Stile

identified a griffin, with the body of a lion and head and wings of an eagle,

in the cage most directly across from his. This was no glorious heraldic

monster, but a sad, bedraggled, dirty creature whose wings drooped and

whose eyes seemed glazed. And no won -- der: the cage was too small for



perked up, then laid back in revulsion as the crone approached.

"And this one," the Adept continued, examining Stile. "A white

stallion, yet! What a pretty penny thou wilt fetch, my sweet!" She circled the

cage, appraising his apparent form with an indecently calculating eye. "Yes

indeed, my precious! White is in the market for the likes of thee! Needs

must I send Crow's-foot with the news." She hobbled into the house.

Now Stile resumed his survey of the enclave. Beyond Neysa was

Kurrelgyre, whose eye was already on him;

the wolf nodded slowly. They were in trouble!

The other cages contained a small sphinx, a three -- headed dog, a

wyvem, and several creatures Stile couldn't classify. All were bedraggled

and filthy; the witch did not bother to care for them properly, or to clean

their cages. She did feed them, as there were dishes of food and water at

every cage -- but several of these dishes had been overturned and kicked

out, un -- eaten.

Stile examined his own cage. The bars were yellow -- ish, like the

rest of this place, and somewhat slick. It was as if some sort of grease had

been smeared on the metal in a vain attempt to make it seem like gold. He
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tried to push a bar out of position, but it was like welded steel. The

door was firmly locked.



balked, he had widened the aperture only slightly -- but perhaps it was

enough.

He dropped down to the cage floor -- and discovered that he had

become the object of considerable atten -- tion. He was still disguised as a

unicorn; that must have been quite a sight, a horselike creature clinging to

the upper bars!

But he couldn't allow such cynosure to stop him. The witch should

soon be back. He had to do whatever he could do, rapidly.

Stile drew himself up, put his feet between the wid -- ened bars,

and squeezed his body up and through. Last was his head; his ears got

mashed, but he scraped by. He was out.

He climbed silently down, while the captive animals watched the

contortions of this astonishing unicorn. They were not about to betray him

to the witch! The conspiracy of silence was the only weapon they pos --

sessed.

Stile went to Kurrelgyre's cage. "I must have a rapid update," he

said. "How can I free thee and Neysa and the others? The large bars are

too strong for me."

The werewolf transformed into his human form, too large to

squeeze between the bars. "Thou art fortunate in thy size," he said. "Only

Neysa might do what thou hast done -- and the potion hath dulled her wit



and destroy thee."

"I don't want to kill her," Stile said. "Murder is not the proper

solution to problems. I only want to neu -- tralize her and free these poor

captives."

Kurrelgyre shook his head. "Thou canst not defeat an Adept fairly

save by magic."

"No. Mine oath -- "

"Yes. When thou didst not break thine oath to save thyself from the

Black Demesnes, I knew thy word was constant. I expect no different of

thee here in the Yellow Demesnes. But now it is not thy life at stake, but

Neysa's. The witch will sell her to another Adept -- "

"Why don't Adepts conjure their own creatures, in -- stead of buying

them?"

"Because some spells are more complex than others. An Adept

may conjure a dozen monsters via a single summoning spell with less effort

than a single one by creation. So they store captive creatures in cells, and

prepare spells to bring them upon need -- "

"I get the picture. To be an Adept is to maintain dungeons where

others languish -- and the Yellow Adept caters to this need by trapping the

necessary animals. I dare say she traps wild fowl and sells the eggs to the

Black Adept, too; he has to get his food from somewhere. Maybe he pays



to Neysa. "Wilt thou re --

256

lease me from mine oath, that I may cast a spell to free thee? I fear

thy fate at the hands of the witch."

Neysa, dulled by the summoning potion, was not dull enough to

forget her antipathy to Adept-class magic. She shook her head no. She

would not condone such sorcery to free herself.

"Say," Stile said, trying again. "Thou canst also change into a

firefly, and these bars would not hold -- "

But Neysa's eyes were half lidded and her head hung low. The

effort of will that such transformation re -- quired was beyond her present

capacity.

"Or if thou couldst assume thy human form, the po -- tion would not

affect thee -- "

There was a growl from another cage. Kurrelgyre looked up

nervously. "Harki The witch comes!"

Stile jumped to the werewolfs cage, on inspiration drawing off his

socks. "Don these!" he whispered, shoving them through Kurrelgyre's cage

bars. "And this." He put the sword through, with its harness. "She will

assume -- "



hadn't made any real effort to save her -- self. That also explained why the

smarter animals here refused to eat. Kurrelgyre had avoided this trap, and

was alert. But the situation of all these animals re -- mained bleak, for

evidently none of them had the strength to break out of the strong cages.

Eventually they would have either to eat or to starve. Not a pleas -- ant

choice; Stile's memory of his confinement in the Black Castle remained

fresh.

Stile was not idle during these realizations; he ducked behind the
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knew it was foolish of him to hesitate about dealing with the witch;

obviously she had little to recommend her, and would happily wipe him out.

But he could not murder a human being heartlessly. Just as he was bound

by an oath of no magic, he was bound by civ -- ilized restraints. Demons

and monsters he could slay, not people.

"Eeeek!" Yellow cried, pronouncing the word ex -- actly as it was

spelled. "The cage is empty! The valu -- able white 'corn stallion!" But then

she inspected the situation more carefully. "No, the stallion remains. It is

the wolf who is gone. I could have sworn his cage was -- " She glared

across the compound. "Darlin' Corey!" she screamed. "Didst thou move the

cages about?"



The elephant squealed, trying to correct her misim -- pression.

"Oh shut up, Darlin' Corey," she snapped. "What shall we do with

the werewolf? I don't have a cage small enough at the moment. He's pretty

shrimpy." She peered at Stile more closely, as he hung in midair. "But

healthy and handsome enough, my lovely. Maybe he would do for my

daughter. Hold him there a moment, my tasty; I will send the wench out."

The pink elephant chuckled. The monsters in cages exchanged

glances, bewildered. Obviously this was the first they had heard of Yellow's

daughter. What kind of a slut was she? Meanwhile, the hag limped rapidly

to

the house.

Stile thought of doing an acrobatic flip and climbing the elephant's
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strong, and not stupid; it might bash him against a tree. Had he

retained his sword -- but that would have been highly visible, forcing him to

use it to defend himself. It was better to appear more or less helpless, lest

he get doused by a potion.

He looked around, able to see more clearly from this height.

Beyond the palisades the yellow fog obliterated everything. It was as if the

rest of the world did not exist. No doubt this was the way the Adept liked it.

She had a little mist-shrouded world of her own, that no man dared intrude



The curtain! Could it be here? The thing seemed to wander all over

Phaze like a tremendous serpent. Might it be used to facilitate escape, as it

had before?

No, there were two problems. The curtain, close as it was, was out

of reach, since it was beyond the pali -- sades. And Neysa could not use it.

Or would not; he wasn't sure which. So this was a mere tantalization, no

real help. Best to wait and see what the witch's daugh -- ter had in mind.

She was probably a homely girl upon whom her crazy mother forced the

attentions of any likely-seeming male.

She emerged. She was stunning. Her yellow hair flowed luxuriously

to her waist, her hands and feet were tiny, and her complexion was gold-

bronze vibrant, not sallow. She had a figure that would have made an artist

gape, with prominent secondary sexual characteristics. Her eyes were so

large she seemed almost like a doll -- but what a doll!

Young witches, it seemed, had other assets than magic.
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"Darlin' Corey, put that man down this instant!" the girl cried, spying

Stile. Her voice, despite its vehemence, was dulcet. Everything about her

was as nice as it was nasty about her mother.

Darlin' Corey lowered Stile to the ground, but re -- mained near, on

guard. Stile straightened his clothing and rolled his shoulders; it had not



Neysa, in the cage, recovered enough to make a mus -- ical snort

of recognition. Suddenly Stile had a suspicion why the pink elephant had

found the notion of this encounter humorous, and why the caged beasts

had never known of the witch's daughter. What would a lonely old hag do

with a handsome-if-small man, if she had a potion for every purpose? Drug

him -- or take a very special potion herself? "Not in front of these

monsters," he said.

"What do they matter, my delight? They can not escape."

"I like my privacy," he said. "Let's take a walk outside -- and return

later, as before." He glanced meaningfully at Neysa, hoping the drug had

worn off enough to uncloud her mind. "As before."

Yellowette's fair brow wrinkled. "Thou knowest that unicorn,

werewolf?"

"I'm not a werewolf," he said, aware that she would not believe him.

"I do know her. She's a jealous mare."

"So? Well, she'll be gone in a few days. There's a fair market in

unicorns, for they are hard to catch. Their horns and hooves are valuable

for musical instruments and for striking fire, their dung is excellent fertilizer

for magic plants, and their hides have anti-magic proper -- ties."

Stile experienced an ugly chill. "These animals are for slaughter?"



her identity, since he seemed to accept it. Her female view of man was that

he was interested only in the external appearance -- and Stile suspected

there was some merit in that view. He had already had relations with a

machine that looked like a woman, and with a unicorn that also looked like

a woman. What of an old woman who looked like a young woman? Yellow

was certainly much more pleas -- ing to deal with in this form than in the

other.

"Thou knowest about the curtain?" he asked after a moment,

surprised.

"Thou dost not? There is another world beyond it, a desert. The

potion puts the creatures through; they never return. I have not the heart to

kill them outright, and dare not let them go free in this world lest they

summon hordes of their kind to wreak vengeance on these my demesnes,

and if they survive in the other world I begrudge it not."

So she was not heartless, just a victim of circum -- stance. To an

extent. Yet it seemed a safe assumption that she was as yet only partially

corrupted by power.

How much should he say? Stile detested lies even by indirection. "I

am of that world."

"Thou'rt a frame traveler? A true man?" She was alarmed.



Stile considered. "I don't regard myself to be at lib -- erty to do

that."

She frowned. "Thou hast only limited leeway for

bargaining, sweets."

"Perhaps. My friend urged me to slay thee without warning, but I

did not wish to do that either."

"Oh? We shall put that to the proof." She led him into the main

room of the house. Shelves lined the walls, containing bottles of fluid: rows

and rows of them, coated with dust. In the center a huge cauldron bubbled,

its vapors drifting out through a broken win -- dowpane. This was obviously

the source of the sum -- moning scent: a continously brewing mix.

"All these bottles -- potions for different spells?" he

inquired, impressed.

"All. I must brew one potion at a time, and can use it only once, so I

save each carefully. It is not easy, being Adept; it requires much

imagination and applica -- tion. I must develop a new formula for every

invisibility elixir I mix -- and for every rejuvenation drink."

Stile eyed her figure again. What a potion she must have taken!

"Thou didst really look like this in thy

youth?"
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natural state. But this is not what restrains me. I have other

commitments." He pondered briefly. "Thou didst believe me to be a

werewolf, before. The true werewolf might be interested in the remainder of

thy hour, if thou wert to free him thereafter."

Yellow took down a bottle. "Thou art most facile, lovely man. I

hardly trust thee. If thou provest a liar, it will go hard indeed with thee -- and

thy friends." She drew the stopper out. Stile stepped back, alarmed, but she

sprinkled the liquid on a statuette, not on him.

The figurine grew rapidly into a demon monster. "Thou summonest

me, hag?" it roared, its small red eyes fairly glowing as they glared about.

Then it did a double take. Its lips pursed appreciatively. "I have not seen

the like in six hundred years! But thou didst not need to prettify thyself for

me, witch."

"'Twas not for thee I did it," she snapped. "Speak me the truth,

Zebub. Why came this man here, and who is he?"

The demon glared in Stile's direction. "This time thou'rt victim to

thine own paranoia, crone. He is in -- nocuous, with respect to thee. Not

with respect to cer -- tain others, though." The demon smiled privately.

"He really sought not to kill me?"



"What gives him the notion he is Adept?" Yellow demanded.

"He is Adept, 0 senile one."

Yellow backed against a wall, almost jarring loose several bottles.

"Not only a man, but Adept to booti Oh, what a foul pickle I have hatched!

Who is he?"

"He is Stile, a serf of Proton, in the other frame, freed to cross the

curtain by the death of his Phaze --

self."

"Idiot! I meant which Adept is he?"

The demon scowled. "That is formidable informa -- tion."

"Don't stall, hellborn one!" Yellow screeched. "Else I will apply a

pain potion."

Zebub blanched. "Blue," he muttered.

Yellow's eyes went round. "This midget is the Blue Adept?"

"His alternate, yes."

"I can't afford trouble with another Adept!" she ex -- claimed,

wrenching at her own hair in distraction. "Not one of such power as Blue! If

I free him, will he seek to destroy me? Why does he withhold his magic

now?"

"This calls for conclusions on the part of the wit -- ness," the demon

said smugly.



to the unicorn to practice it not save by

her leave." "So only his oath makes him subject to my power?"

she demanded. "That is so," Zebub agreed. "Thou art the luckiest

of

harridans."

Yellow's beautiful brow furrowed. "If I release the unicorn, she

could then release Blue from his oath, and there would be war between

Adepts. I dare not risk

it."

"Thou darest not risk harming the unicorn either, beldame," Zebub

pointed out maliciously. "If the Blue Adept is moved by ire to break his oath
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"I know! I know!" she screeched, distracted. "If I kill him, another

Adept might seek to kill me, for that I violated our convention. If I let him go,

Blue may seek my life for that I caged him. If I try to hold him -- "

"My time is up," Zebub said. "Please deposit an -- other potion,

scold."

"0, begone with thee!" Yellow snapped.

The demon shrank into figurine size and froze: a dead image.



She was, for the moment, lovely, but that was not it. She honored her

commitments. She did not like killing. Her surroundings and mechanisms

reflected a certain humor, as if she did not take herself too seri -- ously.

She was old and lonely. It should be possible to make a deal with her.

"I want no quarrel with thee, either," he said. "Thou knowest me

not, therefore trust must be tempered with caution. I make thee this offer:

send me through the curtain, and I will not return. I will seek to free my

friends and the animals from a distance."

"How canst thou act from a distance? My magic is stronger than

thine, near me in my demesnes -- as thine would be stronger than mine in

thine own demesnes."

"Without magic," Stile said.

"Very well," she decided. "I will put thee through the curtain with a

potion, and set a powerful curse I got from Green to ward thee off

thereafter. If thou canst free the animals from a distance, without magic -- "

She shrugged. "I have never liked this business; if I am foiled through no

agency of mine own, perhaps I will not be held in default." She glanced at

him, her mood visibly lightening. "I never did business with Blue, else 265



around the palisades to the curtain. Stile hoped he could trust her to use

the correct potion. But it seemed reasonable; if Adepts avoided trouble with

Adepts, and if she feared his violation of his oath were he to be betrayed,

she would play it straight. She seemed to be, basically, an honest witch.

At the curtain, she hesitated, hand on the stopper of the bottle. "I

do not wish to murder thee. Blue Stile," she said. "Art thou sure thou canst

survive in that bleak realm beyond the curtain? If thou preferest to dally

here -- "

"My thanks. Yellow. I can survive. I have a prior engagement, and

must pass through now."

"And thou thinkest the werewolf might be interested -- for half an

hour? It is not a difficult thing I ask -- "

"Won't hurt to ask him," Stile agreed, stepping through the curtain

as she sprinkled the liquid on him.
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CHAPTER 15

Qames

It was a longer hike to the nearest dome, this time, but he had more

confidence and need, and that sniff of wolfsbane still buoyed him. In due



"Now don't get jealous again," he grumbled. "You know I have to --

"

"How can I be jealous? I'm only a machine." Stile sighed. "I should

have taken Yellow up on her offer. Then you would have had something to

be jeal -- ous about."

