The Lady was fifty years old now, and her face was lined, but she
remained beautiful to him. Her hair still fell to her waist, fair but seeming
tinted with blue because of her blue gown and slippers. She stood slightly
taller than he, because of his diminutive stature; it had never been an issue
between them.

After a pause, she murmured, "l know, my love." "l will return in a
few days," he continued gravely. "Thou shallst have company.” "True." But
there was a tear on her cheek. He kissed her, then went outside the castle.
There was Neysa, her head turning white, her socks falling down about her
hooves but her hide glossy black between, and her mus -- cles still firm.
She remained a fine figure of a unicorn; as her kind put it, her hom retained
its point. Stile mounted her bareback, and she trotted across the
drawbridge over the moat.

Neysa paused without being asked, so that Stile could turn and
wave to the castle. A blue kerchief waved back from the
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window. Stile felt a pang, because all three of them knew that much
more was afoot than this simple excursion.

Then Neysa turned away, and trotted from the Blue De -- mesnes.

They were on their way.



because a given spell could be invoked only once, and he preferred not to
waste any. Magic, even for an Adept, was often the last resort. But it was
all right to summon die am -- bience without drawing on it.

After a while Stile paused in his playing. "I remember when you
protested my power, old friend," he said.

She played a laughing bit of melody. She had forgiven him his
power a quarter century before, at the time he made his Oath of Friendship
to her. From that time on, all the unicorns of her Herd, and all the
werewolves of Kurrelgyre's Pack, had been her friends too, charmed by the
peripheral power of that Oath. There had been no war between Herd and
Pack, despite significant changes in their compositions as members grew
and bred and migrated, and the Oath had become a minor legend. It had
been the proof of his status as the Blue Adept, for only Adept magic could
affect unicorns against their will.

"Aye, | remember well," he continued, experiencing the nostalgia of
old times. "l was an injured jockey from the frame of Proton, discovering the
strange new world of Phaze. | decided | needed a steed, and you were
there, you beautiful animal, the finest of your kind | had seen, and small like
me. | loved you that moment, but you did not love me."

Neysa played a note of agreement. Her horn was musical, but she

could talk with it in her fashion, and he understood her well. All the



continued, playfully switching back to Phaze dialect. "l think | kept my place
chiefly by luck -- " Here she snorted derisively. "But then thou didst get set
to leap from the high point, and | thought we both would die, and I let thee
go -- and won thee after all." And she agreed.

"Then there came to me a woman, young and fair and small, and
lo! it was thee in human guise, and | learned what it meant to befriend a
unicom," he continued. "And now we be old, and | have my son Bane and
thou thy filly Fleta, and they both be grown and have offspring in their
fashion. Were we wrong to oppose their unions? How much mischief might
we have avoided, had we accepted their pleas!"

Neysa did not comment. She, with her unicom stubborn -- ness,
had not yet changed her mind about her position. They proceeded a while
in silence. Stile mulling it over. His son Bane had managed to exchange
identities with his opposite number in Proton, who happened to be a robot:
the manu -- factured son of the humanoid robot Sheen, once Stile's lover.
The robot youth, called Mach, had occupied a living human body for the
first time, and fallen in love with the human form of Fleta before properly
appreciating her nature. Across the frames, the robot and the unicorn -- the
impossibility of this relationship had been evident to all except the protagon
-- ists. Only the conniving Adverse Adepts, who sought to use the boys for

their own purposes, had supported the union. Bane, in the robot body in



he will develop abilities drawn from both our stocks. And little Nepe, in
Proton --"

Neysa's ears perked. She was listening to something. Stile
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paused, so as to give her a better chance; her ears were better
than his. It was probably nothing significant; still, it was always best to be
alert, because there were more monsters than in the past, and not all of
them had learned proper re -- spect for either unicorns or Adepts.

Neysa elevated her nose to sniff the breeze. She made a musical
snort of perplexity. Evidently this was not routine. "Do you wish me to
intercede?" Stile asked. As an Adept, he could handle just about any threat
from anything less than another Adept, and at present the Adepts were not
harrying each other despite their enmities.

But the unicorn was independent, true to the nature of her species.
She preferred to handle this herself. She broke into a trot, and then into a
gallop, moving at the velocity only her kind could manage. Stile crouched
low, hanging on to her mane, enjoying this run as much as he had her easy
walk.

They broke into open country, much as they had a quarter century
before, covering ground at a rate beyond the powers of any horse. The

magic of the unicorn was not merely in her hom! This time she was trying



Neysa was concerned; she did not trust anything unfamiliar.

He continued his effort to place the creature. It had to be
something”. It had a body like that of a panther or lion, and a head like that
of a bird of prey. It reminded him of the old heraldic devices in the history
texts --

"Griffin!" he exclaimed. "That's a griffin! Head and wings of an
eagle, body of a lion!"

Neysa made a musical toot of agreement and continued running at
speed. She had known it by the sound and smell.

"But there are no griffins in Phaze!" he exclaimed after a moment.
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Yet there it was, and gaining on them. A classic heraldic monster.
Obviously it did exist here.

Stile's brain was now racing at almost Neysa's pace. Sparks were
flying up from her heating hooves, and figurative sparks were emanating
from his head. There were only a few ways that such a creature could be in
Phaze. Was it possible that all the surveys of the wildlife of the frame had
been wrong, and had overlooked this creature? He doubted that; those sur
-- veys had been competent and conducted magically. The grif -- fin might
be an illusion, crafted by another Adept. But he doubted that too, because

Neysa had heard it and scented it;



they wished, they were limited to those few they had mastered, and Stile
knew of none who had elected a non -- Phaze form. The Adepts could take
any form, but only once. Thus it would be necessary to find new variants of
the spell to achieve the same alternate form, which seemed like too much
trouble.

However, a single appearance in this form might be enough,
depending on its purpose. Why should an Adept assume the form of a
griffin to chase another Adept? Was one of the Adverse Adepts breaking
the truce? Trying to take him out anonymously, using this shape in case
Stile escaped and tried to identify the perpetrator? That was possible, for
some Adepts had few ethical scruples, but unlikely, because the Adverse
Adepts already had the upper hand and were likely to win the complete
power they sought, in time. They had succeeded in tilting the balance of
power in their favor when they had given Mach and Fleta sanctuary. Now
Mach and Bane were both working for them, and their facility with magic in
this frame, and with science in the other, was in -- evitably growing. Stile
and his allies were waging little more than a holding action at this point,
staving off the reckoning.
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Why should the enemy try to kill him, when this would only stir up

his allies to desperate measures, and change nothing?



invoke a spell that would set back even an Adept. The truth was that a
single Adept could seldom really harm another Adept; their magic tended to
cancel out. That was another reason it was easier to abide by the truce; vio
-- lation was not likely to be effective.

The shadow of the monster was coming close, and the grif -- fin
itself was descending, its front talons reaching down. Stile readied his spell,
but withheld it; he did not want to affront Neysa by demonstrating a lack of
faith in her effort. Now she had reached the Lattice, and her hot hooves
were clattering on its pattern of little cracks. Those cracks were widening
into crevices, and the crevices to deep clefts, as they pene -- trated to the
center of the region.

Soon Neysa was stepping across enlarging gaps, and then jumping
over them. The gaps were now broader than the landing places, and the
ratio continued to shift. That was the devastating thing about the Lattice;
the farther it went, the worse it got. There was a way across it, but that way
was devious, like a route through a maze, and could not be nav -- igated
blindly. The griffin hovered above as if uncertain how to proceed; perhaps it
was not familiar with this network. Then it folded its wings and dropped
down toward them.

Neysa leaped down into a channel, surprising Stile. Now the walls

of it rose up on either side. In a moment the two of them were below the



the far side of the Lattice -- but the griffin hovered above, evidently
waiting for that. Had they played into its trap?

"Maybe if we go on through, | can throw a spell at the griffin as we
come out," Stile suggested. "There has to be Adept involvement, so -- "

She sounded a note of agreement. They both knew that they could
not afford to dally long here in the Lattice, for the demons would surround
them and set up a barrier to stop the plunging unicorn. Then they would
have to deal with the de -- mons, and it would be messy, because this was
the demons' home territory. But this intrusion had caught the demons by
surprise, so they had not yet massed or organized sufficiently, and would
not be able to do so before Neysa galloped on out.

They passed the nadir of the Lattice, and began the gradual incline
toward the escape at the far side. Stile watched the griffin above, ready to
time his spell so as to stun it as their heads came out of the chasm.

Suddenly Neysa faltered. Her stride broke, and she ground to a
painful halt. Stile was almost thrown from her back, because he had been
watching the sky rather than the Lattice, and had not seen the obstruction.
Now his eyes wrenched down -- and there was no obstruction.

The demons were advancing, appearing from all the inter -- locking

crevices of the demon warren. This was evidently no surprise to them!



weight off your feet."

But demons were closing in, and some had nets; they were
prepared for this also.

Stile sighed. He knew better than to try to reason with this type of
demon. He would have to back them off with magic. He took a breath.

Abruptly the demons froze in place. Stile gaped; he hadn't done it!
This was very powerful magic; who had interceded?
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The griffin landed just above. It changed form. Suddenly a young
man stood there, hair tousled, handsome.

"Bane!" Stile cried, surprised and relieved.

"No, Mach," the man replied. "I am sorry; | did not mean to drive
you into the Lattice. | see Neysa ran afoul of the demons' founder spell. My
fault; | will abate it,"

"Mach!" Stile said. Normally he could tell them apart, though they
used the same body; their manners differed. His distraction of the moment
had dulled his perception. "Why were you pursuing us?"

"You can be hard to locate, Adept," Mach said with a smile. "The
other Adepts watch you, of course, but | never bothered to spy on you. |
prefer to search you out at need. So | assumed a form | knew you would

recognize as alien to Phaze. But then you wanted to make a game of it, so



gesture. It was a power Stile could only envy. Originally Mach had been
clumsy with magic, his attempted spells going awry, but after the Red
Adept had trained him with the Book of Magic he had be -- come the most
powerful of all the Adepts, Bane included. He should have been on Stile's
side -- had Stile not blundered ca -- lamitously.

Neysa resumed her unicorn form, and Stile mounted. They moved
out of the Lattice. Mach awaited them at the edge.

"I thought we weren't associating," Stile said with a smile as they
emerged. "Aren't you on the other side?"

"Would | be, if we had the past five years to live over?"

"No." Indeed, the major reason for Stile's opposition to Mach's
union with Fleta had been nullified by events. He had needed an heir who
was Adept, and offspring by that heir who would also be Adept, so as to
have the continuing power to hold off the Adverse Adepts. He had thought
that there could be no offspring of man and unicorn, and that a robot could
not become Adept. Had he known what was to happen,
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he would have welcomed Mach as a savior, instead of op -- posing
him as an interference.

"l gave my word, and Bane gave his," Mach said. "We would have

chosen otherwise, and still our sympathies lie with you, but our word is



there might otherwise have been."

"But once the Adepts achieve power, will their guarantees be
honored?" Stile asked grimly.

"Translucent's will."

"But how long will he retain power, once the others see no further
need for his leadership?"

"That is not our business," Mach said, frowning.

"But it is mine. We all know the nature of the leadership | represent;
none know the nature of the leadership that will emerge from the Adverse
Adepts once their present con -- straints are gone, but it will surely be
inimical to Phaze."

"My word binds me," Mach said tightly. "I would not use my power
directly against you, and do not use it for the Adepts, but to the extent they
can profit from my contact with Bane, they are entitled. | think it is fair to
say that this profit is significant.”

"It is overwhelming," Stile admitted. "If | can not stop it soon, | will
lose hope of ever doing so."

"l have no comment."

Of course he didn't. He knew that what he was doing was shifting
the balance to favor the Adverse Adepts in Phaze, and the Contrary

Citizens in Proton, but he was bound by his word. Surely he hoped that



and unicorn, and we always look

forward to his presence."

"But we expect more of him," Mach said. "By this time he should be
developing his third form, and perhaps progress -- ing to others, as well as
learning magic. But he shows no sign of this, and has become increasingly
withdrawn. Fleta

fears he is retarded.”

Neysa made a musical snort of. negation. "He is not re -- tarded,"
Stile said.

"But four-year-old unicom colts generally have mastered their third
forms," Mach said. "And they are open, expres -- sive, inquiring. Flach is
not. We fear that something is both -- ering him, or that he is coming to
recognize his inadequacy compared to the unicorns, so is withdrawing. Will
you ex -- plore this?"

"I hardly need to," Stile said. "I know the lad is advanced rather
than retarded, and is developing powers we hardly an -- ticipate. Your
concern is groundless."

Mach shook his head grimly, not wanting to contradict his elder, but
certain he knew better. "Fleta and | know you will do what you can for him,"
he said.

"Always," Stile agreed gruffly. "l assure you that your



any more than the barest minimum necessary to fetch Flach and return
him. Fleta longed for a change, but it never came. Unicorns of the old
school were unyielding.

"Then we part," Mach said regretfully. "I shall return to Proton;
Bane will be in touch." He became the griffin, spread his wings, and
launched into the air. Soon he was gone.

"l know you want to restore relations with Fleta," Stile said as they
resumed their journey. "Perhaps some day some -- thing will enable it."
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Neysa did not answer, but that was answer enough. Her nature
prevented her from forgiving her offspring, but she loved Fleta, and hoped
that some legitimate avenue of for -- giveness would develop. Just as Stile
hoped that he would somehow be able to prevail over the Adverse Adepts.
Perhaps both hopes were futile -- but perhaps not.

For there was much that was not spoken. All of them knew that the
Adverse Adepts kept constant watch on Stile and Neysa and the Lady
Blue, so as to block any action they might initiate against the Adepts.
Anything spoken was over -- heard and analyzed. Perhaps the Adepts
were foolish enough to believe that there were no unspoken plans, but Stile
doubted that.



She made a musical agreement. Unicorns were resistive to
incidental magic, but Adept magic was hardly incidental. The demons must
have plotted for a long time to obtain and place that founder spell, and it
had been devastatingly effective. Yet Mach had nullified both the demons
and spell as if such magic was child's play -- which perhaps it was, now, to
him. Stile was glad that the Robot Adept was not his enemy, even if he was
not his ally.

They traveled north, now, not running but not dawdling. Stile had
an appointment to meet Icebeard, the snow demon leader who was also a
chess master. They had played several correspondence games since
getting started when the demon agreed to train Mach in chess; the demon
had wanted to play Stile to determine who was the ultimate chess master of
Phaze. Since Stile preferred a fair game, even though Mach was on the
other side, he agreed, and had played the demon, and it had been an
excellent game. But it had concluded in a draw, and so had the following
ones. Finally the demon had suggested that they play a "live" game, with
time limits, and
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another, and another, until they had one that did not draw, and that
would determine who was champion. Of course there were variants of

chess that prohibited draws, but both of them were conservatives in this



progress would become known. But that revelation had to be coordinated
with action in the frame of Proton relating to Nepe, the child of Bane and
Agape, because the moment one child's abilities were revealed, the other
would be suspect.

Flach was only four years old, and indeed he could change freely
between his human and unicorn forms. But he could also assume other
forms, unknown to his parents. Stile had cautioned the lad as soon as he
learned to speak, and Flach had responded beautifully. His seeming
slowness was a two -- year act, masking his true progress. But Stile had
known that this could not be concealed indefinitely; eventually the Ad --
verse Adepts would catch on, and then they would act to eliminate the
threat. The boy's great progress had been pos -- sible without attracting the
notice of the Adepts because they were not watching him; they assumed
he was too young to practice great magic. That was their colossal error.

The key was this: Flach could communicate with Nepe across the
frames. Just as Mach and Bane could. That meant that Stile and Citizen
Blue could develop similar information to that which the enemy had from
Mach and Bane. Had both been male, they might even have had the
potential to ex -- change, for they were parallels, perhaps alternate selves.
This represented a possible shift in the balance of power, turning

it back to Stile's side.



his hands. He hoped he was doing the right thing.

Neysa picked up her pace, so as to arrive at the White Mountain
Range at dusk. That would make direct visual ob -- servation trickier. She
knew the importance of timing; every -- thing had to be right. If they did not
achieve their dialogue without suspicion, all might be lost.

As the light waned, they approached the base of the range. The
snow demons spied them, of course; they were expected. They entered the
track that led to the pass that opened on the demon chiefs cold caves. Stile
waved, then singsonged a spell, while Neysa played a theme to help
intensify the magic.

Make us warm despite the cold;

Make us private till it is told.

Immediately the chill of the mountain dissipated; the snow
remained, yet they felt warm. But it was the second part of the spell that
counted more: the privacy. This was masked by the larger spell the demon
chief had arranged to prevent any information being exchanged magically
while the chess match was in progress; he wanted to be sure that nothing
but the two great minds was operating. There was a certain vague -- ness
at the fringe of the region, because the boundary of the demon's spell could
not be precise. Stile had researched this well. Thus his own spell of privacy

should not be detected, and the spying Adepts should not realize that they



me.

She made a querying note.

"He will ask you," Stile replied. "Signal yes, then coop --
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erate with anything he asks. His life will be at stake. He will be
afraid; support him. This is the crisis."

She blew an affirmative note. Stile said no more. The spell of
privacy depended on his intent as much as on his invoca -- tion; now it
dissipated. The music summoned his magic; the intent interpreted it; the
words denned it, approximately. An -- other person might sing as he did,
and speak similiar words, and wish the same effect, but would not be able
to achieve the same result because only the Adepts had the necessary
underlying talent. Any person could do some magic, but most could
perform only poorly unless gifted with the talent and willing to train
carefully. Some tried, but the established Adepts were quick to detect such
effort and to act against it;

they did not desire competition. So successful Adepts were few;
usually the only new ones were those protected by ex -- isting Adepts.
Thus Stile's son Bane had been training to assume the status of Blue
Adept, and the Tan Adept's twin offspring had trained to become the Tan

Adept. Sometimes an Adept died without a successor; then there could be



Stile had been to these mountains before, a generation ago, but
had encountered a different chieftain: Freezetooth, who had had a passion
for a lovely fire spirit whose proximity would have melted him. Stile had
enchanted the snow demon to make him invulnerable to fire, and a heated
romance had followed. Relations with that tribe had been amicable for
twenty years, until the communication between Mach and Bane had
polarized the Adepts and tribes of Phaze and forced new alignments. It was
possible that Icebeard remembered that, and that the chess challenge was
his way of maintaining relations despite their status as enemies. There
were as many tribes of demon folk as there were human folk, and demons
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differed as much from each other as did human beings, and were
subject to similar constraints.

Neysa had not been along on that trip. Instead Stile had ridden her
brother Clip, now a Herd Stallion. Neysa was not partial to any demons, no
matter what their heat or color, and was hard put to avoid an impolite snort
as the white creatures closed in. This was however no attack, but an
honorary es -- cort. Icebeard wanted very much to play chess with Stile,
and would do nothing to interfere with that.

They were ushered into the palatial ice caverns that were the

demon's throneroom. Icebeard tried to maintain his chill reserve, but could



"And she play not chess? Fleta be a better player than Mach;
comes she oft here to challenge my minions."

Stile had not realized this. But of course Fleta had come with Mach
when he trained here, so had had opportunity to pick it up if she wanted to.
Of course there was no reason a unicom could not play chess if she
wished, but Stile had not heard of it happening before. "Interesting," he
remarked.

"Methinks the filly be a better gamescreature than Mach overall,"
the demon confided. "My affinity to unicorns be not great, but that one dost
have charm."

Neysa stood awkwardly. Naturally she was pleased to hear her
offspring praised, but she was not speaking to Fleta, as perhaps Icebeard
knew. Demons had ways of teasing. Stile did not comment.

"She it was, methinks, made him what he be," the demon
concluded. "A filly worthy o' any male, like her dam."

Neysa did not react visibly, but the snow around her was beginning
to melt. At last the demon had mercy, and directed his minions to escort
her out and to keep lookout for her safe return perhaps a week hence.

It occurred to Stile that he could get to like Icebeard. As
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at the moment. "Let's get on with it, pretender," Stile said. "l expect
to

wipe the floor with thy king before the hour be out."

Icebeard swelled up like an advancing glacier. ' 'Thou dost call me
pretender? Thy king shall be meltwater, and thy queen

ravished ere mine be threatened!" Stile smiled grimly. They both
knew this was going to be

great fun.

2

Mack

Mach felt the disorientation of the exchange. It was both physical
and emotional: physical because he moved from a living to a machine
body, and emotional because the frame of Phaze was so different, with its
magic and his unicorn wife and son. He hated to return to Proton, though
his existence here was hardly a negative one. It was merely a less feeling
one.

Then things firmed, and he looked around. He was stand -- ing in
Bane's apartment in Hardom, and before him was Bane's wife. Agape, and
Bane's daughter, Nepe. Mach spent as much time in Proton as in Phaze,
alternating months, but each time he saw Nepe she seemed to have grown

another notch. She was in human form, a four-year-old child, and rather



r
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to encounter her naked, after a month of life in Phaze, where
human nakedness was often a signal of sexual readiness. In Proton, of
course, all serf's were naked. He normally adapted to the situation in
minutes, just as he did to the change to a body that was a machine. He had
existed many years in this body before discovering what life was like; he
could endure it for another month. Bane, after all, was suffering the same
readjustment, returning to his home frame, separated from the woman and
child he loved. Agape, three syllables, with the accent on the first; Nepe,
two syllables, accent on the first. His computer brain always clicked through
such details as he oriented on his other selfs family.

He turned to the door panel, and extended one hand. The panel
irised open, showing the hall beyond.

"Uncle Mach!"

Mach paused. "Yes, Nepe."

"Can | go with you?"

Agape was startled. "Nepe, he is going to report to the Tan Adept,

whom we don't like. You would not be welcome



for excrement."

"Don't patonize me!" Nepe exclaimed furiously. "Horse manure,"
Mach said contritely. Nepe smiled victoriously. "l don't give horsemanure
for

the Tan Adept!"

"Now see what you've done," Agape said sternly. "She

will be using that word everywhere."

"She has to leam adult usage some time," he pointed out, amused.
Then he spoke directly to Nepe: "But if you say that to his face, he might
swell up and burst, and the smell would be horrible."

"Really?" she asked, delighted.

"No, not really!" Agape said, darting a frustrated glance
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at Mach. "But don't do it, anyway. We have to try to get along with
these people."

"Why?"

"Let her come along, and | will try to explain," Mach said. He was
flattered by the child's wish to accompany him;

normally she treated him with supreme indifference. In fact, for the
first time she was making him feel like a real relative, causing his humor

and flattery circuits to activate very much the way they would in life.



Nepe turned sober. "I want to meet Aunt Fleta."

"It wouldn't work," Agape said. "Even if she came here, she would
be in my body."

"Over there," Nepe said. "l want to meet the uncom!"

"I'd better take her to the Tan Adept," Mach said. "She will be all
right, and | will see that she boards the plane on schedule."

Agape nodded, yielding without liking it. It was hard to see her as
an alien creature at a time like this; her reactions were completely human,
as were those of her daughter.

Nepe took his hand, and they stepped out of the chamber. The
panel closed behind them. "Why did you make that scene?" Mach inquired
as they walked down the hall.

"l heard something," the child confided. "Something fun, maybe."

"The Citizen Tan doesn't serve ice cream," he cautioned her.

"Bettem that! But it's a secret!"

"Oh." He knew better than to question her further. He might leam
the secret, but it would spoil her fun.

He checked his watch. He was early for his appointment with the
Adept, by about an hour. Normally he would have retreated to his own suite
and used the time to check for accumulated messages, as well as verifying

the operation of



those cir - cuits, not with any intent to snoop on his other self, but to
ensure that they remained fully operative.

But this time Nepe was with him. The child would not be very
patient about an hour of stasis on his part. As a living creature she could
not turn off or internalize the same way. Her closest equivalent was
sleeping, and like most children, she would rather die than sleep during
daylight hours. Very well; his systems check could wait; certainly it wasn't
urgent.

"It will be a while before | meet with Tan," he said. "If you would like
something to eat first -- "

"l want to play a game with you. Uncle," she said.

"Such as piggy-back riding?"

"No piggy-bank riding! A real game!"

"Oh, you mean a Game!" he said, understanding.

"A Game," she agreed.

"Some of those games are unsuitable for a person your
age."

"Yes," she said zestfully. "But your mother would smite me if |
played one of those

with you." Nepe frowned, acknowledging the truth of this concern.



increasing concern about the child, who seemed to be a slow learner. She
did not seem slow to him, but he realized that he had little proper basis for
comparison. She seemed to be fully as alert as and somewhat more
expressive than his son

Flach.

But that of course was the problem. Flach was not keeping pace
with either fully human or unicorn children his age. He
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spoke more slowly, and lacked interest in academic pursuits, and
had mastered only two of the three forms expected of a unicorn. They had
hoped he would go beyond the ordinary in both the human and unicorn
respects, and for a time it had seemed that he would, but then progress
had slowed. That was why Mach had intercepted Stile in Phaze -- to no
avail, as it turned out, because Stile had refused to acknowledge that the
problem existed. Stile liked his grandson, without doubt, and that went far
toward mitigating his early objection to the unusual marriages of Mach and
Bane, but Mach had not expected that to distort his judgment about the
boy's progress.

Could it be overcompensation on Stile's part, or advancing age?
Technically Flach was the child of Bane, because Bane's body had

generated him; genetics took little note of which mind occupied the body at



of Phaze, thanks to the input of the Book of Magic, but he never deceived
himself that he was the smartest person. He suspected that Stile was
playing a game whose nature he hardly understood.

"Are you going to choose. Uncle?" Nepe asked.

Mach glanced at his grid. As always, it showed the four major
categories across the top: 1. PHYSICAL 2. MENTAL 3. CHANCE 4. ARTS,
and four types down the left side: A. NAKED B. TOOL C. MACHINE D.
ANIMALS. He had the letters. Quickly he touched A. NAKED. Here in
Proton the word had no social significance, as all serf's were naked;

it simply meant that no tools, machines or animals would be used.
He felt this was the safest course for a game with a child, because it
eliminated most of the most complicated ones.

Immediately the new grid formed: 2A. NAKED MEN -- TAL. He had
not needed to worry about inappropriate tools;
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her choice of MENTAL had negated most of that. Across the top
were 5. SOCIAL 6. POWER 7. MATH 8. HUMOR, and down the side were
E. INFORMATION F. MEMORY G. RIDDLE H. MANIPULATION. He had
the numbers this

time, so selected 8. HUMOR.



They set up the final grid, filling in improbable choices relating to
illogic and jokes. Nepe's choices evinced a pro -- clivity for naughtiness that
would have distressed her mother;

apparently the child felt free to express herself more openly in the
company of her uncle.

They played the grid, and the final choice of games was made:
STRUCTURED LYING. Mach shook his head. "Your mother -- " "Isn't
playing," the child said quickly. True. So Nepe had her way, and could now
tell lies with impunity. This variant, as structured, required that each make a
statement, while the other challenged any lie. If a lie was accepted as valid,
or a true statement challenged as a lie, a point was scored by the
originator. If the statement was called correctly, the point went to the
challenger. The trick was to cause the opponent to challenge some
seemingly outrageous but actually accurate statement. A lead of two points
decided

the game.

Mach made the first statement. He was not very good at lying,
because it was foreign to both his training and his robotic programming; a
good lie required imagination of the quality only a living brain could
achieve. Fortunately his op -- ponent was a child, and a childish example

would suffice. He presented one of the classic ancient riddles.



elmentry."

Elementary: indeed he had. Still, Nepe did not strike him as even
minimally retarded. She had made a swift and accu -- rate connection, after
correctly analyzing his strategy. She showed potential for master
gamesmanship.

Now it was her turn. "The man rode on the horse, and yet he
walked beside it," she said.

Mach pondered that. Surely it was a trick statement, ap -- pearing
impossible, just as his riddle of the egg was supposed to be. But what was
the rationale that made it true? Either the man was on the horse, or he
walked beside it. Unless there were two selves in the two frames, Phaze
and Proton, with one self riding and the other walking. But that would
require alternate selves of me horse, too, and mat made four creatures in
aU. The Game Computer was unlikely to allow so farfetched 'an
interpretation; structured humor had to be narrowly defined.

One man, one horse: how could it be? Mach was somehow sure it
could be, but his robotic logic did not fathom it. "That's a lie," he said.

Nepe smiled, as he had known she would. "Yeti is the name of the

dog," she said. ' "That one's as old as your egg."



They were at the Tan Adept's office precisely on time. Serfs were
always punctual when dealing with Citizens, because a rapid process of
selection eliminated all who were not. The normal manner of elimination
was firing, which meant that the serf had to leave the planet unless he
could find a new
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employer -- a forlorn hope. But there were few questions when
serfs simply disappeared, though all knew this could not hap -- pen by the
serfs choice. No serf ever gave any Citizen reason for annoyance if it was
possible to avoid it.

As it happened, Mach had given Citizen Tan reason for annoyance,
and Fleta (in Agape's body) had given him reason for rage. But they had
survived because Mach was an essen -- tial resource and Agape was
under his protection. Bane (in Mach's body) and Agape called themselves
married, but this was an affectation; there was no marriage among serfs,
merely an informal tolerance of a continuing association. If the closeness of
Bane and Agape ever abated, she would have to get offplanet in a hurry,
for her protection would be gone. There seemed to be no danger of any
separation, considering the presence of Nepe; nevertheless. Agape

normally re -- mained well clear of Citizen Tan.



was virtually nonex -- istent; not even the secretary cared for his opinion.

Tan did not like Mach, but had to work with him. Their direct
encounters were always formal and polite; the animos -- ity showed only in
this indirect fashion. Tan was making Mach wait -- and Mach had brought a
visitor. No other serf would have had the audacity, perhaps not even Bane.
But Mach knew his power, and used it to counter the subtle man --
ifestations of the Citizen's ire.

Why had Tan chosen to be the one to work with him? That had
always been a mystery. The Contrary Citizens could have arranged to have
any of their number, or some trusted high -- placed serf, deal with Mach
and Bane, yet it was Tan. Tan, whose genitals Agape's body had squeezed
during Fleta's es -- cape from him, before Bane had joined the Citizens and
thereby guaranteed her safety. No other person had ever com --
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mitted such an act against a Citizen and lived a day, let alone five
years!

"Gee, you're pretty!" Nepe said to the receptionist.

The receptionist glanced at a panel on her desk before an --
swering. Discovering no signal of negation there, she smiled. "Thank you,
Nepe." Indeed, she was more than pretty; she was as well formed and

featured as a serf could get, consid -- ering that serfs were allowed no



Again the secretary glanced at her panel, careful to say nothing not
authorized. "We know all who associate with your uncle," she replied.

"You mean you watch us?"

"Yes. To be sure that nothing happens to you."

The child shrugged. "Not close 'nough."

Then the secretary did a delayed doubletake. "How did you know
my name?"

"Uncle Mach told me."

Mach would have jumped, had he been alive. He had not even
known the woman's name before Nepe gave it! What mischievous game
was the child playing?

Then a signal flashed. "The Citizen will see you now," the secretary
said. "Nepe will remain here."

"Of course," Mach said, though he did not like this. He knew better
than to counter any directive of the Citizen, but if Nepe were subjected to
any ill treatment, even purely psy -- chological, Mach would be in an
extremely difficult position.

"Il be okay. Uncle," Nepe said brightly. "Tsetse's nice."

Mach hoped so. He braced himself and stepped through the

opaque force-curtain into Citizen Tan's inner office.
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Citizens, and ruthless, and he used women as he used men:

with complete indifference to their sensitivities.

"Sir," Mach said respectfully.

"You have the information?"

"Yes, sir."

Tan smiled with genuine warmth. "We are very close, after a
tedious delay. This may be the batch that puts us over."

"Yes, sir."

"Because once we have enough basic information from the

Book of Magic in Phaze, and the Oracle here is able to com -- pile it, we
shall finally have the mechanism to achieve key leverage in the monetary
arena. It is amazing how closely magic parallels financial dealings! You
know what that means?"

"Yes, sir."

"State it in your own words."

"The Contrary Citizens will be able to use their wealth to control the
government of the frame of Proton, and Citizen Blue and his allies will no
longer be able to prevent this. Thus victory for you."

Tan rubbed his hands together. "It has been long in com -- ing!

Blue has used every conceivable mode of interference and delay. But



the translation of your information," Tan said. "l believe that this will indeed
mark the turning point. The mat -- ter will therefore no longer require my
personal attention. | will assign an associate to work with you."

"As you wish, sir," Mach said, surprised. Citizen Tan had always
evinced keen interest in'this project, despite his en -- mity to Mach and
Bane.

"l shall turn this matter over to her now," Tan said. He snapped his
fingers.

A young woman entered the room. -- She was a serf, for she
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was naked, and well formed. Mach's gaze traveled to her face --
and he stifled his dismay. "Tania," he said.

"Naturally | trust my sister to represent my interests com --
petently," Citizen Tan said. "You have some objection?"

"No, sir," Mach said quickly. But this was a meaningless denial, as
the others knew; he preferred to remain well away from this dangerous
woman. He had snubbed her other self in Phaze, and made mischief for
her here in Proton, when he was helping Fleta escape. Tania had a score
or two to settle with him.

"How nice," Tania said, approaching him. Her eyes, hair and skin

were tinted tan like those of her twin brother; she was naked but clothed in



Citizen Tan disappeared. Mach was alone with Tania. At least he
did not have to say "sir" to her. She had great power, because of her
relationship to the Citizen, but she was legally another serf. "What is your
intent?" he inquired, attempting to disengage.

"It occurred to me that you have no romantic interest in this frame,
Mach," she said. "Since we have to work closely together anyway, we
might as well enjoy it."

"You know | am a robot," he said tightly. "You should have no
interest in my type."

"If truth be told, | am bored with human men, and with androids,"
she said. "Youare not just any robot; you are the most advanced model on
the planet, and you have demon -- strated abilities worthy of any living
male. | believe you will be interesting."

"l am married."

"Not in Proton. Come, Mach, kiss me."

"There is no requirement that | do such a thing."

"Shall | tell my brother that you are uncooperative?"

"Obviously Citizen Tan will react in whatever manner he



within minutes?" "l have no desire of you!" "Perhaps not yet." She lifted her
face, waiting. Mach realized that she intended to establish her control over
the situation by making him do what she chose. She could have no
physical desire for him; it was not in her nature as either an aloof woman or
the sister of a Citizen. Obviously sex was merely a tool to her -- in this
case, a tool to embarrass him. If he didn't kiss her, she would require more
of him, making him regret his resistance.

He lowered his face and kissed her. He felt a surge of guilt, thinking
of Fleta. But he damped it down, realizing that he really had no choice.
Perhaps after playing with him for a time, Tania would lose interest, as a
cat did with a dead bird.

Tania broke, with a flicker of irritation. "As if you mean it," she said.
"Again."

"Whatever | show, | will not mean it," he said. "Perhaps not yet,"
she repeated, waiting. He kissed her again, as if he meant it. Unfortunately
his circuits were cued to a degree to his actions; it was a feed -- back loop
that normally enhanced his human emulation. That meant that to an extent
he did mean it, at least for the mo -- ment. This time she was satisfied.
"Now speak the formu -- lae," she said.

"They will be meaningless to you." ' 'But they will be recorded. They

may not be meaningless to our analysts."



"Now we shall send the child on her way, and go to the Oracle,"
she said.

Nepe! He had almost forgotten her! He was getting more human all
the time, and suffering the liabilities of the state. A true machine forgot
nothing that was not expressly erased. Of course he was no longer a true
machine; half his current experience was human, in Phaze. There he was
called the Robot Adept (or, as the natives had it, "Rovot"), but he was really
a living man with considerable power of magic. Per -- haps it wasn't
surprising that the human liabilities as well as the human delights carried
across the frames.

They emerged to the front office. The child was sitting on the desk,
watching a cartoon on the receptionist's screen, her little legs swinging and
tapping the desk.

Nepe looked up immediately. "Were you surprised. Un -- cle?"

"You knew?" he asked, surprised again.

"Oh, sure. Did she vamp you yet?"

Mach froze, appalled at both the question and Tania's likely
reaction.

"Not yet," Tania said, laughing.

"Oh, goody! Can | watch, then?"

"But -- " Mach started.



Nepe clapped her hands, applauding. "She's making you do it!" she
exclaimed. "l bet Tsetse she would!"

"Tsetse?" he repeated, chagrined at the openness of this matter.

"Tsetse -- my receptionist," Tania explained, misunder -- standing.
She pronounced the name as Nepe had, but with the t's sounded. "I
brought in my own personnel, since | am
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to handle this case. | named her, because she is good at making
men sleep. Does she please you?"

"I have no interest in her," Mach said. What a name to hang on
such a pretty woman! Tania's cruelty was showing. Tania turned to the
woman. "Take Nepe to her ship." "No, I'll do that!" Mach said.

"So you do have an interest in her," Tania said, "because she
affects the welfare of your niece."

"To that degree," Mach agreed. What was Tania trying to do? He
saw no consistent pattern in her actions.

Tania read his doubt. "I am showing you that there are ways and
ways | can affect your interests if you cross me. We have a covenant, and
no one will be hurt. But you could have to do things you dislike, and the

child could witness things you prefer she did not. Now Tsetse will escort



But that could mean having an affair with her. As a man or robot in
the frame of Proton, he had no technical reason not to; his marriage to
Fleta had no bearing here. But emo -- tionally the prospect appalled him.
His body was the one Bane used, when they exchanged, and so Agape
was con -- cerned, while his mind was in love with Fleta, making Fleta
concerned. Thus it was not a simple matter of catering to the demands of a
demanding woman without any emotional in -- volvement, as a normal
robot could do. There were deep social conflicts. That seemed to be why
Tania was doing it. Was it merely her normal cruelty, or was there some
more sinister reason? He was profoundly dismayed by this devel -- opment.

"I'll be fine. Uncle, and so will you," Nepe said, jumping off the desk
to take Tsetse's hand. "Thanks for the game and the demstration!"

"You are welcome, Nepe," he said, wishing he had never brought
her here. Obviously he had played into Tania's hands. Yet the child
seemed quite satisfied, and she was evidently
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not entirely innocent of the games adults played. This could not be
accounted for by the malice of either Citizen Tan or his sister.

Nepe and the receptionist departed. Mach braced himself for

Tania's dalliance, seeing no alternative.



Mach nodded grimly. The worst of it was that her evident personal
interest in him, for whatever cynical reason, evoked a complementary
interest; he was now aware of the beauty and texture of her body. Even her
mind intrigued him. Fleta was straightforward and honest and positive and
nice, and he loved her; Tania was devious and dishonest and negative and
cruel, and he knew little of this type, and found it uncannily fascinating.
Fleta was completely open; he always knew where she stood and how she
felt. Tania was the opposite, which gave her the quality of mystery -- and
that lured him in the manner of a candle with a moth. He was disgusted
with him -- self, but the lure remained.