"You mean you didn't -- with Neysa?"

"Not this time. I -- "

"You were saving it for the witch?" she demanded indignantly.

"Then ran out of time?"

"Well, she was an extremely pretty -- "

"You made your callous point. I won't resent Neysa. She's only an

animal."

"Are you going to have your friends assemble my order or aren't

you?"

"I will take care of it in good time. But I don't see how a cube of dry

ice will help your animals." "Plus a diamond-edged hacksaw." 267

"And a trained owl/' she finished. "Do you plan to Start romancing

birds next?"



"I'll look for one tomorrow," he promised.

"Not tomorrow. First thing in the morning, you have an appointment

to meet your current employer. This Citizen is very keen on the Game."

Exasperated, he rolled over and grabbed her. "The irony is," he

said into her soft hair, "you are now more real to me than most real girls I

have known. When I told you to brush up on your humanoid wiles, I didn't

mean at my expense."

"Then you should have said that. I take things liter -- ally, because

I'm only a -- "

He shut her up with a kiss. But the thoughts she had voiced were

only a reflection of those he was having. How long could he continue with

half-women?

In the morning he met his employer. This was, to his surprise, a

woman. No wonder Sheen had had women on her mindl The Citizen was

elegantly gowned and coined: a handsome lady of exquisitely

indeterminate age. She was, of course, substantially taller than he, but had

the grace to conceal this by remaining seated in his presence. "Sir," Stile

said. All Citizens were sir, regard -- less of sex or age.

"See that you qualify for the Tourney," she said with polite force.

"Excused."



rankled, but if he fouled up. Sheen would be the one to pay. She lacked his

avenue of escape to a better world. He had to do what he could for her,

until he figured out some better alternative.

The holder of Rung Seven kept his appointment -- as he had to,

lest he forfeit. He was not much taller than Stile and tended to avoirdupois

despite the antifat med -- ication in the standard diet. Hence his name.

Snack. He hardly looked like a formidable player -- but neither did Stile.

An audience had gathered, as Sheen had predicted. It was

possible that some Citizens also were viewing the match on their screens --

especially his own employer. Stile's move was news.

Snack got the numbered facet of the grid. Stile sighed inaudibly; he

had been getting bad breaks on facets in this series. Snack always

selected MENTAL.

Very well. Stile would not choose NAKED, because Snack was

matchless at the pure mental games. Snack was also uncomfortably sharp

at MACHINE- and ANIMAL -- assisted mental efforts. Only in TOOL did

Stile have an even chance. So it had to come up 2B.

There was a murmur of agreement from the specta -- tors outside,

as they watched on the public viewscreen. They had known what the

opening box would be. They were waiting for the next grid.



like Chinese Checkers and its variants -- but many games used the same

boards as chess, and this grid classified them by their boards. Better to

avoid that whole bailiwick.

Stile chose the C row, covering jigsaw-type puzzles, hunt-type

board games -- he liked Fox & Geese -- the so -- called pencil-and-paper

games and, in the column he expected to intersect, the enclosing games.

It came up 2C: Enclosing. There was another mur -- mur of

excitement from the audience.

Now the handmade grid. Stile felt more confidence here; he could

probably take Snack on most of these variants. They completed a subgrid

of only four: Go, Go-bang, Yote and tic-tac-toe. Stile had thrown in the last

whimsically. Tic-tac-toe was a simplistic game, no challenge, but in its

essence it resembled the prototype for the grids of the Game. The player

who got three of his choices in a row, then had the luck to get the facet that

enabled him to choose that row, should normally win. The ideal was to

establish one full row and one full column, so that the player had winners

no matter which facet he had to work with. But in the Game -- grids, there

was no draw if no one lined up his X's and 0's; the real play was in the

choosing of columns and the interaction of strategies.

And they intersected at tic-tac-toe. That was what he got for fooling

around.



Go-bang.

This was a game similar to tic-tac-toe, but with a larger grid
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on a side. It was necessary to form a line of five in a row to win.

This game, too, was usually to a draw, at this level.

They drew. Each was too alert to permit the other to move five in a

row. Now they would have to go to a third Game. But now the matter was

more critical. Any series that went to three draws was presumed to be the

result of incompetence or malingering; both parties would be suspended

from Game privileges for a period, their Rungs forfeit. It could be a long,

hard climb up again, for both -- and Stile had no time for it. The third try, in

sum, had to produce a winner.

They ran the grids through again -- and arrived again at tool-

assisted mental, and at enclosing. The basic strategies were immutable.

Stile exchanged glances with Snack. Both knew what they had to

do.

This time it came up Go -- the ancient Chinese game of enclosing.

It was perhaps the oldest of all games in the human sphere, dating back

several thousand years. It was one of the simplest in basic concept: the

placing of colored stones to mark off territory, the player en -- closing the



too long for the grid-premises; others had to use that equipment. The

audience followed, taking seats; they could tune in on replicas of the game

at each place, but preferred to observe it physically. Sheen had a front

seat, and looked nervous: probably an affecta -- tion, considering her wire

nerves.

Stile would have preferred a Game leading to a quick decision, for
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in the other frame, locked in potion-hardened cages. But he had to

meet his commitment here, first, what -- ever it took.

They sat on opposite sides of the board, each with a bowl of

polished stones. Snack gravely picked up one stone of each color, shook

them together in his joined hands, and offered two fists for Stile. Stile

touched the left. The hand opened to reveal a black pebble.

Stile took that stone and laid it on the board. Black, by convention,

had the first move. With 361 intersec -- tions to choose from -- for the

stones were placed on the lines in Go, not in the squares -- he had no

problem. A one-stone advantage was not much, but in a game as precise

as this it helped.

Snack settled down to play. The game was by the clock, because

this was a challenge for access to the Tourney; probably few games of Go

would be played, but time was limited to keep the Tourney moving well.



pictured each white pebble as a hostile soldier, implacable, menacing;

and each black pebble as a Defender of the Faith, up -- right and

righteous. But it was not at all certain that right would prevail. He had to

dispose his troops ad -- vantageously, and in the heat of battle the

advantage was not easy to discern.

A stone/man was captured when all his avenues of freedom were

curtailed. If enemy forces blocked him off on three sides, he had only one

freedom remaining;

if not buttressed by another of his kind, forming a chain, he could

lose his freedom and be lost. But two men could be surrounded too, or ten
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were no certain security here. Rather, position was most important.

There were devices to protect territory, such as "eyes" or divisions that

prevented enclosure by the other side, but these took stones that might be

more profitably utilized elsewhere. Judgment was vital.

Snack proceeded well in the early stages. Then the complexity of

interaction increased, and time ran short, and Stile applied the notorious

Stile stare to unnerve his opponent. It was a concentrated glare, an almost

tan -- gible aura of hate; every time Snack glanced up he encountered that

implacable force. At first Snack shrugged it off, knowing that this was all

part of the game, but in time the unremitting intensity of it wore him down,



foolish. He understood how poorly he had played in the ambience of that

malevolence -- now that the pressure was off. At his top form he might

reason -- ably have beaten Stile, but he had been far below his standard.

Stile himself was sorry, but he was above all a competitor, and he had

needed this Rung. All his ma -- lignance, the product of a lifetime's reaction

to the slight of his size, came out in concentrated form during competition

of this nature, and it was a major key to his success. Stile was more highly

motivated than most people, inherently, and he drove harder, and he never

showed mercy in the Game.

The holder of Rung Six was a contrast. His name was Hulk, after

an obscure comic character of a prior cen -- tury he was thought to

resemble, and he was a huge, powerful man. Hulk was not only ready but

eager to meet the challenge. He was a specialist in the physical games, but

was not stupid. This was his last year of 273

tenure, so he was trying to move into qualifying posi -- tion;

unfortunately his last challenge to Rung Five had been turned back on a

Game of chance, and he could not rechallenge until the rung-order shifted,

or until he had successfully answered a challenge to his own Rung. Stile

was that challenge. The audience, aware of this, had swelled to

respectable size; both Stile and Hulk were popular Gamesmen, and they



conceal this, just as Stile tried to obscure his physical abilities. Any mistake

an opponent might make in es -- timating the capacities of a player was

good news for that player. Hulk would choose the NAKED row, putting it

into the box of straight mental games, where surely he had some

specialties in reserve. Second, it would be a prime challenge and an

exhilarating experience to take Hulk in his region of strength -- a

considerable show for the watching masses.

No, Stile told himself. This was merely his foolish -- ness, a reaction

to the countless times he had been disparagingly called a pygmy. He had a

thing about large men, a need to put them down, to prove he was better

than they, and to do it physically. He knew this was fatuous; large men

were no more responsible for their size than Stile was for his own. Yet it

was an incubus, a constant imperative that would never yield to logic. He

wanted to humble this giant, to grind him down ignominiously before the

world. He had to.

Thus it came up 1A -- PHYSICAL NAKED. The audi -- ence made

a soft "oooh" of surprise and expectation. In the muted distance came

someone's call: "Stile's 274

going after Hulk in 1A!" and a responding cry of amazement.



and termination of employment, when he most needed the support of an

understanding employer. Stile began to feel the weakness of uncertainty.

They played the next grid. This, he realized sud -- denly, was the

same one he had come to with Sheen, when he met her in her guise of a

woman. Of a living woman. That Dust Slide -- he remembered that with a

certain fondness. So much had happened since then! He had suffered

knee injury, threats against his life, dis -- covered the frame of Phaze,

befriended a lady unicorn and gentleman werewolf, and was now making

his move to enter the Tourney -- two years before his time. A life -- time of

experience in about ten days!

The subgrid's top facet listed SEPARATE -- INACTIVE -- COMBAT

-- COOPERATIVE, and this was the one Stile had. He was tempted to go

for COMBAT, but his internal need to prove himself did not extend to such

idiocy. He could hold his own in most martial arts -- but he re -- membered

the problem he had had trying to throw the goon, in the fantasy frame, and

Hulk was the wrestling champion of the over-age-thirty men. A good big

man could indeed beat a good small man, other things being equal. Stile

selected SEPARATE.

Hulk's options were for the surfaces: FLAT -- VARI -- ABLE --

DISCONTINUITY -- LIQUID. Hulk was a powerful swimmer -- but Stile was



twenty -- kilogram pack could finish Stile, since there were no allowances

for sex or size in the Game. Of course Stile would never allow himself to be

trapped like that, but Hulk could make him sweat to avoid it.

But Hulk selected FLAT. There was a murmur of surprise from the

audience. Had Hulk expected Stile to go for another combination, or had he

simply miscal -- culated? Probably the latter; Stile had a special touch with

the grid. This, too, was part of his Game expertise.

Now they assembled the final grid. They were in the category of

races, jumps, tumbling and calisthenics. Stile placed Marathon in the center

of the nine-square grid, trying to jar his opponent. Excessive development

of muscle in the upper section was a liability in an endurance run, because

it had to be carried along use -- lessly while the legs and heart did most of

the work. Hulk, in effect, was carrying that twenty-kilo pack.

Hulk, undaunted, came back with the standing broad jump, another

specialty of his. He had a lot of mass, but once he got it aloft it carried a

long way. They filled in the other boxes with trampoline flips, pushups,

twenty-kilometer run, hundred-meter dash, precision backflips, running

broad jump, and handstand race.

They had formed the grid artfully to prevent any vertical or

horizontal three-in-a-row lines, so there was no obvious advantage to be

obtained here. Since Stile had made the extra placement. Hulk had choice



he could fake Stile out;

this was a clear mismatch. As far as Stile knew. Hulk 276

had never completed a marathon race. The audience, too, was

marveling. Hulk should have conceded. Did he know something others

didn't, or was he bluffing?

Well, what would be, would be. Hulk would keep the pace for a

while, then inevitably fall behind, and when Stile got a certain distance

ahead there would be a mandatory concession. Maybe Hulk preferred to go

down that way -- or maybe he hoped Stile would suffer a cramp or pull a

muscle on the way. Accidents did happen on occasion, so the outcome of a

Game was never quite certain until actually played through. Stile's knee

injury was now generally known; perhaps Hulk overestimated its effect.

They proceeded to the track. Sheen paced Stile ner -- vously; was

she affecting an emotion she did not feel, the better to conceal her nature,

or did she suspect some threat to his welfare here? He couldn't ask. The

established track wound through assorted other exer -- cise areas, passing

from one to another to make a huge circuit. Other runners were on it, and a

number of walkers; they would clear out to let the marathoners pass, of

course. Stile and Hulk, as rung contenders be -- fore the Toumey, had

priority.



finish line is advanced ac -- cordingly to keep the distance constant."

"Let me put in an order for my drinks along the way," Hulk said. "I

have developed my own formula."

Formula? Stile checked with Sheen. "He's up to something," she

murmured. "There's no formula he can use that will give him the endurance

he needs, without tripping the illegal-drug alarm."
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"He isn't going to cheat, and he can't outrun me," Stile said. "If he

can win this one, he deserves it. Will you be at the checkpoints to give me

my own drinks? Standard fructose mix is what I run on; maybe Hulk needs

something special to bolster his mass, but I don't, and I don't expect to

have to finish this course anyway."

"I will run with you," she said.

"And show the world your nature? No living woman as soft and

shapely as you could keep the pace; you know that."

"True," she agreed reluctantly. "I will be at the checkpoints. My

friends will keep watch too." She leaned forward to kiss him fieetingly,

exactly like a concerned girl friend -- and wasn't she just that?

They lined up at the mark, and the robot gave them their starting

signal. They were off, running side by side. Stile set the pace at about

fifteen kilometers per hour, warming up, and Hulk matched him. The first



Stile doubted that Hulk could go any major fraction of this distance at speed

without destroying himself. Once Hulk realized that his bluff had failed, he

would yield gracefully.

Soon Stile warmed up. His limbs loosened, his breathing and

respiration developed invigorating force, and his mind seemed to sharpen.

He liked this sort of exercise. He began to push the pace. Hulk did not have

to match him, but probably would, for psychological effect. Once Stile got

safely out in front, nothing the big man could do would have much impact.

Yet Hulk was running easily beside him, breathing 278

no harder than Stile. Had the man been practicing, extending his

endurance? How good was he, now?

Along the route were the refreshment stations, for liquid was vital

for distance running. Sheen stood at the first, holding out a squeeze bottle

to Stile, smiling. He was not yet thirsty, but accepted it, knowing that a hot

human body could excrete water through the skin faster than the human

digestive system could replace it. Run -- ning, for all its joy, was no casual

exercise. Not at this velocity and this distance.

Hulk accepted his bottle trom the standard station robot. No doubt it

was a variant of the normal formula, containing some readily assimilable

sugars in fermented form, restoring energy as well as fluid; why he had

made a point of the distinction of his particular mix Stile wasn't sure. Maybe



up a person to better performance was worth it -- if it really worked. Yet

Hulk was not a man to cater to any fakelore or superstition; he was

supremely prac -- tical.

After they were clear of the station, and had dis -- posed of their

empty bottles in hoppers set for that purpose along the way. Hulk inquired:

"She is yours?"

"Perhaps I am hers," Stile said. They were talking about Sheen, of

course.

"Trade her to me; I will give you the Rung." Stile laughed. Then it

occurred to him that Hulk just might be serious. Could he have entered this

no-win contest because he had seen Sheen with Stile, and cov -- eted her,

and hoped for an avenue to her acquaintance? Hulk was, like Stile, a bit
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liked, in contrast to the ones that threw themselves upon him. He

could not fust walk up to Sheen and say, "Hello, I like your looks, I would

like to take you away from Stile." He had to clear it with Stile first. This was

another quality in him that Stile respected, and it inter -- fered with his hate-



deplete his urge to win. One thing Stile was sure of: however honest and

polite Hulk might be, he wanted to win this race. Somehow.

Stile kept pace. He could not match Hulk's short -- term velocity,

while Hulk could not match Stile's en -- durance. The question was, at what

point did the bal -- ance shift? No matter how he reasoned it. Stile could not

see how the man could go the whole route, nearly fifty kilometers, at a

sufficient rate to win. Right now Hulk was trying to push Stile beyond his

natural pace, causing him to wear himself out prematurely. But this strategy

could not succeed, for Stile would simply let the man go ahead, then pass

him in the later stage. Hulk could not open up a two-kilometer lead against

Stile; he would burst a blood vessel trying. No doubt Hulk had won other

races against lesser competition that way, faking them out with his short-

term power, making them lose heart and resign; but that was a vain hope

here. The longer Stile kept Hulk's pace, the more futile that particular

strategy became. Provided Stile did not overextend himself and pull a

muscle.

On they ran, taking fluid at every station without pausing. Other

runners kept pace with them on occa -- sion, running in parallel tracks so
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way, but most of these were short-distance runners who had to

desist after a kilometer or two. Stile and Hulk followed the track from dome



between an artificial cliff and a water -- fall: a nice effect. Farther along, a

variable beam of light played across them, turning the region into a rain --

bow delight. Then down the main street of another Cit -- izen's metropolis

replica: skyscraper buildings on one -- tenth scale, still almost too tall to fit

within the dome.

At the next refreshment station a wamer flared:

FIELD DEFICIENCY, the sign advised. DETOUR AHEAD.

"They warned us," Stile said, taking a bottle from Sheen and

flashing her a smile in passing. He remained in fine fettle, enjoying the run.

Hulk grabbed his own bottle, which seemed to be of a different type

than before. He didn't use it immedi -- ately, but ran on for a short while in

silence. When they were safely beyond the station, he exclaimed: "Detour,

hell! This is a set route, not a garden path to be switched every time some

Citizen has a party. This is a challenge leading to the Tourney. I mean to

push on through."

Intriguing notion. If they ignored the detour, would they be able to

defy the whim of some Citizen with impunity? Few serfs ever had the

chance! "Could be trouble," Stile warned.

"I'll risk it." And Hulk passed the plainly marked detour and followed

the original marathon track.



Stile not been busy in Phaze, he would have known about the detour

himself, and played ac -- cordingly. Well, he had kept pace with the giant,

and foiled that particular ploy. But he did not much like this development.

Detours, despite Hulk's complaint, were usually set for good reason.

Stile finished his drink and tossed the bottle in the bin. Hulk had

hardly started his, and was carrying it along in his hand. Of course he could

take as long as he wished; Stile preferred not to have any encumbrance

longer than necessary.

They passed through a force-field wall, into an inter -- dome tunnel.

This was where the deficiency was. Stile felt it immediately; it was cold

here, and some of the air had leaked out. His breathing became difficult;

there was not enough oxygen to sustain him long at this level of exertion.

He had become partially acclimatized to it in the course of his travels to and

from Phaze, but that wasn't enough. Yet Hulk, perhaps drawing on

reserves within his gross musculature, forged on.

If the field malfunction extended far. Stile would be in trouble. And

Hulk knew it. Suddenly the race had changed complexion! Had Hulk

anticipated this so far as to practice running in outerdome air? Was that

why he had started with so much confidence? Stile's sup -- posed strength

had become his weakness, because of his opponent's superior research

and preparation. If Hulk beat him, it would be because he had outplayed



blithely on.

If the field malfunction extended for several kilome -- ters, Hulk just

might open up the necessary lead, and win by forfeit. Or, more likely. Hulk

would win by forcing Stile to give up: endurance of another nature. Stile

simply could not keep the pace.

He slowed to a walk, gasping. Hulk was now out of sight. Stile

tramped on. There was another force-field intersection ahead. If that

marked the end of the mal -- function -- It did not. He entered a large tool

shop. Robots worked in it, but human beings had been evacuated. The

whole dome was low on oxygen.

Stile felt dizzy. He could not go on -- yet he had to. The dome was

whirling crazily about him as he ran. Ran? He should be walking! But Hulk

was already through this dome, maybe back in oxygen-rich air, building up

the critical lead while Stile staggered...

A cleaning robot rolled up. "Refreshment -- courtesy of Sheen," it

said, extending a bottle.

Not having the present wit to question this oddity, Stile grabbed the

bottle, put it to his mouth, squeezed.

Gas hissed into his mouth. Caught by surprise, he inhaled it,

choking.

Air? This was pure oxygen?



bottle. He wondered how that worked;

perhaps the squeeze opened a pressure valve. He tossed 283

it in a disposal hopper and ran on. He had been re -- charged; he

could make it to breathable territory now.

He did. The next field intersection marked the end of the

malfunction. Ah, glorious reprieve!

But he had been weakened by his deprivation of oxygen, and had

lost a lot of ground. Hulk must have taken oxygen too -- that was it! That

strange bottle he had nursed! Oxygen, hoarded for the rough run ahead!

Clever, clever man! Hulk had done nothing illegal or even unethical; he had

used his brains and done his homework to outmaneuver Stile, and thereby

had nearly won his race right there. Now Stile would have to catch up --

and that would not be easy. Hulk was not yet two kilometers ahead, for

Stile had received no noti -- fication of forfeit; but he might be close to it.

Hulk was surely using up his last reserves of strength to get that lead, in

case Stile made it through the malfunction.

But if Hulk did not get the necessary lead, and Stile gained on him,

he still had to catch and pass him. There were about thirty kilometers to go.

Could he endure? He had been seriously weakened.



consciousness. They were booming through his entire being. He ori --

ented on them, hearing a melody rising behind those shocks. It was like the

drumming of Neysa's hooves as she trotted, and the music of her

harmonica-horn came up around the discomfort, faint and lovely. Excruciat

-- ingly lovely, to his present awareness. His pain became a lonely kind of

joy.

Beat -- beat -- beat. He found himself forming words to that rhythm

and tune. Friendship, friendship, friend -- ship, friendship. Friendship for

ever, for ever, for ever,
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for ever. Friendship for ever, uniting, uniting, uniting. Friendship

forever uniting us both, both, both. Neysa was his friend. He started singing

the improvised tune mostly in his head, for he was pantmg too hard to sing

in reality. It was like a line of verse Fanapestic tetra -- meter, or four metric

feet, each foot consisting of three syllables, accented on the third. But not

perfect, for the first foot was incomplete. But pattern scansion tended to be

too artificial; then the pattern conflicted with what was natural. True poetry

insisted on the natural. The best verse, to his way of thinking, was accent

verse, whose only rhythmic requirement was an established number of

accents to each line. Stile had, in his own poetic endeavors, dispensed with

the artificiality of rhyme; meter and meaning were the crucial elements of



And a surge of self-directed anger: what was wrong with robots and

animals? Sheen and Neysa were the finest females he had known! Who

cared about the ul -- timate nature of their flesh? He had made love to both,

but that was not the appeal; they stood by him in his most desperate hours.

He loved them both.

Yet he could not marry them both, or either one. Because he was a

true man, and they were not true women. This was not a matter of law, but

of his own private nature: he could be friends with anything, but he could

marry only a completely human woman. And so he could not marry,

because no woman worth having would have a dwarf.

And there was the ineradicable root again, as al -- ways: his size.

No matter how hard he tried to prove his superiority, no matter how high on

whatever ladder 285

he rose, he remained what he was, inadequate. Because he was

too small. To hell with logic and polite euphe -- misms; this was real.

Friendship forever, uniting us both. And never more than that. So

stick with the nice robots and gentle ani -- mals; they offered all that he

could ever have.



but I didn't. Until a robot -- "

She shook her head. "It must have been my friend." The self-willed

machines -- of course. They would have known what she did not. She had

asked them to keep watch; they had done exactly that, acted on their own

initiative when the need arose, and invoked Sheen's name to allay any

possible suspicions. Yet they hadn't had to do this. Why were they so

interested in his welfare? They had to want more from him than his silence

about their nature; he had given his word on that, and they knew that word

was inviolate. He would not break it merely because he washed out of the

Tour -- ney; in fact, they would be quite safe if his tenure ended early. Add

this in to the small collection of incidental mysteries he was amassing; if he

ever had time to do it, he would try to penetrate to the truth, here. "Anyway,

thanks."

"I love you!" Sheen said, taking back the bottle. Then she was

gone, as he thudded on. She could

love; why couldn't he? Did he need a damned program

for it? But strength was returning from somewhere, infusing

itself into his legs, his laboring chest. His half-blurred vision

clarified. Hulk was tiring at last, and Sheen loved him. What little meaning

there was in his present life 286



Stile mulled over these questions as he beat on with increasing

power, and gradually the answers shaped themselves. Sheen had no

purpose in existence except protecting him; how would she be able to

distinguish that from love? And the self-willed machines could want him

away from Proton -- and the surest way to get him away was to make sure

he entered the Tourney. Because if he failed to enter -- which would

happen if he lost this race -- he would have three more years ten -- ure,

assuming he could land another employer. If he entered, he would last only

as long as he continued winning. So of course they facilitated his entry.

They were being positive, helping him...and their help would soon have him

out of their cogs. Thus they harmed no Citizen and no man, while achieving

their will.

Sheen was also a self-willed machine, subservient only to her

program, her prime directive. Beyond that she had considerable latitude.

She had entered him in the Tourney, in effect, by gaining him employment

with a Citizen who was a major Game fan. Did she. Sheen, want his tenure

to end? Yet she had no ulterior motive;

his printout of her program had established that. His rape of her.

Rape -- did she still resent that? No, he doubted it. She knew he

had done what he had to, intending her no harm. He could not have known



loved.

Onward. Yes, he was moving well, now -- but how much ground did

he have to make up? He had lost track of time and distance during his

period of oxygen deprivation. Hulk might be just ahead -- or still almost two

kilometers distant. There was nothing for it except to run as fast as he

could push it, hoping for the best.

Stile ran on. He went into a kind of trance, pushing his tired body

on. For long stretches he ran with his eyes closed, trusting to the

roughened edge of the track to inform him when he started to stray. It was

a trick he had used before; he seemed to move better, blind.'

He was making good time, he knew, almost certainly better than

whatever Hulk was doing. But now his knees began to stiffen, then to hurt.

He was putting more strain on them than he had since being lasered;

ordinarily they bothered him only when deeply flexed.

He tried to change his stride, and that helped, but it also tired him

more rapidly. He might save his knees -- at the expense of his tenure. For if

he won this race, and made it to the Tourney, then could not compete

effectively because of immobile knees -- Would tenure loss be so bad? He

would be forced to leave Proton, and cross the curtain to Phaze -- perma --

nently. That had its perverse appeal.



Stile bore down harder. To hell with his knees! He intended to win

this Game. If that effort cost him his chance in the Tourney, so be it. 288

Suddenly, in a minute or an hour, he spied the giant, walking ahead

of him. Hulk heard him, started, and took off. But the man's sprint soon

became a lumber. Stile followed, losing ground, then holding even, then

gaining again.

Hulk was panting. He staggered. There was drying froth on his

cheek, extending from the comer of his mouth, and his hair was matted

with sweat. He had carried a lot of mass a long way -- a far greater burden

than Stile's light weight. For weight lifting and wres -- tling, large muscles

and substantial body mass were assets; for endurance running they were

liabilities. Hulk was a superlative figure of a man, and clever too, and

determined, and he had put his skills together to run one hell of a race --

but he was overmatched here.

Stile drew abreast, running well now that his advan -- tage was

obvious. Hulk, in contrast, was struggling, his chest heaving like a great

bellows, the air rasping in and out. He was at his wall; his resources were

exhausted. Veins stood out on his neck. With each step, blood smeared

from broken blisters on his feet. Yet still he pushed, lunging ahead, pulse

pounding visibly at his chest and throat, eyes bloodshot, staggering so



his demolition had not been evident before because Stile had been

far back. Had Stile collapsed, or contin -- ued at a walking pace. Hulk could

have won by default or by walking the remaining kilometers while conserv -

- ing his dwindling resources. As it was, he was in danger of killing himself.

He refused to yield, and his body was burning itself out.

Stile had felt the need to humble this man. He had done it,
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literally bloody but unbowed. Stile was not proving his superiority,

he was proving his brutality.

Stile was sorry for Hulk. The man had tried his best in an

impossible situation. Now he was on the verge of heat prostration and

perhaps shock -- because he would not yield or plead for reprieve. Hulk

had complete courage in adversity. He was in fact a kindred soul.

Stile now felt the same sympathy for Hulk he had felt for Sheen and

for Neysa: those whose lot was worse than his own. Stile could not take his

victory in such

manner.

"Hulk!" he cried. "I proffer a draw."

The man barged on, not hearing.

"Draw! Draw!" Stile shouted. "We'll try another grid! Stop before

you kill yourself!"



Stile survived. So did Hulk. It could have been a draw, since neither

had completed the course, and they had fallen together. Hulk could have

claimed that draw merely by remaining silent. But Hulk was an honest man.

His first conscious act was to dictate his formal

statement of concession.

Stile visited Hulk in the hospital, while Sheen stood nervous guard.

She didn't like hospitals. Proton medi -- cine could do wonders, but nature

had to do some of it alone. It would be several days before Hulk was up

and

about.

"Several hours," Hulk said, divining his thought. "I

bounce back fast."

"You did a generous thing," Stile said, proffering his

hand.
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Hulk took it, almost burying Stile's extremity in his huge paw. "I did

what was right. I worked every angle I could, but you came through. You

were the better man. You won."

Stile waved that aside. "I wanted to humble you, because you are

so big. It was a bad motive. I'm sorry."



Stile felt compelled to do something good for this man.

"Your tenure is short," he said. "You may not have time to reach

the qualifying Rung. You will have to leave Proton soon. Are you interested

in an alterna -- tive?"

"No. I do not care for the criminal life."

"No, no! A legitimate alternative, an honorable one. There is a

world, a frame -- an alternate place, like Pro -- ton, but with atmosphere,

trees, water. No Citizens, no serfs, just people. Some can cross over, and

remain there for life."

Hulk's eyes lighted. "A dream world! How does a man earn a

living?"

"He can forage in the wilderness, eating fruits, hunt -- ing,

gathering. It is not arduous, in that sense."

"Insufficient challenge. A man would grow soft."

"Men do use weapons there. Some animals are mon -- sters. There

are assorted threats. I think you would find it more of a challenge than the

domes of Proton, and more compatible than most planets you might

emigrate to, if you could cross the curtain. I don't know whether you can,

but I think you might."

"This is not another world in space, but another 291



help you try to cross -- if you want to."

Hulk's eyes narrowed. "You have more on your mind than just

another place to live. Where's the

catch?"

"There is magic there." Hulk laughed. "You have suffered a

delusion, little

gianti I shall not go with you to that sort of realm."

Stile nodded sadly. He had expected this response, yet had been

moved to try to make it up to the man he had humbled. "At least

accompany me to the curtain where I cross, to see for yourself to what

extent that world is real. Or talk to my girl Sheen. Perhaps you wiU

change your mind." Hulk shrugged. "I can not follow you today, but

leave your girl with me. It will be a pleasure to talk

with her, regardless."

"I will return to talk with you," Sheen told Hulk. They shook hands

again, and Stile left the room.

Sheen accompanied him. "When I return to Phaze this

time -- " he began. "I will tell Hulk what you know of that world," she

finished. "Be assured he will pay attention."

"I will come back in another day to challenge for Rung Five. That

will qualify me for the Tourney."



friends had an awful time gathering this stuff," she complained. "It

really would have been easier if you had been a reasonable robot, instead

of an unreason -- able man."

"You have a reasonable robot in my image," he re -- minded her.

"Be sure to reanimate him."