She nodded in return, her eyes narrowing appraisingly. She was
experienced enough to know the type of appeal she had for men. "The time
will come when | do not have to tell you to kiss me," she said. "Like all
males, you are fascinated by bad women."

Mach did not answer, as there was no honest refutation he could
make. He set up a circuit mask that would detune his awareness of her
physical features and prevent him from re -- acting to them, but there was
no simple way to do the same for his emotion. He had learned too much of
the living re -- sponse, these past five years, and hardly cared to diminish

that lest it affect his relationship with Fleta.



exchange with the Book of Magic, making both fully opera -- tive.

"Sit at the desk," she directed him. "There is no need," he said. "I
do not fatigue." "l see you are after all a slow learner. Sit." Mach circled the
desk and took the comfortable chair va -- cated by the receptionist.

Tania followed, and sat in his lap. He had to do an emer -- gency
short-out of his tactile receptors in that region to pre -- vent a reaction as
her firm naked buttocks made contact. There was no subtlety whatsoever
in her approach, but it remained effective. "Every time you balk, | will react
unpre -- dictably," she said, reaching across him to touch a button in

the chair.

Abruptly his receptors turned on again. "What?" he ex -- claimed,
startled.

"l have nulled your shorting mechanism," she said, tens -- ing and
relaxing a buttock. "Did you suppose | knew nothing of robotics? This office
is appropriately equipped.”

He should have known. His machine defenses were useless here.
He was no Adept, in this frame, and that made him vulnerable. She could
make him react when she chose to.

"Oracle." It was the connection. With relief, Mach plunged into his
recitation of formulae, tuning out his body's

awareness of hers.



considered him a challenge, and that would motivate her even if she found
him sexually repulsive.

"How nice. But perhaps | should make certain. | must say, | had
forgotten the pleasure of seducing an unwilling male. | think we shall be
seeing a good deal of each other this month." She twisted around, her
thighs sliding across his thighs, her breasts making better contact. The
sensations sent electrical pulses through his body, and both his mind and
his
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loin responded. Damn that override she had turned on! He was
unable to curtail any of his natural reactions.

She reached up to draw his face into hers. Her tan hair spread out,
framing her face, descending to brush against his body. Her tan irises
seemed to grow large. She kissed him, and he was aware of his resistance
crumbling. She was an infernally attractive figure of a woman, never mind
her un -- attractive nature, and his body wanted hers.

There was a ping from the screen. Tania paused, a quirk of
annoyance twisting her mouth. "What?" she rapped.

"Notice of problem," the screen said, showing matching words.

"The child Nepe has gone astray."



and my wife and child in Phaze."

"l know she is!" Tania said. "We haven't done this!"

"Haven't you?" One of his hands closed on her upper arm and
began to squeeze. Now the override prevented him from moderating his
developing emotion of anger. "You thought to distract me while you acted
against my niece?"

He was hurting her, but she refused to cry out. "l thought to seduce
you, yes. Nothing more. No harm to Nepe. Now let me go so | can pursue
this matter."

He realized that it would make no sense for the Contrary Citizens to
make such a move, even after they gained suffi -- cient information to
achieve their power in Proton. He and Bane remained the Citizens' only
contact with the opposite frames. He released her. His desire for her body
had been nullified by his awareness of the threat to Nepe.

Quickly Tania ascertained that the plane, flying prepro -- grammed,
had at first suffered what appeared to be a mal -- function of the tracking
equipment. It had ceased to show on the screen. But when they
compensated by orienting with another tracker, they had been unable to
locate it. A direct physical check had also failed to turn it up. A crash in the
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might have interfered. It all fits together rather neatly: Citizen Tan stepping
aside at this time for you, your hireling taking the child -- "

"No!" she cried. "The timing is coincidence! We were

trying only to -- "

"You did set this up?" he asked, stepping toward her. "No! Not to
hurt the child! We have nothing to do with

mat! We don't want anything to happen to her! We want her

on our side!"

"What are you talking about? Nepe is only four years old! She's no
part of the struggle between Citizens."

"But she will be! She -- " Tania stopped, realizing that she

had said too much.

"l think | had better question you more authoritatively." She drew
herself up angrily. "You have no right!" "Listen, Tania, you are a serf, just
as | am. If your brother dies, you may inherit his Citizenship -- but if my
father dies, | may inherit his. You are human, | am a robot, but you are no
better than | am either legally or socially. Not till your side wins its case
against Citizen Blue and starts subverting the new order. You gained my
acquiescence to your advances only because | care for the welfare of my
niece. Do you wish to try whether your good will is more precious to the
Citizens than mine? Do you wish to try whether | will not destroy you as
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complicity in this matter, and you will do that now or suffer the
consequence."

"You damned arrogant machine!" she flared. "You should be
junked! No one talks to me that way and lives!"

"l am not alive. What is your decision?"

"l hate you!"

Mach smiled. "I take that to be your acquiescence."

"Yes," she whispered, defeated. In that moment of her genuine
humiliation, he found her more appealing than she had been when
arrogant. Stripped of her imperialistic manner and her cruelty, she could be
a truly attractive woman.

Mach spoke to the desk. "One interrogation unit to this site," he
said. He realized that the receptionist was late re -- turning; probably she
was under orders to stay clear until her mistress had completed the
seduction of the robot. That par -- ticular plot had gone awry! But if Nepe
was in trouble --

"But a condition," Tania said.

"No conditions! | mean to have the truth!"

"You pride yourself on honor," she said, speaking so low that her

voice hardly carried. "Deal with me with honor."



owe her, by his code. But she was a clever, nervy woman; she could be
bluffing, trying to make him change his mind without proof.

"Granted," he said shortly. And felt a twinge of guilt. Had he any
right to make such a bargain, regardless of the situa -- tion?

Tania went to the desk. "Admit the machine, then seal off all
communications until further notice," she said. She sat in the chair.

Thus this questioning would be only between the two of them. The
interrogation unit would hot tell; it would be erased after use. No one else
would know what happened here, un -- less one of them told.
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The unit arrived. It was a standard cylindrical robot, with several
extensible arms and assorted recesses. "Subject?" its speaker grille
inquired.

"Me," Tania said.

The machine rolled to her. Efficiently it fastened metallic bracelets
on her wrists, ankles and head. She submitted to this with unconcealed
aversion, but made no move to inter -- fere.

"Testing," the machine said. "Speak truth: what is your

name and station?"

"Tania, human, serf, heir to Citizen Tan."

"Speak false: what is your name and station?"



Her half-truth had aligned? This promised mischief of an -- other
nature!

Though shaken by her statement, Mach knew he had to make this
count, because he would never get another oppor -- tunity. He could not
afford to let any aspect of the truth slip

by him.

He started obliquely, because now he wanted a broader truth than
he had initially. "Why did you attempt to seduce me? Provide such detail as
you believe is warranted to clarify this matter.”

"That is not relevant!" she flared.

"l believe it is, because Nepe disappeared while you were doing
this."

Indeed, the interrogator challenged it. "Subject's statement is
false," it said.

She grimaced. She was in no sense drugged or under any duress
other than the need to tell the truth or be immediately exposed in her lie. "It
was my brother's plan. Pleta humili -- ated him and got away. Now she is
back in Phaze; he can not reach her, either physically or by the terms of the
covenant. But he can not rest until he has his satisfaction of her. There --
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his sister and his heir. He could have used Tsetse for this purpose; indeed,
that was the original plan. But | volunteered, because it is better to keep it
in the family;

it would be dangerous to have my employee gain your loyalty. She
might get notions of independence. With me, there would be no risk,
because never would | betray the interests of the Citizenship | am slated to
inherit."

Another pause. Then: "That is not the whole truth."

"It is enough of it!" she snapped.

"True," the interrogator agreed.

Mach was surprised again. She had backed off the ma -- chine! But
his own curiosity had been aroused. "Give the rest anyway," he said.

"You owe me," she reminded him.

"If you prove out."

"'l was influenced by more than loyalty to my brother and my side,"
she said. "For a decade | have known of this sophisticated robot, Mach. |
am older than he, but this has little relevance in our society. At first | was
outraged that he should be designated heir to a Citizen. But when he estab
-- lished communication with his other self, and went to Phaze, | realized
that he was much more than a robot. | saw the mischief he made for our

side, and | learned how he became an Adept in the other frame. | know
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though he is a robot, may be worthy. | became intrigued to the point
of fascination. My mission may be one thing, but my heart is another, and |
want him. It was my intent to seduce him first, then wean him away from
Fleta by repeated demonstrations of my effectiveness as a lover, and,
perhaps, to love him myself. In the end, perhaps, to win Bane also.
Because these two represent our only known contact with the frame of
Phaze, and Phaze remains a dream for all of us, even those of us who
have never seen it, a magic world like none other. | would give my power
and pride to live in Phaze, the frame where enchantment is literal. If Mach
could take me there, or exchange me with my other self there for a time, as
he did with Agape -- the very notion, however farfetched, fills me with an
unutterable longing, and | would love him for it no matter what else
occurred between us. And that is

the whole of it."

"That is the whole of it," the interrogator agreed. It did make sense.
Tania might be arrogant and cynical, but she had desires too, and she
wanted the best for herself. He understood her longing for Phaze; that
longing had never left him. So there was genuine desire, under her
artificiality.

But what of Nepe?



Mach, amazed, tried once more. "Do you know of any other plot
against me or Nepe or Agape, or have you any suspicion of such?"

"No."

"That is not the whole truth."

"Damn that machine!" she flared again. "Only in the sense that the
child is valuable. She is developing powers that could make her a
significant asset to our side. She might even leam to communicate with her
opposite in Phaze. Therefore we have instituted a watch on her, to ensure
that we know at such time as her powers develop. We have no plot against
her, only the intent to keep her with us, by whatever means
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is required. Her disappearance is as much a concern to us as to
you, Mach, and we shall make every effort to recover her unharmed. That
is the whole truth."

And the interrogator agreed.

Surely she would have known or suspected, had there been any
plot. She had exonerated herself and her side.

"But Nepe is-considered retarded," he said.

"She is not. She hides her developing abilities from you. We see
this because we have tracked her constantly, when she is not in the

protected suite of her grandfather. Recently we have observed less; we



knew no more of Nepe's disappearance than he had before. "I must go to
her mother," he said.

"Remember!" she called as he turned away. "You owe me, Mach!"

"That is true," the interrogator said as Mach left.

He went to Agape's apartment and put his hand against the door
panel. It recognized him and admitted him immediately.

She was there. When he was inside, she touched a button, and an
opacity closed about them. It was the privacy shield, normally invoked for
lovemaking; but she knew he was not Bane, and there was none of that
between them.

She was out of focus, and he knew she had been, in her fashion,
crying. Her alien flesh did not lend itself readily to this; instead it melted,
making her features formless. Evi -- dently she was holding her shape only
with an effort, because of this crisis.

"l questioned Tania with an interrogator," he said without preamble.
"She is innocent of this. She wishes to seduce me and subvert me, in an
effort to punish Fleta for humiliating Tan, but she has no complicity in
Nepe's disappearance. It seems that some third party whose identity we do

not know is responsible. That means that Nepe is probably unhurt, but



"Your father sent a message. It arrived just before you. He -- he
engineered this. Or they did. Stile and Blue. Nepe got the message, and
knew it was time, and she escaped."

"Nepe did it? But she's a little child, and the Citizens were
watching, and the plane was programmed! And -- " He stared at her. "Stile?
How could he -- 1 brought no message from him!"

"Nepe and Flach -- they made contact," she said. "They were
waiting for the signal. Stile sent word to Flach, and he gave it as you
exchanged, and Nepe knew then. She is hid -- ing."

Mach's circuits were overloaded with this seeming non -- sense.
"No one else has contact between the frames! Only Bane and me!"

"And the children. We never suspected. They have gone into
hiding."

"From usT' he asked, appalled.

"From the enemy we serve. They will work with the other side. The
Citizens and Adepts suspected; that is why they watched. But the children
eluded them, and now no one knows where they are, except perhaps Stile
and Blue, and they will not tell."

"So they were not retarded," he said, remembering his

conversation with Stile, and Stile's certainty. Now, also, he remembered



remain hidden? Would
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they even survive? They had kept their secret, and keot it
astonishingly well, but they were only four years oM p
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Flach

Flach was waiting as Neysa trotted up. He was at the castle of the
Red Adept, where his father Mach had brought him for the exchange. Mach
got to study the Book of Magic which the Red Adept controlled, during the
time that Flach visited his Grandpa Stile. That was the deal they had made,
and it had existed as long as he could remember. This was because Stile
and the Adverse Adepts were enemies, and the Red Adept was with Stile,
and he had the Book of Magic, so they had to trade off if they wanted to
use it. Until recently it had seemed to Flach that he had the best of the
deal, because he hardly cared about any dusty old book, while Grandpa
Stile

was wonderful to be with.

But he had come to understand that it was the other way around.

The Book had spells that were even better in the other frame than here,



He liked her about as well as he liked Grandpa Stile. She never talked
much, but she was great for traveling in the wilderness, and he always felt
safe with her.

Mach lifted him up to sit astride the unicorn. He needed no saddle;
it was not that he was an apt rider, but that she would never let him fall.
"See you later, crocogator," Mach quipped, smiling. He always had
something fun-stupid like that to say, from his memories of the other frame.

"In a while, allidile," Flach responded dutifully.

Then Neysa was off, Flach clinging to her flaring mane. She moved
slowly at first, making sure that he was secure, but gradually picked up
speed.

They bore west, heading for the Blue Demesnes, where Flach was
to have a week's visit with his grandparents on the human side. But as they
passed through a section of forest, Neysa sounded her hom.

Flach had been trained in horn talk. He understood im -- mediately.
She had just told him that now was the time to act.

He did not acknowledge directly. He knew that they were being
watched; they were always watched. He merely squeezed his knees to her
sides, acknowledging. Then, as they emerged to an open region, he spoke.

"Granddam Neysa, | have to pee. Can we stop?"



Flach wedged his way into the bush, reached for his trou -- sers,
looked back, and sang a spot spell:

Privacy While | pee

The air clouded around him, so that his body was hidden. In the
privacy of that cloud he did open his trousers and
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urinate. But he also used his free hand to work something out of
the lining of his trousers, and set it in his jacket pocket where he could
readily put his hand on it. It was a figure like a doll that looked just like him,
complete to the outfit he normally wore for traveling: blue jacket, blue
trousers, and

blue socks and shoes.

His tasks completed, he stepped out of the bushes, and the fog
surrounding him dissipated. He returned to Neysa. She walked to a nearby
log, so that he could climb up on it and mount her from that height. Then
they resumed their journey. There was nothing to indicate that a significant
action had

been started. Grandpa Stile had coached him carefully on this.
Anything

he wished known he could do openly, and anything he wished to

keep secret he had to cover in some way. So he had brought out the



hidden until he was big and strong and talented enough to survive alone.
He knew that would be a long time, so he concentrated on doing the best
job of

hiding he possibly could.

"Granddam," he said after a suitable interval had elapsed, so that
there would seem to be no connection with her note of information or his
pause for nature. "I'm bored with this same old route. Can we go by the
wolves and 'corns?"

Neysa blew a note of caution.

"Oh, | don't mean to stay long, just to pass by and say hi." He
smiled, because his rhyme caused a little atmo -- spheric effect; it thought
he was doing magic. "It won't take long, honest, and besides, you can see
your friends too. I've never met the Pack you know so well."

Neysa made a derisive trill on her harmonica horn, know -- ing he
was wheedling, but she turned south. The truth was he could wheedle
much from her, for he was-of her flesh. She had never forgiven his dam
Fleta for mating with the
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golem Mach, but she loved Flach, and the affection she could not

show her filly she showed him instead. However, that was merely the



well as he could, because he knew that if he messed up, there would be
more trouble than he could imag -- ine, for him and Grandpa Stile and all
the Adepts who sided with him.

Abruptly he felt the contact of Mach and Bane across the frames.
They were orienting on each other, so as to overlap in space, so that they
could exchange. They usually conversed for a time first, setting things
straight between them.

Flach knew what to do. Nepe! he called in thought.

After a moment she responded. / hear you, Flach. | was specting
you, 'cause they 're transfring.

It be time to hide! he thought. Be thou ready?

Better be! she responded. Then: Oh, Flach, I'm afraid!

Me too! But Neysa told me, and needs must we do it.

We 've got to do it, she agreed. Now he felt the fear in her, washing
across the contact between the frames.

Needs must be we brave, he thought.

Do you have some bravry for me?

He had to smile, though he was taut with the reality of what they
were about to do. Here be some o' mine, Nepe! And he sent her a wash of

emotion, as positive as he could manage.



swell of loneliness, as he always did. She
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was his other self, closer than any other person in either frame, and
he felt whole when he was in touch with her, and empty when they
separated. That was the way it always was.

But now he had to concentrate on his own situation. There were
things he had to do, and do right. He could not afford to be concerned
about his lost other self. Not right now.

As he rode, he risked one minor bit of magic: he made a spell to
modify his smell. He had figured this aspect out for himself and was rather
proud of it; this spell should go un -- noticed because it was so
inconsequential and seemingly pointless. But he had his reason. It would
wear off within the

hour, but that should be enough.

Neysa was traveling rapidly, as only a unicorn could, and soon
enough reached the Were Demesnes. Two wolves charged out to intercept
her, growling; then they recognized her and became an escort instead.
Neysa was the friend of every member of this Pack, because of a spell Stile
had | wrought long ago. The younger wolves were not bound di- | rectly by
it, because they had been whelped after it, but their sires and bitches had

impressed the situation on them. In -- deed, the entire lasting truce



affect only half the Pack and Herd, or maybe only half as strongly, but who
would know the difference?

The escort wolves guided them to the current haunt of the Pack,
and old Kurrelgyre came out to greet Neysa. The wolf was white around the
muzzle, but still strong; his time to be torn apart by the Pack was not yet.
Not quite yet. His time would have passed before now, but Stile had seen
to his con -- tinuing strength.

Neysa played a greeting on her horn, indicating that this

was only a passing visit. Several of the older bitches came up to
sniff noses with her, remembering old times. Flach
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waved to several of the cubs; they were after all about his age. But
they did not know him, and did not respond.

Then Neysa resumed her travel, and Flach was satisfied. He now
knew the location and layout of the Pack's Demesnes.

Neysa made a note of alertness. Plach looked up. In a moment he
spied what her sharper senses had noted: a for -- mation of three bats
crossing their path. He knew that these were young ones, traveling from
one Flock to another. This was the season of exchanging, when young
bats, unicorns, wolves, ogres, harpies and others joined new tribes, so that

they could grow up and mate without inbreeding. Even some human



Soon Neysa played another note. This time it was a single dragon
circling ahead. What was it after? "Maybe we should check," he said.

She sounded a note of negation, because it was dangerous even
for a unicorn to cross a dragon. She intended to carry him safely, not into
adventure!

"But if it be young ones traveling -- " he persisted.

Without comment she veered to go toward the dragon, and broke
into a gallop. She realized now that he had reason for this involvement, and
had to cooperate.

"Maybe if we look first -- " he said.

She liked that better. She halted, and he dismounted, put -- ting his
hand on the doll-amulet in his pocket. She changed to firefly form,, while
he, timing it precisely, changed to bat -- form. The doll he held became a
life-sized replica of himself. Instead of him holding the little figure in his
hand, now the big figure was holding the bat in its hand. Only a close ob --
server would have noticed any change.

Neysa the firefly flew ahead. The golem walked to the shel -- ter of
a leaning many-spoked spruce tree, so as to keep out of sight while
unprotected. It put the bat into its pocket with -- out looking at it.

At the tree, shrouded by the radiating branches, the golem
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he was unsteady, for he had not flown often, and the sonic method of
navigation was not natural to him. But he used his eyes as well, and gained
proficiency.

Now he flew in the direction Neysa had gone, staying low so as to
be sheltered from view by the trees. He never looked at the golem again; it
would function as it had been made to do when activated, just like a boy. It
even had his texture, weight and smell; Neysa might never notice the
difference, until at some point it would fail to react in a living manner. There
was only so much a golem could do; such things were not very bright. But
whenever Neysa did notice, she would not let on; she knew this would
happen somewhere along this journey. She would deliver the golem safely
to Grandpa Stile, who would greet it exactly as if it were Flach himself, pre -
- serving the secret. So would Grandma Lady Blue. With luck, no one else
would know of the exchange, until it was far too late to do anything about it.

Now he saw the dragon. It was coming down! He swooped forward,
eager to discover what manner of prey it sought.

This turned out to be a group of four werewolf pups and a grown
wolf guiding and protecting them. But they had fool -- ishly strayed into an
open section while the dragon was near, and now it was diving, talons

outstretched, using its fire to ignite the dry grass ahead of the wolves so



slewed to the side, barely avoiding the hom.
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In a moment it regained its equilibrium and oriented on Neysa. But
she retreated to the shelter of another great bull spruce, while the rescued
pup scrambled for cover. The dragon could attack her, but could not come
close enough to be effective; if it risked the vicinity of the spruce, Neysa
could charge within the tree's cover and perhaps score with her hom.
Meanwhile, the prey was gone.

Raging, the dragon retreated. It could not afford to expend its fire
uselessly; better to seek other prey. It ascended and flew away, pausing
only to vent a giant dropping. The drop -- ping splatted against the tree,
causing the bark to scorch and steam, but Neysa had already moved
behind it and was not sullied.

The wolf came forward to sniff noses with Neysa. Now Flach
realized that these cubs were from Kurrelgyre's Pack! Naturally Neysa
helped them, and the wolf recognized her and thanked her; they were oath-
friends. Thanks to her, all of the cubs would reach the other Pack.

Flach flew away, avoiding contact with any of them. He had
changed form without being noticed; it was important that he preserve that
privacy. Neysa would return to the golem and it would mount her and the

two would proceed to her brother Clip's Herd, and thence north to the Blue



It was from Al he had learned how to fly as a bat; Al had covered for him
during the difficult early practicing. Al was unique: a vampire troll, who
could make magic amulets. If Flach were discov -- ered, the Red Adept
would be able to help him.

But not long before this break had come, he had had sober second
thoughts. Originally it had seemed that the Adepts would check only the
Pack and Herd along his route, and never suspect that he had assumed a
new form and gone else -- where. But then he had realized that they could
be smarter
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than that, and if they managed to pick up his change to bat -- form,
they could readily track him to the Flock. That meant that the Flock could
not be risked. So now he was only seem -- ing to go there; when he could
deviate from this route without being observed, he would do so.

He had an alternate destination in mind. The place they might
never suspect, because they would check it first and eliminate it, and never
think to check it again. Kurrelgyre's Pack. He had not exchanged forms
there, but he would come there in another guise, with a different smell. That
was why he had masked his smell as they passed. He hoped this was as
clever a move as it had seemed when he first thought it out; now he was

profoundly uncertain. He was after all only (bur years old; he knew he was



He landed in a tree near the trail. This was not the one the three
outgoing cubs had used. This one came from farther north, and the smell of
it was stale. It should do.

He settled down to wait. He was tired from his brief flight, for his bat
wing muscles were not well developed. He might

have a long wait.

He did. He slept, then foraged nearby for berries. Vampire bats in
Phaze did not eat a lot of blood; that was for special occasions. Fruits and
insects did nicely for the most part, and in the human form they ate what
human folk did. Indeed, they were completely human in that guise, which
was one reason he had thought to hide among them. However, they were
not the only half-human species.

He hung upside down from a shrouded branch and slept again.
Night came, and he wanted to forage, for bats were more comfortable in
the dark, but he didn't dare; he had to be by this path when the wolves
came.

Where was Granddam Neysa now? Surely most of the way to her
brother's herd. She would probably turn the golem over
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to another unicorn while she grazed -- no, she surely would know

by now that it was a golem, so would not pause there, lest others discover



give him away. He had to wait until it was time, and then change only when
it could be covered by an -- other creature's magic.

All next day he waited, and all next night. The loneliness was
almost overwhelming. He thought of Nepe, and won -- dered whether she
had escaped. He thought she must have, because there had been no
further communion between Mach and Bane. Of course, Mach might be
trying to reach Bane, and Bane wouldn't know unless he came to their
rendezvous, so maybe it didn't prove anything. The two had to overlap,
physically, each standing in the same geographic spot of their frames; that
was why they always exchanged at the same place, near the Red
Demesnes. Flach and Nepe could contact each other from anywhere; he
wasn't sure why they were different from their fathers, or why no one else
could do it, but he thought it had to do with their mixed ancestry.

He kept reminding himself that his isolation was a good sign,
because it meant that no one had discovered his disap -- pearance, or if
they had, they had no idea where to find him. The critical period, as
Grandpa Stile had impressed on him, was the first week. That was when
his absence would be discovered, and when the search would be most
intense. Af -- ter that the risk would diminish, though he could never afford

to get careless.
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branch, dropped, spread his wings, and looped back up. He
hovered before the nose of the pup, who abruptly halted,

surprised.

Two other pups came up, and then the bitch who was guid -- ing
and guarding them. They stared at the erratically behav -- ing bat. The bitch
snapped at it, but Flach hovered just out of reach. He looped about,
remaining ahead of them, pre -- venting them from proceeding. Every time
the bitch tried to

drive him off, he came back again. Finally she had had enough.
She changed to human form,

garbed in furs, ready to take a stick to him if she had to. That was
what he wanted. Simultaneously he changed to

pup form. Instantly she was back in bitch form, growling. Flach

whimpered, his little tail between his legs. She advanced on him,
teeth bared. He rolled over on the trail, exposing his belly. She hesitated,
then sniffed him. He lay there, not hav -- ing to feign terror. Finally she

resumed woman form. She was of advancing



derstood the significance of that. "Methinks thou dost be doomed anyway,"
she said. "Knowest thou not that we tol -- erate the likes o' thee only for the
sake o' the truce?"

"I have changed sides," he said. "I must hide, lest those

thou knowest catch me."

Duzyfilan considered. "Willst make oath on that?"

"Aye." And from him came a faint splash, that rippled the blades of
grass and colored the air momentarily.

"Then must we help thee," she decided. "No other must know thine
origin. A secret spread about be no secret long."

"l seek only to join thy company," he said. "And to join

the Pack, and be as weres be." "Thou hast no pup name?"

UNICORN POINT [ 53

"Nay."

"A pup be named first by the bitch who bears him," she said.
"Canst thou accept me in lieu, since | be first to receive thee in this guise?"

"Aye," he said gratefully.

"Then | name thee Ba, after what | saw o' thee that thou must ne'er
again be, an thou be called one o' our kind."

"Ba," he repeated. She had seen him as a bat, so she took from

that, as was the werewolf way.



"Do these two 0' ye, Ba and Fo, make Oath o' Friendship, each
ne'er to betray the welfare o' the other, in the wolven way?"

Both growled aye, and the splash manifested. Among adults the
magic splash of absolute truth was seldom seen, but among the young,
who were less jaded by experience, it was common enough.

The bitch beckoned a female pup. "Do these two o' ye, Ba and Si,
make Oath o' Friendship, each ne'er to betray the welfare o' the other, in
the wolven way?"

Again both growled affirmation, and again there was the splash and
ripple.

She summoned the second female. "Do these two o' ye, Ba and
Te, make Oath o' Friendship, each ne'er to betray the welfare o' the other,
in the wolven way?"

A third time they growled agreement, and the splash man -- ifested.

"Now may ye exchange what confidences ye choose, and ne'er
fear betrayal, an ye be mindful who else might over -- hear," Duzyfilan said.
"But concern me not with it, for it be not my business. We camp ahead; we
shall travel not this night." She resumed bitch form.

So it was that Flach joined the formation of pups, falling in line
between the two females. They padded on along the trail, first Fo, then Si,
then Flach as Ba, then Te, with the



They came to a place the bitch deemed suitable for camp -- ing.
She sniffed it thoroughly, then had them crawl under a thick thorny bush
and nestle together out of sight of the trail. "Needs must | hunt," she
announced. "An danger come, hide; an it sniff ye out, bay for me. An |
came not in time, scatter." Then she was gone.

They were packed in nose-to-tail, but in a moment Fo and Te made
.room on either side, and Si assumed human form beside Flach. "Change,
oath-friend," she told him in a low tone. "We would leam o' thee."

Flach changed, finding himself jammed against her, be -- cause
their human forms were larger than their pup forms. She was a girl of about
his size, which meant also his age, because the werewolves matured at the
rate of their slow com -- ponent, the human one. It was now too dark for
him to see her, but he felt her human mane, soft and fluffy as her fur, and
the snug clothing she wore in human form.

"What wouldst thou learn o' me?" he asked, speaking no louder
than she. He realized that she had been chosen, or had chosen herself, to
interrogate him; the other two were listen -- ing with their superior ears.

"We saw thee shift from bat to wolf. Ne'er have we known o' a were
also a bat. Be thou a crossbreed?"

"We be oath-friends now," he reminded them. "An | tell ye three,

you must tell not other."



asked.

"I be wolf now," he said. "But also other."
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"Thou willst fight for us, an we do for thee?"

"Aye."

"And do magic for we three alone?"

"Nay. An | do magic other than were form changing, they will know,
and seek me out. | may not be other than were -- wolf, till it be safe.”

Si made a little sigh of disappointment. "This be less fun than we
hoped."

Flach felt the need to repay them for the fun they had an --
ticipated, because their Oaths of Friendship bound them to far greater risk
than they would otherwise have known. "l can tell you o' the other frame,"
he offered.

"Thou dost know o' it?" Si asked, excited. "How so?"

"I commune with my self-sister Nepe in Proton," he ex -- plained.
"She tells me o' her frame, and | tell her o' mine. But we can commune only
when our sires commune, so the trace o' our magic be covered by theirs."

"Then how canst thou know when?" Si asked, intrigued.



"Cause the Adverse Adepts be wrong. Grandpa Stile and
Granddam Neysa told me that, and showed me how it be so, and | believe
it. So needs must | change sides -- but we knew the Adepts would let me
not. It be the same for Nepe in 'Proton. So we had to plan, and practice,
and hide before the Adepts and Citizens started using us. An they knew
that Nepe and | can think to each other, and do it better than our sires can,
they would ne'er let us go."

"So you join the Pack with us?" Si asked.

"Aye. Only it must be known not, 'cause the Pack can stand not
against the Adepts. There would be awful trouble, Grandpa says, an they
found any Pack or Herd or Flock shel -- tering me."

Si pondered. "I wish we had known this before we swore oath-
friendship with thee."
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"Why?" he asked. "Would ye three have made not the

oath?"

She concentrated for a time before answering. "Mark thee, we be
but young pups, and ill grasp adult concepts. But we feel the truth o' them,
howe'er poorly we say them. So | say to thee we made the oath thinking

thou wast only an odd were-creature. We would have made it knowing we



"Good. 'Cause | be going to cry."

"Why?" she asked, dismayed. "Did | say it wrong?"

"Nay, thou didst say it perfectly."

"Have we treated thee not kindly?"

"It be 'cause ye three have treated me more kindly than | feared,"
he said, the tears starting. "I bring great danger to you, yet you support
me."

"It be the way o' the Pack," she said. "We three be trav -- eling to
join a new Pack, and we know the way o' it, but we know also how hard it
be to do. We welcome thee as we would have our new Pack welcome us."

"l will try to make you glad o' that," Flach said, as the tears flowed
more copiously.

Si did not speak again. She put her hands to his face, and turned it
toward her, and kissed him passionately. He realized that her face was wet
too, with her own tears. She was kissing him for the three of them, for they
had accepted him as they knew him to be. He was profoundly grateful, and
somewhat in love, as of that moment.

After a suitable interval, they returned to wolf form and slept, the
four of them comfortably nestled together against the chill of the night.
Their noses pointed outward in four directions, so that any warning carried

by the wind would receive prompt attention.



raw flesh was delicious as well as being a challenge. As long as he was in
wolf form! By the time dawn came, he was stuffed on rabbit, and felt
wonderful.

They slept again, for it was not good to run on a full belly. It was
almost noon before they resumed travel. But the bitch knew what she was
doing, for she had, it turned out, spied an Adept in the vicinity, and elected
to lay low until the Adept was gone.

At dusk they reached Kurrelgyre's Pack. Duzyfilan sniffed noses
with the leader, and brought up the four pups, saying nothing. Kurrelgyre
sniffed each in turn, growled his ap -- proval, and summoned his own chief
bitch. She took the four to her den. They were cowed and quiet, but knew
the worst was over: they had been accepted. They never saw Duzyfilan go;
she had been no more than a courier, and for reasons of her own she did
not stay to socialize.

They were given two days to acclimatize to the new Pack. Then
Kurrelgyre brought them up before the assembled wolves and gave them
each their second syllable, in the man -- ner of the wolven kind. This was
their formal mark of accep -- tance; henceforth they would be members of
the Pack in all the ways of pups of their generation, except that they would
be free to make permanent liaisons with other Pack members when they

matured. They and the other pups from other Packs represented this year's



required
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that a young wolf kill his sire in order to assume adult status. But
when a sire became infirm, it remained the duty of one of his offspring to
dispatch him cleanly. However, that was a long time distant, and it was
quite possible that Kurrelgyre

would die in battle before then.

No one recognized Barel as the boy whom Neysa had car -- ried by
a few days before, because when he went to boy form he assumed an
altered appearance with wolven clothing, and his smell was not the one
they had encountered. Minions of the Adverse Adepts did pass, searching
for someone, but it was evident that only werewolves were here. Kurrelgyre
of course had not been told Flach's identity, and if he suspected, he did not
care to give it away. Certainly not to the Adverse

Adepts! It seemed that Flach had made a successful escape. But

only time would tell. Meanwhile, he worked hard to become the
best were pup he could be, and he did no other magic or shape changes
than those of the wolven kind. The focus of the war between the good and
bad Adepts had to move else -- where.

Only his den mates, his oath-friends, knew of the pain he



Blue. She was getting old and gray, as she had been no young thing when
he had hired her from ofiplanet four years before, but she had quickly
become his most reliable and trusted servant. Indeed, she was more like a
friend, de -- spite being an alien creature. She normally remained well in
the background, so that few visitors noticed her at all. "It is for you, sir."

"Who is it, Nessie?" he inquired, though he had an ex -- cellent
notion.

"Citizen Tan, sir."

He nodded. He gestured to the screen in this room, giving it leave
to light, as Agnes disappeared.

Sure enough, it was Citizen Tan. "Your grandchild has
disappeared," Tan said abruptly. "You know something of this."

"Now how could | know about that?" Blue inquired. "Isn't she in
your camp's charge?"

"You put her up to it!"

"Did I? That must have been very naughty of me."
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would not tolerate any threat against Nepe; she was untouchable.

"You're so damned smug!" Tan exclaimed. "But she can't remain
hidden long. We'll scour the planet for her, and if we discover any
complicity at all on your part -- "

"Now why should | want to prevent my granddaughter from making
her scheduled visit to me? You know how | delight in her company. Indeed,
this smacks of some device on your part, to keep her from me. Should |
lodge a complaint?"

Citizen Tan faded out, scowling.

Agnes reappeared. "She will be all right, sir?"

"l am sure of it, Nessie. You trained her, after all. Who else could
have done it better?"

"But she is only four of your years old!"

"And perhaps the brightest child on the planet."

She nodded, fading back again.

Now Blue placed a call of his own, to Citizen Purple. The fat Adept
scowled, but had to listen.

"We have operated under a truce," Blue said. "We agreed not to
harass each other directly, your side and mine, and your side has access to

the Oracle during the time | am visited by my granddaughter. However, |



Sheen entered. "You are not being nice, dear," she re -- marked.
She was naked in the serf style, slender and grace -- ful, despite being
nominally his age. But her hair betrayed
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her years, with some gray strands among the brown, and her
breasts rode lower than they once had. Yet even these were not true
indicators, for they were crafted. She was a robot, ageless unless restyled.

"What would a machine know about niceness?" he re -- torted,
smiling.

"Certainly not a great deal from association."

He grabbed her and kissed her. "How long have we been married?
Two and a half years?"

"You may have slipped a decimal, sir."

"l get that from association."

"l doubt it."

He held her a moment more. "Thou dost still so much resemble the
metal maid | met and loved, when | returned to life." He reverted to his
native pattern of speech only in times of emotion, or for effect.

"I am the same!" she protested. "Crafted to please your other self,
shaped to his taste."



aroused before schedule."

"Trust thee to remember that!" he exclaimed, for it was true.

He released her and faced the exit panel. "Mustn't keep my
audience waiting," he said, reverting to the Proton mode of speech.

"Play thy role well, my love," she said.

He smiled. She normally used Phaze language only to tease him,
but this time he knew it was more than that. "Fear thou not, 0 Lady Sheen. |
shall play them a game that shall keep them rapt." Then he stepped out.

For this was the point of this exercise. He had trained his
grandchild Nepe carefully, as Stile had trained Flach in Phaze. He knew
about this because the two children were able to communicate with each
other: a secret only Stile and Blue
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and their ladies (Agnes included) had known until this point. Now
Stile had given the signal for the children to hide, and Blue had to trust his
other selfs judgment. He did not know where Nepe had gone, but he did
know she would need about twenty-four hours to secure her situation. It
was now his job to provide her that period. The future of this ploy, and likely
the planet, depended on his success in creating an effective diversion.

Now we shall play a game, he thought as he emerged into the hall.

A game of high stakes! He knew that every word he spoke and every action



a fool of the enemy Citizens.

He walked around the halls as if merely exercising -- or making
sure he was unobserved. Of course there should be no way to shake the
hidden observation of the enemy; he depended on that. If they lost him,
they might by default get moving on the pattern search, expensive and
disruptive, as that would be. He was offering them a seemingly much
easier route.

After he was satisfied that he was alone, he approached a Citizen
portal and summoned his transport. This was a box somewhat like an
ancient elevator, that traveled through chan -- nels unavailable to serfs.
The sides consisted of holographs of Phaze, so that it looked as if he were
in a glass cage swinging along over the Phaze surface. He loved Phaze, of
course, and wished he could revisit it; but he loved this tech -- nological
frame more. To him, the ways of magic were fa -- miliar and frankly
somewhat dull, while the ways of science were, even after a quarter
century, novel and exciting. With magic, each spell could be invoked only
once; with science there was no limit. And Sheen was a creature of
science. He had been fascinated by her from the outset, knowing her na --
ture; she represented in one package all the wonders of this
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and Stile's nature; he was Stile's other self. Sheen was programmed to love
the first two, and though she knew of the third, her programming did not
find it significant. She had, in effect. Stile under another name.

The carriage halted, and Blue stepped out into a crowded hallway.
Naked serfs were walking in both directions; they took no overt note of the
voluminously cloaked Citizen sud -- denly in their midst, but all were careful
to leave a clear aisle for him. That was the way of it; any serf ignored any
Citizen, unless the Citizen spoke to him. Then that serf obeyed the Citizen
implicitly.

He was at the entrance to the android laboratory. Each Dome City
had its own robot, android and cyborg labs, where units were custom
designed for particular purposes or indi -- vidual Citizens. Sheen had
originated in the robot lab, a stan -- dard female format with a then-new and
sophisticated program for the emulation of emotion. But because she was
of the self-willed machine variety, that simulation was virtually in --
distinguishable from the reality experienced by living crea -- tures. Stile had
discussed this with her, and become satisfied that her programmed feeling
was as valid as his unpro -- grammed feeling, for his feelings were the
result of his nature and experience. Perhaps that had started him on the
route to the acceptance of the self-willed machines as legitimate so -- cial

entities: people.
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sensitivities, and desired similar justice. Blue's experimental
community had demonstrated the feasibility of the integration of these five
categories as equals. He had placed his own robot son Mach into this
community, with greater success than anticipated. Who could have
suspected that Mach would exchange minds with his other self in Phaze,
and set off a chain of events that threatened to overturn all that Blue had
accomplished here!

Still, this had also resulted in the appearance of Stile's son Bane in
Proton, and his association with the alien female Agape, and their
intricately crafted child Nepe. Now Nepe was helping Blue to hold his
position as nominal leader of the Citizens. As long as he controlled more
wealth than his opponents did, his policies governed; when the balance of
wealth shifted, theirs would govern. They would not be able to undo a
quarter century of reforms in a day, but certainly the effect would be
deleterious to individual rights. The Con -- trary Citizens preferred things as
they had been before Stile started the great change: unbridled wealth and
power to the ruling class, and human serfs dedicated to serving the will of

the Citizens. It was in its way a classic liberal-conservative struggle.



Unfortunately, androids tended to be stu -- pid; there seemed to be no
proper substitute for nature's way, when it came to intelligence. Blue's
experimental community had turned out the smartest androids yet, by
making them small and letting them grow and leam in the human manner.
But this was an inefficient way to do it; for most purposes, an instant stupid
android, trained to a special task, was far more cost effective than a smart
one who was years in devel -- opment. Most, of course, were not even
humanoid; they were shaped for myriad tasks that were beneath the notice
of hu -- mans, including cleanup of the grounds beyond the dome.
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The intense pollution tended to corrode robots, and was un --
breathable for humans, but androids could be crafted who breathed it,
needing no special suits.

However, Blue's purpose in visiting this lab had nothing to do with
the manufacture of androids. He had come here be -- cause this was the
most likely hiding place for little Nepe. She, as a creature of alien flesh with
robot specifications, could assume any living form, so could readily emulate
an android of the appropriate size. Obviously she would hide among the
new androids of the lab, because it was in the familiar city and the new
ones were not yet trained in specific tasks. She could accept the training

and go out on assign -- ment, and no one would catch on.



them a promising false lead. He knew they were watching him, and he
hoped that they believed that he had either made passing contact with
Nepe, or tried to and failed. They might believe that she was here, but that
he had realized he was being watched, so had shied away. Regardless,
they would have to make a thorough check.

He walked slowly on out, having said nothing. He stepped back into
his transport, and went next to the cyborg lab. The cyborgs were essentially
robot bodies housing living brains;

they were more intelligent than androids, but also more er -- ratic.
They tended to get notions of their own, and that could be inconvenient for
an employer.

Nepe was small enough to be able to form herself into the brain
portion of a large cyborg. She could then direct it, and have a hiding place
for some time in the otherwise metal body. The Citizens would thus have to
eliminate all the cy -- borgs, too, and that would represent several more
hours of effort, and divide their resources. They could hardly afford to make
their search openly; they did not want others catching on. Thus a search
that might be completed in one hour would
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take several, because of the inefficiency of secrecy. Again, it would
prove fruitless.



that Nepe could not emulate a completely inanimate being. His tour was
cursory; evidently he didn't expect to fool anyone this time. If they thought
he was trying a double fake, and that Nepe was after all hiding here, they
would have to expend valuable time anyway.

At last he went to the Game Annex. Nepe had prevailed on her
uncle to play a formal game here; he had made special note of the
particular console they had used. The Citizens might suppose she had
somehow left a message for him here;

they would have to examine the console, perhaps even re --
placing it with another so that they could take it apart in privacy. All part of
the game!

Now he was going to give them something more challeng -- ing to
ponder; so far he had merely warmed up. He touched a finger to the screen
of the console.

Words flashed on the screen. WHAT IS YOUR WILL, CITIZEN
BLUE? Naturally all the consoles were pro -- grammed to recognize all
Citizens; in fact, a Citizen could hardly go anywhere unrecognized.

"l wish to play with my wife," he replied with the faintest of smiles.

The machine would not pick up the double enten -- dre.
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peared. He had the numbers, and chose 2. MENTAL. It would be
tricky to play a physical game without her presence.

In a moment the secondary grid appeared: TOOL-ASSISTED
MENTAL. 2B. "Two Bee or not Two Bee," he murmured, frowning at it. He
had the numbers again, so had to choose be -- tween 5. SEPARATE 6.
INTERACTING 7. PUZZLE and 8. COOPERATIVE. He touched 6.

Her choices were E. BOARD F. CARDS G. PAPER H. GENERAL:
all tools for mental games. She had chosen G, for the new box was
INTERACTIVE PAPER GAMES.

They filled in the third grid with games from the proffered list: tic-
tac-toe, sprouts, lines-and-boxes, life, magic squares and word games.
When they made their selections, the result was CROSSWORD. They
would play an interactive cross -- word game. Victory would go to the one
who forced the other into an impossible word.

Of course the watching Citizens would be sure that this was a pre-
arranged game -- and they would be correct. Blue and Sheen had played
exactly as they had agreed to play, before he left the suite. They were

playing "long-distance" to ensure that the Citizens could tap into the game.



She countered with VOICES, extending down from his V. The
words seemed to come naturally, but they were also sug -- gestive. What
message would a cryptography expert see in them? How could a child of
four interpret such a sequence? What would he be trying to tell her, that
was so important for her to know? Surely there were some very nice
headaches being sown here!

He took off from her 0 and made OWED.

She formed KING descending from his K in ASTERISKS.

He filled in FUN, to her new N.

She made FORMS descending from his F.

He made MORE crossing her R.
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She called out a pre-existing word by marking in a + above it: I. E.
The game was getting tight. He filled in NO below the ER in ASTERISKS.

U

E

ASTERI+N+NO+VOID+FOWED+0I++MORCcME
SS++



Blue laughed. "Sorry, | don't know any dumb machines,
certainly not you. You lose."

She sighed. "I think the game was fixed."

"You have a suspicious inanimate mind."

"What is the penalty?"

"You have to ask, woman? The usual, of course."

"Oh, no sir, not the usual!" she protested with mock af -- fright.

They had played this charade before, and always en -- joyed it.

"The usual," he repeated grimly. "Get your torso over
here."
"There? In public?" she asked, appalled.

"The very best place. What good is a victory if not pub -- licly

savored?"

BLUE?

"You are a monster, sir."

"To be sure. Do not keep me waiting, or it will go hard

with you, serf."

"l hear and obey with alacrity, sir," she said, fading.

Blue touched the screen again. WHAT IS YOUR WILL, CITIZEN

r
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a serf, but he was not given to doing that to her. His permission for an
audience was of course a requirement for one; serfs would be rounded up
for the event. Actually this would be no punishment for the serfs; Blue knew
himself to be by far the most popular Citizen of Proton, be -- cause of his
steadfast efforts to mitigate the lot of serfs and his open marriage to a
machine. Every group supported him, except the Contrary Citizens. That
one exception, of course, more than counterbalanced the rest; had he not
been set up with the dominant wealth of the planet by his other self, his
tenure would have been brief. Wealth governed Proton, lit -- erally, and this
was a power he had exercised ruthlessly against the other Citizens,
maintaining his position. Only the sophisticated financial instruments
devised by the Oracle from the input of the Book of Magic could wrest that
power from him -- and now he had a pretext to cut off that source of in --
formation from his enemy.

He walked slowly to the bath region of the Game Annex, giving
Sheen time to get there. Yes, wealth was the key -- and the Oracle and
Book of Magic were the ultimate keys to wealth, and he and Stile controlled
both. They had monitored the progress of the enemy, and acted when
necessary: just before the balance of wealth shifted. Nepe had kept him in -
- formed, and he had trained her, with the invaluable expertise of Agnes.

Now her absence froze things as they were. If she remained hidden. Blue
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of watching a living Citizen in an event like this was rare indeed.
There was a sudden hush as they saw Blue and Sheen.

In the center of the chamber was the vat, its sides dropping sharply
away from the floor. It was round, about four meters in diameter, and was
filled with whipped pseudo-gelatin, lime -- flavored. This differed from the
real thing mainly in being harmless to living flesh even when it got in the
eyes, and in being two point three times as slimy.

Sheen released his arm, stepping ahead of him to gaze in -- to the
quivering green mess. "Permission to speak frankly, sir," she said with-
evident distaste.

"Denied," he said, setting his cupped hand on her buttock and
boosting her forward. She screamed and flailed wildly as she fell into the
vat. The male members of the audience ap -- plauded. A Citizen, of course,
could do no wrong. Some of the females looked as if they might have
another opinion, but were not bold enough to express it.

Blue beckoned to the nearest serf. The young man scram -- bled
up and came to him. "Sir?"

"Remove my garment and hold it clean until | emerge."

The serf did not answer, as no answer was required. He set his

hands carefully at Blue's shoulders and lifted the vo -- luminous blue cloak.



anything he wanted, including parade naked in public, but it was rare for
this to happen.

Blue knew himself to be quite fit for his age, and had no shame of
his body. He stood for a moment, letting them admire it. There had been a
time when a grown man who stood, in the Phaze system of measurement,
an inch under five feet tall would have been an object of humor, sometimes
of ridicule. That time was past. Today that stature was a badge of honor.

Sheen remained in the gelatin, treading slime, waiting for
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him. Thick froth matted her hair and clung to portions of her torso.
She had been attractive in her normal nudity; she was doubly so when
partially shrouded by the foam. Well she knew it, too; now a surprisingly
firm breast showed, and now a segment of lithe leg, flashing amidst the
green. At one point both legs showed, angling in toward a torso that was
artfully masked. The folk of other cultures thought nakedness made a
woman sexually appealing; those of Proton knew that it was selective
concealment that had the most potent effect. A num -- ber of the serfs were
gazing at her with envy, for her situa -- tion. Any serf woman would have
been glad to trade places with her, even if only for this hour. There would

probably be a rash of jelly baths following this event.



below, so that it sustained him and brought his body to a halt well clear of
the bottom. He stroked until he was upright. There was Sheen, facing him
with a hat fash -- ioned of foam.

"Ha, woman!" he cried, and ducked below the bubbly surface.
Sheen screamed again as he caught her ankles and dumped her down.

Now they were both below the surface, out of sight. But it was
possible to breathe here, by sucking air between the teeth to strain out the
bubbles. Sheen of course did not need to breathe, except when she
needed air for speech.

"Hold still, creature!" he cried for the benefit of the au -- dience that
peered closely at the heaving surface of froth.

"Is that an order, sir?" she replied defiantly. There was laughter
from above; of course it wasn't an order, in a game like this.

"Now I've got you -- oops!" Obviously she had slipped out of his
grasp. It was almost impossible to hold on to a person in this slippery stuff.
Both remained out of sight.
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Sheen screamed again, signaling that he had caught her again.

"Spread your legs, wench!" he ordered.

"Spread them yourself, sir!" More delighted laughter from above;

the audience could picture exactly what was happen -- ing.



A pause. "I'll survive it somehow."

"How about the belly?"

"Oh, no, not the belly! Anywhere but there!"

"Anywhere?" His voice was quivering with suggestion.

"Uh -- just where else did you have in mind, sir?"

"WHERE DO YOU THINK, WENCH?"

"I'll spread my legs!"

"Too late! I'd rather tickle you. Just let me get my finger in there -- "

She screamed yet again, piercingly. The laughter from above was
almost overwhelming.

What the audience did not realize was that the activity un -- der the
whipped gelatin was quite different from that sug -- gested by the dialogue.
Sheen opened a breast-cabinet and brought out heavy makeup materials.
She applied paint to his hair, wherever it occurred, changing it to match her
own. She put green contact lenses into his eyes, so that they also matched
hers. She removed both her breasts and fastened them to his body with
flesh-colored adhesive, and applied pseudoflesh to his hips and buttocks.
She used more of it to cover his genitals and mold them into a mound like
hers. This was feasible because her midsection was larger than his;

there was room for layering. Soon Blue resembled her so closely

that only a careful inspection would give him away.



pseudoflesh that was cast in the shape of his male genitals. Then he
smoothed out her now-flat chest, and painted a few hairs. The double
transformation was com -- plete.

At this point they were grunting suggestively, as though engaged in
heavy activity, while the audience above quieted, striving to overhear and
interpret what was occurring. All sex was free on Proton, and serfs indulged
at will (or the will of their Citizen employers), but again the concealment
enhanced the fascination. Blue made a final, satisfied groan, and they were
quiet.

Then Blue stroked upward through the froth so that his head broke
the surface. "Well, | didn't get tickled!" he said in his best emulation of
Sheen's voice.

"Liar!" Sheen called from below, in his voice. "You got well tickled
inside\ If you haven't had enough -- "

Blue looked alarmed, and clambered out of the vat. Patches of
lather covered portions of his body, making it more diffi -- cult for anyone to
tell that he was not a naked woman. He hurried out, as if afraid the Citizen
was about to call him back for another round.

"It's better when they resist," his voice came from behind, as Sheen
broke the surface in his likeness. "Next time, trans -- lucent gel" The

audience applauded. The serfs had seen far less than they thought, and



transport back to their suite.

He had to smile. Sheen was a machine, but what a ma -- chine!
She did things so well. He trusted her absolutely, and yes, he did love her.

He emerged from the shower, stood in the dryer a moment,
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and departed the premises without attracting undue attention. He
walked down the hall to a public transport, got on, and rode across the city.
When he reached the far side he got off, then took another transport,
glancing around as if to see whether anyone was following. Reassured, he
proceeded to the jetport and boarded a flight to the dome of Gobdom. This
took a while, and he sat absolutely still and straight, in the manner of a
robot who had tuned out, not snoozing in the human manner.

At Gobdom he walked around as if on business, checking again for
any pursuit. When there seemed to be none, he boarded a flight to Anidom.

He knew he was being watched, and that his exchange with Sheen
had not fooled the eyes that were following him. They would be equipped
with sensors that read beneath the surface, fathoming his fleshly nature,
and Sheen's robotic nature. The serfs had surely been deceived, but not
the Citizens. Still, it was a good ruse, for it had a reasonable chance of
making the Citizens think that he was trying to conceal his activity. Indeed,

the exchange would have been effective, had ordinary lenses been used,



written therein, supposedly concealed. From the top left, slantwise down,
crossing both the horizontal and vertical words: AN -- IDOM. The dome to
which he was now going.

How might he have gotten this message to Nepe? They would just
have to make their own conjectures. Obviously there was a way. Perhaps
the child had access to a Game Grid screen, and could tune in to the game
he had played long -- distance with Sheen. The moment she saw that
slanting mes -- sage, she would know, and she would be there at the ap --
pointed hour to meet him. Then they would have her.

Blue kept a straight face, maintaining his robotic de -- meanor, but
internally he was smiling. The Citizens would
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be so sure of their victory -- and so disappointed when it slipped
away. For Nepe would not be meeting him here, or anywhere else. Her
orders were never to meet him or contact him at all. She was entirely on
her own. That way no action or word of his could give her away, no matter
how closely the Citizens monitored his every eyeblink.

He had confidence in her, and yet he feared for her. She was so
young! If only he had had another year to train her, even six months, to
perfect it. But he trusted the judgment of his other self in Phaze; if Stile had

concluded that the break had to be made now, that was surely the case.



to thereafter.

For Nepe would be hiding in the manner they least ex -- pected: in
the form of a robot. Stile could not make himself into a machine well
enough to deceive the special eyes, but Nepe could. She could form her
flesh into metallic hardness throughout, and function so like a robot that
only a physical dissection could expose her nature. He and Agnes had
drilled her on this until she had it almost perfect: the impossible identity.
She might be one of the mechanical servitors the Citizens used as they
searched for her. Blue himself did not know what variant she would
assume, or where she would operate. His only concern now was that she
hide successfully. The success of this ploy depended on Nepe and Flach in
Phaze. But it was also true that he loved the little alien crea -- ture, and
wanted her safe even if his power and the welfare of Proton were not on
the line.

His thoughts turned naturally to Phaze. Why had he never sought
to make direct contact with the other frame, now that Mach and Bane had
demonstrated that it was possible, and Nepe and Flach had confirmed it?
He had learned that it was his continuing link with Stile, and their

exchanged identities,



He knew why. It was because he preferred Proton, and Stile
preferred Phaze. Blue loved Sheen, whose marvels of body and
accommodation had been demonstrated today, and never wanted to leave
her. Stile loved the Lady Blue simi -- larly. Suppose they overlapped, and
exchanged -- and were unable to return to their present situations? The
frames might be forever separated, their final link cut, and Blue would be
stuck in marriage with the Lady Blue, and Stile with Sheen. The Lady Blue
was a fine person, but it had not worked out between them, just as it had
not worked between Stile and Sheen. No, he dared not risk it, and he knew
Stile felt the same. They would never contact each other direct. Not unless
the salvation of the frames depended on it.

And if that should ever turn out to be the case -- well. Blue had a
litle ace in the hole that might allow him to rejoin Stile without losing
everything. It was so enormous a gamble that he would never risk it except
as the final resort. If successful, it would still change the faces of the frames
forever. If it failed -- there was no telling what would happen.

He knew, because of the increasing parallelism of the frames, that
Stile had a similar notion, to be similarly imple -- mented. For the actions
had to be together. And, because one or both of them were likely to be in
straits too dire to allow direct implementation, he had set the trigger in a

place no one would suspect. It could be summed up in one key word:



folk with her gaze, because she shared with her brother the magic of the
Evil Eye, but could not perform physical magic in the manner of other
Adepts. Hers was not an inferior talent, merely more subtle; when it came
to questioning a resistive client, or to persuading someone, the others
deferred to her. Yet she often wished for just a little of the other kind of
power!

The bubble coursed through the water, brushing aside reach -- ing
sea plants, coming at last to the hidden palace. At the en -- trance it landed
and popped out of existence, leaving them standing dry, though the sea
loomed around and above them. It was a nice effect; Translucent did things
right.

They entered. The other Adepts were already there, having had
faster magic transportation: White, who used the runes
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and glyphs; Yellow, with her potions to govern animals;

Black, who was entirely made of lines; Orange, whose magic was
of plants; Green, whose hand gestures controlled fire;

and Purple, with the forces of geology. Eight of them in all, counting
Tan and Tania as one, and, of course, Translucent. Against them were
ranged only three: Blue with his sing -- songs, Red with his amulets, and

Brown with her golems. Yet so far the three had had their way more often



arrived at the Blue Demesnes. Blue waited just long enough for the real
boy to be thoroughly hidden, then pulled the plug on grounds we had
delivered not. Bane tells me the same happened simul -- taneously in
Proton: the little girl took off. The ploy be this:

we had a covenant that we were allowed access to the Book of
Magic only during the time when the boy was with Blue. Since the boy did
not reach the Blue Demesnes, our use of the Book be cut off. Until we
recover the boy and deliver him to Blue, we can use it not. It be clear that
Blue realized that we were on the verge o' a breakthrough, and would
assume dominance shortly; he acted just in time to scotch that. We be here
to consider our alternatives."

"l knew thou wouldst bungle it!" Purple exclaimed. "Thou didst say
thou wouldst get the damned rovot to go along with us!"

"He did, Purp!" White snapped. "And he got Bane in with us too.
That's a potent pair, and they have decamped not."

"They must have been in on it," Purple said. "How did the brat in
Proton know, else?"

"They knew not," Translucent said. "In retrospect we re -- alize that
this break be more significant than that. The two children can speak to

each other directly."



suspected that the boy was able to assume more forms than just man and
‘corn, and thought to have Tan speak to him to ascertain just what these
might be. That would have revealed aught we ne'er dreamed o' Somehow
Blue must have realized, and spirited the boy out o' our grasp. Nor rovot
nor 'corn parents suspected; they believed the boy retarded."

"He fooled e'en his own parents," White said, thought -- fully. "That
lad be dangerous."

"That brat be power!" Purple said. "We capture him, we'll need not
mare or rovot!"

"Which is where Blue scored," Translucent agreed. "He #knew --
and doubled his ploy by making us liable for losing the lad. Gain back the
lad, and we score double oursel'es. There be our challenge. But methinks
the lad will be not easy to find."

"Trace his route!" Purple said. "He started with the mare;

where did he leave her?"

"l have traced the route, and queried the auspices," Trans -- lucent
said grimly. "We had warners where'er magic oc -- curred, and tags on both
boy and mare. He left the mare only four times. The first was west o' a
pack, when he took a piss break. The second was when the mare went
ahead to break up a dragon attack on pups leaving the Pack: she be oath --

friend to that Pack, and fought for its pups, but endangered not the boy.



them, there had been five. An he switch places with
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one, then it be a werewolf riding the mare -- and it were no wolf
arrived with her."

"Then where did he go?" White demanded.

"Methinks he changed form under cover o' the mare's changes; our
wamers can tell simultaneous changes not from one. We found no tracks,
no traces 'cept scratches on the bark o' a tree there. | believe he changed
to bird form and flew, and where he be now -- " He shrugged.

"Bird form!" Yellow exclaimed. "He could have flown anywhere by
now!"

"True. Therefore our effort to trace him be doomed. We
underestimated him, supposing him to be capable o' but two forms instead
o' four, and thus he slipped away."

"Four?" Purple asked. "Man, 'corn, bird, and what?"

"Whate'er he changed to when his flying was done. He would not
remain a bird; that be too limited a form, its life too hazardous."

"He could be human or unicorn, and merge with a village or Herd,"
Purple pointed out. "We can search them all and

find him."



we find him."

"How can we find him, an we not know his form?" Purple
demanded. "That be searching for one straw in a haystack!"

"Tan must question each prospect," Translucent said. "We know
the lad's age; only those that age need be checked. An we knew what form,
it would be a matter o' weeks or months. As it is, months or years. But it
can be done, and must be

done."

"Months or years?" Tan asked. "l have aught better to do

than that!"

"Then thy sister. Only thou or she can do it." Tania nodded. "I may
do it, but | have a price."
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Translucent glanced at her. "Thou art moved not by the need o' the
Adepts?"

"Let us be not hypocrites," she said coldly. "Which o' us be moved
by other than selfishness? We cooperate only in the face o' a common
enemy. An | devote myself to this tedious labor, needs must | have
recompense."

Translucent nodded. "Plainly put. Say on."



not my Eye. An he come to me voluntarily, it be no violation o' thine oath."

Translucent considered this, not trusting it. "For this thin chance,
thou wouldst devote thyself to the search for the boy?"

"Aye, for this thin chance. An | succeed, it will bring me union with
an Adept, and that be what | crave beyond all else."

Translucent shrugged. "Then be it so. Our effort be in stasis till thou
hast result."

"The younglings," Yellow said. "This be their travel time, small
groups going to new homes. Only those who traveled need be checked, for
a new member be not otherwise ad -- mitted to a tribe without challenge."

"It stil be some search, through all o' Phaze," Purple said.
"Methinks the human brats should be checked first, and then the 'corn
foals."

"Agreed," Tania said. "An there be resistance to my search, you
others support me."

"Agreed," Translucent said for the others.

First she approached Bane, who happened to be with Fleta

the mare. That could be for only one reason. "Thou dost

seek the boy," Tania said.

"Dost have complicity?" Fleta asked sharply. Tania turned her gaze

on the unicom. In her human form



his way with 'corn, werebitch and batlass had

been notorious.'

Well, Tania could compete in that respect. Now she re -- gretted
that she had not deigned to do so back during Bane's days of
experimentation; she could have nabbed him readily then, and saved much
complication. But she had foolishly hoped for better prospects, which had
not materialized. Now she was older and wiser. Proximity, and time, might
well do wonders with Bane. Of course he knew her nature, which was a
problem; but he had known the natures of the animals he played with too,
seeming to care mainly about their human

forms for the indulging of his passing passions.

"Canst not answer?" the mare demanded, taking Tania's

silence for guilt. Oh, how tempting it was to give her a piece of the
Eyel

But she had promised not to, and, more important, it would alienate
Bane. In fact, it might enrage him, and he was no mean Adept in his own
right; she could get in trouble. This had to be defused, much as it grated
her to do so. "Nay, mare; this absence discommodes us as much as thee,
for we had hope o' the boy's aid in our mission. We suspected at

first that thou mightest have -- "

"l had naught to do with it!" Fleta flared. "He be mine



"We search not," the mare said. "It seems Plach fled by

choice, and though my heart break, | may not bring him back
unwilling."

"Fled by choice?" Tania asked, affecting surprise. "Loved

he not his dam?"

"My father designed this thing," Bane said. "For that he

knew the boy would be useful to the Adverse Adepts, and now the
covenant between sides be broken. It be the same in

Proton; they acted together." Tania eyed him, playing the role of
one who had not heard

of this before. "Thy father, who opposes us. Be this good

news or bad, to thee?"

"'l joined this side because | lost the wager with mine other

self. Fain would | have served my father instead, but | be true to my
word. | knew naught o' the powers o' the children, and thought them slow.
This be good news for me to find the

children otherwise, bad news to find them lost."

"But what news, to find them foiling the change in the

balance o' power?" Tania asked pointedly.

"I serve thy side loyally, but my heart be with the other.

That thou hast always known."



with thee. Make thine own search."

"Nay, that be inefficient. There be the whole o' Phaze to search;
two will cover it faster, with no duplication. Also, there be danger, in some
locales; the one must guard the

other." Bane grimaced. "Perhaps | made not my sentiment plain:

| wish not to work with thee."

At least he was straightforward! "Nay, mayhap it was |

who was unplain: | mean to work with thee, and have the

backing o' the others."

"Then thou dost have no objection if | verify." "None," she said
evenly. Already she was feeling the thrill

of fencing him in. He sang something, and disappeared. Tania was
left alone

with Fleta. "And thee, mare -- willst join the search?" "Aye," Fleta

said through her teeth.
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"Why so negative? Methought thou wouldst welcome aid to recover

thy foal."



"That remains to be seen, methinks," Tania replied, sat -- isfied.
The Adepts were supporting her, as she had required.

They checked the human settlements first. These were scat -- tered
all across Phaze; most were small, hidden hamlets whose inhabitants eked
out their existence by hunting and farming. Bane conjured an accurate
map, and they decided to cross out each village after checking it.

The first one was typical. Bane conjured the three of them to the
village of Gnomore, in the Gnome Demesnes. The name was not intended
to be punnish; it related to the region, and indicated that the human
villagers acknowledged the su -- premacy of the gnomes in this vicinity. In
return, the gnomes tolerated the human presence, and even traded with
the vil -- lagers.

They arrived in the center square, and caused an immediate stir.
Word went to the village patriarch, who hobbled up to greet them. "Be ye
Adept?" he asked nervously. "We have no quarrel with Adepts!"

"We be partial Adepts," Bane explained. "l be Bane, son o' the
Adept Stile o' the Blue Demesnes; this be Tania, sister o' the Tan Adept;
and this be Fleta, mate o' the Rovot Adept. We come to question thee
about new arrivals at thy village."

"We take sides not between Adepts!" the patriarch pro -- tested.

"We be far from the controversy, and minded so to remain!"



the patriarch was transfixed by her Evil Eye.

"Do it," she said, looking away.

As in a daze, the patriarch hobbled off, calling to others. Soon a
younger man approached. "We are sending out word;

all our members will gather. But some are far-flung; it will be two
days before all are present.”

"Then prepare a residence for us for that interim,” Tania said curtly.
"And bring good food."

The natives scurried to oblige. The party had known it would be
thus; only full Adepts could do things promptly. This was why this search
promised to be extremely tedious. There were about a hundred villages
scattered across Phaze, and if each took two days to check, over half a
year would be expended in this single aspect of the effort. She was sure it
would prove futile; the boy had shown himself to be too smart to risk using
human form. But she was prepared to endure it, because it meant half a
year of close association with Bane or Mach.

They shared a single residence, on the direct understanding that
this would protect against possible treachery: one of them would always be
on guard. There was also the tacit under -- standing that Tania was out to
subvert Bane, and Pleta was out to prevent this, protecting the interest of

her opposite number in Proton. Therefore the three were closely bound,



unicom, who was maintaining human form throughout, could retort, she
turned to Bane. "And since it be cool, thou and | may share a blanket, and
the warmth o' our bodies. That be most comfortable." And before he
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could protest, she pulled off her tan cloak, showing her body

naked beneath it.

"I will make a spell for warmth," Bane said. "With thy permission for
the magic to be practiced on thee."

"It really be not necessary to expend thine precious en --
chantments, when we have a natural alternative," she said. "Willst not
simply strip and join me?"

"Nay; | will warm the full chamber, so that all be com -- fortable."
And he singsonged, and it was so: the chill was

gone.

"As thou dost wish," she said, lying down on one of the pallets, and
spreading her cloak over her body as a covering. "But methinks it be a
shameful waste." She had accom -- plished what she sought: to give him a
good, solid, lingering view of her excellent body. He might affect not to
notice, but she knew better than that; the image would remain in his mind
long after the original was gone. The were-folk (and she regarded the

unicorns as such) always had good human forms because they crafted



long before Bane wanted more of her body than mere glimpses. She could
wait.

After three hours Fleta returned. Obviously she had been grazing
near the village, in her natural form. Tania didn't care; she knew that the
ears, eyes and nose of a unicorn missed nothing, and that if anything had
approached this house, the mare would have intercepted it. The mare
might not care for her, Tania, at all, but when the mare was com -- mitted to
stand guard, the mare would be the best possible

guard.

Also, the mare would have known immediately had any -- thing
occurred between Bane and Tania in the house. One night, Tania intended
to give the mare excellent grounds for her concern. But that would take
time, because of the stric --
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ture against employing the Eye. Even if it were not for that, it would
be pointless to use it on Bane; it would have greatly diminished effect on
him, and thereafter he would be proof against it. No, she had to win him the
hard way.

Tania roused herself. "Very well, animal; | be alert."



maybe, to the Purple Mountain Range. But there were few unicorns there,
and few human folk, and many predators. Translucent was probably right:
he had assumed another form, a fourth form. What would that be? That of
an elf or gnome? Or a dragon?

Nothing seemed to make much sense. Well, he had to have
assumed some form, and she would find that form. In due course.

She gazed at the sleeping Bane. Oh, he was a handsome cuss!
And a talented one, too. An excellent match for her. It was really infuriating
that the mixup of the exchange of iden -- tities had occurred, bringing him
love in Proton before Tania had had proper opportunity to take him. She
had been as -- sured that he would be hers, so had not rushed it, preferring
to have him pursue her, not she him, so that most of the con -- cessions
would have been his to make. Who needed the other frame? She would
have roped him in, in time, and the issue between Adepts would have been
settled in favor of the Tan Demesnes before it ever came to a head. But
everything had gone awry, and only now, with the interruption in contact,
did she have a proper chance at him again.

She daydreamed, how it would be. Perhaps she would let him have
some modicum of pleasure, before closing down his options. Let him
indulge his appetite on her body, con -- vinced it was his own idea. Then,

slowly, gradually, she would assume control, and finally indulge her



course, aught that showed.

"Ah, | have plans for thee, fair man," she murmured, her eyes
dwelling fondly on him.

But first she would have to win him away from his alien creature
lover in Proton. That would not be easy -- but of course there was pleasure
in the challenge, too.

When her watch was up, she arranged herself artfully in the lone
shaft of moonlight that entered the house, draped her cloak so that one
breast and parts of both thighs were dimly illuminated, and called to him.
"Bane -- it be thy turn.”

He woke. His eyes opened, scanned the ceiling, then dropped to
orient on her. She lifted her knees so that nothing but shadow masked the
space between her thighs; he would see only the most tantalizing
suggestion. "Thy watch," she reminded him innocently.

He squinted, attempting to fathom the shadow; then he caught
himself, and stretched, trying to make it seem that he hadn't looked. "Got
it," he agreed, standing. "Where be Fleta?"

"Where else? Out grazing. It requires much fodder to maintain a
mass like hers."

He did not answer. He walked around the room, getting his

circulation going. Tania lay down to resume her sleep, drawing the cloak



Bane done it? It hardly mattered, yet she was inordinately curious.

She sat up and stretched, so that her belly thinned and her breasts
lifted, choosing her moment when Bane was facing her. Then she stood
and pulled the cloak on over her head, and shook her hair into place. She
stepped out back to the privy, then took the short walk to the stream near
the village where she could wash her face and arms. This was not exactly
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the Tan Demesnes, but it was a pleasant enough bucolic lo -- cale,
and she rather liked it. She saw Fleta in animal form, still grazing in the
near distance, and marveled again how the rovot could love such a
creature, knowing her to be an animal. Bane's dalliances with her in the
early days had been but natural; a young man experimented on whatever
was available. So did a young woman; Tania had practiced both Eye and
sex with village louts, getting the details of it straight. She knew how to
make a man respond. But love? Marriage? Reproduction? It was
laughable!

She returned to find a breakfast of fruits and nuts and milk in the
process of delivery. The townsfolk were being most hospitable! Did this
owe more to the Eye she had given the patriarch, or to their ardent wish not

to affront the Adepts in any manner, so that there would be no cause to



mare contemptuously, but she must never forget that this was a canny
creature whose intellect was the equal of most full-blooded humans. The
king of the snow demons swore by her ability in chess. Tania knew nothing
of chess, finding such pastimes boring, but it was said that it required
considerable savvy for good playing. She must confine her contempt to her
manner, not her belief, or she could one day regret it.

And of course she knew why the mare had come in: she could not
graze enough in six hours to carry her the rest of the day and night, unless
the foraging was excellent, and here it was only average. Also, she
intended to prevent Tania from flirting with Bane during the meal. Lots o'
luck, filly! she thought. It was almost as much fun aggravating the unicorn
as it was tempting the man.

So it went for the days and nights until the village person -- nel
assembled. Bane never gave a sign of being affected, but she knew he
was, in the way a piling was weakened by the surging water of the shore;
eventually it would give way.
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On the morning of the third day the villagers lined up: a motley
collection of men, youths, women and children. They hardly seemed to

have a good suit of clothing between them. Tania stood before them and



No one knew of any. It was as she had expected: it had taken more
than two days to verify that this village was clean.

And only about ninety-nine villages to go!

Actually it took less than six months to check all the human
settlements, because news of their search spread, and each village was
eager to be exonerated. Soon the far-flung per -- sonnel were arriving
almost as their party did, so that the job could be done in a day. Of course
the very time consumed in their search caused the event in question to
become increas -- ingly remote. But since the villagers knew the nature of
the search, their memories of the time in question were sharp -- ened. They
could not cheat or conceal anything, because Ta -- nia always cross-
checked, inquiring not only of individual memories, but of what they knew
or had heard of the expe -- rience of others, and of any missing villagers.
No one es -- caped scrutiny, and no one dissembled; all were clean.

As expected. In Tania's mind. Purple had done much dam -- age by
his foolish insistence that the human population be checked first.
Translucent was right: the boy had avoided that form, knowing it would be
checked.

'And now needs we must verify the 'corns,” Tania said as they
finished with the last village. "Another colossal waste o' time."

"True," Fleta agreed. "My boy be not among mine own



to make close contact, instead of disengaging. He wanted her, but would
not admit it. She might have done better, had it not been for the monthly
exchanges he made with the rovot. He went to Proton to be with his alien
love, while Mach the rovot assumed control of his body. That complicated
things, because Mach loved Pleta and she him; it disgusted Tania to see
them together, and to have to share residence when they were sleeping
together. But, worse, Mach was a full Adept, whose power vastly over --
matched hers; she could hope neither to tempt him nor defy him. She was
definitely the odd one out, during that month, and it grated fiercely.

Yet Mach supported the search, both because he was com --
mitted to it and because he wanted his son back. He could cast a spell that
verified the knowledge of a village in a mo -- ment, instead of the hours
Tania required. He could conjure them from site to site far more swiftly and
accurately than could Bane, who had to devise a new spell each time. In --
creasingly, with Bane, they were planning their route care -- fully and
walking or riding from village to village, borrowing a horse for Tania while
Fleta assumed 'corn form and carried Bane. Thus the time they saved at
the villages was expended in travel. But with Mach it went phenomenally
fast.

They checked the unicorns. The Herds were more resistive to the

process than the human villages had been, but after Tania called on



during sleep, as men did, she teased him unmercifully, suggesting that he
had suppressed and unre -- quited urges. Sometimes she joined him under
his blanket.
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When he tried to ignore her, she nudged closer, until she was on
the verge of initiating the act. That forced him to get up and move, erection
and all, to her obvious amusement. For a time he slept with Fleta: riding her
as she grazed. But that was wearing on her, and too much contact with his
other self's lover, and he had to give it up. Yes, Tania was making
progress. The irony was that if Bane had been a less decent man, he would
have had less trouble; he could have warned her off, then struck her when
she impinged, and she would have had to take it lest she forfeit all future
opportunities.

But something else was happening. She had set out to se -- duce
Bane away from his alien lover, but the more he resisted her, the more
personal this challenge became. The longer he did it politely, showing
consideration for her dignity despite his objection to her effort, the more she
came to respect his consistency. Obviously his days of playing were over;
he nei -- ther yielded to her nor abused her, being always proper in his
actions despite what might rage within him. She had to ad -- mire that

control. She realized one day that this was a two -- way business: while she



naturally. Instead of forcing herself to put forth her best phys -- ical aspects,
so as never to turn Bane off, she found herself putting forth also her best
emotional aspects. Her increasing joy in his company buoyed her during
the tedious details of the search. She no longer chafed at the time it
consumed; she would be satisfied to have it continue indefinitely. She just
wanted to be close to him. In fact, now when she joined him as he slept,
she did not try to arouse him sexually; she merely lay beside him, satisfied
that he tolerated this much. She wished she could kiss him, but she knew
that was forbidden even more sternly than sex, because he could not
accept it without implying that he liked her. With men, sex and love were
two separate things, and of those two, their love was much harder to win.
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Fleta, with the attunement any female had to such things, knew it
as soon as Tania did, yet did not rage against it. Why? After some thought,
Tania realized why: the mare understood that she had nothing to lose by
this development. If Bane came to love Tania, while Tania did not love
Bane, the le -- verage was hers; if Tania came to love Bane, the leverage
might be his. Did the mare hope that Tania could be weaned away from the
Adverse Adepts? That certainly could be.