She made a mock-strike at him. "You know a robot can't compare

to a real live man."

Stile kissed her and passed through.
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CHAPTER 16

Blue

Stile emerged, as planned, just beyond the yellow fog that

demarked the Yellow Demesnes. He could not, per his agreement and the

curse Yellow had set against his return, enter that for himself -- but he

shouldn't need to. He set down the cage containing the owl and donned his

clothing. In the pockets were a folded null -- weight wetsuit and a metalsaw:

the one to protect against thrown potions, the other to sever the cage bars.

He hoped Kurrelgyre or Neysa would have the common sense to saw out a

bar-section and use it as a lever to break the locks of the other cages. If

they didn't, or if anything else went wrong --



and drop it in the cauldron inside the yellow house." Stile presented the

package of dry ice. "Take this and drop it in the unicorn's cage." He gave

the bird the wetsuit-saw knot.

The owl blinked dubiously.

"Oh, you don't know what a unicorn is? Like a horse with a horn."

The owl was reassured. "Then wing out of here -- and out of there, quickly.

You will be free. And if you should ever need me, let me know and I'll help

you."
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The owl took a package in each claw, spread its wings, and

launched into the sky. "And don't let any liquid touch you, there!" Stile

called after it.

He watched it go, hoping for the best. This was a jury-rigged effort,

the best he could think of under the pressures of the moment. He wasn't

sure what Proton artifacts would operate in Phaze, so was keeping it as

simple as possible.

He was in luck. Soon he heard a scream from the witch. That would

be the dry ice in the cauldron, mak -- ing it bubble and steam through no

agency of the Adept, interfering with the potion's effectiveness and

releasing the owl from its spell, as well as distracting Yellow. Next could



They arrived, and the werewolf dismounted. "My thanks to thee, fair

mare. At such time as I may, I will return the favor." Then he handed the

sword to Stile and changed back into wolf-form.

Stile stood for a moment, assimilating this. Why hadn't the werewolf

simply run as a wolf, instead of performing the awkward, for him, feat of

riding the unicorn? To carry the rapier, that he would otherwise have had to

leave behind. His own clothing transformed with him, but the sword was

foreign. He had wanted to return it to Stile. Why had Neysa tolerated this

strange rider? Because she too had felt the need to return the sword. Yet it

was no special weapon. It was the gift of her brother, belonging now to Stile

-- that was its only distinction. So they had both done it for him. Or so his

present logic suggested. He was touched. "I thank you both. But I am

chiefly glad you both are free without injury."

Kurrelgyre made a growl, and Neysa a note of as -- 295

sent. Neither was talking much, it seemed. Was this because they

had not liked the necessity of working so closely together -- or because

they had liked it? That could be a serious complication for hereditary

enemies.

"The Yellow Adept -- was she hurt?"

Kurrelgyre changed back to man-form. "The witch brought me forth

from my cage, fathoming my dis -- guise," he said. "She claimed thou hadst



me, the potion wore off..." He shrugged. "So I returned to my cage, to await

thine effort. I could not flee in wolf-form because her sum -- moning potion

would have brought me back, and my man-form no longer wished to slay

her."

"I believe she was willing to let thee go," Stile said. "But to save

face, she could not do it until I launched mine effort. I suspect I owe her a

favor."

"It seems some Adepts are people too," Kurrelgyre agreed

grudgingly. "No animal harmed Yellow in the escape; they merely fled in

different directions, and we too came here as soon as we winded thee." He

returned to lupine form.

"Yellow told me who I am," Stile said.

The eyes of wolf and unicorn abruptly fixed on him.

"I am the Blue Adept." Stile paused, but neither gave any sign,

positive or negative. "I know neither of you approve, but I am what I am. My

alternate self was Blue. And I must know myself, as the Oracle said. I must

go and set things straight at the Blue Demesnes."

Still they waited, not giving him any encouragement.

"I have freed you both from Yellow, as I had to," Stile continued. "I

could not leave you in her clutches after both of you got there because of

me. But now that 296



thee in thine own concern. It is a one -- sided favor thou dost -- " But

Kurrelgyre had already reverted to wolf-form.

"And thee, Neysa," Stile continued. "I -- "

The unicorn made a musical blast of negation. She gestured

marginally with her nose, indicating that he should mount. Relieved, Stile

did so. He remained tired from the marathon, and it was a great comfort to

be on Neysa again. Now he could relax, for a little while, recovering from

that grueling run. He needed about two days off his feet, to recuperate, but

the time simply wasn't there. If he delayed his approach to the Blue

Demesnes, Yellow might spread the word, and what -- ever lurked there

would be thoroughly prepared for his arrival. He had to get there first

Should he ask for another sniff of wolfsbane? No -- that magic

might not work for him as well a second time, and in any event he preferred

to ride out his problems with his own strength, not leaning on magic too

often.

Stile did not know where the Blue Demesnes were, but Kurrelgyre

did. He led Neysa eastward at a fast clip. They moved back along the route

they had come originally, through forest and field and badlands, hardly

pausing for rest or food. Stile explained along the way about his need to

report back to Proton on the morrow, so the two creatures were determined



from his survey from the tall tree. Back virtually to his starting point -- had

he but known!

Dawn was breaking in its unmitigated splendor as they approached

the castle. Stile, asleep on Neysa, had missed the pretty moonrisings and

settings of the night. He squinted at the castle blearily. He had barely four

hours left before his match for Rung Five in Proton -- and he hadn't even

settled the situation in Phaze yet. If only Blue hadn't been so far from

Yellow --

Stile had slept, but it seemed the tensions of his mis -- sion had

prevented him from unwinding properly. If the Blue Adept had really been

murdered, who had done the deed? If Blue's magic had not saved him, how

could Stile survive without the aid of magic? Yet this was the way it had to

be. Even if magic had been permitted him, he would not be prepared with

suitable verses.

Yet he still had to check this castle out. To know, finally, exactly

what his situation was. Whatever it might be, whatever it might cost him.

The Oracle had told him to know himself, and he believed it was good

advice.

The environs of the Blue Demesnes were surprisingly pleasant.

There was no black fog or yellow fog -- not even any blue fog. Just the pure

blue sky, and a lovely blue lake, and fields of bluebells and blue gentians



The drawbridge was down across the small moat, and the gate

stood open. An armed human guard strode forward, but his hand was not

near his sword. He was, of course, garbed in blue. "What can we do for

thee, man?" he inquired of Kurrelgyre. 298

"We come to see the Blue Adept," the werewolf said. "Thine

animals are ill?"

Surprised, Kurrelgyre improvised. "One has bad knees."

"We see not many unicorns here," the guard ob -- served. "But

surely the Lady Blue can handle it. Come into the courtyard."

Stile was startled. This was the first he had heard of a Lady Blue.

How could she be the Adept, if the original had been a man, and was now

dead? Unless she had been his wife. This complicated the picture consider

-- ably!

"But we wish to see the Adept himself," the were -- wolf protested.

"If thou'rt dying, thou seest the Adept," the guard said firmly. "If

thine animal hath bad knees, thou seest the Lady."

Kurrelgyre yielded. He led his animals through the gate, along the

broad front passage, and into the central court. This was similar to one of

the courts of the palace of the Oracle, but smaller; it was dominated by a

beautiful blue-blossomed jacaranda tree in the center. Beneath the tree

was a deep blue pond fed by a rivulet from a fountain in the shape of a



thou art in immediate pain?"

"No pressing pain," the werewolf said. He was evi -- dently as

perplexed by all this as Stile was. Where was the foul nature an Adept was

supposed to have? If the Blue Adept were dead, where was the grief and

ravage? 299

They might have had to fight their way into the castle;

instead it was completely open and serene.

The girl picked up the snake carefully and carried it into the castle

proper.

What was this. Stile wondered -- an infirmary? Cer -- tainly it was a

far cry from the Black or Yellow De -- mesnes, in more than physical

distance. Where was the catch?

The girl came for the rabbit. The snake had not re -- appeared; was

it healed -- or dead? Why did the animals trust themselves to this castle?

Considering the reputa -- tion of Adepts, these creatures should have

stayed well clear.

Now another woman emerged. She wore a simple gown of blue,

with blue slippers and a blue kerchief tying back her fair hair. She was well



Now the woman turned to Kurrelgyre. Stile was glad he was in

disguise; that daylight smile had shaken him. The woman had seemed

comely but ordinary until that smile. If there were evil in this creature, it was

extra -- ordinarily well hidden.

"We see not many unicorns here, sir," she said, echo -- ing the

sentiment of the guard at the gate. Stile was startled by the appellation,

normally applied only to a Citizen of Proton. But this was not Proton.

"Which one has the injured knees?"

The werewolf hesitated. Stile knew his problem, and stepped in.

The unicorn costume was for sight only; any touch would betray the

humanness of the actual body. 300

"I am the one with the knees," he said. "I am a man in unicorn

disguise."

The Lady turned her gaze on him. Her eyes were blue, of course,

and very fine, but her mouth turned grim. "We serve not men here, now.

Why dost thou practice this deceit?"

"I must see the Blue Adept," Stile said. "Adepts have not been

hospitable to me, ere now. I prefer to be anonymous."

"Thou soundest strangely familiar -- " She halted. "Nay, that can

not be. Come, I will examine thy knees, but I can promise nothing."



Stile looked down -- and met the Lady's gaze. And something in

him ignited, a flame kindled in dry tinder. This was the woman his alternate

self had married.

"I feel the latent pain therein," the Lady Blue said. "But it is beyond

my means to heal."

"The Adept can use magic," Stile said. Except that the Blue Adept

was dead -- wasn't he?

"The Adept is indisposed," she said firmly. She re -- leased his

knees and stood with an easy motion. She was marvelously lithe, though

there were worry-lines about her mouth and eyes. She was a lovely and tal

-- ented woman, under great strain -- how lovely and how talented and

under how much strain he was now com -- ing to appreciate by great

jackrabbit bounds. Stile be -- lieved he knew what the nature of that strain

might be.

Kurrelgyre and Neysa were standing by, awaiting Stile's decision.

He made it: he bent carefully to draw 301

off the unicorn socks, revealing himself undisguised. "Woman, look

at me," he said.

The Lady Blue looked. She paled, stepping back. "Why comest

thou like this in costume, foul spirit?" she demanded. "Have I not covered

assiduously for thee, who deservest it least?"



should my knees not be flesh? Who would have wooden knees?"

"A golem!" Kurrelgyre exclaimed, catching on. "A wooden golem

masquerading as the Adept! But why does she cover for the soulless one?"

The Lady whirled on the werewolf. "Why cover for thy henchman!"

she exclaimed, her pale cheeks flushing now in anger. "Should I let the

world know my love is dead, most foully murdered, and a monster put in his

place -- and let all the good works my lord achieved fall into ruin? Nay, I

needs must salvage what I can, hold -- ing the vultures somewhat at bay,

lest there be no longer any reprieve or hope for those in need. I needs must

sustain at least the image of my beloved for these creatures, that they

suffer not the horror I know."

She returned to bear on Stile, regal in her wrath. "But thou, thou

fiend, thou creature of spite, thou damned thing! Play not these gruesome

games with me, lest in mine agony I forget my nature and ideals and turn at

last on thee and rend thee limb from limb and cut out from thy charred

bosom the dead toad that is thy heart!" And she whirled and stalked into

the build -- ing.

Stile stared after her, bathed in the heat of her fury. "There is a

woman," he breathed raptly.

Neysa turned her head to look at him, but Stile was hardly aware of

the import of her thought. The Lady 302



Kurrelgyre, unfettered, had fared better; but Neysa needed time by herself

to recover.

No one sought to stop them from entering the castle proper. The

guard at the gate had been the only armed man they encountered, and he

was back at his station. There were a few household servants, going

innocently about their businesses. There was none of the grimness

associated with the demesnes of the other Adepts he had encountered.

This was an open castle.

The wolf followed his nose through clean halls and apertures until

they arrived at a closed door. Kurrelgyre growled: the golem was here.

"Very well, werewolf," Stile said. "This needs must be my battle; go

thou elsewhere." Kurrelgyre, under -- standing, disappeared.

Stile considered momentarily, then decided on the forthright

approach. He knocked.

There was, as he expected, no answer. Stile did not know much

about golems, but did not expect much from a construct of inanimate

materials. Yet, he re -- minded himself, that was what the robot Sheen was.

So he had to be careful not to underestimate this thing. He did not know the

limits of magical animation. "Golem," he called. "Answer, or I come in

regardless. Thine impersonation is at an end."



"Begone, intruder, lest I enchant thee into a worm and crush thee

underheel," the golem said.

So golems could talk. Good enough.

Stile drew his rapier. For this had werewolf and uni -- corn labored

so diligently to return his weapon to him! "Perform thy magic quickly, then,

impostor," he said, striding forward.

The golem was unarmed. Realizing this, Stile halted without

attacking. "Take a weapon," he said. "I know thou canst not enchant me.

Dost thou not recognize me, thou lifeless stick?"

The golem studied Stile. The creature was evidently not too bright -

- unsurprising if its brains were cellulose

-- but slowly Stile's aspect penetrated. 'Thou'rt deadi" the golem

exclaimed.

Stile menaced him with the sword. "Thou art dead, not I."

The golem kicked at him suddenly. Its move was almost

untelegraphed, but Stile was not to be caught oft guard in a situation like

this. He swayed aside and clubbed the creature on the ear with his left #st.

Pain lanced through his hand. It was like striking a block of wood --

as he should have known. This was a literal blockheadi While he paused,

shaking his hand, the golem turned and butted him in the chest. Stile

braced himself just in time, but he felt dull pain, as of a rib being bent or



knee hurt as he bent it, but he shoved the creature away. The golem

crashed against the far wall, its head striking with a sharp crack

-- but it was the wall that fractured, not the head. Stile took a

shallow breath, feeling his chest injury, 304

and looked around. Kurrelgyre was back, standing in the doorway,

growling off other intruders. This would remain Stile's own personal fight,

like a Game in the Proton-frame. All he had to do was destroy this undead

wooden dummy. Before it battered him into the very state of demise he was

supposedly already in.

He no longer had qualms about attacking an un -- armed creature.

He studied the golem. The creature might be made of wood, animated by

magic, but it still had to obey certain basic laws of physics. It had to have

joints in its limbs, and would be vulnerable in those joints, even as Stile

was. It had to hear and see, so needed ears and eyes, though these would

probably function only via magic. Whoever had made this golem must have

a real knack for this kind of sorcery. An -- other Adept, most likely,

specializing in golems.

The golem came -- and Stile plunged the point of his rapier like a

hypodermic into the thing's right eye. The golem, evidently feeling no pain,

continued forward, only twisting its head. The sword point, lodged in the

wood, was wrenched about. It snapped off.



nose was more certain. She made an angry musical snort.

The golem cast about with its remaining eye. It spied the fountain-

whale. It grabbed the statuary in both arms and ripped it from its mooring.

Neysa, alarmed, charged across the courtyard, her horn aimed at

the golem. "Don't stab it!" Stile cried. "The thing is wood; it could break thy

horn!"

As he spoke, the golem heaved the whale at him. The statue was

solid; it flew like a boulder. Neysa leaped at 303

Stile, nosing him out of the way of it. The thing landed at her feet,

fragmenting.

"Art thou all right, Neysa?" Stile cried, trying to get to his feet

without bending his knees too far.

She gave a musical blast of alarm. Stile whirled. The golem was

bearing down on him with a whale fragment, about to pulp his head.

Neysa lifted her head and snorted a jet of flame that would have

done credit to a small dragon. It passed over Stile and scored on the

golem.

Suddenly the golem was on fire. Its wood was dry, well-seasoned,

and filled with pitch; it burned vigo -- rously. The creature dropped the

whale fragment and ran madly in a circle, trying to escape its torment.



heartless, unliving thing, but he could not. The golem was now the

underdog, worse off than Stile himself.

"The water!" Stile cried. "Jump in the pondl Douse the fire!"

The golem paused, flame jetting out of its punctured eye to form a

momentary halo. Then it lurclied for the pool, stumbled, and splashed in.

There was a hiss and spurt of steam.

Stile saw Neysa and Kurrelgyre and the Lady Blue standing spaced

about the courtyard, watching. He went to the pond and kneeled, carefully.

The golem floated face down, its fire out. Probably it didn't need to breathe;

still --

Stile reached out and caught a foot. He hauled it in, then wrestled

the body out of the pond. But the golem was defunct, whether from the fire

or the water Stile could not tell. It no longer resembled him, other than 306

in outline. Its clothing was gone, its painted skin scorched, its head

a bald mass of charcoal.

"I did not mean it to end quite this way," Stile said soberly. "I

suppose thou wast only doing thy job, golem, what thou wert fashioned for,

like a robot. I will bury thee."

The gate guard appeared. He looked at the scene, startled. "Who is

master, now?"



lord's power as thou dost impersonate his likeness?" she asked coldly.

Stile glanced at Neysa. "I can not. Lady, at this time. I have made

an oath to do no magic -- "

"How convenient," she said. "Then thou needst not prove thyself,

having removed one impostor, and thou proposest to assume his place,

contributing no more to these Demesnes than he did. And I must cover for

thee, even as I did for the brute golem."

"Thou needst cover for nobody!" Stile cried in a flash of anger. "I

came because the Oracle told me I was Blue! I shall do what Blue would

have done!"

"Except his magic, that alone distinguished my lord from all others,"

she said.

_ Stile had no answer. She obviously did not believe him, but he

would not break his oath to Neysa, though he wanted above all else to

prove himself to the Lady Blue. She was such a stunning figure of a woman

-- his alternate self had had tastes identical to his own.

Kurrelgyre returned, assuming man-form. "A mem -- ber of my pack

brings bitter news to me," he said. "Friend, I must depart."
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?"

"I needs must pause to explain, since I shall not be able to do it

hereafter," Kurrelgyre said. "Friendship such as exists between the two of

us is casual; we met at random, part at random, and owe nothing to each

other. Ours is an association of convenience and ami -- cability. But I made

an oath of friendship with Drowl -- toth, and when I was expelled from the

pack he took my bitch -- "

"He stole thy female?" Stile cried.

"Nay. What is a bitch, compared to oath-friendship? He took her as

a service to me, that she be not shamed before the pack. Now, over a

pointless bone, the leader has slain him, and I must avenge my friend.

Since I am no longer of the pack, I may not do this legitimately;

therefore must I do it by stealth, and pay the conse -- quence,

though my sire die of grief."

Oath-friendship. Stile had not heard of this before, but the concept

was appealing. A liaison so strong it pre-empted male-female relations.

That required abso -- lute loyalty, and vengeance for a wrong against that

friend, as for a wrong against oneself. Golden rule.

Yet something else nagged him. Stile pursued it through the

tangled skein of his recent experience, inte -- grating things he had learned,

and caught it.



hast only to kill thy sire -- "

"Kill my sire!" Kurrelgyre exclaimed. "I told thee -- "

"Who is dying anyway," Stile continued inexorably. "Which death

would he prefer -- a lingering, painful, ignominious demise by disease, or

an honorable, quick finish in the manner of his kind, as befits his former

status, by the teeth of one he knows loves him?"

The werewolf stared at Stile, comprehending.

"And thus thou'rt restored to thy pack, having done thy duty, and

can honorably avenge thine oath-friend, without penalty," Stile concluded.

"And take back thy bitch, who otherwise would be shamed by the loss of

both wolves she trusted."

"The Oracle spoke truly," Kurrelgyre murmured. "I did cultivate

Blue, and Blue hath restored me to my heritage. I thought it was the

anathema of Adept magic I was fated to receive, but it was the logic mine

own canine brain was too confused to make."

"It was only an alternate perspective," Stile de -- murred. "I have

yet to grasp the full import of mine own Oracular message."

"I will gnaw on that," the werewolf said. 'Terhaps I shall come upon

a similar insight. Farewell, meantime." And he shifted to wolf-form and

moved out.



how things fell out on Proton.

"I, too, have business elsewhere," Stile said. "I must 309

reach the curtain quickly, and get someone to spell me through."

Neysa brightened. She stepped up to him. She would handle it.

He mounted, and they galloped off. Neysa was still hot from her

prior exertions, but knew Stile's deadline. In moments she had carried him

into the pasture where they had first met.

"Neysa, I think it would be best if thou shouldst stay at the Blue

Demesnes while I visit the other frame. I'd appreciate it if thou wouldst

inform the Lady Blue about Proton, as thou hast heard it from the werewolf

and from me; I don't think she knows." He felt a mo -- mentary dejd vu, and

placed it: this was similar to the manner he was having Sheen tell Hulk

about Phaze.

Neysa stiffened. "Is something wrong?" Stile asked.

She blew a note of negation, and relaxed. Stile, intent on the

precise location of the curtain-site, did not pur -- sue the matter. Such a

short time to reach the Game -- annex!

They reached the place in the forest where Stile had Erst entered

this frame. The curtain was there, shim -- mering more strongly than

before. Perhaps he had sim -- ply become better attuned to it. Stile
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CHAPTER 17

Tourney

He made it. The holder of Rung Five was Hair, who of course was

almost bald. He was a well-balanced player, without many great strengths,

but also without many weaknesses. That made him hard to handle on the

grid. Hair would be playing to Stile's liabilities, not to his own strengths, and

have a pretty good chance to land an advantageous game.

Hair studied Stile. "You look tired," he remarked.

"Apt observation," Stile agreed. Naturally his op -- ponent knew all

about yesterday's marathon run. Hair would capitalize on this, choosing the

PHYSICAL col -- umn. Stile would negate this by going into MACHINE- or

ANiMAL-assisted, so as not to have to depend on his own diminished

strength. Of course Hair would antici -- pate that, and shift his column,

perhaps into AKT. He was good on the theremin. Stile was quite ready to

challenge in the classification of music, but would pre -- fer a normal, hand-

powered instrument. So he would be better off in TOOL, where he could

wind up with some -- thing like a trombone or a harmonica. In fact, the

harmonica would be very nice right now, because he had been practicing it

in the other frame.



1. BALL 2. VEHICLE 3. WEAPON 4. ATHLETIC 5. GENERAL

A. INDIVIDUAL B. INTERACTIVE

Or he could go for VEHICLE, and they would be in a canoe race or

bike race or skating race. Stile was fast on skates, but his legs were tired;

this was not his day. WEAPONS was no better. He wasn't ready to bend a

powerful bow to shoot at a target 300 meters distant. His aim would surely

suffer. His separated cartilage in the rib cage gave a twinge; no, he could

not draw a bowl But throwing the javelin or hammer was no bet -- ter. Nor

was pole-vaulting -- God, no! -- in the next box, or skiing, or even sledding.

He pictured himself whomp -- ing belly first on a small sled and shooting

the ice rap -- ids, and his rib cage gave a worse twinge. Only in GENERAL

did he have a fair chance, with things like hopscotch, horseshoes, or jacks.

Or tiddlywinks -- major Games had been won and lost in that game, with

the audience as avidly breathless as it would have been for a saber match.

Stile was expert in tiddlywinks -- but knew he would not get to play them

this time.

So it had to be INTERACTIVE. That had its pitfalls too, but in

general skill was more important than power.



Well, not good, but not bad. Stile was excellent at this sport, and

his right hand remained good, but he would be off his game today. Hair

was good enough to 312

take advantage of Stile's present weaknesses -- if he caught on to

them in time.

They adjourned to the table-games gym. A number of games were

in progress -- pool, table-soccer, and of course Ping-Pong -- but these were

quickly wrapped up when the players saw who was coming. Stile's move up

the ladder was already big news. They took a table, picked up the paddles,

and volleyed. Several minutes were permitted for limbering prior to the

game.

"Time," the machine scorekeeper announced. "Se -- lect service."

They did it in the archaic, time-honored fashion, sim -- ilar to that

for the game of Go. Hair took the ball, put it under the table in one hand,

and spread his arms apart. Stile chose the right -- and got it. He had the

first serve.

It was a good break for him, for Stile was an offen -- sive player

whose serve was integral to his strategy. He needed to take and keep the

initiative, to make up for his lack of reach. He would not be able to win

points directly from his serve, against a player of Hair's cali -- ber, but he

could certainly put the man safely on the defensive. That was the way Stile



Stile backhanded the ball with a flick of the wrist, to Hair's forehand

court. Move it about, keep the other player reaching! Never let the

opponent get set for his own strategy. Hair returned it to Stile's forehand,

some -- what high and shaky, with almost no spin. Good -- he was nervous!

That diminished Stile's own tension. This was going his way. Stile made a

forehand slam and took the point.
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Stile served again the moment he had the ball, back -- hand

crosscourt with an undercut. Hair flubbed it again. The score was 2-0. Hair

was more visibly ner -- vous now. Excellent. The psychology of

nervousness was important in any competition.

But Hair's next return, played too low, nevertheless dribbled over

the net, unretumable. 2-1. These lucky shots occurred; it was usually of no

significance. Only when the luck played obvious favorites, as sometimes

happened despite the assurances of the experts on probability, was it a

critical factor. Stile fired in a side -- spin, and Hair sent it wide of the table.

3-1.

The next volley went longer, but Stile finally put it away with a good

cross-court slam. 4-1. This game was not going to be a problem.

Now it was Hair's serve. He uncorked a weak drop -- shot that

barely cleared the end of the table; Stile, ex -- pecting a harder shot, almost



What was wrong? He had started well, then lost it. Had fatigue

undercut him more than he realized, inter -- fering with his precision? Stile

didn't think so. He was playing well enough to win -- except that he was

losing. Why?

He served a dropshot that barely cleared the table. Hair returned it

too softly; it was a setup sliot that Stile swiftly put away. 5-10. Strange that

the return had been so soft; Hair knew better.

Then Stile caught on. Hair was using a random -- variable surface

paddle! This was legal, as standards for table-tennis bats had never been

instituted; but also 314

tricky, for precision placement was difficult. The varia -- tions of

bounce were not great, which was why it had not been obvious, but Stile

should have noticed it be -- fore. That was how his fatigue let him down; he

had not been alert to the unexpected.

In an instant Stile knew what he had to do. The variable-surface

returns forced Hair to play conserva -- tively, keeping his shots well within

the margin of safety, though that sometimes set shots up for Stile. But Hair

was aware of that. Stile, unaware, had been play -- ing aggressively -- and

so those slightly changed returns had fouled him up more than his

opponent. The more points he lost, the more aggressively he had played,

aggravating the situation. A difference in ball velocity and travel so small as



He had been suckered, just as he had in the mara -- thon detour.

His opponent had outplayed him, off the grid. Stile was in deep trouble

again.

So -- he had to change his game. He had to go all the way

defensive. He needed to allow time and distance to analyze each return

individually. This wasn't his nor -- mal game, but he had no choice now.

He tried. He had not played a lot of Ping-Pong recently -- how could

he, with all that had been going on in two worlds! -- and had kept in shape

only in his natural game. Offense. Spins, placements, slams, changes-of-

pace -- all fouled up by the marginal uncer -- tainty of the variable-surface

paddle. Now, thrown back on a long-neglected resource, he seemed to be

in worse trouble yet. He lost a point, and another. 12-5. Soon the gap

would be too large to close; sheer chance would give a few points to Hair in

the end.

But Stile worked at it, making his shots high and 315

central and safe. This set him up neatly for Hair, who quickly

adapted to the situation and started getting more aggressive. Hair had

more leeway now; he could afford to indulge a normally weak offense. Stile

was only digging himself in deeper.

Yet he had to do it. He extended himself, despite twinges from his

rib cage, adapting to this mode. He could judge the shots better now, for he



far behind and playing as if he wants to lose it worse yet...will be an inquest

to determine whether some -- one has been paid off..."

As if he didn't have enough of a problem alreadyl They thought he

was throwing this gamel That some other Citizen had proffered him

lucrative employment if he missed the Toumey this year. Fortunately the

com -- puter analysis of the recording would refute that; all Stile's lost points

were honest ones. But if he lost, what difference would it make whether it

were honest or dis -- honest? He would still be finished. In this world, any --

way.

But that was not the way he wanted to depart Pro -- ton. He had to

recover this game!

Stile played the next serve carefully, extending the volley. He

needed practice at this defensive game, and the longer the volleys

continued the more practice he would get. He won the point, bringing up

the change of service at 13-7.

His turn to serve -- but if he used it to take the of -- fense, he would

lose. He had to give up his normal advantage, for the sake of his strategy,

not breaking his continuity.
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He served gently -- and heard the response of the audience. Most

of the watchers did not know why he had been missing points, and thought



defensive game in full shape, even if he lost two points for one.

But already Stile was strengthening. The volleys stretched out. Hair

lost one, won two -- but now he was sweating. Hair was not accustomed to

continuous offen -- sive, and as Stile's resistance stiffened -- technically, be

-- came more fluid -- Hair began to make errors of his own. The scales

were balancing.

Still, Stile's knees limited him, and his ribs. His reach was minimal

in the best of circumstances, and was even more restricted now. He had

not quite closed the gap in skills, in this inverted mode, and the game was

running out.

They exchanged more points, bringing the score to 17-10 during

Hair's service. A seven-point deficit, with only four points to go for Hair. This

was bad; if Stile did not rally now, strongly, he was done for.

Hair served. Stile returned it high and center, well toward the back

edge so that Hair's shot would have plenty of distance to travel. A setup for

a slam, but not for a trick shot. Hair had to hit it hard and long. He did,

placing it to Stile's backhand, and Stile returned it with a smooth undercut.

His ball arced over, slowing as it dropped, forcing Hair to strike with another

undercut lest he lose control. An undercut, backspinning ball in Ping-Pong

was a strange shot with special properties; it reacted in the air, on the table,

and against the paddle, requiring careful handling.



incoming ball could be as devastating as the spin going out, making these

surfaces a liability to the user, if he were not experienced. The key was to

slip in spins that the opponent was not aware of -- until too late, when he

missed the shot.

Stile, playing back and often below the level of the table, had

greater leeway in this respect, now, than Hair did. Hair knew it and was

nervous -- and doubly care -- ful. He could not uncork full slams lest the

hidden spin of the ball send them wide. Stile's proficiency in the mode was

increasing, and the advantage was coming to him, at last. But that seven-

point deficit --

Stile delivered a swooping undercut sidespin ball that struck the

table and took off at an impressive angle. But Hair was ready for it. He

countered the spin in the course of a soft-shot. The ball barely cleared the

net, and would have dribbled three times on Stile's side be -- fore it cleared

the table -- had not Stile dived to inter -- cept it in time. As it was, he got it

back -- but only in the form of a high spinless setup.

Hair pounced on his opportunity. He slammed the ball off the

backhand comer. Stile leaped back to inter -- cept it, getting it safely over

the net -- but as another setup. Hair slammed again, this time to Stile's

forehand comer, forcing him to dive for it. Stile felt a pain in his rib cage; he

got the ball back, but at the expense of aggravating his recent injury. He



but landed too near it and bounced too high. Hair had a put-away setup.

Stile braced desperately for the bullet to come --

And Hair made a dropshot. The ball slid off his pad -- dle, bounced

over the right edge of Stile's court, and headed for the floor. A sucker shot.

Stile had fallen for it.