But there was a complication. One day when she happened to be

briefly alone, she spied a toad. She stunned it with a glance, then went to



without going against the grain of her-love. Not without becoming
something he was less likely to be able to love. And there was another key:
she wanted to be loveable, in his eyes.

Well, it was a nuisance, but rather than forfeit the strange delight of
her new emotion, she decided to abide by its dic -- tates. "My apology to
thee, toad, for stunning thee," she murmured to it. "In a moment thou willst
recover. Here, | proffer a fly for thee." And she stunned a fat fly that was
foolish enough to pass at that moment. It dropped before the toad. Soon
after the toad recovered, so would the fly, and the toad would nab the fly
before it got away.

Then she departed, bemused by the incident and by its
significance. She was becoming a gentle creature! She would have to hide
this complication from her brother, who defi -- nitely would not understand.

They completed the unicorns, finding them innocent of concealing
the boy, as expected. Now most of a year was gone. The trio had settled
into a kind of camaraderie of fa -- miliarity, and Tania discovered that she
was even getting to like Fleta. The mare was reliable and forthright,-and
had a cheery sense of humor that often brightened things. In the

94 | Piers Anthony

first weeks she had been subdued because of her loss of her son

and her dislike of Tania, but as she gradually became acclimatized to the



was a loveable creature.

They discussed the matter of the search, and decided to check the
vampire bats next. It was Fleta who had suddenly come up with it: "Mayhap
he became not a bird, but a bat! Midst the vamps could he fly and be
himself, and learn but

one new form!"

"Aye!" Tania exclaimed, joyed by this revelation. In her excitement
she forgot herself so far as to hug Fleta, then was embarrassed. It was not
that she detested the touch of an animal, for she did not; it was that she
should never have let her real emotion show so obviously.

But later, reconsidering, she had another thought: Fleta had
accepted the hug. There had been a time when the 'corn would have
reacted by changing form and stabbing violently with her deadly horn.
Instead she had hugged back -- and then been as embarrassed as Tania.
Tania's developing apprecia -- tion of Fleta had after all been returned.

A few days later, between Flocks, at a time when they were apart
from Bane, Tania braced her on it. "Methinks despite our best intent, we be
becoming friends," she said.

"l know thy nature!" Pleta flared. "What a fool | be, e'er to be friends
to thee!" But then, after a pause, while Tania waited: "Aye." For among her

other good qualities was hon -- esty.



They pursued it no further. Tania had fallen in love with Bane, and
it had caused her to do what he liked, and that had changed her. But she
could realize that love only at the ex -- pense of Agape, the alien female,
and that Pleta could not abide. In fact. Agape had formidable friends in
Phaze, for her tour here had put her into close contact with a number of
folk. It was said that she had facilitated the union of the Red Adept and
Suchevane, the beautiful vampiress, and that their son was named after
her. Al, for Alien: a compliment, not an insult. No, Tania's love of Bane was
incompatible with her friendship with Fleta -- yet both existed. So long as
that love remained unfulfilled.

The vampires too turned out to be clean. The boy -- or more likely
the Adept Stile -- had outsmarted them completely, util -- izing a hiding
place they could not guess.

So they proceeded methodically through the various spe -- cies of
Phaze, knowing that Flach could have assumed any form and joined any
tribe. The trolls, the ogres, the elves, the goblins, even the assorted tribes
of demons: all had to be verified, no matter whose allies they called
themselves.

Years passed. Tania's love for Bane, receiving tolerance but no
acknowledgment, burned ever more fiercely. She had al -- ways been

highly possessive and destructive, but this condi -- tion so transformed her



were limited. So she labored constantly to be his ideal of a woman, and it
was a challenge that be -- came increasingly easy. The most alarming thing
about it was that she liked herself better, too.

Somewhere along the way, she realized that she had been had:
Bane had used magic to make himself immune to her charms. Probably the
Rovot Adept had fashioned a superior
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spell for his other self. So her case was lost, and had been almost
from the outset. Why hadn't she caught on long before this? Because she
hadn't wanted to. She had become a fool for love.

As it seemed that the search would never end, it did. They were
checking the werewolves, and suddenly realized that the boy could have
doubled back to join the Pack he had passed on his route with Neysa,
having scouted it on the way. They verified the number of pups who had
come to that Pack that year, from other Packs. They knew from their
preliminary survey how many pups remained there, and after allowing for
deaths in transit and since, they found the count skew by one. There was
one more wolf in Kurrelgyre's Pack than there should be. That one, they
were sure, would prove to be Flach, now four years older than he had
been.



said. "Be we right to force him?"

"That notion has bothered me," Mach admitted. "So long as we
could not find him, the matter was moot. Now that we are about to, we have
a decision to make. Do we really want to take him in?"

Fleta did not answer. It was obvious that her emotions were
warring: she loved her son, and did not love the cause of the Adverse
Adepts, yet was bound to serve it.

Mach turned to Tania. "Thee?"

Tania tried to keep her face straight, but such a shock went through

her that she could not; her eyes overflowed, and she too was unable to

speak.
"What game is this?" Mach asked, annoyed.
Now Fleta found her voice. "Tease her not, my love; it be not kind."
"What arc you talking about?" he demanded. "l asked a simple
question."
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"Thou didst bespeak her in our tongue."

"Why, so | did; it is of no consequence, and easy to do here. What
is your point?"

"She loves Bane."



"What are you talking about? | have left her strictly alone! This has
always been purely business, and remains so. | asked her for her opinion
about recovering our son."

"Thou idiot!" she flared. "Thou didst bespeak her 'Thee'l Twice
more, and it be -- "

"The likeness of Bane swearing love for her," he con -- cluded,
finally getting it. "Yes, | suppose that would be a shock. | apologize, Tania,
for inadvertently teasing you." Had there been any doubt of his complete
indifference to her, this ended it. But he was not Bane.

Tania finally was able to speak. "It be not that; it were a shock |
knew false e'en as spoken. It be that an our search end, we three or four
need travel together no more."

"And thou canst be with him no more," Fleta said.

"She has no call to be with him!" Mach said. "He loves Agape!"

"In Proton-frame," Fleta said.

"That suffices. Would you have me loving the Proton Ta -- nia?"

That gave Fleta pause. "An she be like this one, now -- "

"Nay!" Tania cried. "We all know this be but a trap re -- versed! |
sought to snare Bane, and was myself snared. My fate be justice. | bring it
up only to show | can comment not on whether to bring in thy son, Fleta,

'‘cause | want the search to end ne'er, fool that | be to 'fess it."



power to the Adverse Adepts. Then, perhaps my onus will be abated." "0'
course," Tania agreed sadly. "Aye," Fleta said, as sadly.

"It is a matter of honor," Mach said. "Translucent trusts me, and
trusts Bane, because of it. This is the way it is." "Aye," the two said
together, and turned away. "In the morning we shall do it." Then he
conjured an entire house, stocked with everything a house required, in --
cluding a separate bedroom for Tania.

But before she slept, Pleta knocked. "Aye, | would share him, with
thine other self in Proton-frame," she said. "But

it be, as he put it, moot."

"Thou dost be a nice person."

"What willst thou, anon?"

"Thou didst show the way, once." For Fleta, believing her love
doomed, had once tried to throw herself off a cliff to her

death. Fleta was shocked. "But he would come rescue thee not!"

"Aye. Then it be soon o'er."

"l beg thee, rush not into such!"

Tania shrugged. "Doubtless | lack the courage, anyway."

That was all; there was no more to be said. Both of them

were crying, silently.

6



-- ence between machines, and compatible ones were valued.

The Citizen said a bad word. "Query the boy." This was part of it:
Troubot knew what and whom he meant when he wasn't specific.

"Query initiated. Will you wait, sir?"

"No. Buzz me back when you have the new pattern." Pur -- ple was
a surly brute, but he never refused a call from this machine.

Troubot did not answer. It proceeded about its business. It was
paging the residence of Bane, the man from Phaze, who had just
transferred in to Proton. When there was no response after a reasonable

interval, it paged him at the residence of Agape, his wife.
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"Damn thee, Troubot, canst thou not wait?" Bane re -- sponded
irritably. "l be romancing my love at the moment." There were no secrets
from this machine; it did not tell.

"Your love must be delayed a moment," the machine re -- sponded.
"Citizen Purple requires the latest pattern. You forgot to post your survey

report, as usual."



Phaze, and that be too low to fathom with a magic measuring rod! | have a
better subject to fathom."

Agape cocked her head at him. "And just what were these
temptations Tania worked on you, that got you so much more lusty than
you ever are with me?"

"Needs must | do that report for Purple," he said quickly.

"Because her other self here in Proton is just like her, and she
seems much smitten with Mach, and so also perhaps with you. If you really
believe she can offer you more -- "

"l be on my way!" he cried, leaping up despite his evident state of
readiness for their liaison. Agape smiled; she knew how to manage him.

So, grudgingly, Bane listed the information gleaned during the last
week of his stay in Phaze. This consisted of routine statistics about Packs
checked and wolf pups shifted between Packs. Such reports had been
made throughout the four-year search, as the party of Bane/Mach, Fleta
and Tania method -- ically canvassed human villages, unicorn Herds,
vampire Flocks and other groups, narrowing down the remaining hid -- ing
places for the child Flach.

"Thank you. Bane," Troubot said as he concluded. "Now you may
return to your prior endeavor. | note however that your state of readiness

has diminished; do you need any as -- sistance?"



with some it was always serious, and with others, such as Bane, it
bantered. Living folk soon became bored with pure business, so Troubot
embellished its business just enough to provide some variety.

This was of course well within the capabilities of a self -- willed
machine. Indeed, it could be difficult at times to tell whether one was
dealing with a machine or a living person. Those on Troubot's net had
come to depend on it increasingly for small services, and some even, in a
manner, liked the machine for its personality.

No one, however, suspected it of being anything other than a robot.
This was its victory -- because it was not precisely a machine. It had come
into existence in its present role four years before, just before the child
Nepe had disappeared. The records showed that it had been
manufactured, educated and tested, but had proved to be out of tolerance
for the purpose for which it had been crafted, so that it had been rejected.
Because it was a self-willed machine, it begged indulgence:

to be retrained rather than recycled, so that it would not lose its
present consciousness. This appeal had been rejected; it was not a
humanoid machine, so lacked serf status, and had no right to its present
existence.

Troubot had fled this judgment. It had shown up at the residence of

Citizen White and begged sanctuary.



It occurred to her that she might indeed have uses for a renegade self-
willed machine, unconnected to the main group of them. She could not
have it modified in the regular manner, because that would have entailed
access to its circuits by self-willed technicians,
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so she tried training it by hand: telling it what she wanted, and
letting it train itself. Troubot became her personal atten -- dant, fixing her
hair, applying her makeup, and dressing her for special occasions. It did
indeed give good service, being

pathetically eager to please.

Later she had the machine run errands for her -- private ones that
she did not want passed through official circuits. It showed aptitude, and
other Citizens noticed. In due course it was running errands for them, too.
When there were private trysts to be made, Troubot coordinated them.
Tania's lovely serf receptionist Tsetse was much in demand in this respect;

Citizens could hire any serfs they chose, and do with them what
they chose, but Tsetse was Tania's employee, and Tania reserved her for
herself, and her brother Citizen Tan sup -- ported her in that. Citizen
Purple, working through Troubot, had gained access to Tsetse without
Tania's knowledge. Tsetse had been willing enough for male contact of any

kind, and kept the secret, knowing that Tania would destroy her if she



Physically, Troubot was a wheeled cylinder with append -- ages.
Most of the time Troubot did not move about, but plugged into the standard
networks in order to do spot re -- search or contact specific Citizens. It
moved from Citizen White's residence only when directed to do so. During
White's absences, Troubot became caretaker of the premises. Citizen
White regarded it as indispensable, and others did not argue.

But Troubot was not exactly a machine. The records had been
slightly modified by sophisticated means, so that, after the first few hours,
no discovery was likely. Troubot was two entities: one a machine, the other
an alien creature with hu -- man genes, and abilities few imagined. Troubot
One was as described, but was not working under its original title. Trou --
bot Two had taken its place, and had once been known as

Nepe, Agape's child. This secure masquerade was about to be
placed in peril.

UNICORN POINT 1103

For Nepe was naturally the first to appreciate the significance of the
new pattern Purple had demanded.

In Phaze, the searching trio was about to close in on the werewolf
Pack of Kurrelgyre. They had cross-checked the pups traveling between

Packs, and discovered one that didn't fit. This was the one that was Flach.



process had learned more about sexuality than a child was normally told.
She had com -- pared notes with Plach, who had the input of wolf ways,
and both had profited. But now she knew that the crisis was upon them
again, as it had been when Flach sent her the "hide" message. Her hiding
place was secure, but his was not -- and the moment he was caught, she
would be too, because of their linkage.

She paused a few minutes, considering. She dared not wait long
before notifying Citizen Purple, but she had to decide her course of action
first. She was older now than she had been, and vastly more experienced
intellectually, but she knew she would have no chance to resist the Citizens
if she were discovered. What should she do?

She had thought this through before, and decided on a risky effort.
It seemed to her that its chances of success were at best even -- but the
consequences of inaction would guarantee the loss of their freedom. Now
that the crisis had come, as she had known it would despite hoping for
some reprieve, she saw no better alternative than that risky course.

She would have to save Flach from capture.

Nepe set her situation in order as well as she could, ar -- ranging
things so that they could proceed mostly automati -- cally. When she had

adopted this machinelike form, she had also adopted machinelike ways;



Then she put in a call to Troubot One, using an access code that
only the two of them knew. Troubot answered im -- mediately; he was
Nepe's closest friend, and he knew he owed his consciousness to her. It
had been her genius that had enabled him to hide while she emulated him
and got him the placement with Citizen White. Once that was secure, they
had exchanged places, and he had had an easy menial job. Later, when
Nepe had to hide, she had taken his place again, and he had hidden. Since
he was no longer the object of a search, that was easy to do; he simply
merged with unwilled machines, intercepting their orders and performing
their tasks himself. He had excellent adaptive ability, having been con --
structed as an all-purpose servitor. His flaw had been in the brain: it was
out of tolerance on the upside. In short, he was too smart and too
independent. But neither as smart nor as independent as Nepe!

"Troubot, | must do something dangerous," she informed him. "l will
be of limited function for a while. You must watch me, and substitute for me
if | get confused. There is great danger."

"Let me do this dangerous task for you!" he pleaded. "l love you,
and would not let you be hurt."

"l love you too, Troubot." She knew how that could be, too,
because her father used Uncle Mach's robot body in Proton. It was natural

that she should emulate her mother, and love a machine, or the equivalent.



"Thank you, Troubot," she replied, sending a similar surge.

Then she braced herself for the supreme effort. What she
contemplated had never been done before, but she believed
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it was possible. It was the only way to do what had to be done, so it
had to be possible!

When she was as ready as she could be, she did another new
thing: she contacted Flach without using the cover of their fathers' contact.
Flach! Flach!

His response was startled. Nepe! There be no cover!

This is an emergency, she returned. They know where you are.
They are closing in. You can't escape.

We have had wind of their approach. | must try to get away! | have
a plan. If they capture me, they 'll make me betray thee, and then they 'll
have us both.

| know, Flach. But they are not going to be fooled. That's why |
must save you. My hiding place is safe. We must ex -- change. You hide
here; | will hide your body there.

But we can ne 'er --

Yes we can! We are opposite selves. | know it!

But we be male and female!



It turned out to be more complicated than they had thought. The
oath-friends insisted on helping. They pointed out that it would be me next
day before the Adept party arrived. They would go on a hunt, the four of
them, and make their first Kill. That would be their pretext for ranging far
from the Pack. When they were far enough away, they would make a break
for it, and the Adepts would not be able to catch them. It would be dark,
and the cover of night would help; the Adepts might even sleep through it.

Nepe had to agree that this was worth trying. If he could get free
without having to exchange, it would save them a lot of trouble. She was
afraid that the Adepts or the Citizens would tune in on their
communications, but since they had never done this openly before, it might
be that no one was checking now.

The wolves organized immediately. Kurrelgyre, pleased with their

initiative, approved, and even suggested an appro --
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priate region to hunt, where rabbits were plentiful this sea -- son.

The four assumed wolf-forms and moved out together.



and it be a significant thing in wolven terms. Now Sirel and | can assume
our third syllables, and can commit to our first mating, and take the fourth.

Mating! Flach, you are too young!

Nay, wolves can do it sooner than human folk. It takes not, but be
good experience. It would be abnormal for us to do it not as soon as
possible. Of course the first mating be ne 'er the one for later breeding; that
partner be forbidden. It be a thing best arranged between oath-friends,
which we be.

Nepe realized that Flach's main protection was in his sim -- ilarity to
the other wolves of the Pack. The longer he could act like a wolf while
ranging farther from the Pack, the better chance he might have to get
away. Mate with her then, and get it over with! she thought ungraciously.

Nay, we mate not actually now. She be not in heat; she be too
young for that.

Then don't mate with her! Just keep moving out!

But we must needs commit. There be a ceremony. It must be done
properly, so that the naming be legitimate.

Nepe was exasperated. Such a complication had never oc -- curred
to her, and in truth she was somewhat jealous of the manner his society
allowed him to step into an adult emula -- tion so young. But if there was

any hope that this would enable him to win free on his own --



breeding or permanent association.

In due course the two other wolves were willing to bear witness that
a Commitment had occurred. Flach could now adopt Si as his final syllable,
and Sirel could adopt Ba as hers. Thus they were Bareisi and Sirelba, each
with another syllable to be inserted third when their kills were recognized by
the Pack. Oath-friends and first mates -- it was a significant occasion for
them both. Henceforth they would be considered borderline adult, though
some leeway for growing would be allowed. In the frame of Proton, the
equivalent would be called adolescence.

But we must needs carry our kills back to the Pack, Flach thought.
Otherwise -- No! Nepe protested. You must get far away! Then Flach saw a
dragon flying, pursuing what appeared to be a great circle around the
region where the Pack was camped. This was not normal behavior for a
dragon; obvi -- ously it was acting as an agent for the Adepts. Any wolf who
strayed too far would be a target of suspicion.

Nepe was ready to throw things at walls, but she had to concede
that normal wolf behavior was in order. They had to head home to the
Pack.

Darkness closed before they reached it. This was a decent pretext

to halt and camp. Flach and Sirelba shared their rab -- bits with the other



But it would take more than that. Flach knew the powers of his
father, and realized that no simple diversion would suffice. They would all
four shortly be captive. Now we must exchange, Nepe said with regret.
Now we must needs exchange, Flach agreed. We shall as -- sume human
form, for | doubt thou canst be a wolf.

Flach concentrated and sang a spell of exchange. Nepe simply
willed herself into Phaze and into his body. They had
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never tried this before, but both knew how their fathers did it; they
had tuned in on the patterns of magic and concentra -- tion many times,
and knew them well. They imitated those patterns.

Nepe suffered vertigo. Then she stumbled and almost fell.

She was in human form, standing under a tree in the com -- pany of
three other children of her age. All were clothed, and so was she; that
started her, until she realized that it was the way of Phaze. One was a
lovely dark-haired girl; another was a tawny-haired girl; and the third was a
shaggy brown-haired boy. The first girl would be Sirelba, the second Terel,
and the boy Forel.

"l am Nepe," she said as she recovered her equilibrium.

"We know, " Sirelba said. "But we shall call thee Bareisi, that thy

nature be not betrayed in speech. What be thy ruse for escape?"



be binding?"

"They be binding," the girl assured her. "Species matters not. Many
o' this Pack be oath-friend to Neysa Unicorn."

"And your Commitment -- how can it be honored if you help Bareisi
get away, and he hides elsewhere and you never see him again?"

"l will wait till he come to me," Sirelba said simply. "An he can, he
will come. An he can not, | will seek him."

"What if he is dead?"

"l will avenge him."

"As will we," Terel said. "As he would for us."

Nepe was impressed. "How do you feel about him? | mean, | know
you made an oath, but you must have some private impressions."

"l love him," Sirelba said. "Ne'er could we be lifemates, because we
be counted as from the same packlet; we must breed outside it. So | glean
o' him what | can: first mating.
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An he die ere it be done, our other oath-friend Forel will do it. An |
die, Terel will fill for me. But | would die for him regardless. He be the best
male o' my generation | know, though he be not true wolf."

"But | am not he. What of me?"



0 Fog and 0 Smoke

The curse o' Proton-frame --

Pollution invoke

That we may play a game!

Immediately there was a stirring in the air, as of a storm forming. It
was working! She had known it should, but feared it would not. There was
no storm; instead it was more like a dust devil stirred up by a gust across a
dry plain. The effect expanded rapidly, rising to cloud the sky and
spreading to include the small group.

"Drop to the ground!" Nepe cried. "Breathe through the turf! Keep
your eyes closed until it thins!" She made an ex -- ample by flinging herself
down and burrowing her face into the ground.

The others stood for a moment bemused. Then the swirling black
vapors caught them, and they broke into paroxysms of coughing. Suddenly
they understood: this was poison! They got down and sought the filtration
of the natural soil, while the foul cloud washed over them.

It took some time for the awful fog to thin. Finally Nepe sat up. Her
eyes were bleary and her breathing labored, but she could handle it, having
known what to expect. "It will ease gradually," she gasped. "Now we must

arrange our es -- cape."



weak; what is at the center is strong, and that is the pollution -- the smoke
and fog -- that obscures magic. | learned this spell from the Oracle, who put
it out on general information at the behest of Citizen Blue. That way | could
leam it without giving away my hiding place. It seemed a pointless exercise
at the time, and few people even noticed; Blue does crazy things every so
often, like making public love in vats of green gelatin. | knew he hoped |
would find use for it, and now | have. No magic net can spy on us now --
not until the fog clears."

Forel nodded, smiling. "What makes us cough, gives the Adepts a
real illness!"

"Close enough. Now under this cover we must act. They will be
checking each creature who seeks to leave this region. | must be of a form
they will not suspect.”

"But canst thou change forms as Bareisi could? He knew man,
wolf, bat and 'corn, and in secret worked on others he dared not assume
lest he be discovered. Likewise he dared not do magic, though he be
talented in it."

"He worked on ogre, dragon and harpy forms," she agreed. "And
cloud magic. He thought to infiltrate the en -- emy ranks, where they would
not suspect. But he knew that the net would catch him in the change, so he

didn't dare. But no, | can not change forms; my mother Agape was here



exchanged minds, | believe it is possible, for | am a female mind in his
body. Only the natural body is fixed; the others can be adapted for size and
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appearance, and | think sex would be one of the options. But that is
not the point: had he so changed, the net would have caught the flare of
magic, and the Adepts would have known."

"Mayhap," Sirelba agreed, awed.

"Now, with the pollution spell, such form changes can not be
accomplished. The enemy would have caught the flare of my spell, but its
very nature quickly made that useless. The three of you must not try to
resume your wolf forms; the spell would interfere, and you might get into
serious trouble. So we must change our forms another way."

"Another way?" Terel asked, the last to rouse herself. Her eyes
were streaming; the pollution was affecting her worse.

"Makeup. We need clay, or something similar. Something that can
be molded, and will dry in place and keep its shape."

"There be fish-nest lining in the nearby stream," Forel said. "It be
much like clay, and holds its shape, but ne'er dries out completely. It be
flesh-colored. Would that do?"

"Excellent! We must go there immediately."



"Oh. Yes. Do you see the nature of this ruse?"

"They will catch and hold the males, not the bitches!" Sirelba
exclaimed. "They will let these pass!"

"Yes. Unable to verify us magically, they will do it phys -- ically;
Two males, two females -- by the time they realize their error, | should be
past their net." She frowned. "But there may be danger. When they leam
that they have been de -- ceived -- "

"A wolf lives by danger," Forel said bravely, and the two bitches
agreed. "We shall decoy them, and deceive them, and take the
consequence. They can not be too cruel, for our Pack would react.”

"The hair!" Sirelba exclaimed. "Thy hair be dark, like mine; thou
canst not pass for Terel."
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Nepe nodded. "Good point. You and | must exchange ap --
pearances."

They went to it. They packed fish-nest lining about their crotches,
masking their genitals. Nepe's masculine append -- age had to be folded
down and covered, while Sirelba re -- quired an artificial appendage. Forel
had great fun shaping it for her, to her embarrassment. Wolves were open
about nat -- ural functions, but this reversal of roles was a new experience
for the bitch.



watch out that thou dost not get a boner!" Forel warned.

Nepe wasn't sure what he meant, but a moment's reflection
clarified the reference. It would be very awkward, perhaps even a fatal
complication (one that would give her away), if her penis were to change its
shape while the clay was on, and break out of its confinement. She
understood that this could happen involuntarily; she hoped that this would
not occur in the next few hours.

By the time the job was done, and the fish-clay had solid -- ified,
they were well into night. They were tired, but could not afford to rest. The
escape had to be accomplished by dawn, because sunlight would dissipate
the pollution spell.

They made hasty plans, then set out.

Forel went east, Terel went south, and Nepe and Sirelba went
west. Since the Pack camp was north, they were fleeing it. They knew this
would bring suspicion on them, but since they also knew that the Adepts
were sure Flach was here, this made no difference.

They followed the major trails. There really wasn't much choice,
when they were in a hurry, because traveling by night was dangerous
anywhere else. The trails were cleared, so that they could readily sniff and
hear lurking predators, and they could travel much more swiftly on them.
Their human bodies



three escaping trails: one to each. The Robot Adept, whose travel magic
would remain despite the fog, would take the others to two of the trails, and
would guard the third himself.

It was in fact like a Proton Game, Nepe thought. She had to guess
which trail was safest, and Flach's father Mach had to guess which one
Nepe would choose. The odds fa -- vored her: she had two chances in
three to be on the trail that the robot did not check. Because Mach would
know her; he was too clever to be deceived by her ruse. If he intercepted
her, she was lost. But if one of the others intercepted her, she could
escape. Flach had been a werewolf for four years, and had the werewolf
look and smell; Fleta would hardly know him now, and Tania would know
him only by descrip -- tion. In a pressure situation, one of those two was
liable to make a mistake. The odds might be two to one in favor of such an
error.

Nepe understood the dynamics of chance, because it was integral
to the Proton Game. Two chances in three of getting a foolable interceptor;
two chances in three of fooling that person. That figured to four or five
ninths of a chance to get free, depending on the system. About even. The
odds overall were not ideal, but they were a lot better than what otherwise

offered. That was the best she could do for Flach.



better, for this confrontation!
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Then, abruptly, it came: a cloaked figure stood athwart the

path. Which one was it?

"You know what to do," she said to Sirelba.

"Aye." They slowed as they approached the figure. /( was Tania!

Nepe felt the thrill of incipient victory.

Then Sirelba broke from the path, scrambling through the rough
brush, heedless of the scratches. Tania turned to face her. Nepe felt the
surge of magic as the Evil Eye manifested.

Sirelba stumbled and fell. "Nay!" Nepe cried, running toward Tania.
"Spare him,

Adept! | love him! We be promised first mates!" Tania walked
toward the fallen figure. Nepe pursued. "Take me instead. Adept! Whatever
he has

done, | will redeem! | beg thee!"

Tania turned and peered at Nepe. The woman's eyes in the dusk of
the night seemed to glow. Suddenly Nepe understood the power of those

eyes; they were seeing right through her!



"Good advice, bitch," Tania said.

Nepe backed away. "Ne'er will | forget thee, my Prom -- ised!"

Then, feigning reluctance, she turned and walked on along

the path. The final ploy had worked. She had gotten past!

When she was safely out of sight, she thought to her other self
again. Flach! Now exchange -- and get far gone from here!

They made their joint effort, and again Nepe felt the diso --
rientation. Then she was back in her robotic body in Proton.

She had done it! She had exchanged, and used her one spell, and
her ability to act like what she was, a giri, and had sprung Flach from the
trap! Meanwhile Flach had been se -- cure here, unsuspected.

Suddenly she was very tired. She slept.

Some time later Plach called: Nepe, our fathers be com --
municating now; we can talk.
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Where are you? she asked joyfully.

With Phoebe Harpy. She be independent now, though her Flock
aligns with the Adepts, and will betray me not. | be in harpy form. They will
ne'er look for me here!

I'm so glad, Flach! But what of Sirelba? She decoyed for us --

f could check not directly, but Phoebe says Mach came and



her contact with Flach to trace her, or should she make a break for it? She
had several alternative hideouts; she could disappear as Troubot and
assume a new and quite different form. But if they were closing in on her,
she would not have time, and anyway, she did not want the real Troubot to
take the brunt of their wrath. They might even be waiting for just such a
break, to confirm her identity.

She and Flach had gone into hiding because they wanted to help
Citizen Blue and the Adept Stile, rather than the Con -- trary Citizens and
the Adverse Adepts. They had learned how to communicate with each
other, but could not explain to their grandfathers how they did it. Their
communication was more versatile than that of their fathers, because they
did not have to overlap geographically in their frames. That ability would be
invaluable to either side, but more so to Blue and Stile, because those two
did not communicate at all.

Blue believed that if the Oracle could analyze how Nepe did it, it
could give the key to others -- but if Grandpa Blue had taken Nepe to the
Oracle, the Citizens would have snooped and learned everything. So they
hadn't risked it. But now that her ability was known, she had nothing to lose
by going to the Oracle -- except that the Citizens would never allow it,

because it would help mainly Citizen Blue. What a complicated mess!



She decided to sit tight. But her mind was whirling. Sup -- pose
Tania had recognized her, and deliberately let her go? Then told Mach,
who could have used his magic to trace Flach's route -- and let him seem to
escape so that he would give away any other accomplices he had, and in
the end con -- tact her in Proton while Mach was listening? While he was
only pretending to be communicating with Bane, actually at -- tuned to
Flach's communication with her, Nepe? Of course he would not be angry
about Sirelba; all was going according to his plan! Had they caught Nepe at
the edge of the fog, she would have refused to contact or exchange with
Plach, and he would have remained safely hidden.

The longer she thought about it, the more certain she be -- came
that all was lost. Thus she was hardly even surprised when she received a
call from Bane:

"Nepe, we have you spotted. Please resume your natural form and
return to our custody; we shall not harm you."

It was over. They had located her. She would not be able to help
Grandpa Blue after all.

She melted. The metal-hard facade of her four-year form dissolved.
This was necessary for her to resume her human form -- but it was also her
way of collapsing in grief.

7



and hugged her neck; but her fall -- ing mane concealed the tears on his
face.

She knew why. He was glad to see her -- but also sad to be
captive. For there was no doubt of his status now; he was in the power of
the Adverse Adepts, and they would not let him get away again. Neysa's
own complicity in his prior break was of course known, but she could not be
touched because she was of Stile's camp and expected to do his bidding.
But this time she would deliver the boy to Stile; the ploy of his hiding was
over.

Flach mounted, and she set off, not deigning to acknowl -- edge the
rovot. She followed the same route she had the last time, knowing what the

boy would want.
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She felt his mood lighten as they approached the Werewolf
Demesnes. He would get to see his friends in passing. He could not
remain, but at least they could exchange greetings.

The main portion of the Pack was not-so-mysteriously ab -- sent,

but three young wolves were present. "0, Granddam,



gently, hugging him closely. "They granted me my Kill." "Would |
had been there, to cheer for thee and gain mine

own name!"

"They gave it thee," she said. "Barelmosi." "They gave it me?" he
asked, amazed. "But they knew

then | be not o' the Pack!"

"They knew then thou wast grandpup o' Neysa -- and

Stile."

"But there was none to growl! for me!"

"There were three to growl for thee."

Flach hugged her more tightly, his tears flowing again. "Must needs
| go now, but | will see thee when | can, and

when --"

"Aye," she agreed.

Then the three resumed wolf form, and Plach remounted Neysa.
He could have run along beside her in wolf form, but it was important that
his status be clear, for the watching

Adepts. Neysa resumed her motion. Plach waved to the standing

wolves, then sought her mane again for his tears.

Neysa trotted on, still following the route they had taken, sharing

the boy's nostalgia. It had been a fine ploy they had made, and it had won



had made peace between them, and later made them oath-friends, and
that was part of the good he had brought to Phaze.

She loved Stile, of course. She always had, since he had mastered
her and freed her. No other human man could have done the first, no other
would have done the second. She had done what she could for him,
becoming his transport, his guardian and his lover until he went to the Lady
Blue. Human beings had always taken animal lovers, but never animal
spouses; it was the way of it. Until Pleta --

She put a firm hoof on that thought. She had not, could not
approve; yet the seemingly impossible had happened, and here was Flach,
representing the union of the lines of man with unicom, and of the lines of
Neysa and Stile. It seemed likely that in time the boy would mate with a
werewolf, and thereby include that line also in the unity. Thus in Phaze
would occur what was occurring in Proton: the integration of the major
elements of the frame.

She could not support this, but now, knowing Plach and knowing of
his other self Nepe, who had demonstrated sin -- gular verve and
competence, she could not condemn it either. Perhaps the old, isolated
ways would have to go. Perhaps that was better. Certainly she supported
Stile, and if he believed this was the way to go, he must be right. But he

had not supported it before; he, like she, had opposed the marriage



occupied Bane's body. Now that golem had become the Rovot Adept, with
more magical power than any other, and had sired Plach. It was not the
way of the unicorn to admit error and reverse position. She had done it only
when coerced by directive of the Herd Stallion. There
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were none to coerce her similarly now. She was locked into

a position of increasing social founder.

They reached the place where the boy had urinated, setting up his
ruse. She stopped, and he dismounted and went through the motions; in
this manner he showed his unicorn heritage, his need to reexperience prior
actions, to assume his new orientation. They paused where she had helped
the pups escape the dragon. Those pups were now secure in their

new Pack.

Beyond this region, she had carried the golem instead of the boy.
So effective had this exchange been that she had not realized at what point
it had occurred -- and that had been part of the ploy. If she hadn't known,
how could anyone else know? So Flach had escaped, and it had taken the
Adepts

four years to recover him.

They stopped before reaching the Herd Demesnes. Neysa was no

longer young, and prolonged running was not as easy for her as it had



tenor range. His tone was neither full nor dis -- tinctive, and his key was
uncertain -- but of course he had not assumed this form in four years, and
had become inexperi -- enced in it.

She sounded her own horn, with its harmonica flavor, set -- ting him
straight on the key. Then, as they grazed, they played, and his sound
became attuned, until in due course it was fair rather than poor. She
showed him some of the nu -- ances of melody, and taught him simple
harmony. The re -- sulting duet would never be competitive in the
Unilympics, but it was a nice enough start. She was quite pleased, for the
sound and for the effort he was making.. She remembered decades back,
when she had taught Fleta similarly, and Fleta had developed her unique
double-note technique on her pan -- pipe horn, and --
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Down came the hoof again. Those memories should be expunged!
Fleta had done the unpardonable.

Yet, glancing sidelong at Flach grazing beside her, she wished
again that it was otherwise.

They grazed on into the night, and it was very satisfying. The
creatures of the night came out, the mice and owls and goblins, and spied
the unicorns and remained moderately clear. Goblins could be bad when

roused and organized, but these were merely foraging individually, avoiding



"Not if thou wast in thy firefly form," he countered.

She hoped she would not regret this, but she did want him to get
experience. She could resume her natural form if any threat manifested.
Actually, the Adepts were watching; they would act if they thought it
necessary. She wanted to keep them out of this, but it was a kind of
reassurance.

She assumed firefly form, hovering in the air. He became a unicorn
again. She flew to his head and perched between his ears, near his horn,
clinging to his forelock.

He started off, going west, toward the Herd. At first his gait was
irregular, but gradually he got it into shape and his stride became steadier.
Practice would improve this, too.

But soon a dragon appeared, flying up from the south. It spied what
it took to be a young, inexperienced unicorn, and came in for some fun and
perhaps a meal. It was not large, and would have been no threat to Neysa
herself, but she wasn't sure about Flach. She moved, getting ready to take
off, so she could get clear of him and assume her natural form.

"Nay, Granddam!" he protested in passable horn talk. "Let me
handle it."

He had big ambitions! If he was no better using his hom for combat

than he had been using it for music at first, that dragon would make short



building.

Plach played a strange melody on his hom, fouling it up with
attempted hom talk. Then she realized that he was trying to make magic.
As a human being, he could do magic, and he had been learning spells
four years before. Surely he had continued to think about them during his
long hiatus as a werewolf. Now he had a chance to use what he had
devised. But to attempt it in 'corn form -- that was odd indeed! Could

it possibly work?

A cloud formed above them. It expanded rapidly, pulsing with sickly
colors. From this angle it was hard to tell exactly what its whole shape was,
but it seemed rather like -- yes, a floating human head! It had a wild tangle
of yellow hair that fuzzed into invisible vapor, and two great red eyes, a
bulbous nose, and a huge purple mouth-orifice with enormous buck

teeth.

The dragon saw this apparition, and veered aside. Had something
come to help the unicorn? But it circled back, realizing that there was no
solidity to the thing. What was not solid could not hurt, and could be
ignored.

The dragon came in again, and this time there was no doubt it
meant business. The fire was starting to come; in a moment things would

be very hot here!l Neysa spread her wings. "Nay, Granddam!" Flach



splattering free; it was clinging gelati -- nously, cutting off the dragon's
breath. Its fire, stifled,

whooshed out without direction.

And the liquid clung even to the fire, forming huge bub -- bles. The
dragon inhaled -- and the green goo was sucked in

too, causing it to choke. Neysa could wait no longer. She spread
her wings, took
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off, flew to the side, and resumed unicorn form. "What be that
green?" she demanded in horn talk.

"Lime gelatin," Flach replied. "Nepe told me o' it. It be used in
Proton to wrestle in, or to mate in, or as a Conse -- quence when someone
loses a wager." ' "Gelatin?" It was not possible to be as specific in hom talk
as in human talk; she did not know of this substance.

"Well, it be not exactly that, but an imitation that be yet gunkier," he
honked with childish relish. "It clings awfully, and makes bubbles, and just
gets worse as it dries. She says it be water-soluble, so washes off readily,
but methinks the dragon will think not to wash."

Indeed, the dragon was not thinking of water at all. It veered almost

into a tree, barely dodged it, and flew up, still scratching at its nose.



mesnes. He had been joyful only when squelching the dragon, Neysa
realized in retrospect; at other times he had seemed subdued or
preoccupied. She had assumed this was because of his loss of freedom.
He had, she judged, really liked being among the werewolves, and was
more than somewhat smitten with the dark-furred bitch whom he had
Promised. Naturally it was depressing to leave those friends who had
supported him so loyally. But he liked Neysa and his human grandpar --
ents too; that was obvious. Why, then, did he seem reluctant to join Stile
and the Lady Blue?

Well, perhaps he felt guilty for hiding, these four years. It had been
a joint conspiracy, but he had kept his location secret from Stile as well as
the Adverse Adepts. Yet he had had to do that; they all knew that. Any
contact with Stile would have been intercepted by the Adepts, and led them
to him. So that could not be it.