Stile, nonsensically, went for it. He launched himself forward,

paddle hand outstretched. His feet left the floor as he did a racing bellyflop

toward that descend -- ing ball. He landed and slid, his ribs parting further --

but got his paddle under the ball three centimeters above the floor and

flicked it up, violently.

From the floor Stile watched that ball sail high, spin -- ning. Up, up,

toward the ceiling, then down. Would it land on the proper side of the net?

If it did, Hair would put it away, for Stile could never scramble back in time.

Yet he had aimed it to --

The ball dropped beyond his line of sight. Hair hov -- ered near,

hardly believing his shot had been returned, primed for the finishing slam

when the ball rebounded high. It was clearing the net, then!

Stile heard the strike of the ball on the table. Then hell broke loose.

There was a gasp from the audience as Hair dived around the table,

reaching for an impossible shot, as Stile had done. But Hair could not make



against my point of no return, but you still have a six -- point

margin."

"Now he tells me," Hair muttered ruefully. "I don't think of that sort

of thing when I'm going for a point."

"Your hand," Stile said. "It's bleeding."

Hair hauled his paddle hand around. "Bleeding? No wonder! I just

broke two fingers -- going for a point I didn't need."

It was no joke. A robot medic examined the hand as they climbed

from the wreckage of the table, and sprayed an anesthetic on it. Shock had

prevented Hair from feeling the pain initially, but it was coming now. Little

scalpels flashed as the robot went to work, open -- ing the skin, injecting

bone restorative, resetting the breaks, binding the fingers in transparent

splint-plastic.

"I don't think I'll be able to finish the game," Hair said. "I'm not much

for left-handed play."

"Stile -- by TKO!" someone in the audience ex -- claimed. Then

there was foolish applause.

Rung Five was his. Stile had qualified for the Tour -- ney. But he

did not feel elated. He had wanted to win it honestly, not by a fluke. Now no

one would believe that he could have done it on his own.



a man can prosper by the muscle of his arm and never

have to say 'sir' to a Citizen -- "

"See for yourself. I'm going there now." "Stile, wait," Sheen

protested. "You have injuries!

You're worn out. You need rest, attention -- "

Stile squeezed her hand. "There is none better than

what you provide. Sheen. But across the curtain is a 320

Lady and a unicorn, and I fear they may be jealous of each other. I

must hurry."

"I know about Neysa," she said. "She's no more human than I am,

and why she puts up with you is beyond my circuitry. But now you have a

lady too? A real live girl? What about my jealousy?"

"Maybe I broke in at the wrong time," Hulk said.

"Do not be concerned," Sheen told him sweetly. "I'm only a

machine."

Stile knew he was in trouble again.

"You are a robot?" Hulk asked, perplexed. "You made a reference,

but I thought it wasn't serious."

"All metal and plastics and foam rubber," Sheen as -- sured him.

"Therefore I have no feelings."



expert at the human manneri

"Lie?" Hulk shook his head. "There's one thing you should know

about Stile. He never -- "

"She knows it," Stile said tiredly. "She's punishing me for my

indiscretion in finding a living woman."

"Sorry I mixed in," Hulk muttered.

Stile turned to Sheen. "I did not know I would en -- counter the

Lady in the Blue Demesnes. I did not real -- ize at first what she was. I

destroyed the golem that had impersonated me, but did not realize the

complications until later."

"And now that you do realize, you are eager to re -- turn to those

complications," Sheen said coldly. "I understand that is man's nature. She

must be very pretty."

"You want me to look out for Neysa's interest, don't you?" Stile said

desperately, though he had the sensa -- 321

tion of quicksand about his feet. "She's there in the Blue Castle,

alone -- "

"The Lady," Sheen interrupted with new insight. "The Lady Blue?

The one your alternate self married?" "Oh-oh," Hulk murmured. Stile

spread his hands. "What can I do?" "Why couldn't I have been programmed



"She told me off when -- "

"When you tried what?" she demanded.

Now Stile raised his hands in surrender. "If I stay here four hours

longer -- ?"

"Eight hours," she said firmly.

"Six."

"Six. And you promise to return for the Tourney, after -- "'

"Yes."

"That will give me time to put my own affairs in order," Hulk said.

Sheen laughed. Oh, yes, she had her reactions down almost

perfect now.
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CHAPTER 18

Oath

They tried it and it worked: Hulk passed through the curtain. He

stood amazed and gratified, looking around at the forest. It was dawn;

Sheen had managed to hold Stile for more like eighteen hours, the last half

of which was sleeping. Well, he had been in dire need of the rest, and she

had treated him with assorted minor medical aids including a restorative

heat lamp, so that he really felt much better now.



the language differs slightly. You have to -- "

He was interrupted by a sudden loud hissing. A smoke-exhaling

serpent rose up, flapping its wings menacingly. It was a small dragon.

Stile backed off warily, but the dragon followed, sensing compatible

prey. One spell could have banished it, but its fiery breath made a sword

uncertain. In any event. Stile no longer had his sword. He retreated far --

ther.

"Let me try my beast-man ploy," Hulk said. He jumped forward,

bellowed incoherently to get the drag -- on's attention, then raised both

arms in a dramatic muscleman pose. It was extraordinarily impresssive. He
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had spent years perfecting a body that was a natural marvel. He

danced about, beating his chest and growl -- ing. He looked altogether,

foolishly menacing.

The dragon turned tail and napped off, whimpering. Stile dissolved

in laughter.

Hulk abated his antics, smiling. "That was fun. You often don't need

to fight, if you just look as if you'd like to. Was that thing really what it

looked like?"

"Yes. This really is a land of fantasy. When you struck that pose,

you looked like an ogre."



"I'll take my chances. It's like another aspect of the Game, with its

special subset of rules. But it puts me in doubt what to do here. I don't know

the first thing about magic."

"Most people don't practice it," Stile said. "But you do have to be

aware of it, and there are certain conven -- tions. Maybe you'd better come

with me, until you catch on. I'm going to the Blue Demesnes."

"What would I do in colorful demesnes? I know even less about

courtly manners than I do about magic, and if Sheen's suspicions about

your Lady are correct, I should not be a witness."

"You might serve as my bodyguard."

Hulk laughed. "Since when do you need a body -- guard? You can

beat anyone in your weight class in general combat, regardless of age."

"Here opposition doesn't necessarily come in my weight class. It

comes in yours. Someone is trying to kill me, sending things like demon

monsters after me. I would feel easier if a good big man were keeping an

eye out. You are conversant with hand weapons -- "

"All part of the Game," Hulk agreed. 324

"You could play dumb, like a monster, until you picked up the ways

of this world, then go out on your own. You can cross back to Proton any

time, too, by making a spell to pass you through the curtain."



could get killed, associating with me."

"I could get killed just running the marathon! Let's

go." They went. Stile led the way north as the sun cleared

the forest and angled its fresh bright shafts between the branches,

seeking the ground. They trotted across the opening fields toward the Blue

Demesnes. As the castle came into view, a sun ray reflected from its

highest tur -- ret in brilliant blue. This too. Stile thought, had to be added to

the class of most beautiful things. Then he paused. "Do you hear it. Hulk?"

Hulk listened. "Ground shaking. Getting louder." "I don't know whether

dragons stampede or whether they have earthquakes here. We'd better

hurry."

They hurried. As they crossed the plain around the castle they saw

it; a herd of animals charging toward the same object. "Look like wild

horses," Hulk said. "Unicorns. What are they doing here?" "A whole herd?

Could be coming to the aid of one of their number. Wild animals can be like

that."

"Neysal" Stile cried. "If something happened to her -- "

"We had better get over there and see," Hulk said. "I should never

have let Sheen delay me!" "I doubt you had much choice in the matter, and

we both did need the rest. Is Sheen really a robot?" 325

"She really is. Not that it makes much difference."



across the field, like a percussion-and -- wind orchestra. In the lead was a

great stallion whose tone was that of a fine accordion; on the flanks were

lesser males whose horns were muted or silent. Evi -- dently unicorns were

not gelded, they were muted in public. In the center ran the mass of mature

mares, carrying the burden of the melody. The stallion would play the

theme, and the mares would reiterate it in complex harmonies. It was an

impressive charge, visu -- ally and sonically.

Now, from the west appeared another group, dark and low to the

ground, moving faster than the unicorns. Stile struggled to make it out.

Then he heard the baying of a canine-type, and understood. "Wolvesi

Probably werewolves!" he cried.

"I am ignorant of conventions here, apart from what Sheen told me

of what you had told her," Hulk puffed. "But is such convergence of herd

and pack usual?"

"Not that I know of," Stile admitted. "It could be Kurrelgyre,

returning with friends -- but I don't see why. Or it could be the pack leader

Kurrelgyre went to kill; if he were victorious, and sought revenge on the

person who helped Kurrelgyre -- I don't know. They certainly look grim."

"Werewolves and unicorns are natural enemies?"

"Yes. And both are normally unfriendly to man. Kurrelgyre and

Neysa learned to get along, but -- "



"And your frame-wife would like you to break that oath," Hulk said.

"So you can preserve the Blue De -- mesnes from further harm. And the

animals would want you to keep your oath, so you will not become ana --

thema to them. These two types of animals may just be united -- against

you. You were not joking about need -- ing a bodyguard!"

"You catch on rapidly," Stile agreed.

The two of them picked up speed though both were tiring, in an

effort to reach the castle before either herd or pack. But it soon became

evident that they would not succeed. The unicorn herd would arrive first,

then the wolves.

Now the wolf pack veered, orienting on Stile instead of the castle.

There seemed to be ninety or a hundred of them, large dark animals with

heavy fur and gleaming eyes and teeth that showed whitely with their

panting. "I hope, despite my reasoning, that they're on our side," Hulk said,

slowing to a walk.

The wolves ringed them. One came forward, and shifted into man-

form. A fresh scar ran across one cheek, and his left ear was missing. But it

was Stile's friend.

"Kurrelgyre!" Stile exclaimed. "Thou wast victori -- ous!"

"That was not in question, once thou hadst shown me the way," the

werewolf replied. He peered at Hulk. "This monster-man -- friend or foe?"



Hulk a warning glance. "To what do I owe the pleasure of this

visit?"

"I fear I wronged thee inadvertently," the werewolf said. "I returned

to my pack, but could not kill my sire without first explaining why -- "

"You killed your -- " Hulk began, startled.

Kurrelgyre turned, half-shifting into wolf-form. "Thou addressest me

in that derogatory mode and tone?" he growled.

"He knows not our ways!" Stile cried. "Even as I did not, at first, and

thou didst have to set me straight. He meant thee no offense."

The werewolf returned all the way to man-form. "Of course. I

apologize for mistaking thy intent," he said to Hulk. "It remains a sensitive

matter, and in a certain respect thou resemblest the type of monster that --

"

"He understands," Stile said. "We all make errors of assumption, at

first. Why shouldst thou not explain to thy sire? It was the kindest thing thou

couldst do for one already ill to death."

Hulk nodded, beginning to understand. A mercy kill -- ing. Close

enough.



what must be done?' I told him, 'A man persuaded me, even as the Oracle

foretold.' And he asked, 'Who was this good man?' and I replied, 'The Blue

Adept,' and he asked, 'How is it that an Adept did this thing for thee?' I said,

'He was dead, and his double comes from the other frame to restore his

demesnes.' Then my sire looked beyond me in alarm, and I turned and

discov -- ered that others of the pack had come up silently during

my distraction, and overheard. Thus the pack knew that the Blue

Demesnes were in flux, and the word spread quickly. And my bitch spoke,

and said, 'Of all the Adepts, Blue alone has been known to do good works

among animals, and if that should change -- '"

"But that will not change!" Stile protested.

"I tried to tell them that. But mine own kind doubted, and when the

unicorns learned that Neysa was prisoner at the Blue Demesnes -- "

"Prisoner! She's not -- " But Stile had to stop. "Is she?"

"We know not. But the unicorn stallion is of imperi -- ous bent."

"Well, if she is a prisoner, that will cease the mo -- ment I get there.

But thou hast not finished thy story."

"It is simple enough," Kurrelgyre said. "The pack leader came, and

my sire said, 'It is time.' We changed to wolf-form, and quickly and cleanly I

tore the throat out of my sire, and knew then that I had done right, and

never did I see a wolf so glad to die. I then whirled and challenged the pack



Perhaps he would have done something sim -- ilar, in a similar

circumstance. "And thy bitch is well?" he inquired, glancing at the female

wolf who stood nearest.

"As well as one might be, following exile of her stud, slaughter of

his oath-friend, and forced heat to the pack leader. But she will recover. I

am now pack leader, and she remains my chosen; all other bitches whine

before her."

"A fitting resolution," Stile said, hoping that Hulk

329

had now grasped enough of the situation to avoid any further errors

of manner.

"Yet she is marked," Kurrelgyre continued. "She it was who made

me see that the mare needed support."

"Neysa," Stile agreed. "But I assure thee -- "

Now the bitch shifted to woman-form. She was pretty enough, with

a wild orange flare of hair, but did look peaked. She must have had as hard

a recent life as the Lady Blue, and survived it as toughly. "What mode of



thou harm the mare -- "

"And like my wolf, innocent of the ways of the bitch," the female

werewolf finished. "The mare is of a species we honor not, as they attempt

to rival us as rulers of the wilds, but she brought thee to my love, and thou

hast sent him home to me and to the honor he was due. I owe the mare. I

perceive the danger thou dost not. The Lady Blue knows no limits to her

determina -- tion to maintain her lord's demesnes. If thou savest not the

mare, I will avenge her in the manner of an oath -- friend, though there be

no oath between us."

Could she be right? Had Stile sent Neysa to her doom in the Blue

Demesnes? What a colossal miscalcu -- lation! Yet Neysa could take care

of herself, and the Lady was no Adept. "If she is not safe, I will avenge her

myself," Stile said. But he could not make an oath of it. Suppose the Lady

Blue had --

"Others know thee not as I do," Kurrelgyre said. "So I felt it best to

be on the scene when the herd arrived, lest unwarranted blame fall on

thee. Thou mayest need guidance."

"I may indeed," Stile agreed. What a complex situa -- tion had

blown up in his brief absencel 330

They proceeded toward the castle. The unicorns had drawn up

before its gate, their music fading out. They were waiting for Stile to arrive.



ranged beside him, grim but neutral. They were here because their new

pack leader had brought them at the behest of his bitch; they were not too

keen on unicorns, but also not too keen on human beings. Hulk stood back,

heeding Stile's admonishment to be silent. There was much here that was

not yet properly understood.

"Dost thou seek to bar me from my heritage?" Stile asked the

stallion.

The unicorn did not answer. His glance fell on Stile from an

impressive elevation, bisected by the long and deadly spiraling horn. His

head was golden, his mane silver, and his body a nacreous gray deepening

into black fetlocks and hooves. His tail matched his mane, beautifully

flowing, reflecting the light of the sun al -- most blindingly. No horse ever

had this coloration or this rugged splendor.

After a moment the stallion snorted: a brief ac -- cordion treble

punctuated by two bass notes. One of the lesser males stepped forward,

shifting shape. It was Clip, Neysa's brother. "I helped thee at my sister's be

-- hest," he said. "What hast thou to say for thyself now?"

"I mean to enter that castle and see how Neysa is doing," Stile

said. But Kurrelgyre's remarks, and the apprehension of the bitch with

regard to the conflict between the unicorn mare and the Lady Blue made



callously murder any creature who stood in her way? Had the Lady Blue

shown any -- thing other than a sincere and praiseworthy dedication to her

late husband's cause and memory? Yet again, if she knew that Stile alone

could restore the greatness of the Blue Demesnes, hindered only by a

foolish oath --

"And if she lives, what then?" Clip demanded. "The Herd Stallion

demands to know."

"What does the Herd Stallion care about Neysa?" Stile retorted,

knowing that in this respect he was voic -- ing the sentiment Clip could not

voice. "She was ex -- cluded from the herd for no valid reason. She's as

pretty and fine a mare as any in the herd, I'll warrant. She should have

been bred long ago."

Clip hesitated, understandably. He was at the mo -- ment the

mouthpiece for his superior, yet his sister's welfare was dearest to his heart

and he was loath to refute Stile's statement. "Thou hast not answered the

Stallion's question. What will ye with Neysa -- if she survives the treachery

of Blue?"

"Treachery of Blue!" Stile cried in sudden fury. "I am Blue!" But he

felt Hulk's hand on his shoulder, warning him to restraint. Without his

magic, he could not really be the Blue Adept.
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"And what of thine oath to her?"

"What of it?" Stile snapped.

"What of Neysa, when thou breakest that oath?"

Stile suffered another abrupt siege of wrath. "Who claims I am a

breaker of oaths?"

"The Stallion claims," Clip said with a certain satis -- faction.

For a moment Stile's anger choked off his speech. His hand went

for his sword, but slapped only cloth; he had no sword now. Only Hulk's

firm, understanding hand held him back from a physical and foolish assault

on the huge unicorn.

Kurrelgyre stepped forward and spoke instead. "I was with this man

when the Black Adept imprisoned him, but he did no magic, though he was

dying of thirst and knew that the simplest spell, such as even any one of us

might do, would bring him water and freedom. He freed us from the clutch

of the Yellow Adept without magic. He slew the golem of the Blue

Demesnes by hand, without magic. He showed me how to regain my status

in the pack, using no magic. Now he comes again to this frame -- without

magic. Never in my presence has he violated his oath. If the Stallion snorts

other -- wise, the Stallion offends me."



to pick a quarrel with unicorns!

"Hark," Hulk said. He was the only one with the height and direction

to see over the massed unicorns. "The Lady comes. And a small unicorn."

Stile felt abruptly weak with relief. The Herd Stallion turned, and

snorted a triple-octave chord. The herd parted, forming a channel. Now
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Lady Blue and Neysa walking from the castle gate, side by side,

both healthy. There had, after all, been no trouble. No overt trouble.

The Lady was lovely. She wore a pale-blue gown, blue flower-petal

slippers, and pointed blue headdress. Stile had admired her form before,

but now she had flowered into matchless beauty. He had, in the past hectic

hours, forgotten the impact the touch of her hands had had on him. Now,

with his fear for Neysa's safety eased, his memory came back strongly, and

his knees felt warm. What a woman she was!

And Neysa -- what of her? She tripped daintily along beside the

Lady, her black mane and tail in perfect order, her hooves and horn

shining. She was beautiful too. Stile had never seen his relationship with

her in terms of choice; he had tacitly assumed she would al -- ways be with

him. But Neysa was more than a steed, and his association with her had

been more than that of a man and animal. If he became the Blue Adept, not

only would he practice the magic that she abhorred, he would take to



Neysa lived. The other issue remained to be settled. "Hello, Neysa.

Hello, Lady Blue."

The two females made a slight nod, almost together, but did not

speak. The Herd Stallion snorted another chord. "Choose," Clip said,

translating.

"By what right dost thou make such demand of me?" Stile cried,

reacting with half-guilty anger.

"The Stallion is responsible for the welfare of his herd," Clip replied.

"He permitted thee to use a surplus mare, an she be not abused. But now

she has yielded 334

her loyalty to thee, thou mayst not cast her aside with impunity."

"If I cast her aside, she returns to the herd," Stile replied, hating the

words, but his caution was being overridden by his emotion. "Art thou trying

to force me to do this -- or not to do this?"

"An thou dost cast her aside, it is shame to the herd, and that

shame must be abated in blood. Thou kespest her -- or thou payest the

consequence. The Stallion has so decreed."

"The Stallion is bloated with gas," Kurrelgyre growled. "Knows he

not that he challenges the Blue Adept? With a single spell this man could

banish this whole herd to the snows."



Lady gave no sign. "Knowest thou not, wolf, that I have harbored an

impostor these past ten days, lest news escape of the murder of my

husband?" she demanded disdainfully. "Now another image comes,

claiming to be Blue -- but Blue is distinguished chiefly by his magic, the

strongest in all the Land of Phaze -- and this impostor performs none, as

thou thyself hast testified so eloquently. Were he in sooth the alternate of

my husband, he could indeed banish the herd from these demesnes; since

he is not, he pleads an oath. I have no slightest doubt he has been true to

his oath, and will remain true; he is in fact incapable of breaking it. He is not

Blue."

Neysa's head swung angrily about, and she made a harmonica-

snort that made the other mares' ears perk up in mute shock. The Lady's

lips thinned. "The mare 335

believes he is Adept. She is enamored of him. Has any other

person or creature witnessed his alleged magic?" Even Kurrelgyre had to

admit he had not. "The oath was made before I met him. Yet I have no

reason

to doubt -- "



needed that magic to maintain the Blue Demesnes, and she would, as

Kurrelgyre's bitch had pointed out, do anything nec -- essary to accomplish

that purpose. Again he thought;

what a woman she was!

"We have galloped here for the sake of a false Adept?" Clip

demanded for the Stallion. "We have al -- lowed the wish-fancy of a dwarf-

mare to embarrass the

herd?"

Once again Stile felt the heat rising. That word

dwarf, now applied to Neysa...

Kurrelgyre looked at Stile, uncertain now. "Friend, I believe in thee,

in thy honor and thy power. But I can not send my pack into battle on thy

behalf without some token of thy status. Thou must be released from

thine oath."

Stile looked helplessly at Neysa, who snorted em -- phatic

negation. Stile could not blame her; his magic had accidentally sent her

once to hell. Without magic he would not be able to assume the role of the

Blue Adept, so would not be tempted to leave her. He knew this was not

entirely selfish on her part; she feared he would be corrupted by magic.

Stile was not sure her fear was unfounded; the other Adepts had certainly

been corrupted to some degree, either by their magic or by the



"Without magic, there is no need for battle," Stile said. "Let the

wolves and unicorns go home. Neysa and I will go our way." Yet he was

not sure he could stay away from this castle or the Lady Blue. His destiny

surely lay there, and until he understood the Blue Demesnes completely he

had not really honored the Oracle's directive. To know himself, he had to

know the Blue Adept.

Now the Stallion blew a medley of notes. "If thou art false, and

caused this trouble for naught, needs must I slay thee," Clip translated. "If

thou art true, thou wilst betray the mare who helped thee, and needs must I

avenge her. Defend thyself in what manner thou canst;

we shall have an end to this insult." And the huge unicorn stepped

toward Stile.

Stile considered jumping onto the Stallion's back and riding him, as

he had the first time with Neysa. But Stile was in worse shape than he had

been then, and the Stallion was more than twice Neysa's mass. The

chances of riding him were slim. But so were the chances of defeating him

in honest combat -- even had Stile had his rapier.

Kurrelgyre stepped between them. "What coward at -- tacks the

smallest of men, knowing that man to be unarmed and bound to use no

magic?"



"With bad knees, fatigue from a marathon run, sep -- arated ribs,

and a bruised hand -- against that monster?" Hulk inquired. "This is a job

for your bodyguard. I daresay a karate chop at the base of that horn would

set the animal back."

The Stallion paused. He glanced at Kurrelgyre and his bitch, then

at Hulk. He snorted. "No one dares call the Herd Stallion coward," Clip said.

"But his proper quarrel is not with thee, werewolf, nor with the ogre. It is

with the impostor. Let Stile confess he is no Adept, and he will be spared,

and the foolish mare chastened."

"Yes," the Lady Blue agreed. "It were indeed folly to fight because

of an impostor."

Such an easy solution! All parties agreed on the compromise.

Except for Neysa, who knew the truth, and Kurrelgyre, who believed it, and

Stile himself. "I abhor the prospect of bloodshed here, but I will not confess

to a lie," Stile said firmly.

"Then show thy magic!" Clip said.

"Thou knowest mine oath -- "

The Stallion snorted. Neysa looked up, startled but adamant.

"Release him of his vow," Clip translated for

Stile's benefit. "Now wait!" Stile cried. "I will not tolerate coercion!

You have no right -- "



may no longer interfere. Use thy magic to defend thyself. Adept."

Stile looked again at Neysa. She averted her gaze. Obviously she

had been overruled. She did not like it, but it was, as the werewolf had

pointed out, legitimate. 338

By the custom of this frame. Stile had been released. He could use

his magic -- and would have to, for the Stallion was bringing his horn to

bear, and there was no doubting his intent; and not one wolf would come to

Stile's defense. To avoid magic now would be in effect to proclaim a lie,

and that would not only cost Stile his life, it would shame those who had

believed in him. He had to prove himself -- for Kurrelgyre's sake and Ney --

sa's sake as well as his own. Even though that would give the Lady the

victory she had so cleverly schemed for.

But Stile was unprepared. He had not formulated any devastating

rhymes, and in this sudden pressure could think of none. His magic was

diffuse, uncollected without music. In addition, he didn't really want to hurt

the Stallion, who seemed to be doing a competent job of managing his

herd, with the exception of his treat -- ment of Neysa. Why should anyone

believe a man who claimed to be able to do magic, but never performed?

Such a claimant should be put to the proof -- and that was what the Stallion

was doing.



the aura and paused, uncertain what it was. The wolves and other unicorns

looked too, as that intangible mass developed and loomed. Ears twitched

nervously.

Good -- this gave him a chance to figure out an ap -- plicable verse.

What he needed was protection, like that of a wall. Wall -- what rhymed

with wall? Ball, fall, hall, tall. Unicorn, standing tall --

Abruptly the Stallion charged. Stile jumped aside. He stopped

playing his harmonica and cried in a singsong:
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"Unicorn Stallion, standing tall -- form around this one

a wall."

Immediately he knew he had not phrased it properly;

he had technically asked the unicorn to form a wall around Stile,

which was backward. But the image in his mind was a brick wall two meters

high, encircling the Stallion -- make that six feet high, to align the meas --

urements with the standard of this frame -- and that was what formed. His

music was the power, his words the catalyst -- but his mind did the

fundamental shaping.

A shower of red bricks fell from nowhere, landing with uncanny

precision in a circle around the Stallion, now forming row on row, building

the wall before their eyes. The Stallion stood amazed, not daring to move



snort and turned her posterior on Stile, showing that she still did not

approve. But Stile was sure she did approve, secretly. Whatever this might

cost

her.

After a moment, Kurrelgyre hitched himself up to sit

on the just-completed wall. He tapped it with his fin -- gers, verifying

its solidity, as he spoke to the unicorn inside. "Thou desirest still to match

thy prowess against the magic of the Blue Adept, here in the Blue De --

mesnes? Note that he spares thee, thou arrogant animal, only showing his

power harmlessly. He could as easily have dropped these bricks on thy

bone head. Is it not meet for thee to make apology for thy doubt?"

The Stallion glared at him in stony silence. He could readily have

leaped out of the enclosure, but it was beneath his dignity to try. The issue

was not his jump -- ing ability, but Stile's magic -- which had now been re --

solved.

"Not the Stallion's but mine is the apology," the
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Lady Blue said. "I thought this man no Adept. Now I know he is. To

a fine detail, this performance is like unto that of my love. Yet -- "

All heads turned to her, as she hesitated. Slowly she worked it out.

"My husband was murdered by an Adept. Now an Adept in the likeness of



an impostor in these demesnes. Not any longer. Her first line of defense

had been broken down;

this was her second. The Lady was dangerous; he could die by the

sole power of her voiced suspicions.

Neysa snorted indignantly. She was mad at Stile now, but she

believed in him. Yet it was apparent that most

of the others were in doubt again. The infernal logic of the Lady!

How could he refute this new challenge? There was one other

person who knew his identity -- but that was the Yellow Adept. Best not to

bring her into this! He would simply have to present his case, and give

them opportunity to verify it.

"I am not the Blue Adept. I am his alternate self, from the other

frame. Anyone who is able and willing to pass through the curtain and

make inquiries can as -- certain my existence there. I am like Blue in all

things, but lack his experience of this world. I am not an im -- postor, but

neither am I this Lady's husband. Call me the brother of Blue. I apologize to

those of you who may have had misconceptions; it was not my intent to

mislead you." It still felt funny, using "you" in this frame, but it was the

correct plural form. "Were I some other Adept, I would have little reason to

masquerade as Blue; I could set up mine own Demesnes of whatever 341



things that are Blue's."

Kurrelgyre turned to her, his brow wrinkling. "An Adept of such

power could create his own estate, as impressive as this, with less

complication than this."

"Not quite," she said tightly.

"What has this estate, that a foreign Adept might covet and not be

able to duplicate?"

The Lady hesitated, her color rising, but she had to answer. "It has

me. It is said by some that I am fair -- "

Telling pointi "Fair indeed," Kurrelgyre agreed. "Motive enough. Yet

if he honors the works of Blue and maintains the premises in good order --

is this not what thou wishest?"

"To accept in these Demesnes the one who murdered my love?"

she demanded, flashing. "I will not yield this proud heritage to that! The

false Adept may destroy me with his magic, even as he destroyed my love,

but never will he assume the mantle and privilege of Blue."

Kurrelgyre swiveled on the wall to face Stile. "I be -- lieve in thee,

friend. But the Lady has a point. The magic of Adepts is beyond the

fathoming of simple animals like ourselves. We can prove no necessary

con -- nection between Blue's alternate in Proton and thyself;



ahead and throw thine in the ring."

"For what was the Blue Adept noted, other than his appearance

and his magic?"

"His integrity," the Lady said promptly. "Never did he tell a lie or

otherwise practice deceit, ever in his whole life."

"Never has this one told a lie," Kurrelgyre said. "That remains to be

demonstrated," she retorted. The werewolf shrugged. "Only time can

demonstrate

that quality. Was there nothing else, subject to more

immediate trial?"

"His riding," the Lady said, brightening. "In all Phaze, only he could

ride better than I. His love for animals was so great, especially horses -- "

She had to stop, for her emotion was choking her.

To have the love of such a woman! Stile thought. Her husband was

dead, but she still defended him with all her power. She was right: another

Adept might well covet her, and not merely for her beauty, and be willing to

go to extraordinary lengths to win her.

Kurrelgyre turned to Stile. "How well dost thou ride?"

"I can answer that," Hulk said. "Stile is the finest rider on Proton. I

doubt anyone in this frame either could match him on horseback."



him to a riding test now, when he has been weakened and injured -- "

"There is that," Kurrelgyre agreed. "Yet the impor -- tance of this

proof -- "

"Which brings me to my second question," Hulk said. "Is the issue

really between Stile and the Lady -- or between the Lady and the mare?"

Lady and mare looked at each other, startled again. "He only looks

like an ogre," Kurrelgyre murmured appreciatively. Then, to Stile: "He

speaks sooth. Thy destiny must be settled by Lady and mare. They are the

two with claims on thee. If thou provest thou art the Blue Adept, one of

them must needs suffer. This is what brought both wolves and unicorns

here."

Stile did not like this. "But -- "

The Stallion honked from his enclave. "Only the fin -- est of riders

could break the least of unicorns," Clip translated. "This man conquered

Neysa; we accept him as the Blue Adept."

Stile was astonished at this abrupt change on the part of the

Stallion. "How couldst thou know I really -- "



"I didn't really do it by myself," Stile said, remem -- bering

something. "I hummed, and that was magic, though I knew it not at the

time. I used magic to stay on her."

"And unicorns are immune to magic," Clip said. "Except the magic

of Adepts. Another Adept could have destroyed her, but never could he

have ridden her. There is only one Adept we know of who can ride at all,

and that is Blue. All this the Stallion considered before accepting thee."