They arrived, and Flach greeted his grandparents with gen --
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to bed, attended by the Lady.

Now Stile looked grim. "He's changed," he said. "Aye." Neysa had
never been much for human speech,

but this much had to be said.

"But in four years, that is to be expected. He has grown, and
learned much, and recently been separated from those he has come to
know and love as well as he loves us."

"Aye." "l checked him for enchantments. There are none on him.

The Adepts appear to be abiding by the rules."

Neysa nodded. She was perversely glad that he had noted it too; it
meant she hadn't imagined the problem. Indeed, perhaps it was as he
supposed, merely the effect of separation

and aging. The Lady returned. "There be a geis on him," she said.

"Nay," Stile said. "No magic."

"There be a geis," she repeated.

It made sense to Neysa. A geis was a kind of obligation, imposed
either magically or by honor. It restricted a person in some way, so that he
could not perform with his normal

freedom.

"He be prisoner now," Stile said. "We all be glad to have



he

turned the boy over to Neysa for a ride around the premises.
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This was of course worthwhile, but Neysa knew that Stile wished to
talk privately with the Lady. Something was cer -- tainly wrong.

Later, the Lady told Neysa the problem: "Stile meant to have Flach
commune with his other self in Proton, to estab -- lish a dialogue and
initiate an exchange o' information. In this manner may we keep pace with
the Adepts and Citizens, that we maintain our position. But Flach says he
can not. It seems the girl be not available."

Neysa considered that. She had understood that Flach and Nepe
could communicate with each other across the frames regardless of their
geographic positions. They had demon -- strated this, when trying to
escape the Adept cordon around the Pack. How could they be unable to do
this now?

She mulled it over the following night, consciously or un --
consciously, but came to no reasonable conclusion. She was sure that
Nepe in the other frame would be treated well, as Flach was in this one,
because the agreement was the same there: while she visited her

grandparents, the Citizens had access to the Oracle. The Adepts and



progress after all, be -- cause Citizen Blue would not let them near the
Oracle unless they produced Nepe. And Flach, if he knew where she was,
would not tell, for that would give her away. If he could contact her where
she hid, he would not, because the Adepts would be watching for that
magic, and find her as they had before, through him.

She was so excited that she galloped into the castle, and changed
to woman form, panting. "Stile! Stile!"

But it was the boy who was already up. "They be late from their
chamber," he said. "Do folk their age still mate?"

"Human folk, aye, an they wish," she agreed. "They oft regard it as
entertainment." How well she remembered! She did not want to speak of

her revelation directly to the boy;
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he might have to deny it, and that would be very awkward. She
would have to wait until Stile was alone.

She offered Flach another ride outside, instead. He coun -- tered
with the suggestion that they run together. They did so, trotting across the

meadows. Then they changed to their winged forms, she a firefly, he a bat,



left her in Phaze; she could have been the female harpy,

and been comfortable."

"Nay. She knows not how to change form." "Mayhap thou could
exchange again, and we could teach

her."

"Mayhap!" he agreed brightly. Then abruptly he sobered,

and said no more on the subject.

Now she was sure: it was because he could not exchange without
giving away Nepe's hiding place. She did not pursue the subject. She
resumed her natural form, and he became a wolf, and they romped on back
to the castle.

Later in the day, when the Lady was showing Flach how she made
cookies, in timeless grandmotherly fashion, and he was showing her how
he could lick the bowl clean, in equally timeless grandchild fashion, Neysa
had a chance to talk with

Stile.

"So he dare not," she concluded.

Stile nodded. "I think thou hast figured it, mare! That be a relief to
me, for it means the impasse remains."

The rest of the visiting period passed amicably enough. Every day

the boy did new things with his grandparents, learning spells and new



played through some of the games Stile had had with Icebeard. Stile had
played the snow demon to twenty-three consecutive draws, then won one,
ending their private tour -- nament. But the following year they had played
again, and after fifteen draws the demon had won one. It had become a
regular thing; they were delightfully evenly matched. Plach was evidently
able to appreciate the pretty nuances of the moves in a way that Neysa
could not.

Then, toward the end of the stay. Bane visited. Neysa was grazing
nearby as Stile came out to meet him. Because Bane served the other
side, by common consent they met beyond the castle, in nominally neutral
territory. "How be the boy?" he inquired.

"Somewhat subdued," Stile replied.

"To be expected, so soon after being taken from the Pack. His
oath-friends there be similarly subdued, | understand."

"How goes thy life in Proton?"

"Well enough, between bouts with the Book and Oracle.”

Neysa kept her ears unperked, so as not to give away her interest.
How could they be working with the Book and Or -- acle?

"And how be little Nepe?" Stile inquired smoothly. "Subdued. Thou
knowest that they wished to serve thee, not the others."



Bane nodded. "Surely so." Yet he seemed surprised. "I came to
ask thee to send Flach directly to Translucent's isle, since | lack Mach's
facility in transport."

"Readily done, an Neysa be granted entry."

"She be." Bane gave him a token, glanced across at Neysa, and
waved. She nodded, and continued grazing as if not really interested.

Bane departed. Immediately Neysa approached Stile.
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"Oath-friend, let us travel a bit," Stile said, mounting her.

She was glad to accede.

"Methinks our conjecture was mistaken," Stile said when they were
far enough away from the castle to avoid any risk of being overheard. It
was Stile's belief that it was the castle the Adepts snooped on, rather than
himself, now that things were quiet. "l wish not to alarm the Lady, but must
know. Canst discover it for me?"

Neysa made an affirmative honk. She would certainly try!

She started early, so as to have time to talk to Flach if the occasion

seemed propitious. This time she bore due west, toward the West Pole and



be watching them now, making sure the boy was delivered;

they would overhear anything said.

They came to the Lattice: the great pattern of cracks in the ground.
She resented the founder spell the lattice demons had hit her with the last
time she was here, but she could not do much about it unless the demons
came to the surface.

And there was a demon head poking up! With a half-glad snort of
challenge she lowered her hom and charged. The demon disappeared,
hiding in the crevice, and she passed over without contact. She had
expected this; still, it was sat -- isfying.

"Slay them!" Flach cried, taking an interest. More heads appeared.
She still had the worst of the Lattice to traverse; were they going to try for
her? She knew that her enemies the Adverse Adepts would never allow
them to cap -- ture her, because she was on their business; still, she pre --
ferred to handle this nuisance herself. She picked up speed. "Let me,
Granddam!" Plach begged. He had done well enough against the dragon,
and perhaps this would make him say something. There was nothing like
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shared adventure to make folk talk. She made a honk of af --

firmation, coming to a halt on one of the Lattice plateaus.



Neysa bolted. The demons in front of her ducked down, but those
at the sides closed in, trying to grab at her as she passed.

There was a sickly-sounding whoosh! Then the sound of coughing
and choking from the bowels of the Lattice. Then the demons clambered
out, not to attack Neysa, but to flee. What was this?

She slowed, curious about this inexplicable turnabout. "Don't stop,
Granddam!" Flach exclaimed.

"Why?" she asked in hom talk.

"Because | dropped a stink bomb on them!"

Then the spreading vapor caught up with them. Neysa choked; it
was the most putrid stench she had ever whiffed -- and this was just the
edge of it.

She leaped forward, escaping the miasma. No wonder the demons
were fleeing; it must be intense down in the crevices! Trust the child to
come up with another childish -- but effec -- tive! -- ploy.

Well, she really could not blame him. She had given him leave, and
certainly the demons deserved it. In fact, it seemed a fitting retribution for
that founder spell!

They readily won clear of the Lattice; the demons paid no further
attention to them. She came to the regular field and forest, and resumed

her normal trot.



They stopped for the night at the foot of rolling hills. Flach assumed
unicorn form again, and grazed with her as before.

So it went, on the long trip to the coast. Everything seemed normal
with the boy, except his connection with Nepe. The secret remained
undivulged. It was enough to make her horn go sour.

They reached the west coast. Plach held the token Bane had
brought them, and Neysa strode into the sea. She had never been here
before, and would not be very much disap -- pointed if the charm did not
work, so that they could not proceed farther. After all, this was not the
neutral territory of the Red Demesnes; this was the enemy Translucent De
-- mesnes. Also, this was where Fleta was, and Neysa wasn't speaking to
her filly. The encounter was bound to be awk -- ward.

But the charm worked perfectly. The water closed over their heads,
and seemed almost like air; they could breathe nor -- mally. Neysa picked
her way through the seaweed and shells, and found a path. She followed
this on down, and it broad -- ened, becoming a satisfactory trail from which
obstacles had been cleared. This gave her the chance to look around as
she

progressed.

It was impressive. Fish swam nearby, seeming from this vantage to

be flying without wings. Seaweed sprouted pro -- fusely, reaching for the



allowed to molest legitimate travelers.

The terrain changed, becoming somehow archaic. The veg --
etation and swimming forms in this region were strange. Neysa made a
mild honk of surprise.

"Oh, sure," Flach said nonchalantly. "It's the Ordovician period,
three or four hundred million years ago, | forget
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which, with some neat creatures. See, there be a trilobite -- and
there be a giant nautiloid! The one with the shell like a ‘corn's horn!"

Neysa saw the trilobite. Its shell was indeed like a unicorn's horn,
and she liked it better for that. The shell made its ten -- tacled forepart
seem less alien.

They came to a rise in the strange realm. "This be the isle!" Flach
exclaimed joyfully. He slid off her back and charged ahead, plunging
through a kind of curtain in the wa -- ter. Neysa followed, and found herself
indeed on an isle -- a dry region within a giant bubble under the sea.

Plach flung herself into the arms of a young woman. That would be
Pleta, his dam, Neysa's filly; Neysa had not seen her in eight years, and
really did not care to look now. Instead she gazed around the rest of the

isle.



"Nay, Granddam!" Flach called, spotting this developing quarrel.
"Condemn her not; she let me escape!"

What? Neysa assumed woman form. "She tried to capture thee!"
she said.

"But they think | tried not hard enough," Tania said. "So | be on
duty here, to see that Fleta escapes not."

"But | be not prisoner!" Fleta protested. "And Neysa, my dam --
hast come at last to make amend?"

Neysa turned away from her.

"Thou hypocrite!" Tania screamed at her, her sinister eyes seeming
to glow. "Comest all the way here to slight thy foal again?"

That did it. Neysa turned slowly to face Tania.

"Nay!" Plach cried. "This be an isle o' peace! No fight -- ing!"

"It be beyond such caution," Neysa said grimly.

"Then make it words only!" he said. "No Eye, no horn!"

Neysa was not pleased with this notion, and Tania seemed
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no better satisfied. But the child was insistent. "An there be
bloodshed here. Translucent will come, and we know not what will happen
then! Let me make a spell o' containment, that thy words spread not

beyond thyselves, and ye two settle thus."



Neysa wasted no time in pressing the attack. Words were not her
preferred medium, but she could use them when she had to. "Thou, who
didst think to capture Flach, and now be here to keep his dam here, dost
accuse me o' hypocrisy? Thou, who didst spend four years pursuing him --
and Bane?"

Tania gestured wildly, as if reacting in fury. But her words were
oddly quiet. "Aye, mare. Listen to me now, for we have but little time, and
there be danger. | sought the child that my side might gain the balance o'
power. | sought Bane that | might bind him more firmly to our side, an he
think to drift. But | lost the ploy; he loves me not, yet | love him."

"Thou -- ?" Neysa began, amazed.

"When | knew we had cornered the lad at last, and it came upon
me to intercept him, | tried to let him go. | looked him in the eye, and knew
him though he was cleverly masked as female. | stunned the figure made
up to be male, thinking it were reasonable to fall for this ruse, that none
could blame me. | let Flach go. But the Adepts saw through the ruse, both
his and mine, and now | be confined here, nominally a guard. Canst believe
that, mare?"

This was so completely different from her expectation that Neysa

could hardly speak. "Why shouldst thou -- ?"



Neysa bowed her forehead, touching the horn-button to the hand.
The touch was true; the woman was speaking truth.

"Now believe this too," Tania continued, drawing back and
waggling her finger as if making a savage point. "There be a geis o' silence
on Flach, imposed by Purple. Translucent liked it not, but came so close to
losing the lad that Purple gained leverage and imposed this. Flach dare not
commune with Nepe in the other frame, lest his dam and her alien mother
be killed. In this way our side gains power and thy side does not."

"The geis!" Neysa exclaimed.

"Now have | told thee. Now have | truly betrayed my side. An thou
wishest to see me die, thou has but to tell o' this, mare."

"But why? Why dost thou do this thing?"

"When | came to love Bane, | came also to assume some o' his
values, strange though they be. Now | be friend to Fleta. | would not see
her die, or Agape in Proton. Or kept prisoner till my side wins, and then
needed not more, and die anyway."

"But an that happened, thou wouldst have clear access to Bane!"

"Aye. But now | would take him not that way. This be the measure
o' my fall."

"But -- "



with the boy -- and knew why he had pushed her into the encounter with
Tania. He had known Tania would tell what he could not, for he was
watched as she was not. The watching Adepts would not have been
concerned about the quarrel between Neysa and Tania; that was
peripheral. She must not give away its true nature.

She had to hide what had happened. But how? She knew
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her life would not last long, if the Adepts realized what she had
learned. She would have an accident on the way back, or she would die,
seemingly of age. The Adepts were not bound by scruples -- not the Purple
Adept.

Then she realized what she had to do. But she had to hide it from
whoever observed, by making a diversion. She had to provide some other
seeming effect of her encounter with Ta -- nia.

She walked toward Pleta. "An the wicked Adept woman be friend to
thee, can | be less?" She opened her arms.

"0 my dam!" Pleta cried, and flung herself forward. They met in a
solid embrace, Beta's tears flowing. "0 my Dam! Thou hast forgiven me at
last!"

"There be naught to forgive," Neysa said, and realized it was true
as her own tears flowed. By this unexpected device she had been brought



Would she make it safely back? At this stage she didn't know. The
Adepts would not dispatch her without reason, because it would be a
pointless act of provocation at a time when they wanted things qujet. But if
they suspected...

Then, just as she was about to pass through the bubble wall, she
realized that she shouldn't risk it. She had to act now, to ensure that the
situation changed. Going back and telling Stile would take too long and was
too risky. There was a much faster and more certain way -- one that Flach
should have thought of himself, had he not been cowed by the pressure of
the situation.

She changed back to woman form. "l forgot the charm!" she
exclaimed. Indeed she had; she would need it to pass through the water
without drowning.

"l have it!" Flach cried, running up to her.

She accepted the charm, and embraced him. "I be old and
forgetful," she murmured. Then, directly in his ear, she
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whispered: "Tell Bane as he exchanges. Then wait." She kissed his
ear and drew back, changing back to mare form.

Flach stood, apparently stunned by the simplicity of this solution.

He could not commune with Nepe directly, because the Adepts were alert



8

Bane

Uncle Bane! An | commune with Nepe, my dam be killed!

Bane, in the process of exchanging with Mach, felt as if he had
been knocked out of the connection. He stood in Pro -- ton, tuning in, but
there was nothing more. Mach! he thought after a moment. Didst thou
hear? Yes. That was Flach.

Ne 'er did he send to me before! Dost believe he tells truth ? Yes. |
think we now know why the two have ceased contact. Bane pondered
momentarily, as things fell into place. Wouldst call it a violation o' the
covenant® Yes. Our wives were not to be threatened. Then thou hast aught
to do in Phaze, and | in Proton. Agreed. We must not commune again until
it is done. Thus quickly had their loyalties changed. They had known almost
from the outset that they served the wrong side, but had been bound to it
by honor. Now that the Adepts -- and surely the Citizens -- had violated the
terms, the two of them were free to do what they wished. They would join
Stile and Blue.

They communed no more, for any prolonged contact at this stage
would become suspicious. The Adepts and Citizens
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But this single communication was so surprising that Bane knew no
provision had been made for it. Flach sending to Bane! And what a
message! At one stroke this had solved the riddle of the children's recent
attitude, and sundered the agreement that bound Mach and Bane to the
forces opposing Stile and Blue. The parity of the impasse had supposedly
been replaced by the parity of mutual connections between the frames.
Now it was evident that one side was cheating, in an effort to make the
critical breakthrough and assume power.

Bane kept his face straight as he pondered this. He had no trouble
concealing his emotions, in this robot body! He had to act normal until he
decided how to proceed. If Fleta was threatened in Phaze, Agape would be
similarly threatened in Proton.

Yet how was this possible? Neither Mach nor Bane had set up
anything like this in either frame -- and they represented the only contact
the Citizens and Adepts had between frames. Fleta might indeed be in
danger in Phaze, but how could Agape be under a similar threat?

Bane knew the Citizens: they would have made it tight. Somehow
they had done it; he could not afford to assume otherwise. Perhaps they
had made Flach send to Nepe --

But Nepe would not have relayed such a message to the Citizens!

A death threat against her mother? She was an amazingly clever girl, and



tried to seduce Mach, suggesting that he had no woman in Proton
and that she was appropriate. Mach had consistently put her off, but never
with prejudice, because she could make a lot of mischief if she chose.
Bane had made it clear that his love was in Proton, and he would consider
nothing else. Still, it had been evident that she would take either of them if
she could.

He had agreed with Mach to say nothing to her or anyone else in
Proton of the situation with Tania in Phaze. Only to Agape, from whom he
kept no secrets, and Troubot, who could be trusted. Troubot! Who had
turned out to be Nepe! But still could be trusted.

In Phaze, Tania had used her blandishments openly, and despite
the defensive spell Mach had given him, he had felt the impact. When it
had become apparent that her ploy had reversed, and she had fallen in
love with him, it had been hard not to yield to some degree. When she
adopted what he considered to be decent ways, leaving her cynicism and
cru -- elty behind, he was impressed despite his suspicion that this was
artifice. When she befriended Fleta he had been more impressed, for Fleta
was exceedingly choosey about her as -- sociations.

He wished he could discuss the matter with Agape. To what extent
was there merit in the proposition that the two frames were separate, and

that a man could have a woman in each? Stile and Blue, as alternate



Flach escape the net. The boy would not have known what to do about the
threat against his mother, but Tania's more cynical mind could have
handled it. Still, he could not see the boy confiding in her, so that matter
remained in doubt. Could he trust her?

He reached Tan's office. Tania was there alone; the pro -- vocative
serf secretary was absent.
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He decided to gamble on her. "Tania," he said without preamble, "I
need thy help." He knew that this was private;

the office was always sealed off from unwanted intrusion.

She was surprised. "What, no sneer today. Bane?"

"Swear to me that thou willst betray my confidence not, and | will
tell thee much that interests thee."

Her eyes assumed the look of those of her other self, though they
lacked the magic power. "You want me to do something for you, and not
tell, and you will tell me what | want to know? | believe | am safe in
assuming that you are not think -- ing of asking me for sex."

"Aye. | promise naught more, but I think it be enough."”

"l don't trust this. Bane. You never gave me the time of day before."

"l ne'er had need, before."



She laughed. "And why would you suppose | would do that?"

"Because, an thou didst, | might pursue thy case with Mach."

She halted abruptly. "You're serious!"

"Aye."

"Listen, Bane -- if | go against my side, | can wind up dead!"

"An they leam o' it, aye. But things be changing, and mayhap the
other side would protect thee."

She stared at him. "Are you changing sides? What of the
covenant?"

"Swear, and we deal."

She paced again, and he watched her breasts and buttocks
moving. She had been foolish to go after Mach, when she could have had
any other man she chose. But perversity was evidently her basic
component. She was fascinated with the
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notion of Phaze, and of magic, and with the notion of power;

thus Mach became the object of her interest. Had there been any
other available male with similar connections, she would have been as
interested in that one. Indeed, her other self pursued Bane, because of his
connection with Proton.

Then she nodded. "I'm a fool. | swear."



"Aye."

"Aye," she echoed ironically. "Damn it, | know it's true;

| felt her emotion. | echo it. | do want Mach -- and Phaze, as she
wants you and Proton. We are locked in this foolishness, letting a man rule
us instead of the other way around. And you -- you gave her no more
satisfaction than Mach has me!"

"Aye."

Those eyes bore on him again. "But did you wish to?"

Bane was silent.

"You promised to tell. Bane! | need to know."

"Mach gave me a spell to ward her off. | ne'er touched her."

"You still haven't answered! Did you want to?"

"Aye," he said reluctantly. "When | returned here to Agape, at times
she teased me, assuming her likeness."

"My likeness! And you had sex with her like that?"

"Aye," he said, even more reluctantly. "But | knew it was Agape,
else ne'er would | -- "

"You desire me now!" she exclaimed triumphantly.

"I love thee not!"

"Again you haven't answered! You desire me!"

"Thou knowest | may not answer that."



dealing similarly in Phaze?"
"l would have to talk with Agape.”
"Who might not understand," she said, smiling.
"Who might understand too well."
She laughed. "What do you want me to do?"

The worst was over. "Make a reservation for departure from this

planet."

"You could do that yourself!"

"And yield that berth to Agape."

She sobered. "Then you know."

There was his confirmation that Agape was similarly threatened.
"Aye."

"But she can't just walk out, you know. The moment she steps
beyond her suite -- "

"Aye."

"And the child. She won't leave the child behind, after losing her for
so long."
"That be a separate problem."
"And you. You had better be gone the same time."
"Aye."

"And me. They'll know as soon as it happens, and I'll be finished."



He had not even come to terms with what Mach might commit him
to in Phaze, and now he had to deal with it in Proton. But he knew her, and
knew she would not yield. She wanted what she could get of Phaze, and
she was used to hard dealing.

He thought of Agape, and knew he had to do it. "Aye."

She went to the desk and checked the screen. "Do you care where
she goes?"

142 | Piers Anthony

"Nay, | care only that she not be suspected. She will as -- sume thy
likeness. Once away, she may change her route."

"Of course. Then here's a ship to ConGlom; | go there on occasion
for relaxation. It's fun to be able to wear clothes, oflplanet; | have a
trousseau there she may draw on."

"An they catch on, they will seek that planet. She dare not use thy
trousseau."

She shrugged as she touched a button. "Reservation made;

that ship leaves the port in two hours. | will go there, and if she
doesn't board, | will, to cover my complicity. Tell her to meet me in a privacy
stall -- let's say number four hundred and one. Can she get there fifteen
minutes before boarding?"

"She must."



could be disas -- trous. Had there been only one, he could have taken
Agape to Citizen Blue for sanctuary. As it was, that sanctuary would have
to be saved for the last resort.

He had to try something he had never tried before. If it failed, he
would have to try something else, but he had no notion what. He had never
thought this action was possible, until Flach had called to him mentally; that
should mean that no one else had thought of it either. That was a critical ad
-- vantage -- if it worked.

Nepe! he called mentally, as if contacting his other self across the
frame. Nepe!

Daddy! she responded immediately.

Contact! Just like that! But he couldn't pause to savor it. / know the
threat. | be changing sides. Help me get thy mother ojfplanet.

She doesn 't know! They are watching. Oh, Daddy, | didn 't dare tell

Aye. We needs must ship her to the spaceport, concealed.
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The flight to ConGlom within two hours. She must exchange with
Tania in booth 401. Tell her that.

But they will not let her go! They are watching the apart -- ment!



memorized instantly.

Once Agape be out, needs we must act quickly, he thought. Sure!

That was it; they had no time for conversation. He went to the
address, which fortunately was not far out of his route to the suite.

It turned out to be a storage region, where supplies of food,
medicine and machine accessories were kept on a temporary basis, for
immediate access by local service machines. The robots operating here
were low grade, possessing no sen -- tience; as long as he did not interfere
with them, they had no awareness of his presence. There were no
automatic record -- ers; such devices were expensive, and this was only a
ware -- house annex.

Nevertheless, he waited till no worker machines were in the
immediate vicinity before acting. Then he spoke the code, quietly, not
expecting any prompt response. Troubot was the name she had taken
during her hiding; what could answer that call now?

A portage machine trundled by, carrying a load of pack -- ages of
white powder. Bane stepped out of its way. "Troubot," it murmured as it
passed. Well! "Make the delivery Nepe calls in," he said. Troubot stacked
the bags and maneuvered to turn around. "Of what nature?" "Ten-gallon

tub o' ice cream."



and their serfs were constant. No sensors were tracking him at the
moment;

in the course of nine years he had come to know the capaci -- ties
of this robot body well, and could now do things with it that Mach himself
could not, because his living human mind was superior to the best that a
machine mind could be. He could detect sensors, having modified this body
some time back to do so. It was a great advantage! He had set things up,
but he needed a pretext to dawdle while the ice cream was delivered. The
Citizens would be least likely to suspect Agape of making her escape
before Bane arrived to see her after two weeks' absence. But it would be
suspicious if he delayed; he normally had one thing in mind at such times.

Well, he would not delay; he would be delayed by an out -- side
party. It was time to exploit another hidden feature of this body.

He tuned in on a paging station. He sent a signal that mim -- icked
its control sequence, as if a call were coming through. A call seeking Bane
himself.

"Bane," the loudspeakers of the vicinity blared. "Incom -- ing call.
Please pick up at convenient unit."

"Damn!" Bane said, as if displeased. He walked to the nearest
public phone station. "Bane here," he snapped. "Be this call important? | be

on my way to -- "



robot to have a -- "

"l be not a rovot! | be a living man!"

"Beg pardon? | understood that -- "

So it continued: his irate explanation that he was actually
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a man in a robot's body, for an interviewer who had difficulty getting
that straight. He played both parts with a certain vigor, pleased with his
imagination. By the time he finally won free of the persistent caller, almost
half an hour had passed, and he appeared fit to explode.

He hurried on to his rendezvous with Agape. By this time, he
trusted, Nepe should have explained, Troubot would have arrived with the
ice cream, and Agape would have rejected such a ridiculous order -- and
melted and gone out with Trou -- bot in lieu of it. There was still about an
hour to the departure of the ship for ConGlom: sufficient time to trundle
there with -- out haste. All he had to do was make sure that the Citizens did
not catch on before the ship took off.

He reached the suite, and tdUched the panel. His hand was coded
for it; it opened and let him in.

He paused, checking the security. There were supposed to be no

electronic spies operating within, but he never took that on faith. His own



not fail me." He strode across the room and enfolded her, embracing her as
if she were her mother.

"Easy, Daddy," she said. "I'm standing on the ice cream."

So she was. Her natural mass was less than half that of Agape, so
she had perched on the top of the oblong container, and formed only that
portion of the body from the narrowing of the waist up. She had done a
superlative job; the breasts were full and perfect in their contours and heft,
the arms were completely functional, and the neck and head so apt that it
was hard to believe this was an emulation. Of course the original Agape
was an emulation, which perhaps made it eas -- ier. Still, it was impressive.

"Thou hast done well, Nepe," he said. "Maintain this
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me."
She remained as she was, while he crossed to the screen. She had
positioned herself so that only her upper portion could be seen by the

pickup. He activated it, knowing that the two-way connection would show



than Bane. But Bane, unadvertised, had become the equivalent in Proton,
and now he was draw -- ing on these unique skills.

"Hold all calls, this hour," he said. "Except from Citi -- zens, of
course." Then he disconnected, not waiting for confirmation. This was his
normal procedure; the nature of his first-hour activity was generally known.

But now he had his secret loop established. Outsiders could neither
call in nor spy on what happened here, but he would know what was going
on outside. Already there was a stream of routine communications, as one
Citizen contacted the of -- fice of another about some trifle. Mach monitored
these on what in his living brain would have been a subconscious level;

if any key reference occurred, he would be alerted.

"Now thou mayest talk," he told Nepe.

"Are you really changing sides. Daddy?" she asked, de -- lighted.
"How come?"

"The threats against thy mother and Fleta in Phaze repre -- sent a
violation o' our covenant. Mach and | agreed to serve the Adverse Adepts
and Contrary Citizens in return for their protection and sanction o' our
liaisons with our chosen fe -- males. Since Mach made the first deal much
has changed; he won the contest that required me to join him. But Stile's op
-- position to Mach's union with Fleta ended, so the original cause was

gone; only our agreements held us. We have served loyally; as thou



acting, and Mach be acting, to remove ourselves and our loved ones from
the enemy camp."

"I'm glad, Daddy! | didn't like hiding from you, but -- "

"Each must serve the side he serves. Now we be united in purpose
as well as in person, and needs must we plan for action. As soon as Agape
be offplanet, we must get thee to Blue."

"But what about you. Daddy? Once they find out, they will make
you prisoner."

"l have means o' escape. Thou dost be the one we must free next.
We can use not the ice cream ploy again. Mayhap we can send thee to a
game while we -- " He hesitated.

"Daddy, | know what you do with Mommy. | kept track of you, those
years, and Flach told me about Mach and Fleta."

"How couldst thou keep track o' that?" he asked, be -- mused. "E'en
as Troubot, thou didst ne'er see the act."

"Same way you keep track of the Citizens. In my metal aspect |
learned some things about wiring."

"Which doubtless be why it was so hard to find thee."

"You never would have found me, if you hadn't traced me through

Flach," she said smugly.



Bane was amazed again. How many of his secrets did she know?
But probably that would work. By the time the Citi -- zens realized that
something was up, and checked the suite, they would find nothing there
except ten gallons of ice cream mix.
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"Very well. As soon as we be certain your mother be safe, and
have not to emulate her any more -- "

He broke off, for his intercept had just sent up a signal...made the
reservation while interviewing him, and now is heading for the spaceport.
Better intercept her and find out whether this has anything to do with Bane.

I'll send a pair of androids with her person-code; there will be time.

"They be going to intercept and question Tania!" he ex -- claimed.
"Must needs | stop that! Agape will be able to exchange with her not if there
be androids there!"

"Go now. Daddy!" Nepe exclaimed. "I'll cover!"

"What, for me?"

"l can do you too, with a few minutes to set up." Already she was
starting to change, her features melting.

"Thou dost be a wonder!" he said, stepping toward the portal. "l will
return for thee when | can."

"I'll be waiting. Daddy," she said bravely.



hour before the flight, and the androids could be ar -- riving shortly before
that, being dispatched from some local depot. The spaceport was a fair
distance from this region. A walking pace would require at least an hour,
and all he had was perhaps twenty minutes. A Citizen could readily get
there in time, by taking private transport, but he was a serf. He had to have
transportation -- but the fast belts and rail tubes were all monitored, and he
wasn't sure he could remain in -- visible to them.

But he had an answer. He stepped into a service alcove. There
was a hall-brushing machine, awaiting its call. It had a huge roller brush in
front, and a large bin for refuse behind.

Bane addressed it electronically, tapping into its commu -- nication
circuit. He had talked verbally to Troubot, but then
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he had been walking openly; now he was hidden from elec -- tronic
observation, and needed to remain so.

Activate, he sent. Stand ready to accept load of refuse. Take that
load via expedite route to spaceport depot and re -- lease it.

The sweeper did not question these orders. It hummed into its
version of life and opened the lid to its refuse bin. Bane climbed up to stand
in the bin. It was too small for him to hide in, being only half his height and

too narrow to allow him to squat. He touched his body efficiently, and in a



only for appearances, and for verbal communication.

The sweeper trundled forward, heading for the expedite route. This
was a network of tunnels used for the swift trans -- port of supplies and
equipment. The sweeper rolled onto a transport cart, was tied down, and
gave its destination.

Abruptly the motion was savage. No human limitations of
atmosphere or acceleration were considered; machines were tougher. It
was like being launched by a swinging club; one moment the cart was
stationary, the next it was rolling down the tube at a horrendous velocity.
There was a violent jerk as it changed tracks, proceeding at an angle down
a new tube, orienting on the spaceport. Bane's legs raided against his
torso. But high velocity was what he wanted!

In only ten minutes the sweeper rolled into the spaceport depot. Its
lid slid open. Bane got his arms up, put his hands on the rim on either side,
and somewhat clumsily hoisted his body up. This was harder to do than
letting it down, and getting the first leg attached was harder yet. But he
managed to use his torso to nudge his leg into the appropriate place, and
to set himself on it so that it took some weight; that freed
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a hand so that he could complete the connection. The second leg

was easy.



route, he sent.

The machine responded with the coding for his route.

If intercepted, notify me.

Troubot, a self-willed machine, understood. He would do his best to
protect his cargo.

Now Bane oriented on Tania, whose identity he knew well. She
was also on her way in, using her brother's Citizen trans -- port. She would
arrive before Agape, which was as it should be.

Finally he checked for the two androids. They were close;

they would arrive before Tania, and be awaiting her at the
spaceport. They were orienting on her boarding pass, which was keyed to
her identity.

Now it got tricky. If he intercepted the androids before they
interviewed Tania, the Citizen expecting the report would realize that
something was wrong. Any hint of a problem would cause them to put a
hold on the takeoff, and all would be lost.

On the other hand, if they interviewed Tania, they might not finish
before Agape had to make the exchange. That, too, would be disaster.

But in a moment he had a way to thread through: Agape and Tania
did not actually have to meet; they merely needed to exchange places and

identities in a manner that aroused no suspicion. He could get the pass



She caught on immediately. "Someone is checking on me, because
of my sudden departure. That will be routine. But if | don't have the pass,
how will they find me? You don't want them tracking her."

Excellent point. "l will come with thee, and mock the pass. They will
check it not further after they encounter thee."

"You have unheralded talents," she murmured, glancing at him
sidelong. "Fortunately, | like your company."

They changed course to intercept Agape's route, and waited a
moment. Probably the androids would not search for Tania beyond the
spaceport; they would have been told to find her there, and they were
stupid. So they would not see Agape in Tania's likeness.

Troubot came. Give this pass to Agape, Bane sent to it. Tell her to
assume Tania's likeness, and board as soon as the ship be ready. Once
aboard, she may hide as pleases her, until we join her at Planet Moeba. He
gave the pass to the machine.

Troubot trundled on without pause. Agape would know how to get
from Planet ConGlom to Planet Moeba. There was no chance for more
detailed planning.

Then he walked with Tania on toward the spaceport, main -- taining
a circuit that emulated the recognition pattern of the pass, with more force

than the original, so that any sensors would tune in on this one instead.



it, zap," she continued, slicing her free hand across her throat. "And | think
that will happen about one minute after that ship takes off. You will be on
hand to get me out of it."

"But | must return to see that Nepe -- "

"If, on the other hand, all proceeds smoothly, you will be
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able to see to the child too. My help comes at a price, and saving
my hide is part of it."

Bane had no alternative but to go along with her. He sus -- pected
that she enjoyed asserting her position.

They came to the spaceport and approached the privacy booth
401. The two androids appeared, intercepting Tania exactly as directed.
Both had the nondescript look of their kind; they were completely
humanoid, including genitals, but somewhat slack-faced. "Tania," one said.
"We must ask why you make this trip."

Tania glanced at the nearest wall clock. Takeoff was in just under
half an hour, and boarding would occur in fifteen min -- utes. She had either
to satisfy these androids, or keep them occupied so that they could not
check the people actually boarding.

"I do not have to answer to you," she snapped aloofly. "My

excursions are my private business."



this woman was like handling quick -- silver!

"But you haven't answered," the android protested. "Why do you
make this trip?"

Tania paused. Bane knew she was figuring out the best way to take
advantage of this situation, knowing that he could not make any objection.
"Well, | got bored with the local men," she said. "I mean, look at this one:
would you make love to him?"

The android turned to look at Mach directly. His dull eyes widened.
"This is -- "

Bane cut him off with a blow to the throat, utilizing reflexes that no
living man, let alone an android, could match. Then he whirled on the other,
catching him by the side of the neck and rendering him unconscious by a
nerve block. He caught
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him as he tottered, and hauled him into the booth. Tania meanwhile
manhandled the other android to follow. In @ mo -- ment the four were
crammed inside a booth intended for one to primp in comfort. One android
was slumped on the toilet, and the other on the table before the wall-sized
mirror.

"Well, robot, | seem to have misplayed it," she said, not entirely

displeased. "Now we shall have to keep them here, and stay out of sight



Bane gritted his teeth, figuratively. It was true; they could not
gamble on the call coming in and receiving no answer, before the ship left.
They had either to haul the unconscious android along with them, which
would surely arouse suspi -- cion, or wait with him here until the danger
passed.

"That is what | thought," she said, reaching up to catch hold of him
around the neck. "You know. Bane, | have con -- fined my attentions to
Mach, because he is the one with no woman in Proton, but | think now
those concerns are blur -- ring. Phaze fascinates me, and if you are going
to do it with my other self there anyway -- "

"Thou dost push thy luck," he muttered, not responding physically.

"We are the same, she and I. | feel her emotion -- and that emotion
is for you rather than Mach. | never quite figured out what was wrong, until
you told me of the situation in Phaze. | see now that | was trying for Mach
only nominally;

it was you | really wanted. Now | am helping you to save your lover,
and | believe -- "

"Sork," the android's hand said. "What report?"

Bane used his ability to activate the return connection. "She says
she just wants a change from Proton men, sir," he said in the android's

voice. "She says it is routine."



"A straight answer," Tan's voice snapped. "Why are you leaving the
planet without notifying me?"

"| forgot. Citizen sir," she said, not bothering'to conceal the malice.
She resented the fact that he had gotten the Citi -- zenship instead of her.
"Now are you going to let me board, sir?"

"l don't think so. There's something funny about -- " He paused,
evidently making a connection. "Thee? The android wouldn't have said
that!"

Oops! Bane had given himself away!

"You must have misheard," Tania said. "Bane's in with the amoeba
wench, plumbing her protoplasm with his metal rod."

"One moment," Tan snapped. Bane knew he was putting in a
priority call to the suite, to see who answered. He also knew that Nepe, in
his likeness, would answer and cover for him.

Sure enough, soon Tan spoke again. "He's there, all right, looking
mad about being interrupted. But | distinctly heard a 'thee." Who are you
withT'

Tania covered for him again. ' 'All right, if you must know:

| managed to talk a man into going with me. | -- you know, Phaze,

the way | -- I've got him made up like Bane, and told him to talk like -- "



conclusion, with one key error!

"Damn!" she said. "l hear and obey. Citizen Tan sir! But this matter
is not finished."

"Agreed," he said, with an inflection that made her wince.

They stepped out of the booth. "Methinks we need a dis --
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traction,” Bane said. "There be a few minutes yet till the ship
launch. An he rethink the ploy -- "

"And it is time for me to make my move," Tania said. "This will
quickly unravel. If | know my brother, he will not depend on my sense of
sibling duty; he'll send a competent force to arrest me -- and you. Pull out
your stops, robot; this is the time."

"Aye, wench," he agreed. "Follow!"

They ran to the nearest service exit to the takeoff ramp. Bane used
his ability to make the door open for him as it would for a machine servitor.
Beyond was a chamber in which the service machines were parked: huge
forklifts, dozers and ramp cleaners. Bane went to one of the last: a machine
taller than a man, with s scalable cockpit, and nozzles and brushes all
around. "Climb in!" he told her, as he made the cockpit dome lift open.