"But I do not accept thee!" the Lady flared. "The unicorns could be
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foist an impostor on the Blue Demesnes. My love was a horseman,

never partial to unicorns, nor they to him, though he would treat them on

occasion if they deigned to come to him. The mare could have allowed this

impostor to ride -- "

Clip reacted angrily, but Kurrelgyre interposed. "Didst ever thou

hear it mooted. Lady, that werewolves would collude with unicorns in

aught?"

"Nay," she admitted. "The two are natural enemies."

"Then accept this word from this were: I have come to know this

mare. She did not submit voluntarily, ex -- cept in the sense that she

refrained from using her own magic to destroy him. He conquered her

physically -- and then, when she saw what manner of man he was, the kind



Neysa stomped the ground with a forefoot, but did not otherwise

protest this insult.

"She has no less spirit than any in this herd," Clip said evenly,

speaking for himself now. "And even were she deficient, she remains a

unicom, a breed apart from common horses. No one but this man could

have ridden her."

The Lady looked at him defiantly. "If he could ride an animal I could

not, then would I believe."

"Therefore thou hast but to ride Neysa," Kurrelgyre pointed out to

her. "Thou hast not the magic humming he had, but the mare remains tired

from her long hard ride to reach this castle yestermom. I ran with her all the

way, unburdened, and I felt the strain of that travel -- and I am a wolf. So I

judge the challenge equivalent. In that manner thou canst prove Stile is no

better rider than thee."
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"She can't ride the unicorn!" Stile protested.



involuntarily. They had reason. Stile himself had not guessed what a

challenge Neysa would be -- until he was committed. "Lady," Stile said. "Do

not put thyself to this ordeal. No one can ride Neysa!"

"No one but thee?" Her disdain was eloquent.

Stile realized that it had to be. The issue had to be settled, and this

was, by general consensus, a valid test. Any choice he. Stile, made

between Lady and mare would mean trouble, and it seemed he could not

have both. If the Lady and the unicorn settled it themselves, he would

become the prize of the winner.

Or would he? If the Lady won, the Blue Demesnes would fall, for

there would be no accredited Adept to maintain them, and the news would

be out. If Neysa won, there would be no Lady Blue, for she would be dead.

As he would have been dead, had Neysa thrown him, that first challenge

ride. It was the way of the unicorn, the way of life in Phaze, and all of them

knew it, including the Lady. She was putting her life on the line. Either way,

Stile lost.

With all his magic power restored to him, he was helpless to affect

the outcome, or to determine his own destiny. Beautiful irony! "Know

thyself," the Oracle had said, without informing him what the knowledge

would cost.



unicorns formed a half -- circle, the werewolves another, complementing

each

other.

Neysa stood in the center of the new ring, the Lady beside her.

Both were beautiful. Stile wished again that he could have both, and knew

again that he could not. When he accepted the benefits of magic, he had

also to accept its penalties. How blithely he had walked into this awful

reckoning! If only he had not parked Neysa at the Blue Demesnes when he

returned to Proton -- yet perhaps this confrontation was inevitable.

The Lady made a dainty leap, despite her flowing gown, which was

no riding habit. The moment she landed, Neysa took off. From a standing

start to a full gallop in one bound, her four hooves flinging up cir -- cular

divots -- but the Lady hung on.

Neysa stopped, her feet churning up turf in parallel scrape-lines.

The Lady stayed put. Neysa took off -- sidewise. And backward. The Lady's

skirt flared, but the Lady held on.

"She does know how to ride," Hulk remarked, im -- pressed. "If I

didn't know better, I'd swear that was you. Stile, in a dress. I've watched

you win bronco -- busting in the Game."

Stile was glumly silent. The Lady Blue could indeed ride, better

than he had expected -- but he knew she could not stay on the unicorn.



Hulk was gaping. "What sort of animal is that?

Those tricks are impossible!"

There was a chord-snort next to Stile. He glanced -- and

discovered the Herd Stallion beside him, front hooves comfortably crossed

on the wall, eyes intent on the competition. "Not bad moves," Clip

translated

from the far side.

Neysa whirled and leaped, spinning about in air. The Lady's

slippers flew off and her gown flung out so vio -- lently it rent; a fragment of

blue gauze drifted to the ground. But her hands were locked in the

unicorn's mane, and she was not dislodged.

Neysa did a sudden barrel-roll on the ground. Again the Lady

jumped free -- but a tattered hem of her gar -- ment was caught under the

weight of the unicorn, trap -- ping her. As the roll continued, the Lady was

squeezed by the tightening cloth. She ripped her own gown asunder and

danced free, abruptly nude.

"That is some figure of a woman!" Hulk breathed. Neysa started to

rise. The Lady grabbed her mane -- and Neysa threw down her head on

the ground, pinning the Lady's streaming golden hair beneath it. The Lady

grabbed for the unicorn's ears, and Neysa lifted her head quickly; human



other fingers into Neysa's mouth where the bit would go on a horse. There

was a separation there between the front teeth, used for ripping grass free

of the ground, and the back teeth, used for chew -- ing. Pressure in that

gap could cause pain. Neysa's mouth opened under that expert

inducement, and the Lady's hair was free. Then, as Neysa leaped away,

the Lady sprang to her back again, 348

Neysa ran -- but now the Lady was free of the liabil -- ity of clothing,

and had a more secure lodging than before. "She's winning!" Hulk said,

obviously rooting for the Lady, forgetting in the excitement what this would

mean to Stile.

Stile began to wonder. Was it possible that the Lady Blue could ride

Neysa? She was, next to himself, the most expert rider he had seen.

The Stallion made an irate snort. "What's the matter with that

mare?" Clip said. "She should have wiped out the rider by this time."

"She is torn by indecision," Kurrelgyre said. "If Neysa loses, she

proves the Lady's belief that Stile is false. If Neysa wins, she vindicates him

as the Blue Adept she wants him not to be. Would I could take from her

that choice."

Stile kept his eyes forward, but felt a shiver. The werewolf had his

bitch in the pack, even as Stile had Sheen in Proton. But Kurrelgyre

obviously had devel -- oped a separate interest that cut across the lines of



heard, to his surprise, a snort of agreement from the Stallion.

Neysa galloped so fast that her mane and the Lady's hair flew out

behind, the black and gold almost merg -- ing. Shadow and sunlight. She

made turns that struck sparks from the rocks of the ground. She bucked

and reared. But the Lady remained mounted.

Now the unicorn charged the castle. She hurdled the small moat

with a magnificent leap, landed on her forefeet, and did her forward flip into

the wall. There were growls of amazement from the wolves, and even 349

an appreciative snort from the Stallion. Neysa was really trying now

-- but the Lady had been smart enough to disengage in time. When the

unicorn's hind feet re -- turned to the ground, the Lady was on again.

They hurdled the moat, outward bound, and charged across the

arena toward the magic brick wall. Now Stile saw the fire jetting from

Neysa's nostrils and the bellows-heaving of her barrel as she put forth her

criti -- cal effort. The Lady was almost hidden, as she rode low, her head

down beside Neysa's neck.

Stile watched in growing disquiet as the unicorn's horn bore on the

wall. Stile was directly in its path; he saw the horn endwise, as a

compressed spiral on Ney -- sa's forehead, coming at him like the point of a

rotary drill. Her eyes were wide and turning bloodshot, and her flaring

nostrils were rimmed with red. Neysa was near her limit -- and still the Lady



the charge to move out of its way. Only the curvature of the wall and

Neysa's swerve had spared him. Stile caught a glimpse of the Lady's neck,

shoulder and breast behind one blood -- streaked arm; then steed and rider

were away, prancing

to the center of the arena. The Stallion shook a brick off his back.

Neither he

nor Kurrelgyre had flinched, either. All three of them

were powdered with reddish brick dust. But some of

that red was sticky: whose blood was it?

"They're playing for keeps," Hulk murmured, awed. "It is the way, in

Phaze," Kurrelgyre assured him. But now Neysa was tiring. She had

extended herself

for a day and a night to bring Stile here, and the inter --
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vening day had not been enough to restore her to full vitality. Her

maneuvers were becoming less extreme. Her brushoff pitch against the

wall had been her last fling. The Lady's head lifted, her gaze triumphant --

and at the same time her mouth was sad. Had she, in her secret heart,

wanted Stile to be vindicated, though it cost her her life? What kind of

existence did this in -- domitable woman face with her husband gone, and

her vulnerability now known to the world? Had she lost, she would have



"What is that?" Hulk asked, amazed.

The Stallion snorted with satisfaction. "That is the unicorn strut,"

Clip answered. "We use it mostly in special harmonies, for counterpoint

cadence. We had no idea she could do it so well."

Suddenly the tables had been turned. The Lady clung to the mane,

but her body bounced about with increas -- ing roughness, unable to

accommodate this unfamiliar motion. Stile knew exactly how it felt. Riding

was not simply a matter of holding on; the rider had to make constant

adjustments of balance and position, most of them automatic, based on

ingrained experience. A completely unfamiliar gait made these automatic

cor -- rections only aggravate the problem. Stile himself had analyzed the

gait in time, but the Lady -- One of the Lady Blue's hands tore away from

the mane. Her body slid half off. One good lunge, now, and Neysa would

dump her. "Kill her!" Clip breathed.

Abruptly Neysa halted. The Lady recovered her grip, hung on for a

moment -- then released the mane and slid to the ground. The ride was

over.

"The little fool!" Clip exclaimed. "She had the win! 351

Why didn't she finish it?" And the Stallion snorted in

deep disgust. "She has forfeited her place in the herd," Kurrelgyre

said sadly. "In thy parlance, she threw the game."



the Blue Adept, complete with magic. Once she had proven that he alone

could ride the unicorn, what could she gain by killing or even humbling the

Lady -- who was his natural mate? Neysa had ceded him to the Lady, so

that he could have it all, knowing himself and his Demesnes exactly as the

Oracle had decreed. She had understood that he was already half-smitten

with his alternate's wife, and understood further that the Lady Blue was

indeed worthy of him.

Neysa had sacrificed her own love for Stile's. She had shown the

one person she had to, the Lady Blue, that Stile was no impostor; wolves

and unicorns could doubt it if they wished, but the Lady could not. For Stile

had mastered the unicom strut without being thrown; he really was the

better rider. That was Neysa's gift to Stile. And he -- had to accept it. Neysa

was his ultimate steed, but the Lady was his ultimate woman. He hardly

knew her yet, but he knew his other self would have chosen wisely, and

everything he had observed so far confirmed this. He also knew his

alternate self of Phaze would have wanted Stile to take over -- for the Blue

Adept was him, in other guise.

The Lady Blue, however, was not yet his woman. Stile had merely

qualified for the Tourney, in this sense, and had won the right to court her.

He would have to prove himself in other ways than magical and in riding



It was Neysa he had to deal with. She who had made it all possible

-- and now would go, excluded from the herd, departing in shame to fling

herself off the same cliff where they had first come to terms. She had lived

always with the hope that eventually the Herd Stallion would relent and

allow her full membership in the herd. He would have, had she destroyed

the Lady in ap -- proved fashion. But for a creature who yielded a draw in a

contest she could have won, shaming the vanity of the herd, there would be

no forgiveness. The rigors of species pride were harsh.

Stile had, in the nai'vete of his conscience, turned Neysa loose

when he had conquered her, making a sac -- rifice no other man would

have -- and won a better friend than he had known. Now she had returned

the favor.

Stile's head turned as he walked, his gaze passing over the

unicorns and werewolves. All were somber, watching him, knowing what

had to be, knowing this was his parting with his most loyal friend. They felt

sympathy for him, and for the mare, and it was a minor tragedy, but this

was the way of it -- in Phaze.

Damn it! he thought. He was not truly of this world, and this proved

it. He had been raised to a different order of integrity, where blood

sacrifices were not re -- quired. How could he tolerate this senseless loss?



make, to eliminate the need for what he knew had to

be?

Stile came to stand before Neysa, playing the music

that had been inspired by the sound of her horn. Her body was

heaving with the recent extremity of her ef -- fort. Her mane was

disheveled, with dry leaves in it and several strands hanging over the left

side. There were flecks of blood on her back; she must have scratched

herself when she did the back-smash against the castle wall. He wished he

could make a little spell to heal it for her, but knew this was not proper now.

Her gaze met his, dully; she was waiting only for him to

bid her farewell. File-well? What irony! It was death he would bid

her.

This reminded Stile obscurely of his race in the marathon, in the

other frame. He had been almost dead on his feet, as Neysa was now, but

he had won -- as she had -- and then tried to give it back to an opponent he

respected. Again, he had made a friend. Surely he could salvage his

relationship with Neysa, if only he had the

wit to find the way!

What had the werewolf said about oaths? They super -- seded all

relationships, conflicting with none, not even the male-female ones.



panion and steed -- Friendship forever, uniting us both."

For an instant it was as if a dense cloud had dark -- ened the sun.

A sudden, odd, insweeping breeze rustled the distant trees and fluttered

the blue pennants on the castle and stirred the manes and hackles of the

animals. Neysa's eyes widened. Her ears switched back and 354

forth as comprehension came. She phased into girl -- form, equine-

form, firefly-form and back to unicorn, entirely nonplused.

The ripple of enchantment imploded about the two of them in soft

heat, then rebounded outward in a cir -- cle. The turf changed color,

passing through the hues of the rainbow and back to normal in a swiftly

expanding ring. The ripple intersected the naked Lady, whose tan -- gled

hair scintillated momentarily, and went on, leaving that hair smoothly

brushed.

The Lady turned, "Only perfect truth makes such splash," she

murmured. "Only my lord had such power of magic."

Stile spread his arms. Neysa, overwhelmed, stepped forward, her

horn lifted clear. Stile reached around her neck and chest and hugged her.

"Never leave me, oath -- friend," he murmured. He heard her low whinny of

assent, and felt her velvet nuzzle at his shoulder. Then he disengaged and

stepped back.



It was. Stile knew, the power of his spell. When he had phrased his

oath in verse and music, he had per -- formed magic -- and wrought a

greater enchantment than he had anticipated. The spell he had envisioned,

though not completed in words, had flung outward to embrace the entire

circle of creatures, compelling them all to share Stile's feeling. Neysa would

not now be banned from the herd -- or from the pack. She was friend to all.

But she would remain with Stile, having accepted his power with his oath.

Only the Herd Stallion stood apart. He alone had resisted the

compulsion of the enchantment. He did not 355

interfere; he waited within his enclosure until the cere -- mony was

over. Then he blew a great summoning blast of music and leaped over the

wall. It had never truly restrained him; it had merely been the proof of the

power of the Blue Adept, which power could as readily have been turned to

a more destructive manifestation. Once the Herd Stallion had seen Stile

was no impostor, his objection had ended. Now the unicorns rallied to him,

galloping to form their formation. Playing as a mighty orchestra, they

marched away.



There was no need to ask Neysa; as a friend she would do anything for

him, and he for her. By the phrasing of his invitation, he was acknowledging

that he had as yet only a partial claim on the Lady, and could not take her

for granted. She was a challenge, not a friend.

The Lady Blue inclined her head, as regal in her nakedness as she

had been in the gown. Lightly she mounted Neysa. Stile walked on one

side. Hulk on the other. Together they approached the open castle.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

It was not necessary, in England in 1934, to name a baby instantly;

there was a grace period of a number of days. As the deadline loomed, the
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writing. That was the key to suc -- cess; publishers would print material by

an author whose name was short enough.
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published in 1967. His first fantasy in The Magic of Xanth Trilogy, A



Split Infinity. Piers Anthony is not the protagonist -- he says he lacks the

style -- but Penny's horse Blue is the mundane model for the unicom

Neysa.
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