"How?" she asked, halting before the monstrous caterpil -- lar tread

of the thing. It offered little purchase for a human being. Normally these



its mechanisms.

"Get going!" Tania cried, jammed into the tiny cockpit beside him.
"They'll be here any minute!"

Bane knew that. But he wanted to be certain of the cleaner's
potential. He had chosen this machine because it most resembled an old-
fashioned tank. Properly directed, it could defend itself, and could travel
beyond the dome.

A group of androids burst into the chamber. "Here they are!" Tania
exclaimed. "They've got stunners!”

He had anticipated as much. "Get comfortable," he said grimly. "It
may be a hard ride."

"I can't get comfortable here! There's a gearstick poking my
bottom."
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"Lucky gearshift," he murmured, as the machine lurched out to
meet the androids.

One of them fired. The shot was invisible, and was evi -- dently
deflected by the metal and plastic framework of the machine, for there was
no effect. Still, this luck would not hold; he had to eliminate the menace.

He aimed a nozzle and fired. Foam squirted out to blast the

androids. The force of it was formidable; it knocked them off their feet.



had passed to allow for the ship taking off. "Me -- thinks we had better give
them aught to ponder," he said, guiding the vehicle to the service entrance.

"Robots!" she cried, pointing.

That was what he had feared. Detergent foam would not

stop those!

So he charged them as they passed through the door. They were
machines, but they were no match for the mass of the vehicle; they dived
aside as he smashed into the door, and broke it in, along with a large
segment of wall. Human and android people screamed. Tania grunted as
she was bounced against the cockpit dome and back into Bane. Her knees
were now jammed against his belly, and she clung to his neck for support.
Her hair was in wild disarray, but she was smiling. This was her kind of
mayhem!

But already the robots were righting themselves and ori -- enting
their weapons. Bane touched a lever, and water blasted out in a circular
sheet, horizontally, sweeping them all off their feet again. "Rinse cycle," he
murmured to the top of Tania's head, which was jammed against his right
shoulder. "May short out some of those weapons."

Then he maneuvered the vehicle around and away from the
smashed wall, retreating. "Takeoff!" he said gladly.

"This thing flies?" she demanded, astonished.



"Those robots won't like that," Tania remarked, grinning.

But just to be sure, he aimed his foam nozzle and sent out a
prolonged rearward jet of liquid detergent. He was re -- warded by the sight
of robots sliding helplessly back on a spreading wave of bubbles. They had
finally been defeated.

They passed the main launch ramp. The ships did not take off
vertically; they lay at an angle, and were catapulted up before their engines
cut in, so as not to befoul the interior of the dome. Incoming ships landed
outside, and were then hauled in on flatcars. It was an efficient system, but
did not do much to abate the exterior pollution.

They passed through the dome wall, which was just a force field
that served as a barrier between the clean inner air and the bad outer
atmosphere. Here the view was murky; here the dust storms were natural.

"They'll have aircraft after us," Tania said. "We can't dodge those
long, or shoot them down with squirts of water."

"Aye. Now we call for help."

He set up a radio circuit on a special channel. Blue! Blue! Willst
take me in?

Thought thou wouldst ne 'er ask, the laconic reply came. Then,
flying low on the horizon, came a winged craft, bright blue. It looped around

them, then slowed and glided down for a landing.
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"She be offplanet now," Bane explained. "Tania and | be defecting
to thy side, and Mach likewise in Phaze."

"What about Nepe?"

Bane had known he could not rescue Nepe the moment Tan
caught on to the ploy, but had been distracted by the need to act swiftly
and effectively. Now the realization struck with full force. "She be captive o'
the Citizens. She covered for

me, to get her mother out." Tania turned to him, shaking her head.
"I'm sorry. Bane,"

she said with genuine regret.

"I think we shall have to negotiate," Citizen Blue said, as the
airplane flew them to the safety of his power.

"Aye," Bane agreed, depressed.

9

Forel

Forel cut through the brush, heading for home. He had always
been an explorer, and now with his oath-friend Barelmosi gone, he found
surcease from his disquiet only by increas -- ingly distant excursions. He
claimed that he wanted to find and run down prey, so that he could make

his first individual Kill and be eligible for adult status, and that was true, but



snare. If he stayed out too long, they would come looking for him, and so
put themselves at similar risk. He wanted that not!

He scooted under an overhanging bush and picked up speed in the
straightaway between several large trees. But there was a sinister trace of

mist descending, forming a low cloud. He
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had seen what unnatural clouds could do! He slid to a halt, trying to
avoid it, but it expanded to embrace him.

Suddenly he was lost in choking fog. He could not see his way
clear, and indeed, had to put his nose down to the ground to breathe. This
was certainly magical, and surely not the

work of his friend Barel!

"Wolf pup,” a human voice came. "Are you Flach's

friend?" Flach: the human name ofBarelmosi! Had he escaped after

all? Were they casting another net for him? "Aye, spook," he
growled. "And may thou catch him

not!" A manshape came out of the obscurity. "l helped catch

him before, but now | am changing sides. Will you help me



until his chances improved. "Aye," he growled. "But | trust thee not, rovot!"
"Nor should you, wolf. Hold on; | am conjuring us to a safer place. This
concealing cloud is too obvious, here."

A concealing cloud: of course! Barel had used clouds as a device
to hide things they had to hide, but only when no others except the oath-
friends were present. They alone had known his nature, that he was the
man-'corn, no wolf at all, but a creature of far greater potential. But he had
rewarded their support with the benefits of his growing power, and their
friendship with his own. He was, at the root, a youngster like themselves,
who had left his origin to come to this Pack as they had. He was one of
them in the ways that counted, and it had been entirely fitting that he and
Sirel had Promised when they made their first Kills together. Forel hoped to
do the same with Terel, when the time came, and he would be -- come
Forelte, and she Terelfo, until they were granted their

kill syllables. So it was not surprising that Barel's rovot father knew
the
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uses of clouds. As Forel felt himself wrenched to somewhere
distant, he was already gaining confidence. Maybe the rovot spoke truly,
and was now on the right side. It would be won -- derful if Barel no longer

had to hide from his family! Barel had not spoken much of this, but they



irregularly globular, resembling the shell of a hollowed-out gourd. The floor
was spongy but firm enough for good pur -- chase.

"Turn manform," the rovot said. "We must talk quickly."

Obligingly, Forel assumed his human form, complete with his fur
jacket and breeches, and the fur slippers needed to protect his frail human
feet. In so doing he sacrificed advan -- tages of nose and tooth, but gained
that of human speech, which was more versatile than growl-talk. "Thou
claimest to be on our side now, rovot?" he demanded as challengingly as
he could manage. It was obvious that he was in the power of the Adept, but
appearances were important.

"So | claim," the rovot agreed, taking no offense. "This is the
situation: Bane and | served the Adverse Adepts not because we had any
liking for their policies or ambitions, but because they supported my liaison
with Fleta. Once that com -- mitment was made, it continued and
increased, as a matter of honor rather than preference. But after we
recovered Flach, the Adepts violated the covenant between us by
threatening to kill his mother if Flach communicated again with Nepe in
Proton. This was false in two ways. It prevented the Adept Stile from using
Plach's power to his advantage while the Adverse Adepts were using mine
to their advantage. And it undercut my union with Fleta, upon which the

covenant is based; | could not remain married to her if they killed her."



verify what | have told you. | want you to enable Flach and Fleta to escape
the power of the Adepts. If you discover that what | have told you is not
true, no one will be able to make you do anything more, for | dare not go
into the Adept strong -- hold now. Of course you will be trapped there
yourself. You will be taking a serious risk no matter how it turns out."

The rovot seemed sincere. But how could he be sure? The Adepts
were notorious for the manner they dealt with ani -- mals, as more than one
grown bitch had discovered to her

cost. He had to ponder.

"Where be we?" he asked, hoping to elicit further proof

of the rovot's intentions.

Mach smiled. "In a cloud, floating above the forest of the Animal
Heads. It changes its location with the wind, but will not move far in the
next hour. You must tell Fleta that, or Tania, so they can find it. You can
guide Flach here your -- self."

"A cloud," Forel repeated, unbelieving. True, it did look

like the interior of a cloud, but he knew that clouds were not always
the way they looked.

Mach made a gesture. Suddenly the walls became trans -- parent.
There was blue sky beyond, interspersed by the white masses of other
clouds at this level.



companion. One is for Tania, one is for you. When | conjure you to the
prison isle, give one to Tania and keep the other, and then the four of you
must change forms and flee the isle and make your way here as swiftly and
quietly as you can."

V --
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"But the Adepts!" Forel protested. "They will let us go not! And
Tania -- she be worst o' the Adepts; canst trust her?"

"Tania too has changed sides; she can be trusted now," the rovot
said. "Here is one more amulet. Invoke this after Flach and Pleta change
forms, and before you do. Do you understand?"

"Aye. | invoke my amulet last, and the other next to last. But what
does it do?"

"It generates decoys."

Forel did not see how that related, but did not care to show his
ignorance, so did not question it. The rovot gave him the three amulets and
made sure he knew them apart. "Remem -- ber," the rovot concluded, "act
immediately. The Adepts will realize that something is happening the
moment you ap -- pear; you must act before they do, or all is lost."

"Aye." He certainly knew the importance of fleeing en -- emy
territory quickly!



be a little bird. How can she run or fly under the sea?"

"Excellent question. The Adepts will not expect her to flee without
using their spell to make the water like air. But these amulets provide for
that; the vicinity of those invoking them will be all right. This is one reason
why Tania and Fleta must travel together, and you and Flach. Together you
can make it; apart you will be in trouble."

"This be great magic!" he exclaimed.

"Thank you."

He realized that the rovot was mocking him, lightly. Of course this
was the greatest of the Adepts, able to do such things as others could only
dream of.

"l be ready," he said.

The rovot gestured -- and there was the wrench.

Forel was standing on a strange isle girt about by shim --
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mering light, and beyond it the dark water in which strange

creatures crawled or swam.

But he had no time to gawk. The wicked Adept Tania was sitting
against a tree, nearest to him, her eyes widening in surprise. "Eye me not.
Tan!" he cried. "l bring this amulet from the rovot! Use it to change forms

with the mare, and stay with her that ye two may breathe. Flee to the cloud



in surprise. She was in her natural form, grazing on the verdant patch of
grass nearby; a forgotten mouthful of

grass hung unchewed.

"Aye, dam!" Barel cried. "Do it! There be danger thou

knowest not of!"

Fleta did not question her son. She became a humming -- bird.
Right after her, so did Tania.

"l shall be a fish," Flach cried, running toward the shim -- mering
margin of the isle. "Follow me!" He dived through the curtain, and on the
other side a catfish appeared.

Forel paused only to use the decoy spell. "Amulet, | in -- voke
thee!" he cried, holding it up.

The amulet exploded. From it flew perhaps a thousand specks of
dust, but each expanded as it moved, becoming larger. Those that went up
formed into tiny birds that quickly grew into hummingbirds just like the two
on the isle. Those that went down formed into tiny fish that grew into
catfish. Some passed through the curtain and swam in the water; oth -- ers
landed on the sand and flopped their way toward the wa -- ter, still growing.

Forel gaped. He had never seen such magic! This amulet



He passed through the curtain -- and felt the water against his
whiskers. He flexed his tail, and moved forward. He was a catfish!

He looked for Barel -- but saw a dozen similar catfish, and more
crawling on their fins from the beach. Which one was his friend?

Then one swam close. "Come, wolf," it said in fish-talk. "We must
away!"

All too true! The shadow over the isle was intensifying, and he felt
the tingle of terrible magic. He flexed his tail and used his fins vigorously,
zooming away from the curtain. Barel-fish paced him. Swimming was easy,
once he caught on to its mechanism. Maybe the amulet was helping,
because he had no prior experience.

"Where be we going?" Barel asked as they plunged through
seaweed. The other catfish were plunging similarly.

"A cloud o'er Animal Demesnes!" Forel replied. His ex -- pression in
fish-talk was not apt, but Barel seemed to under -- stand. Evidently Barel
had had more practice in the form, though Forel had never seen him
assume it before, and in -- deed, had not known that he knew any forms
beyond man, 'corn, bat and wolf. Maybe he had worked it out after being
captured.

As they progressed south, away from the isle, the decoy catfish

thinned. Some had probably been caught by the strange predators, such as



monster?

Barel swam close. "Fear naught. We be electric catfish. An the
shark be fool enough to bite, he'll get a shock."

The shark loomed near, then evidently recognized them
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and veered away. So it was true; Barel had chosen a form that
could defend itself by the magic of electricity!

They swam on, until no other catfish were in sight. They had made
it safely away! Barel angled upward, approaching the surface. Then he
accelerated and leaped from the water, becoming a bat.

Forel followed, but feared this would not work for him. He would
have to swim to shore instead, and resume wolf form, and pace Barel on
the ground. But as he leaped, he changed -- and suddenly he had wings!
He too was a bat!

Flying was another new experience, and he hardly had time to
wonder at the continuing potency of the amulet he had invoked; he had to
concentrate on keeping his balance in the air. He wobbled, pumping his
leathery wings as hard as he could, and barely managed to stay clear of
the waves. Then he got a better grasp of the mechanism, and began to

rise.



Translucent Adept.

Barel was beside him, also in boy form. "Damn thee!" Barel cried
angrily at the Adept. "Methought us free!"

"Almost, you were," the Adept agreed. "But | had the wit to search
out pairs o' fish, for they travel not normally that way, and when this pair
turned bat, | knew. Now tell me: why and how didst thou make this break? |
know there be more to it than simply pique."

"l have to answer not!" Barel said defiantly.

"l have treated thee well, and mean to continue so," the Adept said.
"But | will have mine answer." He turned to Forel. "l ask it thee: answer!"

Forel felt magic impinging on him. He tried to resist, but could not.
His mouth opened, and he spewed out all that he

knew of this event.

The Adept sighed. "It be as | feared. | sponsored this aspect not,
but the seeming failure to recover the lad for so long vitiated mine authority,
and the others acceded to Pur --
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pie's urgings and used the ploy o' threatening the mare. Now has
that ploy borne its bitter fruit by alienating the rovot and setting us back. At
least have | salvaged this bit o' it."



anyway. Now we be foul, and victory be problematical.”

Forel looked at Barel. "Aye," Barel said. "Translucent be e'er fair; it
were Purple put the geis on me."

"We gain one smidgeon o' this mess," Translucent said. "l be the
one to salvage some, and the bad ploy failed, so

my word regains its power. Be thankful it were not Purple caught ye
two."

Forel realized that they were indeed relatively well off. It would
have been better to escape, but evidently they would not be mistreated.

"So my dam escaped?" Barel inquired.

"Aye, lad. She and Tania. The water be my domain. The search o'
air was done by others, who mayhap lacked the wit to trace the pairs."

The globe was now traveling briskly north, returning to the
Translucent Demesnes. Forel saw the sea and shore passing below, much
as he had seen the land from the rovot's cloud. He realized that the cloud
would not be there any longer;

now that Translucent had wrested its secret from him, the rovot
would have to make his camp elsewhere. At least part of the mission had
been accomplished!

They returned to the isle. "This be secure now," the Adept said. "All

effort to escape be futile."



cape there, they will have no use for me, and mayhap we will be
freed. But | fear it be not so."

"Why?"

"Because o' the parallel o' the frames. What happens in the one,
happens in the other, by seeming coincidence. May -- hap our failure to
escape will lead to Nepe being captive, or mayhap her failure led to ours. |
know not exactly the means o' it, but it be nigh impossible to do a thing in
one frame that be not parallel in the other."

"Nepe has a wolf-friend?"

Barel laughed. "Nay, but she has a rovot-friend. Same thing,
mayhap. Not to diminish thee, but the parallels be strongest among the
strongest; the Adepts have more impact than the little folk."

"I be little enough," Forel agreed ruefully.

"But now we can do naught. Let's revert to wolves and see

what we can hunt." "There be hunting here on this small isle?"
Forel asked,

surprised.

"Aye. It be a nice isle. Translucent be a kind captor." Barel
changed, and Forel followed. Sure enough, there

were rabbits, and before long Forel had caught and killed

one.



Three days later the water globe returned. "It be like this,"
Translucent said. "Thy girl-self in Proton be captive too, but not the alien
female. Bane changed sides, same's Mach did here. Dost know this?"

"Aye," Barel said. "Nepe told me."

Forel was surprised; he hadn't realized that the situation had been
confirmed. But of course Barel could commune with his other self without
showing it to others.

"It be in our minds to use thee and the girl-child in lieu
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o' thy sires, as thy powers be similar -- or, methinks, moreso."

"We will work not for thy side!" Barel protested.

"That be not the question; an it come to that. Tan will make thee
perform. Nay, the question be how to do it when the other side still controls
Book and Oracle. We can send thee no longer to visit thy grandsire in
return for that access."

Barel nodded. "So it be impasse, again.”

"Impasse," the Adept agreed. "Yet we wish still to gain power, and
thy sire and grandsire wish to be united with thee. So we be dealing:
double or nothing, here and in Proton -- frame. An my side win, we gain
Book and Oracle and the service o' your sires to exploit them. An the other

side win, we turn over our hostages and our drive for power be fin -- ished."



frame."

"That be so, lad. Thou knowst we can allow all commu -- nications
to be in the hands o' the enemy not. Thou hast now demonstrated thy
proficiency at this; certainly it will do for the contests."

Porel saw that it would work; Barel would have to tell the truth,
because only that would match what the other side presented. The Citizens
of Proton-frame would not tell her anything they knew to be false, knowing
it had to match the Phaze information.

"Why be ye taking all this trouble to explain to me?" Barel asked.
"Surely must needs | go along, whate'er mine own preference."

"It be easier on all o' us an thou hast motivation," the Adept said.
"Must needs | take thee to the negotiations, but also must needs | keep
thee closely guarded, that thou be not taken from me."

"An | give mine oath, | will not flee thee," Barel said
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stiffly. "Nor would those o' my grandsire's side take me
thus."



know, and | will provide thee a modest reward."

"l need no reward from thee!" Barel said, affronted. "I do what
needs | must."

"E'en so. Now board my bubble, the two of ye, and we

go to deal."

They stepped into his water globe. It floated up, through the top of
the curtain that contained the air of the isle, and on through the water. It
lifted into the air above, gained el -- evation, then coursed west.

Their speed did not seem great, but it must have been, because
soon Forel saw them coming down at the old Oracle's palace, halfway
across the main continent of Phaze. Adepts really knew how to travel when
they wanted to!

"Now here there be truce,” the Adept said. "We be here to
negotiate. Only the leaders o' each Demesne be here, and all be on honor
to provoke naught. Ne'ertheless Flach must needs be confined; Fore! be
messenger."

"Me?" Forel asked, astonished. He had not thought the Adept even
knew his name!

"l will be within," Translucent explained. "My bubble will be without,
as will be the conveyances o' the others. Flach will verify for our side, and

thou, pup, willst carry the news. Understand?"



formed a wide circle around it. There were carts and sledges and
even a sailing boat anchored in air, and horses and huge birds and a
massive wooden golem, and next to the globe was a formidable flying
dragon.

Translucent swept toward the palace entrance without re -- gard for
the sights, but Forel, following, was dazed. He had never imagined such a
setting, and never thought he would ever be a part of such magical
dealings. He was nervous, too, despite the Adept's reassurance; the
dragon's head did not turn, but its eyes were tracking him.

The palace had not seemed large from a distance, but it loomed
impressively as they approached the main entrance. Inside, it seemed
larger yet: towering ceilings for each huge chamber, and elaborate arches
between the halls. There were carpets on the walls that showed murals of
great events of the past, exciting an intense curiosity in him. He, as a
young wolf from a distant Pack, knew little of such history; until now he had
not missed it, but he knew that he could never rest again until he fathomed
the events of the murals.

They came to a tremendous cathedral-like chamber, and here were
the assorted parties assembled. Porel recognized the several Adepts
immediately, though he had never before seen them: Blue, who was Barel's

grandsire, in his blue cloak, looking no bigger than a child, and who used



On the other side of the chamber were gathered the eight Adverse
Adepts, in their color-coded robes. White, also called the Snow Queen, with
her glyphs. Yellow, the bane of ani -- mals. Black the line. Orange, of the
plants. Green fire. Sin -- ister young Tan, with the Evil Eye. Purple, who
lived in the Purple Mountains and controlled the forces of geology. And
Translucent, of course, in his watery robe, controlling the forces of water.

Yet, for all their horrible power, they looked mostly like
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ordinary human folk, a number of them getting old and fat. How
deceptive appearances could be!

Between the two groups of Adepts were the animals: a unicorn, bat
and wolf -- it was Kurrelgyre, his own Pack leader! -- near Stile's group, and
an assortment of monsters closer to the Adverse group. There was a
hulking ogre, a dragon, a monstrous roc bird, a goblin, a troll, a harpy, a
human form with the head of a snake, and a giant man. The assorted Little
Folk were with Stile, while the assorted de -- mons were with the other side.

Perhaps there were others, but he couldn't look; he was being summoned.



be on the isle where the mare was." "Come here," Kurrelgyre growled.
Forel looked at Translucent, but the man made no objec -- tion. He walked
slowly to the grown wolf.

They sniffed noses. Then Kurrelgyre turned away, dismiss -- ing
him. The old wolf resumed man form. "There be no geis on him," he said.
"He tells truth."

The Blue Adept nodded. "We accept him as runner." He glanced at
the rovot. "Now if thou willst tell o' the decision in Proton -- "

"Pup!" Translucent cut in. "Go get it from Flach: the decision in
Proton-frame."

Forel hurried out, remaining in wolf form. He understood what was
wanted: what he learned from Barel should match what the rovot reported.
That way both sides knew there was no deception.

Outside, he broke into a lope, heading straight for the wa -- ter
globe. But now the dragon moved to intercept him. He swerved to avoid it,
but it moved to cut him off again. It knew his destination, having watched
before; it knew he was the same creature it had eyed.
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Forel stopped, uncertain what to do. He had to get to the globe, to
talk with Forel, but the dragon intended to eat him instead. He saw no way

to pass; those huge teeth would snap him up immediately. His only defense



But while be hesitated, the Adept did not. "Dost not grasp the
meaning o' truce, creature?" he exclaimed.

Forel cowered, expecting yet more trouble. But the Adept's words
were directed at the dragon. He raised his arm, his finger pointing, and
suddenly a black line shot from it. The line flew to the dragon, and whipped
around the reptile's form. Now the dragon struggled, discarding the
pretense of sleep, but it was no use. The line wrapped around and around,
until the dragon was confined so closely that it could barely breathe.

The Adept turned and re-entered the palace. Now Forel saw that
the line remained attached to him; it trailed wherever he went. Strange
man!

But his power was not to be doubted. The dragon lay trussed and
whimpering; he was no longer any threat. Evi -- dently it was the Black
Adept's steed; its misbehavior had been an embarrassment, so the Adept
had disciplined it most effectively. No creature of any sense ever crossed
any Adept!

Porel ran to the globe and plunged in, changing to boy form. Barel
was there, smiling. "I could come out not," he said. "The globe be
impervious to me. So | told Nepe, and she told Bane, and he told Mach."

"And the rovot told the Black Adept!" Forel cried, under -- standing.

"Methought it coincidence he came out!"



"Aye, | know it already: they be set to have three Games, and who
wins two, wins all. An Citizen Blue wins, Nepe be returned and the Contrary
Citizens give up. An the Citizens win, they get the Oracle, and my sire and
Bane returned to work for them. It be all or nothing, decided by the
Games."

"They play mere games?" Forel asked, amazed.

"They be important Games," Barel said, smiling. "Tell the Adepts;
they will understand.”

Dubiously, Porel changed back to wolf form and left the globe. He
was sure that Barel was not teasing him -- but was someone else? Would
he be laughed out of the palace when he reported that they were playing
games in Proton-frame?

By the time he re-entered the main chamber, the rovot's report was
done. The Adepts were waiting for him. Abashed, Forel slunk forward, tail
held low.

"Report, pup," Translucent snapped.

Porel changed to boy form. "They -- they be playing games," he
said, and braced himself for the laughter. But none came. "Two o' three, for
Nepe or the Oracle."

"How can they use the Oracle?" Translucent demanded.



The essence was that all were agreed that this matter should be
settled, and that the stakes in Phaze were the Book of Magic and the boy
Plach, who was Barel. The rovot and Bane would serve the winner. Where
they differed was in how to

settle it. "Let's make it a contest o' single champions," Stile said.

"l will stand for our side; who will stand for thine?" But none came
forth from the Adverse Adepts; they knew that none of them could be sure
of prevailing either physically or magically against Stile. This was a
seeming oddity, because Stile was the smallest among them, and old, and
lived simply, as if he had little magic; How deceiving appearances could

be!

"Let's make it a war of animals," Purple said. "Ours
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'gainst thine." But Blue demurred, for there were more vi -- cious
animals supporting the Adverse Adepts than there were supporting Stile,
and some of them were dragons and rocs:

it would not be a fair contest.

"But my golems will meet thy animals," Brown offered.

"Thy golems be impervious to pain!" Purple retorted.

"We be going round and round," Translucent said impa -- tiently.

"Let's hear a suggestion from the animals, then!" He glared around, but



however foolish he made himself, because he was bound to do what
Translucent asked. Well, all he could do was say something, and let it be
rejected with disgust, and then he would be off the tooth.

"l -- methinks | -- | would have a siege," he said, remem -- bering a
game of battle he had played with other pups. "Two sides, each laying
siege to the other's flag, and the one who captures the other flag without
losing its own -- " He stalled, cowed by their silence.

"A siege," Translucent said, nodding. He glanced at Kur -- relgyre.
"Would thy Pack meet similar o' ours in such a game?"

"Aye," the Pack Leader said immediately. "An it be lim -- ited to an
equivalent force, and no Adept magic."

Translucent gazed at the remaining animal leaders. "Any o' ours to
meet this Pack?"

There was a clamor of response. They were all ready! Forel was
amazed; had not expected to be taken seriously.

"l see the dragons be ready," Translucent said. "Now -- "

"Nay!" Stile cut in. "Werewolves be brave, but that be #foolish.
Match them 'gainst landbound creatures, near their size."

"Nay, size be no issue," Kurrelgyre protested. "Make the



"Put up sample tribes, and let us choose one," Stile sug -- gested.

"My tribe will do it!" the goblin said.

Stile turned to Kurrelgyre. "Wouldst meet that one?"

"Aye," the werewolf said. "They be a long-time nuisance;

my wolves would be glad to deal with them." "Then | think we have
a match," Stile said. But there was another clamor from the other
representa -- tives; they all wanted to participate. "Make it three sieges,"
Translucent suggested. "Each a different set." "But without blood," Stile
said. "Without blood!" Purple exclaimed. "Mayhem be the

point!"

"Nay. The point be thy style or mine. | will not shed blood

unnecessarily to establish a bloodless settlement. Blunt the

weapons."

Purple was disgusted, but in the end the compromise was forged:
Adept magic on both sides would be used to make any wounds nonlethal.
A wolfs bite might seem to tear out a goblin's throat, and blood would flow,
but that part would be illusion; the goblin would be unconscious for the
duration, but unhurt. A goblin's club might knock a wolf senseless, but the
wolf would wake after the siege unharmed.

They also set up three sieges: first a vampire Flock would engage a

harpy Flock, then a unicorn Herd would meet an ogre Clan, and finally the



more, till the sides agree."
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Stile nodded. He wanted the issue settled as much as Translucent
did.

So it was agreed. A committee was appointed to work out the
details, and the others dispersed. Forel reported to Barel in the globe, who
relayed the news to Nepe, verifying what the rovot was sending to the other
side.

"Before | go," Translucent said, approaching Kurrelgyre. "I
promised a small reward, and my hostages behaved well, and | keep my
word. Wolf, | would exchange this one," he indicated Porel, "for another."
He glanced at Forel. "Who be Flach's bitch?"

"He has no bitch, only his Promised," Forel said.

"Whate'er. Who be she?"

"Sirelmoba.”

Translucent returned to Kurrelgyre. "Forel for Sirelmoba. She would
keep him better company on the isle."

"Agreed," Kurrelgyre said.

"One thing more. This one be blooded. He made his first Kill on the
isle."

"Agreed," the Pack Leader said again.



10

Sheen

Sheen walked beside Citizen Blue to the Game Annex. The Annex
had been closed for all residents except for this single event. "l fear you are
making an error," she said.

"It is a gamble we must take," he countered. "You are an excellent
player, and you have a consistency that fleshy crea -- tures lack. Our
chances are best with consistency."

"But Citizen Purple is an unscrupulous man, and a veteran
gamesman. You need to put up your best against him, and

you are the best."

"But he knows me well. He will have traps for me. You

were a surprise; he is relatively unprepared for you. There -- fore
you are the better match, though you may not be the

better player." The process of the selection of players had been the
subject

of intense negotiation and compromise. Each side wanted the other
to designate its player first, so that the best prospect against that player
could be chosen. Finally they had settled on one first-designation by the

Contrary Citizens, and one by Blue's side. One match would be different:



things went well, there would be no third game.

Sheen did not worry unduly, because as a self-willed ma -- chine
she could control her emotions. But she knew that vic -- tory was by no
means certain, and that Purple, even caught by surprise, remained a better
player than she. The odds fa -- vored her loss to him, and that would
prejudice Blue's case. Yet of course he had to save himself for the final
game, to bring the victory if the first two games were not sufficient.

They came to the game chamber. Here Blue kissed her and turned
away; he would watch with others in an audience chamber. For the
manipulation of the grid, only the two di -- rect players would be there.
There would be no advice from the sidelines.

She stepped up to the console and stood waiting. In a mo -- ment
Citizen Purple entered, like an ancient king in his elab -- orate purple robe.
He even wore a purple diadem set with precious amethyst stones. Huge,
bearded, confident, he was a daunting presence.

But she, a robot, was not daunted. She simply recognized and
catalogued the effects, in case any of them indicated any aspect of his
nature that might be exploited for her advantage in the game. She cared
nothing for kings or Citizens, only for the factors of the moment.

Purple stared at her over the console, his gaze commencing at her

forehead, inspecting her brown tresses, crossing her own gaze without



"If you are ready, sir," she said after a moment.
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His hand crashed down on his side of the console. Her side lighted,
showing the primary grid.

1. PHYSICAL

2. MENTAL

3. CHANCE

4. ARTS

NAKED TOOL MACHINE ANIMAL

She saw by the highlighting that she had the numbers. For a
moment she was tempted to select CHANCE and be done with it. But that
was probably not rational, because Blue be -- lieved she had a better than
even chance to win in a game of skill. Her long association with living
human beings, and her female programming, did account for some

irrationality, but she was capable of overruling it. --



Tania's fury, and Purple's loss of interest. He had little taste for
what was no longer forbidden. But Sheen herself was perhaps the most
forbidden female: the wife of Purple's major enemy. Oh, yes, he desired her
now, and so great was his compulsion that he had to grasp at any straw to
get closer to her. With luck, he might get her into a gelatin wrestling match,
and possess her as he pinned her. Her detestation of both him and his act
would only increase his passion.

Now it was clearer why Blue had chosen her to play against this
man. Purple's nature distorted his judgment, making him vulnerable to
manipulation. He had to know she would never

UNICORN POINT 1181

let him close to a gelatin chamber, or any other body-to-body sport,
yet he had to play for it.

She almost smiled. Too bad her robot strength was gov -- erned, so
that she could exert no more force than a healthy living woman might,
unless threatened with destruction. Oth -- erwise, she could lead him into
that gelatin, and pin him down, and win. He might even go knowingly into
the loss, just to have that bodily contact in such an environment. But fair
was fair; she had to be the woman she seemed, and he knew that.

Well, she would tempt him a bit. She touched 1. PHYSI -- CAL.



She had the numbers again: 5. SEPARATE. 6. INTER -- ACTIVE.
7. COMBAT. 8. COOPERATIVE. She tried again to guess what he might
choose. His options were E EARTH F FIRE G GAS H H;0, translating
respectively to the various surfaces: Plat, Variable, Discontinuous and
Liquid.

He was an old man, tough, but surely not as much so, physically,
as he once had been. He should prefer to remain on his stout feet, on a flat
plain or a mountainous slope. He would not like to get into the water, riding
dolphins or sharks, and discontinuous would be beyond him.

That being the case, she should make it as hard for him as she
could. She was nominally old and female, but actually her robot body
remained as strong as ever. Strength counted in other ways than direct
force of limb; she might not be able to overcome him in a wrestling match,
but she could surely outlast him in a match requiring repetition or
endurance. More of that was often needed in animal contests -- that was
gen -- erally recognized. Riding a horse, for example, was not a state of
rest -- not if the animal was frisky, as it would be in a racing or combat
situation.

Combat. Well, why not? That could be jousting on horse --



well understood, and with the separation of the past decades there had
been little chance to study it, but it seemed that it was a gradual thing. That
individuals were not necessarily fixed from birth as parallels; some were,
like the two Tanias, but some became parallel over the course of their lives.
She liked to think that she was approaching other -- selfism with the Lady
Blue. Certainly a number of Citizens, by position and inclination, had
become increasingly like their Adept counterparts, by Mach and Bane's
accounts. So Sheen had learned to ride, deliberately fostering her
emulation of the Lady. It had been no more than an exercise of a foolish
dream -- until Mach had exchanged with Bane, proving that a robot could
be the other self of a living person.

These thoughts took little time; they were a rehash of fa -- miliar
ground. She was already in the process of touching

COMBAT.

The tertiary grid appeared -- and she had another surprise.

Purple had chosen Discontinuity! That meant they would be doing
physical battle in the air, or on broken surfaces. She was not well
rehearsed in that. The cunning Citizen had out -- maneuvered her again.

Sheen knew she was in trouble. Purple would not have chosen

GAS unless he felt competent in that medium. He must have practiced in



The tertiary grid was empty, like the others, but unlike the others, it
would be filled. A list of options was at the side:
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specific games they could choose to fill the grid. This was often the
most dramatic part of a Game: the maneuvering in the final grid. When
players of known skills competed, the actual playoff could be mainly a
matter of form; the outcome was known, because of the unequal skills of
the contestants. In the two early grids it was too indefinite; it could go either
way. But here in the small grid, the one with only nine squares, the real
nature and odds of the encounter were de -- termined.

All of the choices related to physical combat involving an -- imals.
The definition of "animal" was broad; androids and even some cyborgs
counted in particular cases, as well as true animals. Most of them involved
birds, whether natural or artificial.

There was an advantage in placing the first choice, because the
one who did would get five choices to the other's four, weighting the grid in
his favor. But this was offset by a cor -- responding advantage given to the
other in the play: choice of color in chess, of offense or defense in football,
or initial serve in tennis, and so on. Where this was not applicable, the
other player would get the choice of numbers or letters, which could make

a critical difference if placements were careless. Experienced players



would support him if he waylaid her. Thus he confined his aggression to his
eyes and his voice, doing what he could to unnerve her. It was usually a
good ploy; the slightest shakiness in either the choices or the actual play
could make the difference in the outcome.

So she had the first choice, as though Purple had no con -- cern for
any trifling advantage she might gain. Again, the psychological ploy was
wasted on her; as a machine, she simply was not subject to irrational
nuances of doubt, only rational ones. Her concern was to play correctly --
and he had
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just given her the break she needed. Now she would have two
chances in three to get a playoff she liked.

She touched the choice of Sparrow Sparring, and the center square
of her grid. Immediately the words transferred. She had the best location,
some thought, thougK in practice it made little difference. She had worked
with animals, includ -- ing birds, in her effort to emulate the Lady Blue,
because the Lady had worked to heal many sick or injured creatures who
came to the Blue Demesnes in Phaze. Sparrow Sparring in -- volved the
projection of the player's commands to living birds, who flew up and
attacked each other with beak and claw. The birds, not naturally vicious,

were trained for this, and both beaks and claws were capped by soft



of small, weak creatures.

His turn: he set Cock Fighting into the upper left square, 9J. The
numbers carried on from the prior sequence, and the letters skipped "I" in
the standard manner to avoid confusion with the number " 1." These would
be fierce flying roosters who could strike on the ground or in the air; the
cock pit was a cage with assorted perches and baffles so that each com --
batant could choose his turf and dodge about tactically. As with the
sparrows, the birds' weapons were mock; the little blades affixed to their
legs -- the spurs -- delivered color smears instead of lethal cuts. Once the
fights had been real, but Cit -- izen Blue had decreed that they be
moderated: no real blood was shed in the name of entertainment any more.
A number of die-hard players were disgusted, but Blue held the domi --
nant hand. Sheen hoped to do her part to ensure that he con -- tinued to
govern; if the Contrary Citizens prevailed, blood would flow again in more
than the figurative sense.

Her turn: she put Hawk Lasso in 11L, the bottom right comer. In
this one the hawks carried loops of fine cord, and tried to snare each other.
The first to get a tight loop around
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the other's neck, tail or feet was the victor. There were safe --

guards, and the birds were apt flyers; they seemed to enjoy it, though the



directed strategy and tactics that made the difference. The teeth were
blunted, to prevent harm, but Sheen did not want to tackle the Citizen in
this arena; he was too blood -- thirsty, and probably had practiced secretly
with dogs whose teeth were sharp.

Now it was her turn, and she had only one spot to fill this time: 11J.
That was because she could not afford to let Purple fill in a complete
column of his choices, for that would rep -- resent his victory in the grid. He
would simply select that column, and she would be stuck with one of his
choices, having no chance at any of her own. In this sense the grid was like
its primitive progenitor, tic-tac-toe: three in a row spelled victory. So she
filled in Jet Birds, giving herself one option in that column.

He put Owl Bomb in the top center box. In this contest trained owls
would be directed to drop bombs of colored water on each other. The liquid
was harmless, but was scented in a manner the birds did not like. The cage
was large, so that they had ample flying room. Each tried to get above the
other so as to be able to score with the bomb, but of course the ceiling was
the limit. The owls knew how to launch their bombs upward against an
opponent pinned against the ceil -- ing, so "upsmanship" was not the only
strategy.

Now she had to fill in 9L, to prevent him from getting a full row of

choices. That was the thing about his "generous" yielding of the first



edge sharp and serrated. The trick was to down the oppo -- nent's
kite, either by cutting its string or pre-empting its wind so that it dropped out
of control. The pigeons, though trained, were not smart; most of the skill
had to be that of the players, sending repeated and specific directives.
Move left, fly up, turn, drop down, and so on. The maneuvers could get
quite

intricate. Now she had chances to complete either the L column or

the 11 row. But this represented no victory for her, because he had
the option. He would simply block out one, and choose the other. For
example, he could fill 10L, then play the grid from the numbers, so as to
prevent her from choosing the 11 row that would have her three choices.
Only a duffer would

play it otherwise.

He filled Laser Duel: Eagle in the L column. In this, the eagles were
artificial, being cyborgs in eagle form. Their liv -- ing brains qualified them
as animals. Each carried a laser pistol that it could fire straight ahead. If a
score was made, the victim's system shorted out and the bird fell to the net
below. This one was a favorite with the younger players, es -- pecially the
males; they loved to fire lasers, even vicariously, and chortled when an

eagle spun out of control.



long as they remain within the definitions of the encoun -- ter." She glanced
up at Purple. "Isn't that correct, sir?"

The Citizen netted his gaze from her bosom. "True, doxie. You
want it, you can have it."

"l want it."

Now the voice of the Game Computer sounded. "An ex -- tension of
the game options has been proposed. Judgment Committee number 452
report immediately to Game Console

23." Purple licked his lips. "You really want to do this,
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peaches?" he inquired with relish. He, as a Phaze fan, had long
experience with mocked-up dragons. "l do."

"I'l make you a side deal, sweetbuns. I'll give you that arena -- "

"No deal," she snapped. She might win or she might lose, but she
had no intention of committing her body to his lech -- ery in addition. Her
ploy was that he would be so intrigued by the new contest that he would
elect to play it anyway.

There was a stir in the audience chamber as the members of the
Judgment Committee arrived. A number of the watch -- ers evidently had

not known that specific games or even cat -- egories could be added in this



Sheen was ready. "The Dragon Duel would consist of each player
guiding an android or cyborg flying dragon whose weapons would be those
of the genuine dragons of Phaze:

fiery breath and metallic talons. The technology of such cre --
ations is available, and the nature of dragons is known. The players will
control their dragons in the same manner they control other animals: by
projecting commands to them. The dragon that downs its opponent will be
the winner."

"Modification," Citizen Purple said. "Instead of sending commands,
the players will actually ride their dragons. This will make the game far
more personal and dramatic."

That caught Sheen by surprise. She had expected him to be silent,
letting her make or break her case. If the committee concluded that the
proposed game was impractical, then the square on which she had asked
to enter it was forfeit, and her opponent would get to place a choice of his
own there. Thus Purple stood a reasonable chance of gaining an advan --
tage merely by keeping his mouth shut. But as it was, he had become a co-
proponent of the notion, and so would gain no advantage if it were turned

down. This was something he was



circuiting of key circuits in the victim where it struck. There would be no
loss of equipment, and the dragons could be used repeatedly without
suffering actual damage."

The female serf had a question for Purple. "Sir, you say the players
will ride the dragons. What if they fall off?"

Citizen Purple eyed her. She was reasonably young and pretty, and
flushed becomingly under her gaze. "Har -- nesses," he said. "Saddles. No
one will fall unless the dragon does, and it will be protected from crashing."

"The Game facilities are limited," the female Citizen said.

"Where would such a game be played?"

Sheen knew she was in trouble. "I had thought of small dragons,
sir. In Phaze there are dragons of all sizes, and some are hardly bigger
than birds, and could compete in an existing

arena, controlled by sent directives."

"As it happens,” Purple said, "I have larger models of

dragons on my estate at the Purple Mountain Range, that can be
ridden. | will make my estate and equipment available to the Game Annex
for this limited purpose. There will be no

cost to the city." Sheen was amazed. Purple was actively pursuing

her ploy!



judged on feasibility and interest; Citizen Purple's offer made it
feasible, his way, and it was obvious that everyone was interested. The
game was accepted.
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TERTIARY GRID: ID7G Physical Animal-Assisted Combat,

Discontinuous Surface

9 10 11 Cock Fight Owl Bomb Pigeon Kite

Dog Fight Sparrow Spar Eagle Duel

Jet Birds Dragon Duel Hawk Lasso

Sheen realized that she had misplayed her ploy. She had not
allowed for the Citizen's modification, and now the new game was far more
to his specification than to hers. Still, the dynamics of managing a flying
dragon should be similar, whether done by remote suggestion or direct
personal con -- tact.

But they still had the grid to play. Purple had the choice of numbers
or letters -- and he amazed her again by taking the letters. That gave her
the chance to choose row 11 and be guaranteed a game of her choice.

"Take it, luscious," the Citizen said grandly. "You asked for it, you

got it; now put your body where your mouth is."



The Citizen's estate turned out to be capacious indeed. It covered a
region of the Purple Mountain Range hundreds of kilometers square.
Citizen Blue had the greatest financial le -- verage, therefore the most
power, but he had never gone in for luxurious surroundings. Purple
obviously believed in ca -- tering to his selfish interests. But it was
impressive not only for scale; the detail was intricate. This was a replica of
Phaze, so realistic as to be deceptive. Sheen had been there, decades ago

when she was new, and her memory banks were untar --
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nished by time; she could appreciate the accuracy of this
replication. Purple's devotion to the image of Phaze was ob -- viously
genuine.

Citizen Blue brought in his own crew to check the mech -- anism of
the dragons. They were in perfect working order:

giant metal and plastic bodies governed by living animal brains
crafted in the laboratory for this purpose. When they were put through test

flight, they seemed indeed alive, glaring balefully around as if wishing to



mitted to take off first, so as to gain the feel of it before the

combat started.

She was in a saddle, and in a harness that she could not have
escaped had she wanted to. She would not fall from the dragon, and it
could not crash, because there were repulsive magnetic fields at the
ground that would buoy it. She wore goggles to protect her eyes from wind,
flying dust, or the bright flashes of the "fire" jets. She, as a robot, had less
need of these than a living woman might, but was satisfied to accept any
protection offered.

She knew she was outclassed; the Citizen had had decades to
perfect his technique on artificial dragons, and would be far superior in the
air. But she did have some small assets. She weighed less, for Purple was
portly, and since the two dragons were even, hers should have a slight
edge in velocity and maneuverability. She also had the ability to catalogue
the precise nature of the commands she gave the dragon, and their effects,
and repeat these exactly. The living human brain was more sophisticated
than hers in most respects, but when it came to rote learning, hers was
better. Thus she could quickly calibrate her maneuvers to an extent the
arrogant Cit -- izen might not appreciate, and so he could underestimate

her.



these were set to splay out so that the effect was not dangerous except at
close range. Still, it was a strategy to remain aware of; if she saw Purple's
dragon trying to come down on hers from above, she would get out of the
way. In this respect the jets substituted for an attack by the feet; these
dragons had no feet.

She had been pondering strategies for the combat from the
moment the game had been set. She had to surprise the Cit -- izen in some
way, and that was her greatest challenge, be -- cause her mind was bound
to be both less experienced and less original than his. What could she
come up with that he would not anticipate? She could think of only one
thing -- and, like her ploy of choosing a game not on the list, it had to be
done only at the end. Only if she was bound to lose anyway would it
become worthwhile.

The ride was uneven. The dragon lurched forward and up with
each wingstroke; it would have been almost impossible to remain mounted
bareback! She had seen pictures of maid -- ens riding dragons without
harness, saddle or reins; indeed, she had read such stories to Mach,
bringing him up just like the boy he emulated. But she had felt obliged to
explain to him that this was sheer fantasy; only with magic could such

riding be done. He had looked and nodded. "Or a spot float -- ing force



would soon have chafed flesh, because of the violence of the motion.
She pressed with her knees, and the dragon veered imme --
diately. It was responsive, all right! She squeezed in the "down"

configuration, and the dragon leveled out, then nosed
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down. She reversed signals immediately, and it wobbled, then
resumed its climb into the bright sky. Already the trees were well below,
and the landscape was opening out. Ahead was the impressive slope of the
Purple Mountain Range, but be -- hind was a lot of open air.

She decided to experiment. She made the dragon level out, and fly
directly toward the mountains, which rose higher than her present
elevation. Would it veer clear on its own, or would

it obey her?

The dragon turned its head, glancing back at her. Its neck was not
limber enough to enable it to aim its head fully back, and as she looked into
its baleful red eye, she understood why. The living brain that animated this

body hated her, be -- cause she was directing it; it would gladly destroy her



field at full speed and glanced off. It did a vertical loop, so that she
was upside down. She gave it the roll-over command with her feet, and,
reluctantly, it turned over and flew level. It had obviously hoped that the
surprise would shake her, perhaps causing her to vomit; it did not know that
it had done exactly what she wanted. She had gained a vital bit of infor --
mation.

Meanwhile, Purple's dragon had launched. She was re -- quired to
give him time to assume an elevation similar to her own; thereafter there
were no conventions. The better dragon -- flyer would win -- or the more
cunning one. She was neither,

unless her concluding ploy worked. All too soon, the Citizen was
with her. The duel was on! She knew she could not flee or hide. Her only
chance at the outset was attack, to keep the Citizen occupied, and hope
she made a lucky score. She guided her steed toward the

other. Purple was not fazed. He oriented his own dragon to come

straight at her. A direct collision was impossible; the cyborg
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dragons would not allow it, tempted though they might be. They
would take turns passing above and below each other.

She gave her beast the toe-stab that was the fire command. The

dragon dutifully aimed its snout and fired its laser. But this was not an



was a maneuver she hadn't thought of! The vertical loop was faster than a
horizontal turn would have been; she had almost been caught as a sitting
duck, as it were.

She made a horizontal circle. Could she catch him from the side, so
that he could not fire back immediately? She tried, but found it to be
impractical; the slowness of the fire meant that it would either miss far
behind the other dragon or, if aimed sufficiently ahead, be readily
avoidable. That slowness -- how was that possible, with lasers? It had to be
a timed sequence, twin beams invisible until they intersected, then
"catching fire" at a distance from the snout. That region of intersection was
moved outward as the beams shone, so that the fire progressed forward in
the manner of a real flame. Clever -- and frustrating for her, because the
Citizen was bet -- ter at these maneuvers than she was.

She would have to get very close to be sure of her shot -- and that
would make her vulnerable to Purple's shot. Unless she could close from
behind.

She turned to follow the other dragon, and urged her steed forward.
Yes -- her lighter weight made a difference, and they were gaining! She
could close slowly, and toast the other's tail!

But when the Citizen saw what she was doing, he dived. Now his

extra weight helped his steed, and he gained. As they swooped low, he



their heads as they fired; they did not have to be straight forward. She had
to bank desperately to avoid getting tagged, and did not quite succeed;
there was a flare of light at her dragon's right wingtip, and her ride became
ragged. Some of the control circuits had been shorted out, and the wing
was

crippled.

She was losing in rapid order. It was time to use her final ploy. She
guided the dragon upward, and it made erratic progress while the Citizen
made a smooth horizontal turn. As his dragon set up for another shot.
Sheen gave her mount conflicting commands: climb and dive. It was the
kind of error a novice or a flustered combatant would make. A steed who
liked its rider and was used to the rider's ways might have paused, waiting
for the correction. This one did not like its rider, so took the pretext to go
out of control. It lifted its forepart, let its rearpart drop, blasted with its
elevation jets, and spun out of control. Which was exactly what Sheen
wanted. They plummeted toward the ground, while the Citizen cruised
down, orienting for a shot when the repulsor field halted the fall and left the
dragon spinning in place. But Sheen started a series of commands just
before then, and recovered control. Her dragon had to obey. Instead of
crashing in air, the dragon bounced back up, in yo-yo fashion -- and as it

did, she fired, causing its jet to swing in an arc toward the Citi -- zen's



The mock fire did not hurt her physically, of course. But she knew
she had failed her husband in this most important contest. She had indeed
been overmatched, and Citizen Blue would pay the price. Her emotional
circuitry took over, and she wept.

11

Phoebe

Phoebe perched in her den, desolate. She had done wrong;

she knew it. She had let an unharpylike compassion lead her into
helping the 'com-boy Plach escape -- and Translucent had caught her at it.
Yet the boy was the foal of the unicorn Fleta, who had befriended her and
cured her tailfeather itch, and of the Rovot Adept, who had given her a
hairdo that had made her the Flock Leader. How could she turn Flach
away? She knew that a true harpy would have pounced on the boy and
offered him up to the Adepts, gleefully reneging on any debt owed his
family. By her action she had proved that she lacked the proper harpy
attitude. So now she was barred again from the Flock, and there was to be
a scratch-off to select a new leader, and she was in the dumps.

Yet such was her depravity, she knew she would do it again. The
rovot and unicorn had given her an illicit taste of some -- thing virtually
unknown in harpydom: friendship. Now she cravenly clung to the notion.

She wanted to be among folk who cared for those they were with, instead



they did not really want to be on the side of the Adverse Adepts, any more
than she did. They too were stuck in a

nasty situation.

She went down to her spring and peered at her reflection. Her fright
wig was sagging; the rovot's spell was slowly wearing off. But it had
become the mark of her leadership among the harpies of her Flock, and its
appeal to her was fading with the appeal of association with the Flock. She
was ready to let it dissolve away. But because it was the gift of

the rovot, she would not hurry it.

She was hungry, so she hunted. Fortunately for her, this region
was rich with small prey, because an Adept enchant -- ment prevented her
from leaving it. They were still mulling over her fate; they might kill her, or
they might merely maim her, depending on their judgment. If she had any
way, she would flee to the other side for sanctuary, but she knew she could
not. She was in the same situation as the near-Adept Tania, who it seemed
had now helped or tried to help the enemy twice. Had Tania not been the
sister of an Adept, and a rather pretty young woman, too, she might have
suffered grievously, the first time. Had she not managed to defect, she
would certainly have suffered the second time. Phoebe knew the cause of
her problem; it was common gossip in the Flock. She had been so foolish

as to fall in love with Bane, the son of the Adept Stile. They were working



of snatch! The Har -- pilympics featured the two-claw snatch and the one-
claw snatch and the single, double and triple snatches, and the winners
were so fast that the motion of their claws could not be seen; the prey went
from ground to mouth seemingly of its own volition. She had seen one
prize-winning demonstra -- tion in which a mouse, rat and rabbit had been
snatched, with the first finishing in the mouth of the second, and the second
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in the mouth of the third, and the third in the mouth of the harpy, all
seemingly in a single blurred motion. Triple snatch galore!

There was a rumble behind her. She flew up, startled, and turned in
air to look back, the rat still struggling in her claws. A cleft opened in the
ground, and from it rose a fat man in a purple robe. "Purple Adept!" she
screeched, astonished and hardly pleased. "Hast come to dispatch me at
last, thou bulging sausage?"

The ground closed, leaving him standing, unperturbed. "Merely to
make thee choose, bird brain," he said equably.

"An | had a choice, would | choose to snatch thine eyeballs from
thy foul face, and thy tongue too, and wrap them that they squirt not too
much when | chomp them," she screeched.

"An thou not be quiet, hen, willst thou hear not mine oner."



"There be a task for thy Flock to perform.”

"Harpies perform tasks not!" she screeched. "We be dirty birds o'
prey, not beasts o' burden!"

"This be a mock combat situation," he explained. "Thou must
engage in a siege 'gainst a vampire Flock, the one to capture the flag o' the
other and lose not its own."

"Mock?" she screeched, still looking for the catch she knew was
there. "The only one | wish to mock is thee, thou miserable excuse for
feculence!"

"Teeth and claws be nulled; their action seems real, but the victim
suffers mere loss o' function, not o' limb or life, and after the siege be done,
all victims recover without fur -- ther effect.”

"What kind o' combat be that?" she screeched. "Action without the

splatter o' blood be no action at all!"
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"l agree with thee, stinkfeather, but such be the rule. It be part o'

the compromise hammered out with Stile."



suspecting this, had devised an exquisite torment: she would have to labor

to deny Blue the ultimate power. Was she to do this, as she knew she

could, or suffer the torment of the tenfold tailfeather itch? She knew the

Adept was making no bluff; his threat was well within his power of
implementation.

She was a coward; she knew it. She could face dismem -- berment
or death, but not the tailfeather itch. It would tear her up to do this to Stile or
his minions, but she could not face the alternative. "Aye," she murmured.

"Methinks | did not hear thee, frightface," he said. "Dost agree to
serve?"

"Aye," she said reluctantly.

"l saw no ripple."

"Aye!" she screeched, and now the ripple radiated out, committing
her to her ultimate. She would do her very best to accomplish the thing she
hated to accomplish.

"Aye," he agreed, smiling smugly, and his cleft in the ground
opened and took him in.

Phoebe surveyed the grounds of the siege personally. She well
understood the importance of terrain, having had to hunt alone for the
years of her tailfeather itch; a hunter who knew her ground had a

significant, often critical advantage over one who did not. The key to



flag had to be caught immediately. The parallels to genuine hunting
were close enough.

Her flag was mounted at the top of a towering pine tree. She had
no choice about that; the Adepts had determined the regions and
placements beforehand. The bats would fly low, using the concealment of
the mixed forest, perhaps even crawling up the trunk of the pine tree to
reach the flag. Once one of them got it -- the thing was of very light fabric,
so that it weighed almost nothing -- that bat would head for the sky, using
its superior speed to outdistance the pursuit of the har -- pies. The moment
the two flags were put together by one creature, the siege would be over,
and the victor the team of the one who held the flags.

She would have to assign hens to guard that tree, to nab any bat
who tried to climb it. That was simple enough. Pre -- vention was obviously
the best defense; she had to see that no bat got close to that flag.

She flew across to the enemy flag. This was mounted on a pole
atop a small mountain peak. It would be easy to access it by air, but the
hens would be readily spotted. Bats in man -- form would be able to pick off
the harpies, using bows and arrows. That was the problem: while a harpy
was more than a match for a bat or several bats, a manform vamp with a

good weapon was a match for several harpies. The hens could fly high, out



was an inlet of the eastern sea, tapering from broad to narrow and finally
ending at the mouth of a small river. That would be easy for either form to
fly over, but the manforms would have to swim, where they would be
vulnerable to harpy attack. There was a ridge of hills angling roughly
between the two flags, that would serve as excellent cover for manforms
with weapons. There were fire-cleared glades, and patches of thin forest;
the cleared regions formed a random and fairly intricate pattern that could

offer both promise and danger for infiltrators.
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The east part of the siege area was limited by the Eastern Sea that
surrounded the East Pole. This was infested by salt -- water predators and
was unsafe for any land or air creatures not protected by magic. But the
inlet was fresh water, from the river, and she spied no dangerous marine
creatures there. Interesting. This region was as new to the bats as to the
harpies, being neutral ground; the bats might not realize the significance of
the fresh water here.

She completed her survey. Bats were doing a similar job;



some other hen might have botched the siege, but Phoebe

would not.

Part of her wished that the bats had a superior strategist who could
defeat her, so that Stile could win. But the rest of her knew that would be
terrible for her, and not just because a loss would beget the tenfold
tailfeather itch. She had pride, after all; she had to prove she was the best,
no matter what the cost. Prove that she had not really been corrupted by
decency. She hated this, but it was the way it was.

Now she faced her Flock. "There be our flag," she screeched.
"Across the valley there, be the bats' flag, mounted on a hill. The game be
this: we must snatch the enemy flag and bring it back to join ours, and that
be the victory. But we may not touch our own flag, only the enemy. An they
take it, we must destroy who carries it, and leave it lie, and guard it till we
bring theirs to it. Questions?" "Can we kill them?" a horrendous old harpy
screeched. "Nay, Sabreclaw. But we may try. Our claws be enchanted so
they poison not, only stun, and the same for the bats' weapons. This be a
play-siege, but do thy worst, for it will seem real, and only when it ends will
the wounded and dead

recover."

"Those bats be under the tutelage o' Vodlevile and his cub
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and take the flag and fly it high and fast beyond thy means to reco'er.”

"Too few hens?" Hawktooth screeched. "Why?"

"Because we need the rest on offense. As we do our job, thou willst
not be hard-pressed long."

At the word "offense," the members of the Flock pressed in more
closely. That was what they liked.

"Thou, Sabreclaw, willst lead the attack on the enemy flag, with six
tough birds o' thine own choosing," Phoebe contin -- ued. "But this be no
easy thing."

"Give me six foul hens and false, and there be naught to stand in
our way!" Sabreclaw screeched boldly. "We'll smear those bats into
spatters o' blood!" There was a raucous chorus of agreement. How these
birds loved blood! This was of course the root of the traditional enmity
between harpies and vampires: competition for blood.

"Nay," Phoebe screeched, quelling the commotion. "This be a
secret attack, avoiding mayhem."

There was disgust, horror and outrage. "What kind o' at -- tack be
that?" Sabreclaw demanded righteously. "An attack without blood be no
mission for a harpy!"

"Blood with no victory be no mission for us," Phoebe countered.

"Dost want to hangfeather in shame for losing the siege to mere bats?"
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would bring no direct shame to Phoebe, if it was clear that her
strategy would have been effective. Yet if it were also clear that she could
have assigned a hen who would have

obeyed orders...

She had to do this right. "Thou willst commit to doing this right, or
needs | must appoint an other squad leader," Phoebe told Sabreclaw firmly.
"The success 0' the siege depends on this, and the shame be mine if there
be not discipline in the

ranks."

Sabreclaw had to commit to doing it right, lest she be sum -- marily
removed from the action. "But an there be no other

way, then --"

"Then blood," Phoebe agreed. "Likely once thou dost put thy claw
on the flag, and before thou canst rise beyond the range o' their weapons,
there be action. But before then, thou and thine be the meekest o'
sparrows."

"Aye, and dragons after!" They were coming to terms with it,

realizing that the blood would likely be only delayed, not aborted. "But how



will leave it unguarded or lightly guarded. Take out the guard silently and
ferry through single file. Here there be water, an inlet o' the Eastern Sea.
Find the old tree fallen into it, and grasp the trunk o' it and climb down into
the water -- "

"What?!" "And under the water," Phoebe continued relentlessly. "It

be a well-known fact that most creatures believe that harpies

hate water -- "

"We do hate water!" Sabreclaw screeched. "And lack the gumption
to go near it. But the truth be that though harpies may have a strong and
justified aversion to water, they be not afraid o' it, and can handle it when
the dictates o' courage demand. Dost disagree?"
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There were evidently a number in the Flock who wanted to
disagree, but none did, oddly.

"By going under the water, canst pass where no bat ex -- pects,"
Phoebe explained. "The inlet be narrow here, and the water fresh, so no
saltsea predators be there. Hold breath, set claws in sunken tree, pull
along, and the farthest branch be at a clutch o' reeds the other side,
concealment for emer -- gence. Crawl out unobserved, seek cover o'
nearby forest arm, and continue on toward the mountain bearing their flag.

Take ne'er to the air, and hide whene'er a bat shows, making no



"Then pick thy squad," Phoebe said. "When the siege starts, take
thy time, go down out o' sight when none be watching, and let none see
thee advance. The success o' this siege be in thy claws, and the glory be
thine an ye succeed."

Sabreclaw set about selecting her squad of tough hens, and
Phoebe went on to more routine matters. The remaining hens were
assigned to offense and defense, and there was one sui -- cide squad who
would make a determined raid on the enemy flag at about the time
Sabreclaw's squad was passing under the water, to draw the attention of
the bats. It was all intended to seem conventional enough, as if harpies
lacked the wit for innovation or subtlety, and with luck the bats would under
-- estimate the opposition.

The siege began at noon, and would continue until settle -- ment.
The harpies knew they had to win it by day, because the bats were
supreme by night. But Phoebe figured to do it in the first hour; if her sneak
ploy failed, they would be in deep droppings. She had rehearsed all the
squads in their tasks; in addition to the flag defense and the flag offense,
there were the mock oflense and the general defense to be
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seen to. Phoebe herself would hover above and go where needed
to buttress a problem area.



Suchevane had gotten to know the Adept; she was beautiful and lonely,
and he was powerful and lonely, and one thing had led to another, and now
they had their mixedbreed son, Al. In the old days such a union would have
been impossible, but the rovot and the 'corn had

shown the way.

"The Flock be short a member, so | returned," Suchevane

replied.

"But this be a siege!" Phoebe protested. "It be very like war. We
dirty birds thrive on it, but thou dost be too delicate

for aught like this."

"Delicate? | raised the child o' a troll!"

She had a point. "Well, the mayhem be but mock," Phoebe said. "
"Twere else a shame to mangle thy pretty features."

"Aye," Suchevane agreed, smiling. Such was her beauty, despite
her advancing age and state of motherhood, that the harpy minions were
nauseated.

"Thou knowest the Adepts, human folk, and animals be watching,"
Vodlevile said. "E'en as their magic nulls our weapons, it sends the image
o' this activity out. This be why none o' us may contact other beyond the

demarked region, lest they leam things illicitly."
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"Nay, that Vodlevile be a cunning one," Hawktooth warned. "And
that hussy, the bride o' the troll -- no good can come o' the like o' that."

Phoebe was inclined to agree. Suchevane had not spent eight
years with the Troll Adept without learning something about the
applications of power. It would be best to take her out early, as well as
Vodlevile and Vidselud, so as to render the enemy leaderless. Of course,
the bats would be trying to do the same to them. "Watch thy tails," she
warned the other two. "We three be marked hens, now."

"Aye," they screeched in chorus.

"Ho'er through the fog and filthy air!" she screeched at the Flock as
they rejoined it. It was the code for the start of hostilities. Immediately the
hens launched up and out, screeching a splendid cacophony.
Simultaneously the bats fountained up from their starting point; Phoebe
saw the cloud of them, before it dissolved into its business formation and
was hidden behind the trees.

Her squads went out as assigned. The Mock Attack Squad made a
hullabaloo and flew forward toward the enemy. Be -- hind this noisy cover,
the Flag Defense Squad went back and disappeared into the foliage of the
big pine tree. The General Defense Squad faded into the brush between

the other two. The Sneak Attack Squad simply disappeared.



beyond the first line of harpies. They were not landing near, to tackle the
hens from the rear; they were going on toward the harpy flag. That didn't
worry Phoebe; the moment the bats approached it, the defensive harpies
would fly up and snatch them. The bats could not get through in batform
while there were defenders. They would have to eliminate the de -- fenders
first.

The bats dropped to the ground part way there. Some of
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them became manforms, while others remained bats. What

were they doing?

Soon enough, she saw. The manforms were using their weapons to
cover the advancing batforms. A bat would fly forward; when a harpy
napped up to snatch it, a manform would loose an arrow at the bird. That
was dangerous!

"Messenger!" Phoebe screeched, and a hen assigned to this duty
flapped up to join her. "Go tell the Defense Squad to go for the manforms
instead. Three birds to a man; pounce from cover and destroy. Do not fly

up into their arrows!"



working!

Meanwhile the forward line of hens was making progress. They
were flitting from tree to tree, forcing the manforms to stay well clear of the
trees, because within the region en -- closed by branches the smaller
henforms were more deadly. But then they came to a wide clearing, and
here the weapons

of the manforms dominated.

Phoebe realized that someone was liable to do something brave
and stupid at this stage, so she sent another message:

"Cross that clearing not! Go round it! Worry not about the time it
takes, just protect your tailfeathers!" For time was hardly of the essence;
this was a mock attack, and the longer it distracted the enemy, the better.
The detour around the clearing was actually an advantage.

She hoped that Sabreclaw's genuine attack squad was mak -- ing
progress. If it proceeded too slowly, it might be success -- ful -- after the
bats had won the siege. But she could not check on them; they did not
exist, as far as the others were con -- cerned, until they struck by surprise.

The bats, having taken some losses, had regrouped, and now were
advancing in a leapfrogging wedge formation. Sev -- eral bats would fly
forward together, covered by several man -- forms with bows, and several

other manforms protected the



and that freed more bats for the active front nearer the harpy flag. No
wonder the tide was turning!

But if she recalled the Mock Attack Squad, that would only free the
remaining defensive bats, and they could fly forward faster than the
harpies. That was no good. There were prob -- lems all around because
they were short of personnel; the seven secret birds were sorely needed
now! Soon the bats would be at the flag tree, and that was too close.

Phoebe realized that it was time for her to join the fray. They had to
hold off the bat attack until the Secret Squad could strike. If they could hold
out long enough, they would win. If not --

She flew down toward the point of the bat wedge. It was a virtual
phalanx; indeed, the spearmen carried small shields. No wonder the hens
were having the worst of it! How could she break this up? A direct charge
would be ruinously costly;

three or four or five hens would be dispatched for every man -- form
they took out. But if they did not interfere with the phalanx, it would reach
the tree, and then there would be overwhelming bat force surrounding the
harpy flag.

She scratched the ground of her mind, searching for an answer --
and turned up a risky but promising ploy. If the hens could hide, and let the

phalanx march right into the ambush, then they could attack from within the



get inside it. Its path be by here;
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this be the clearest approach to our flag-tree. Hunch down, within
this gully, fill it with your bodies, and | will scratch dirt o'er you, and leaves.
They will take it to be a level ap -- proach. When you feel the weight o' their
passage, burst up within their formation and scratch them to pieces fast as
e'er you can! They will turn and finally wipe you out; this be a suicide
mission. But remember that it be only till siege-end;

then all be undone, and all be heroes. Meanwhile see how many
each can take out. An it be enough, it will preserve our

flag and our victory."

She was an effective screecher, because of her fright-wig;

they quickly agreed and huddled down into the gully, their gross
bodies filling it from side to side. Each hen spread her wings enough to
hold up some dirt. Phoebe scratched earth and leaves and twigs over them
desperately, cursing every root that inhibited her, trying to get them
covered before the bats arrived and saw what was going on. Then she saw

that she had a scraped area of ground that could be a giveaway, so she



ground until too late.

She heard their approach. They were marching in step, no longer
bothering to fly ahead in their batforms. The phalanx was all they needed to
crush the opposition. Phoebe wished she had anticipated this ploy, so that
she could have better prepared her hens for it.

She had to do it herself. She flew low across the ground to the
nearest tree-cover. Then she flew up into the sky, toward the approaching
phalanx, as if unaware of it. "l hear a bat!" she screeched at top volume. "I'll
mash it!"

Then she hove into sight of the phalanx, and did a dramatic
doubletake. "Awk! It be a squintillion bats! Retreat, co -- horts!" She spun in
air, and did a tripletake. "Where be my

cohorts?"

An arrow sailed toward her. She was alert for it, and took such little
evasive action that it actually brushed her tail feath --
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ers. As it passed, she made a fortissimo screech and did a flip in
the air. "Ouch; that scorched my tail!"

Now she tumbled down as though injured, going into the scuffled

region. She flapped furiously just above the ground, stirring up dust and



The phalanx marched on, taking the most open course, avoiding
cover where harpies might lurk. The gully was evi -- dent to the sides; the
filled center of it seemed to be the obvious place to cross without messing
up their formation. Had the bats not been so confident, they might have
won -- dered at this convenient filling of a natural formation. But they
stepped right up to it, and on it.

There was a shriek from the ground. Sand and leaves burst up, as
if an explosion had occurred. The harpies emerged at the batmen's feet
and commenced scratching. They were too low for the shields, and scooted
under them before the bats realized.

For a moment the phalanx held its form. But the sounds of combat
sounded within it: exultant screeching and mortified cursing. The formation
broke apart as the batmen tried to use their weapons against the attackers
underfoot, and succeeded mainly in stabbing each other. Beautiful!

There had been about twenty manforms in the phalanx. By the time
they broke far enough apart to use their weapons to destroy the six
harpies, a dozen of them had been scratched too badly to continue. The
hens had taken out two for one -- an excellent score, though not as good
as Phoebe had hoped. There were still more batmen advancing than
harpies hidden in the tree. This was going to be tight.
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would be trouble here, and that it would be unsafe to change form
until they were sure every defender was out of it. This would be hand-to-
claw, arm-to-wing combat until one force or the other was wiped out, no
quarter given.

The phalanx moved right up to the tree. Then, abruptly, it broke
apart, and all the manforms leaped for the tree. The defending harpies had
been expecting action, but this was deceptively fast; the manforms were in
among them before they realized, just as the buried birds had caught the
phalanx by surprise. There was immediate turmoil in the tree, as spear
poked at body, and claw struck at flesh. Phoebe scuttled aside as a spear
came for her; fortunately the thick pine foliage masked her position, so the
shaft was not well aimed. She found a leg and gave it one good slash;
blood welled out as the poison went in, and the manform stiffened and fell
back.

She looked around, but though she heard action every -- where,
she could not see it, and was afraid to move lest she interfere with one of
her own. She heard an agonized screech, and knew that a hen had
received a mortal stab. Then she heard the heavy crash of another
manform falling. It seemed about even -- but there were two more bats than

harpies, so even wasn't good enough. If one bat was left over -- Then,



tree so that the lone bat would not see her. It was a faster flyer than she,
and it had the advantage of flying high and level, but she was closer. She
could get there by the time it did, and that was all she needed.

But she had been aloft during much of the action, and she had
expended her strength recklessly scratching soil over the hens in the gully.
Her ascent slowed as her wing muscles tired. Was she to be too late? It
seemed she would. But she kept struggling upward, determined to do her
utmost, lest she be accused of holding back intentionally. How could
anyone know, if she missed that bat and let the flag get away, whether
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she had really been tired, or had really wanted Stile's side to win?
How could she know?

The bat got there first, but not by much. Phoebe saw it clutch the
red flag and try to fly. But the flag was firmly tied to the tree, so that no
stray gust of wind would dislodge it. The bat had to cling to the slender
branch of the tree and tug repeatedly at the cloth, working it loose -- and in
that time, Phoebe completed her climb and reached the spot herself.

The bat got the flag loose just as Phoebe arrived. It spread its
wings -- and Phoebe's slash severed one wing and sent it tumbling toward

the ground, still clutching the flag.



when the siege was over. Still, it had seemed so real, and in any other
circumstance could have been real. Of all the folk Phoebe did not want to
hurt, Such -- evane was near the top of the list. At what cost had she won
her victory?

Then she saw a manbat emerge from the tree, evidently having
dispatched his opposite number. He ran for the flag. The siege was not yet
over!

Phoebe, hovering tiredly, did what she had to. She dive -- bombed
the manform. It was much faster going down than going up, especially this
way. As the manform bent to pick up the flag, she swooped across and
caught his head in her talons. The bladelike edges sliced into his neck,
finishing him instantly. A standing manform might have fended her off with
his arms, but this one was in a vulnerable position at the moment.

The manform dropped, unconscious, and rolled over, the flag in his
hand. She looped back -- and saw that it was Vid -- selud, the Bat Chief's
son. She felt another surge of anguish. He was about third on her list of
bats not to hurt. Had she known -- could she have done otherwise?

A third enemy emerged from the tree. This was Vodlevile, the Chief

himself, holding a spear. He hurled it at Phoebe.



Now Vodlevile was without his weapon, but that hardly slowed him.
He charged her. Phoebe knew that if she got out of the way, he would pick
up the flag and run, and she would be unable to catch him. But if she did
not, he would crush her. Worse yet, he was about number two on her list of
those she wished not to hurt. The others she had struck down be -- fore
she realized their identities, but this time she knew. What

was she to do?

She jumped up as he reached her, flapping her wings for stability
despite the pain, lashing out with her talons. She hoped he was smart
enough to dodge aside.

He was. Her strike missed, but he lost his balance and rolled on the
ground. She struck the ground herself, and ran toward him, knowing she
had to scratch him before he got back to his feet. Wishing she didn't have
to. But she was too late; he was up and moving.

She scrambled to the side, keeping herself between him and the
fallen flag. It was her only chance. He had to get by her to take it up, and if
he could not --

He paused. "Good show, Phoebe!" he gasped. "But thou canst not
balk me fore'er. Already dost thou be tiring from

loss o' blood." It was true. Her wings felt leaden, and her legs were

tiring.



Phoebe knew at that moment that she was done for. The frame
seemed to be spinning, and she could not summon strength to get back to
her feet. Vodlevile, in contrast, was getting up. She could no longer block
him from the flag.
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Then she heard a heavy flapping. "Fie, batface!" Sabre -- claw
screeched. "Defend thyself, an thou hast the nerve!"

They had made it! Phoebe saw Vodlevile dive for his spear, but
Sabreclaw only feinted at him. Instead she dived for the ground -- and the
red flag. She clapped the bats' blue flag down on it. There was the sound of
a gong. That suddenly the siege was over. The-harpies had won!

Then Phoebe gave herself over to unconsciousness. She had done
her best, strategically and physically, and it had been enough. She had
vindicated herself. If only it could have been otherwise!

But she was not after all permitted to sleep. Abruptly the pain and
fatigue were gone, and she was whole again. Nearby, Vidselud and
Suchevane were getting up, and other bodies were stirring. The siege was
over, and the bloodshed was undone. It never had been real; the Adepts
had spoken truly after all. Only the victory was real -- the one she wished
she had not had to win.



and extending a hand. Her short skirt slid up her thighs; she wore nothing
beneath. "Here. Henna -- | have treat grain. Come and take it; | want to be
friends again."

Slowly the hens approached, wary of her. She did not make any
sudden motion, and eventually one essayed a peck at what she held in her
hand. "That's it, Henpeck; | certainly won't hurt you. A man | might usher
into Heaven or Hell, but not my pets. I'm sorry | neglected you. I've been so
busy recently, but | won't bore you with the details.”

The hens formed a semicircle before her, looking at her quizzically.
"You mean you are interested?" she inquired, smiling. She was a lovely
woman, slender overall yet pos -- sessed of truly shapely anatomy that
showed in somewhat indecorous manner as she squatted and leaned
forward. Her hair was dark, with a blue tint; it changed color slightly every
day, so that she never became stale. Similarly her clothing
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shifted color and style subtly but steadily. Merle was always fresh
without being brash.

"Well, that's very nice of you, Heningway," she re -- marked,
spreading some treat grain on the ground before them. "Trust you to have a
literary bent! And you, Henline -- always on the edge. Listen and | will tell

you."



encountered him: in his prelim -- inary gambles and games, when he was
getting the hang of it. He took me for a hundred grams of Protonite in a
poker game -- a nice little haul for him, at the time. That won my interest,
and thereafter | followed his career. In fact, in due course | became a bit
smitten with him, though he was a youngster only a fraction my age."

She paused, her gaze passing fondly across the hens. She
reached out and stroked Heningway, who ducked her head nervously but
did not retreat. "You make such a good audi -- ence, my pretties," she
remarked. "Never any backtalk, never any danger of my secrets being
gossiped out. Not even a cackle when | confess something stupid. Ah, what
a story you could tell of my indiscretions, if you were in the busi -- ness!"

She smiled reminiscently, enjoying the indiscretions, then resumed
her narrative. "In the end | made him a deal: my help in his endeavor in
exchange for his single tryst with me. | called him my bantam -- you may
have noted my affinity for chickens -- and | confess | was hot for him, both
personally and as a matter of pride. You see, | have had an undisclosed
number of rejuvenations; | am of great-grandmotherly age, not the maiden |
appear. | knew my body interested him, as indeed it should; | crafted it to
appeal to the masculine taste in subdued but potent manner. Some women
believe that mass is everything, and have their breasts and buttocks

expanded enormously; it is true that men notice these attributes, but



Stile wanted me, but could not admit it; | had to trap him into a commitment.
He found my age to be more of a barrier than my nature; indeed, he was
having relations with a machine at the time. Men are like

that."

She paused, eying the hens speculatively. "I don't suppose you'd
like to have a rooster here?"

The hens looked dismayed.

Merle laughed. "Yes, it is true that a rooster's notion of love is what
my kind would call rape. Not a really significant difference between the
species, but we females can live with -- out it. That, perhaps, is an aspect
of the attraction Stile had for me: not only was he small, being shorter than
I, but he was a gentleman in the old sense. It was an unconscious chivalry |
found most charming. He was more of a man in every respect than most,
but small, and shy, and charming in his naivete. But what a change he
wrought in Proton society! He assumed power, and brought the frames
together, then separated them after alleviating the imbalance which had de
-- veloped because of the export of Protonite. You see, the par -- allelism
between Proton and Phaze is such that what is not equivalent tends to
become so, but the Phazite had remained while the Protonite was
diminishing, and that struck at the very root of the nature of the frames, and

would have led to mutual destruction had he not acted. So he did what had



alternate would be accepted in lieu. It was a device for ensuring proper
succession, you see. So Citizen Blue ap -- peared, wielding the power of
Stile, and the battle between them has continued ever since. The Contrary
Citizens wish
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to recover control so that they can exploit the planet without regard
for tomorrow, while Blue fights to maintain a proper balance, and also to
liberalize Proton society. Philosophy is no concern of mine, but | do like
Blue as | liked Stile, so | support him. And it was Blue who discharged
Stile's com -- mitment to me." She rolled her eyes. "Oh, what a night we
had! The man was between loves at the time, having lost his wife to his
other self, and not yet committed to the robot woman; he had a lot to give.
He really made me feel the age | looked. But that was it; thereafter he
married the machine, and has been faithful to her since. Still, | am minded
to play a little game with him, if you do not object. After all, | like to think
that | am approaching parallelism with the Yellow Adept, who can use an
elixir to make herself as blushingly beautiful as she once may have been,
and who was once rather taken with Stile herself. We do have our little

ways with those of the masculine persuasion."



love with a unicorn there, while the human boy loved an alien creature
here. Didn't that make conventional folk sweat! Now both those couples
have offspring, who have be -- come pawns in the larger power play. Little
Nepe is captive of the Citizens, and little Flach captive of the Adepts in
Phaze. So they have scheduled a big double tourney to settle it, and the
winner will have the ultimate power. Am | boring you?"

The hens gazed at her. They did not seem bored.

"Well, then, | shall tell you the rest of it. | have been busy helping
Citizen Blue with the negotiations. The details of the Proton Tourney had to
be worked out to satisfy the disparate interests of both sides, and this was
most difficult to do, be -- cause of course each wanted the advantage. My
mind has not been so pleasantly exerted in decades! We finally hammered
out a compromise. For the first contest, each side would
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choose a player from the elder generation -- the ones who fought
each other when Stile was on the scene in Proton. Thus Citizen Purple met
the robot Sheen, Blue's wife, in a dragon duel, and | regret to say defeated
her in fair play. For the third contest, each side will choose a representative
from the middle generation, those who came on the scene when Mach and
Bane exchanged places. And for the second con -- test, players have been

chosen from the young generation, or those who entered the picture more



participated in signif -- icant events were eligible. The Oracle passed
judgment, re -- jecting ineligible nominations. Thus the Citizens came to be
represented by a young woman named Tsetse -- some time | really must
explore the derivation of that name! -- who has no Game training but who,
being the secretary of Citizen Tan's sister and the mistress of Citizen
Purple, qualifies despite the defection to Tania. Her assets are said to be
almost entirely in her body, not her brain. The Citizens are not pleased, but
are stuck for it. And Blue's side is to be represented by a robot friend of
little Nepe's called Troubot, former informa -- tion expediter for the Citizens.
Now you might think such a robot would be ineligible to represent Blue, but
the Citizens pointed out that he in effect defected when he helped Nepe's
alien mother to escape the planet, and to that logic the Oracle acceded. So
Troubot it is; he will play against Tsetse for extraordinarily high stakes. But
there is just one little prob -- lem."

She paused again, artfully, and sure enough, the hens peered at
her attentively, enraptured by her narration. Merle was good at making an
effect, and she enjoyed it now. "But | doubt that you would be interested in
such a detail. Perhaps it is time for me to go tease Blue."

Heningway actually stood and came closer, as if to plead for the
finale. Merle stroked her again and relented. "Very
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Contrary Citizens. So you can see the matter is critical. Blue is desperate --
exactly as the Citizens hoped. They have found a ploy that may defeat him
by default, and Tsetse will never have to play. It's a beautiful tactic, | must
confess; | could hardly have thought of one better."

She stood. "Well, you have been an excellent audience, but | think |
shall go call Blue and tease him a bit. I'll make him come here, so you can
see him sweat. Enjoy your -- selves!"

Merle departed, closing the chamber door behind her. The hens
remained where they were for a time, listening; only when they heard the
second door close, signaling the wom -- an's entry into her house proper,
did they rise. Then Hening -- way went to the door to peek out, while the
others milled about aimlessly, pecking at stray grains.

Heningway, reassured that the woman really was gone, re -- turned
to the center of the little flock. She gave a coded series of clucks.
Immediately the others clustered close. They hud -- dled, stretching their
necks, touching their beaks together. With that contact, their nature
changed. A person watching would have seen only their peculiar formation,
but one who tuned in their electrical activity would have discovered the
reality.

For the six individuals represented the components of a larger

apparatus. The little flock was not a flock, but the parts of a self-willed



were not expected to be overly ambitious, and this was

an extremely protected environment.

The whole entity was Troubot, the machine for which ev -- eryone
was searching. He had delivered Agape to the space -- port, then gone into
hiding, knowing that he was now a marked machine. From his years of
association with Nepe he had learned much, and knew how to hide so mat
he could not be found. The principle, she had explained, was surprise:

to do me unexpected. Thus she had become a machine, me one
form others thought impossible for her. Of course she had never been a
true machine, but rather a cyborg, but she had so masked her living portion
that it was virtually indistin -- guishable from inanimate substance. This
was, she had ex -- plained, merely an extension of her natural ability to
harden her substance into bonelike or hornlike rigidity. It was nor -- mally
done only to part of the body, for the sake of stability, or to emulate the
body of some other form, such as me human form. But with effort and
practice she had extended it to al -- most the whole of her body, and had
made her flesh harder than bone or hoof, so that it most resembled metal.
Thus she had remained safely hidden despite a thorough search for her,
because they were not searching for a robot.

Troubot had learned the principle, and applied it well. First he had

considered what would be the least likely form for him to assume, and



studying the manuals available in the information ser -- vice that he used; it
took some special engineering, but he had had years to work it out, and
had done so. Now he had used it, becoming a flock of six hens, concealing
himself by flesh, size, number and sex. He had replaced the flock of this
Citizen, having ascertained that though she maintained her birds well, she
had grown out of the habit of visiting them,
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so that for weeks at a time they were fed only by the auto -- matic
servitors.

He had come to her estate, bridged the security measures -- she
really was not security conscious, being a socialite who lived mainly for the
challenge of social relations -- and taken her birds to a holding area for
quarantine. He had set it up so that they would be fed just as before, in a
chamber much as before, and no notice of this detention was fed into the
planetary records. As a trouble-shooting robot, he was good at this sort of
thing; he had taught Nepe how, just as she had taught him her skills, during
the years of their friendship. Thus the hens were safe, and could be
replaced in Merle's coop at any time, no one the wiser. In this manner he
had disappeared, and the searchers had had no better luck locat -- ing him
than they had had with Nepe. Only the capture of her other self in Phaze

had led to her exposure. Then he had resumed the job she had done for



independent nature; no one ever knew what was in her heart. As a general
rule, she did what was best for Merle, and never let an opportunity pass for
some private advancement.

He could try to move out, bringing back the regular hens. But if she
had caught on to him, she would have set new monitors, and the attempt
would be foiled. Perhaps she only suspected -- and was waiting for
something mat would con -- firm her idea, without making an issue. This
was her kind of subtlety. Troubot had decided to stand pat; Merle would ei -
- ther expose him, or she would not, as her whim dictated.

This last session had been the worst. Before, she had merely
looked in on the flock; this time she had joined it. He had fashioned each
part to resemble a specific hen, but could not pass more than a cursory
inspection. His hope had been based on the assumption that the Citizen
would pay no more atten -- tion to her hens than she had in the past. This

change in her
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attitude was alarming. And for her to speak so openly and clearly of

her history with Stile and Blue, and of his own



Nepe had also put him firmly on her side, and therefore Blue's side. But
was it true? How could he be sure that Merie, for reasons of her own, was
not teasing him, so that he might expose himself and fall into the wrong
hands? If she did not want to betray Blue openly -- because, as she so
candidly put it, she hoped to arrange another sexual liaison with him -- but
actu -- ally sympathized with the other side, this could be a way. If that
were her plan, the best thing he could do would be to sit tight, refusing to
reveal himself. That would force her to do her own dirty work, and pay the
penalty. Troubot was sure that Merle had no concern at all for his welfare,
but only hoped to use him in some fashion to her advantage.

But if what she said was true, and he did not come forth, Citizen
Blue could lose his match by default. Probably the Citizens had selected
Troubot in part because of this. They hoped that Troubot would not trust
the summons, and so would serve their objective.

Troubot did not have feelings in the living sense, but he was a
sophisticated self-willed machine who could react emo -- tionally when
applicable circuits were set up and invoked. In the course of his association
with Nepe, he had set up such circuits, and felt a reasonable facsimile of
friendship for her, and loyalty to the principles she had adopted. Thus there
was an emotional component involved, which he could cut out, but only at

the cost of his feeling for Nepe. He did not like to do that, because his



way he best could do that. Should he believe Merle, or doubt her?

He lacked the circuitry to resolve such a conflict. He was not, after
all, the Oracle, whose nature was more sophisti -- cated than that of any
other machine. He was not even similar to Sheen, or Mach; he was just an
ordinary self-willed robot who had been influenced by long and close
association with a living alien child who understood robots because her
father was one. Perhaps that had made him unusual among ma -- chines,
but it did not provide him with superior intellectual competence. He had
modified his body and his emotion, but his intellect was locked in to what it
had been at the start. He had been smart at the start -- too smart, for a
machine, and therefore out of tolerance -- but he had never been able to
approach Nepe's level.

So he waited, doing nothing. He let his components sep -- arate,
and reverted to the lesser state that was not the sum of his parts. As six
units he was conscious, but unable to utilize his full mental capacity; too
much of it had been distributed to the others, to make them separately
functional. As Hen -- ingway, he possessed the main awareness, and could
make decisions, but was hesitant to without being able to draw on his full
complement. He pecked up a seed, which he could not digest, biding his

time.



because he understood that that was a man he could trust and possibly
find sanctuary with. So he should make a positive response;

that seemed clear enough.

He stepped forward, making one cluck.

"Well, now, Heningway! You are becoming positively lit -- erary!"
she exclaimed, pleased. In the course of his re --
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searches he had encountered a name that resembled the one she
had bestowed on this hen; perhaps she was making a pun. "Very well, |
shall do it. He will be here within the half hour; | shall go change, and a
servitor will install appropriate furniture here." She looked sternly at the
hens. "Do not drop anything untoward on it!"

She exited. In a moment a rolling transport brought in a couch that
looked much like a bed. Then the machine set up a baffle that consisted of
a curtain, so that the couch was concealed from the view of the main coop.

Troubot reassembled his units, touching beaks, so he could ponder
this development. It seemed obvious that Merle in -- tended to seduce
Citizen Blue in exchange for the information about Troubot's location. Was
this proper? He doubted it, but was not certain of his proper response. He
knew that if he were alive, he would resent being used this way; as it was,

he merely noted it, and disbanded, making no decision.



"Indeed | do," she said. "You may remember our tryst of some
years back. | have a hunger for something similar."

He frowned. "l be married now."

"To a machine."

"Aye. But still married. Thou knowest how | feel about this matter. |
have problems enough without -- "

"l love it when you talk Phazish!"

Blue paused. "l revert to it unconsciously when under stress. |
apologize. Now | assume you did not call me here to waste my time and
yours. What do you really have on your

mind?"

Merle opened her coat, then slid out of it. She was nude beneath,
of course. "l just told you. Blue."

"Impossible!" he snapped.

"By no means, my bantam lover. See, | have prepared." She drew
the curtain, revealing the couch.
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"What makes you think | would indulge you at this time?" he asked,
openly irritated.

"Suppose | were to say that | had information you very much

wanted, for a price?"



"I am doing both, dear boy. Join me on the couch, and in due
course | will tell you."

"Damn thee!" he swore. "To put such a price on such a need!"

Merle sighed. "Now | have made him angry, and that spoils the
mood. Very well, | will postpone my satisfaction. | will give you Troubot, and
you will be the judge of the nature and the timing of my reward. | believe
that is more than fair;

don't you agree?"

"Damn thee!" he repeated.

Merle turned to face the hens. "As you can see, this is definitely
Citizen Blue. Any lesser man would have taken my offering and damned
with the price. Show yourself."

Troubot, as Heningway, stepped forward. He clucked to the others,
and they joined him.

Citizen Blue stared. "The chickens?"

"A most effective ruse, wouldn't you say?"

"I'm not sure | believe this! How could he be in six living parts?"

"Six parts yes, living no. That is pseudoflesh. Take him and verify
him; you will discover him to be a single self -- willed robot."

Blue began to believe. "I never thought to check for some -- thing

like this, and neither did the Citizens. It just could be! But I'm not sure | can



person who can identify Troubot without doubt.”

"That can only be Nepe! But she be captive o' the en -- emy!"

"So we deal with the enemy. They have a similar interest, after all;
what is to stop us from planting our own imitation, a machine designed to
be a likely winner in a Game?"

"Mine honor!" he flared.

"But the Contrary Citizens hardly believe in honor. They will distrust
yours, without reason, and mine, with reason. They must be assured of
Troubot's identity too. So call them;

they will bring her here."

Citizen Blue considered, and nodded. "Thou be earning

thy keep," he said.

"l always do. | only regret that it requires such a situation to entice
you to do what any other man would do without

price." Now he laughed. "It were a good night, that one! Me --

thought the dawn would ne'er come!"

"l delayed it by retiming the lights."

He stared at her, then shook his head. "Mind thee, my wife will
have thy head for this!"

"Make the call; time is short."



credited. Again he understood that the intricacies of human logic and action
went beyond his own capacities.

Later that afternoon a second party arrived: Merle, Blue, Citizen
Translucent and Nepe. The contrast between the two men was sharp.
Translucent was large and stout in his almost transparent robe, while Blue
was so small in his blue robe as to seem childlike; Nepe looked more like
his sister than his granddaughter. This was a parlay under truce between
those who could be trusted; Translucent was the only one of the Contrary
Citizens with a sufficient sense of honor.
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Translucent and Blue sat on the couch, and Nepe sat on her
grandfather's lap and hugged him. She knew she would have to return to
captivity with Translucent; this was her only chance to visit with the one
who by appearances meant more to her than her father. Troubot knew that
Blue had not ex -- pected issue from a man in the body of a robot with an
alien creature, yet it had happened, and Blue had taken the child to his
heart at the outset. He had also used her as a tool against the Contrary
Citizens, but with her full consent. Nepe had told Troubot everything,
needing a confidant in her iso -- lation, and in the process he had become

more human than could otherwise have been the case.



"l do," Nepe said.

Merle glanced at the two men. "Do each of you accept her veracity
in this?"

Each man nodded.

Merle spoke to Nepe again. "Then | ask you, Nepe: do you see
your friend Troubot here?"

"Here?" Nepe asked, startled. "I thought we were going to go find
him!"

"We may be. Please answer the question.”

"But there's no one here but -- " Her eyes fell on the hens, and
went abruptly round. "Gosh! It is\" She jumped down and ran to the little
flock. She plumped down on the ground and opened her arms, trying to
hug all the hens at once. "How clever of you, Troubot! You even had me
fooled!"

"But how can you be sure?" Merle asked.

"He's my friend! I'd know him anywhere, if | looked."

Merle smiled.. "You must pardon those of us who lack your ability.
How can we be sure?"
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Nepe considered. "We have a secret code that only the two of us

know. Let me tell it to you, and he will respond to you only when you use it."



each, then folded them, smiling. "Each of you has written a number, and
the one modifies the other. | shall use the result, which neither of you
know."
She faced the hens. "Troubot, here is the code: three, fif -- teen,
one."

Troubot did not respond. The code was numeric, but she had the
wrong numbers.

"Troubot," she said again, "here is the code: nine, twenty -- nine,
ninety-nine."

Again he did not respond.

"Troubot, here is the code: four, four, four to the fourth power,
forever four."

That was it: Nepe's age when they had met, formed into a
cherished memory. Heningway clucked, and the others came together to
huddle. They formed their pattern in front of Merle, all beaks touching.

"We seem to have a response," Merie said. "Is it the right time?"

"l wrote the number six," Translucent said.

"l divided by two," Blue said.

"Indeed you did," Merle agreed. "And six divided by two is three; |
gave the code the third time. This test may have been crude, but seems
indicative. Are we satisfied?"



Translucent and Nepe left, and Citizen Blue took Trou -- bot with him. Merle
was left to recover her hens from the quarantine chamber.

It was good being legitimate again, the doubt gone. But now he had
a new responsibility: to represent Citizen Blue in a contest that was already
partly lost. If he lost the game, Blue was done for. Troubot had never
before played a Game, though he was familiar with its rules. He understood
that his opponent Tsetse had not played either, but still it seemed doubtful.
The matchup was too odd, for stakes too high.

Citizen Blue gave him access to the information net, and he spent
the night reviewing strategies of the grid, and check -- ing the course of
past games. He was as ready as he could be, considering that he had not
been designed for this en -- deavor.

Tsetse entered the chamber after Troubot had taken his place at
the console. He was a machine, but he had learned to catalogue living folk
according to their physical esthetics by human definition, and she was what
was best described as luscious. He had of course researched her stats,
and learned that she was of average intelligence and creativity and per --
sonality, and below average in motivation; only her outstand -- ing body
displaced her from the ordinary. He would do well to engage her in a
mental game, where he should have an advantage. But she would seek to

avoid this, being property coached. In fact, she might well seek to avoid all



To his relief, she too selected the simplest: PHYSICAL. It would be
just the two of them, with their own unaugmented abilities.

For the secondary grid he had the numbers. Again he chose
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the simplest: SEPARATE. That meant that they would do,
essentially, their own things, not being dependent on each other. A foot
race was separate, while a game of tag was interactive. Of course she
could get him in trouble by her choice of surface: if she chose a water
contest, he would have difficulty. He could modify his body to move in
water, but this might not be permitted. She, in contrast, had a body that
seemed designed by nature for swimming. However, he had found no
reference to swimming in her record, and hoped that she was of the type
who went to the water only for ap -- pearances.

She chose Variable Surface, again to his relief. He might have to
navigate a slope, but that was easier than dealing with water. He would try

to line up good options, and hope for the best on the tertiary grid.



He countered with Limestone CIiff in the lower right cor -- ner. He
could project points to grip the rock and climb well enough, while she
should have more trouble.

She put Glass Mountain in the upper right comer. That was mixed,
for him; the glass would be too hard for his points, but his wheels could get
traction when it was dry.

He put Tight Rope in the left column, down one. As a machine, he
could achieve almost perfect balance, and his wheels could remain firm on
the rope, while the woman might become highly unstable.

She put Greased Hills in the bottom left column. That was a
mistake on her part; he could handle grease by poking his points through to
the sand beneath.

He put Cross Country in the center of the third column, then
realized that he should have put it in the bottom center column, giving him
three good choices in the bottom row.

She filled in the last box with Dust Slide. He liked dust no better
than snow; that spoiled that row for him.

Now the grid was complete.
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TERTIARY GRID: 1A5F Physical Naked Separate, Variable

Surface



But she, for what reason he might never understand, had selected
the third column. The result was Glass Mountain:

one of her choices, but really not bad for him.

They adjourned to the mountain. As true mountains went, this was
small, but as inner-dome artifacts went, it was big. The mountain was
indeed formed of glass, or at least had a glass exterior. It was broad at the
base, and slanted up to a peak about ten meters high. It was ridged and
channeled, with many facets and some almost vertical cliffs which rep --
resented impassable barriers to naked -- i.e., bare-handed -- folk. Its
contours were changed for each game, so that there was no point in
memorizing its outline. It was normally so constructed that a person could
not simply pick a gentle slope and mount to the top; he had to ascertain,
usually by trial and error, which route was feasible, and do it before his
opponent did. The first one to the top was the winner.

This was "separate"; that meant that one player could not directly
interfere with the other, such as by shoving him off the mountain. But the
categories were seldom pristine; there was inevitably some interaction, as
when one player got to the best route before the other and so forced the
other either to follow behind or to choose another route. In this case there
was an added fillip: water bombs. These were little balloons filled with

water which, when burst against the glass, made it too slippery for



racing toward the top on different paths.

Troubot feared that his wheels would be more susceptible to
slipperiness than Tsetse's feet, because she could step over wet spots
while he could not. But he had greater capacity to hold water bombs. He
could fill his hopper with them, while she could carry only what she could
hold in her arms. Still, he did not know how agile she was, or what the best
route was. This was still anybody's game. The audience evidently thought
so; the monitor lights indicated a massive viewing, which could not be
accounted for solely by the importance of the contest.

Of course. Tsetse was a lovely young woman. That would account
for a significant enhancement of the number of view -- ers. She would be
bending over to scramble up tricky slants, and perhaps taking spread-
legged tumbles. That sort of thing was always big with the serfs. They
would be rooting for her, to win or tumble or both, but their reactions did not
matter, because they would not be audible here.

They started. Tsetse ran to the mountain and clambered nimbly
enough up the first channel that offered. Troubot went instead to the bomb
dispensary and carefully set a dozen into his hopper. This might raise his
center of gravity and make his climb more difficult, but the bombs should be

more of an asset than a liability.



landed just above her, and the water coursed down across her feet. Friction
diminished abruptly. She screamed as she lost her footing and slid down to
the base of the mountain, in exactly the fashion the audi -- ence had hoped
for.

Troubot did not wait to watch; he was not a living human male and
would have had no gratification from the sight. He had merely taken the
opportunity to test the efficacy of the
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water so that he could estimate the coefficient of friction be -- fore
and after. He believed she was on the wrong path, but wasn't sure, so this
would set her back while he tried an alternate route himself.

He found a facet that started steep, but curved to diminish the
angle above. He started up this one, his wheels barely holding at the base.
Yes, this seemed more promising; above the facet was a channel that
curved upward around the moun -- tain. He rolled up this.

Splat! A water bomb struck his body. It burst, and the water
cascaded down around his wheels. Traction was gone;

he slipped helplessly, and in a moment was at the bottom. The
mountain had a soft curtain or buffer at the base, to absorb the shock of
landings, so that players would not be hurt by their involuntary slides. But

he had lost his progress. Tsetse had retaliated.



She did not follow; evidently she was satisfied to return to her first
path and follow it farther up, while he tried his new one. He was certainly
ready for that, because he believed the odds were against either of the
others being the right one.

He found a new route, and moved up it. This was the best one yet;
it slanted slightly to the side, but took him two thirds of the way up toward
the peak. If it went all the way --

It did not, exactly. It abruptly became vertical, and he could not
ascend farther. Would he have to go all the way back down, while Tsetse
continued on up? No, he saw a gentle ledge to the right that sloped toward
her original route. He maneuvered very carefully, and managed to get fairly
on it. He rounded the curve of the mountain -- and there was Tsetse
coming up toward him.

He picked up a bomb from his hopper, but hesitated. If they met on
this path, there was evidently no future in it for
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either of them. What was the point in washing her off it? Better to
leave her here, where she could go nowhere.

But she seemed to have a similar notion. She clambered to the

side, and down the mountain. Her feet skidded, but it didn't matter; she was



could win. He tried, but the mountain was implacable: he could not

get to the other path. He could only see her head come into sight
as she reached the point he had before she bombed him.

She seemed on the way to victory.

But he didn't have to be at ground level to stop her! He threw his
bomb in a high arc over the curve of the mountain. It came down neatly on
her head. "Oh!" she sputtered, but she did not lose her footing. His aim had
been good, but she had moved, so that the bomb had hit her instead of the
path

before her.

He lofted another. This time she lifted her hand and caught

it. It broke, but did not dislodge her. The water needed to strike her
feet, or the path upslope, to be effective; her head

or hand dissipated its effect too much.

If he threw another, she might manage to catch it unbro -- ken, and
hurl it back at him. He decided to wait for her to resume her climb, so that
he could score on the path while her hands were occupied in climbing. But
she waited, watch -- ing him. She might not be the smartest of women, but
she was canny enough for this! It was a standoff.

But as he waited, another thought came to him. The first path had

not gone anywhere, and neither had the third. It seemed likely that none of



He retraced his route. This time he saw it: another slight ledge
piking up on the other side of the vertical path. It looked as if it did not go
anywhere -- but that could be deceptive.

He moved slowly and carefully, and managed to cross to that other
ledge. Then he heard something: there was Tsetse, well up toward the
peak, on the other side; all he saw was her right shoulder. Her path did go
all the way up, and he had wasted time trying for this other one.

But he still had a chance. He brought out another water bomb. He
threw it up, not at Tsetse, but at the peak of the mountain itself. The bomb
came down on the point and broke; its water flowed down mostly on
Tsetse's side.

She made an exclamation of horror; then she slid down. But the
slope immediately below her was not steep, and the amount of water had
been slight; she managed to recover after only a meter or two.

Meanwhile, Troubot found that his new path did move on up. It was
a better path than it seemed from below; the cur -- vature of the mountain
tended to conceal it. He followed it up, and soon realized that it, too,
reached the top.

Tsetse was climbing again. Troubot threw another bomb, and
rendered her path slippery again. She had to wait for it to clear before

proceeding, and meanwhile he continued his ascent. She apparently had



The two bombs met in air, and exploded. But his had been thrown
later and harder, and its force carried the spray of water away from the
path. Some water fell, but not enough to dislodge him. He paused to be
sure the path was not too wet, then proceeded on up.

Tsetse, peering around the slope, saw this, and scrambled toward
the peak herself. Troubot lobbed another bomb at her, and washed her

back down to the lesser slope again. Before
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she could recover, he made it the rest of the way and clapped his
metal arm on the top of the peak.

A gong sounded. He had won!

Tsetse, below, looked so forlorn that he knew he would have felt
terrible remorse, had he been a living man of her species. But as it was,
what he felt was more like joy.

13

Clip

It was a long trek to the Ogre Demesnes, but Clip was glad for it,

because it gave him time to think. He had to represent the Adept Stile



but that be illusion. In single fair combat it be cither's win."

"Aye," Neysa agreed. She had had experience with many kinds of
creatures, and had long since lost the bravado of youth.

"But can a 'corn not run an ogre through belly or heart with hom,
and be done with it?" Fleta asked.

Clip looked at her. In human form, as in her natural one, she was
much like her mother. Each had the same black hide, and the socks on the
hind feet: Neysa's white, Fleti's golden, in contrast to his own blue hide and

red socks. In
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this human form that meant black hair and black clothing, and white
or yellow socks. Neysa was old and Fleta young, but that seemed to be
most of the difference between them. He was so glad they had reconciled
at last!

"A 'corn can run an ogre through, aye," he said. "But an ogre can
smash a 'corn dead with one blow o' his hamfist."

"But ogres change form not," she persisted. "A 'corn could assume

an aerial form and fly in close -- "



normally ranged the fields, running and grazing; they seldom encountered
ogres, who were more attuned to the jungle, and to canyons, where there
was plenty to bash. In addition, she had been much occupied in recent
years with her romance with the rovot, and the raising of their foal, and the
loss of that foal. How would she know about ogres?

"How relate they to music?" Neysa asked.

"That be uncertain. | was traveling alone once, and was playing my
hom, and came upon an ogre who seemed to be sleeping. | paused, wary
o' him, and then he woke and growled. | was tired, and sought not a fight,
so pretended to see him not. | resumed my playing and trotted on, and he
just stood there listening. After, | marveled, and thought mayhap he had
liked my playing; the Adept Stile has termed my hom a mellow saxophone.
But | be not sure; mayhap the ogre was tired too."

"This accords with what | have noted," Neysa said. "Me -- thinks
the ogres like music, or at least be intrigued by it."

Clip was interested. "Thinkst thou that many would pause for a
serenade?" "Mayhap."

"We could do a rare show," Clip said, working it out. "Dancing in
step, to our music, keeping a strong beat. An it distracted them, it be a fan

way to fight."



we run great risk."

"l will go ahead and play for one!" Fleta said eagerly. She changed
form, and pranced as she played her pan-pipe horn, two melodies in
counterpoint.

Clip paused. It had been years since he had heard her play. He
had forgotten her unusual talent: one hom, two tunes! It was a very pretty
effect. She might have done well in the Unilympics, had she not been
barred because of her misce -- genation with the rovot.

Then he returned to the serious business at hoof. "Not thou, niece.
Thou be too inexperienced to risk thyself thus. | will do it."

"But we seek to know the effect o' a chorus," she pro -- tested,
returning to girlform. "At least let me go with thee, so we can play together.
That be a fairer test."

How neatly she had diverted his decision! She had not op -- posed
it, merely modified it. He could not have tolerated the former, for as Herd
Stallion he had a position to maintain, but could accept the latter. "Aye,
then. But stray thou not far from me, an we hit ogre country.”

"Nary a hoofprint!" she promised.

"Cover for us," he told Neysa, who nodded. If anything occurred

that required his attention, she would handle it with -- out revealing his



looked just like Bane, and she had always been Bane's friend, and more
than a friend. Animals were not supposed to have sexual encounters with

human
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beings, but there was always a certain amount of experimen --
tation that occurred, particularly among the young.

He himself, in his youth, had encountered a human village girl who
had required cheering; she had shied away from him at first, until he
showed her that he was a unicorn. His prob -- lem had been that he was a
stallion cast out of the Herd, a "lesser male" who was denied sex with
mares of the Herd until such time as he became strong enough and bold
enough to challenge a Herd Stallion for dominance. Her problem had been
that she loved a village lad who did not love her; she had not wished to be
unfaithful to him, test he change his mind and return to her. But she did not
regard a relationship with a unicom to be significant in that manner. In
addition, she was inexperienced, and wished to gain a better notion what it
was all about, so that she could acquit herself well if the opportunity arose.

So there had been an affair, and they had learned much together. Unicom



had liked her. So now he respected his niece for having the courage to do
openly what was normally done secretly, and to fight for her right to her
relationship despite the condemnation of her dam and most others.

Neysa, of course, had been far more straight-maned about it. It was
not the fact of interspecies action that bothered her, for she herself had had
an affair with the Adept Stile before he married the Lady Blue. It had been
the openness of it, and the insistence that it be legitimized. Fleta had
wanted to marry the rovot: a deed virtually unknown among unicorns, and
certainly not appropriate miscegenously. That was the difference between
Clip and his sister: she was more conser -- vative, and held more closely to
the old values, flawed as they might be. It was understood that a stallion
would take whatever sexual experience he could get, but that a mare would
indulge outside of heat only for extraordinary reason,
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and then would be discreet. Indeed Neysa had been discreet;

among unicorns, only he, her brother, knew for certain how close
she had been to Stile.

Fleta, with Stile's son, had been discreet. But then with the rovot
she had been blatant, and that was the essence of her crime. Yet later she
had proven that it could be done: that offspring was possible. That had

been a shock to all ofPhaze, and values were still quivering. Now with



helped Stile's cause, but she had also wanted him with her. Such inner
conflict was not kind to individuals, even tough unicorns.

They ran into the sunset, eyes on the ground, making what time
they could while light remained. Unicorns could see well enough at night,
but this was unfamiliar terrain, and when the darkness closed they would
have to slow to a safe walk.

Fleta began to play a little duet on her horn, from the sheer
exuberance of the sensation of freedom lent by the hour. Her hooves
carried the beat. Oh, yes, it was nice music, her pan -- pipes! Each note
was simple, but the combination was spe -- cial. When she played the two
very similar notes there was a beat, not of the hooves but of the merging
themes. Surely the rovot had been entranced by this, as by her other
virtues.

They slowed, proceeding onward toward the west, finding the open
regions by sight and sound and smell. The air grad -- ually cooled, and the
stars came out. It was surprisingly nice. Clip remembered his travels with
Belle, the most beautiful of mares, with the iridescent mane and the sound
of ringing bells. She had become his first true love, and remained so as he
mastered his Herd. Of course now he had many mares to service, and she

was busy with her fourth foal, but the bond between them had never been



So it went, that night, a pleasure of reminiscences, as they
approached the Ogre Demesnes. By dawn they were there -- and by the
smell, nearing an ogre family. They centered on it, tracking the odor, until
they came upon it: a ponderous male, a horrendously ugly female, and a
homely cub. The male was bashing a dead tree apart, while the female and
cub were shaking out the big fragments and catching the vermin in them:
roaches, mice, toads and snakes. A fine ogre meal

was in the making.

But all three paused the moment the two unicorns came into sight.
It took several seconds for the male to come to a conclusion, but it was the
expected one. He roared, and lum -- bered toward this new prey.

Actually, two fit unicorns should have been a match for two grown
ogres. But that was not Clip's purpose in coming here. ', He stood his
ground and played his hom. The mellowness of | it spread out almost
visibly, touching the ogres. Would they

listen?

They paused, cocking their gross ears. Their expressions ! shifted
slowly from rage in the male and surprise in the fe- i male and curiosity in
the cub to universal perplexity. Beauty of any nature was foreign to ogres;
they did not know what to do with it. Perhaps somewhere in their dim

ancestry there had been a trace of it, and a suggestion of that awareness



wonder. This time the male did not shake it off; two ;

musicians overwhelmed his single mind. It seemed that the tableau
would remain as long as the music continued.

Clip decided to test this further. Still playing, he advanced on the
male, ready to move quickly if the ogre snapped out of it. Fleta followed,
maintaining her harmony.

Clip came right up to the male, and the male did not move.
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Slack-jawed, the ogre listened, immobile. This was better than
anticipated!

Finally Clip essayed the ultimate: he actually nudged the male ogre
with the tip of his hom. The creature did not react.

That sufficed. Music was the key to the control of ogres! If just two
players were enough to entrance an ogre family, think what an entire Herd
Orchestra could do!

Clip signaled Fleta with a twitch of his hom. They re -- treated,
never breaking off their duet. Then, at a safe dis -- tance, they ended the
music.

The ogres shook their heads as if coming out of a trance. The male

blinked, spied the unicorns, and opened his mouth to roar.



Clip's head, resting. Three hours later, they ex -- changed: she resumed
'‘corn form while he became a hawk and rode her head. Thus they were
able to take turns resting and sleeping, without losing time.

In the afternoon they encountered the Herd. Neysa had kept it
moving forward at a leisurely pace, so that any watching Adepts would not
notice anything odd. There was even a small bird riding her head, that
might be taken for a hum -- mingbird from a distance, while a hawk rode
another uni -- corn. Thus even the absence of the two was tacitly
accounted for.

They changed to human form and walked while they told Neysa
what had happened. They had a tool to use against the ogres!

Clip went out to meet the chief ogre at the start of the siege. "May
the best team win," Clip said, assuming man -- form.

"Arrrgh!" the ogre roared, taking a swipe at him.
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The formal amenities accomplished, they retreated to their groups.
The siege was on.



the ogres into stasis, so that they would not defend their flag. With sufficient
luck, the siege would be won almost as it began.

His contingent trotted out, in step. From the distance ahead there
was a horrendous roar as the ogre attack force com -- menced its charge.

The two groups came into sight of each other. The ogres hurled a
barrage of rocks. The unicorns stepped aside, with -- out breaking step,
each one dodging the stone that came for him. The aim of the rocks was
good, but the range was such that there was plenty of time to see them
coming. They thud -- ded into the ground all around the unicorns, hitting
none. Then the formation closed up again. The beat had never fal -- tered.
The ogres hardly cared; they preferred smashing things with their hamfists
anyway.

As ogres and unicorns closed, Clip sounded the signal. There was
a pause of four hoofbeats. Then the music started:

Clip's sax, joined by the other "brass" sounds: trombone, trumpet,
bugle, French horn and tuba. The "wood" sounds:

piccolo, violin, cello, lute, guitar and harp. The "percus -- sions":
cymbals, bells, xylophone, chimes and assorted drums. A few stray types,
such as organ, music-box and pi -- ano. All of these terms were necessarily
crude, because the human tongue lacked proper descriptions, just as the

human instruments lacked proper quality of tone. The unicorn vari -- ety



their intricate melody. They guided around the standing ogres and went on
toward the red flag, unchallenged.

Then Neysa changed to her firefly form and flew up and ahead,
going straight for the high tree from which the flag fluttered. Clip had
decided not to risk a larger flying form, lest it distract the ogres from the
music. Indeed, once Neysa was safely aloft, her tiny body lost to view in the
distance, he brought the party to a halt. They marched in place, sere --
nading the ogres. The idea was to hold the ogres' attention until the flag
was safely away.

Neysa reached the flag. It was of course too heavy for her to carry
in that form. She lighted on the trunk of the tree below it and changed to
human form. Then, clinging with one hand, she reached up with the other
to grasp the flag.

It didn't come. Clip, watching while he stepped and played, realized
what the problem was: an ogre had tied it in place, and the knot was too
tight for a womanform to free one -- handed. She would have to break off
the top of the tree to get it loose.

She tried, but the trunk was too strong. That was under --
standable; not far below, it was supporting her human weight. She would

just have to keep working at the knot; eventually it should come loose.



The ogres recovered. Their leader roared. Then all of them were
roaring, following his example -- and the unicorns were drowned out.

Disaster! The ogres, finding the unicorns behind them, wheeled
and charged, roaring continuously. The music was no longer effective,
because it could not be heard. The un -- icorns had to get away -- and they
were almost surrounded.

Fortunately Clip had drilled them on a fallback procedure. They

formed a compact group, their rears together, their homs
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pointing outward. The ogres could not readily attack this group
without getting homed.

Meanwhile the members of the Herd who were farther back saw
the problem. They assumed their manforms and brought out their bows.
Soon arrows were annoying the ogres from

behind them.

These ogres turned and charged the manforms. They picked their
dropped rocks and hurled them, forcing the 'corns to take cover behind

trees. Then, realizing that there was a flag to fetch, the ogres tramped



and away. The others did the same; he had had the caution to include in
this group only those who had flying forms. The ogres oriented and threw
rocks, but the change was so quick that they were too late; few if any
escaping 'corns were caught.

Now they were in for it. The ogres, freed of distraction, were forging
toward the blue flag. Fleta had imaginatively set some traps, just in case;
when the ogres tramped straight forward, they blundered into a giant pitfall.
They promptly proceeded to bash their way out of it, but this brought down
a great deal of dirt, halfway burying them, and served to slow them down.
Thereafter the ogres made long poles and poked them at the ground
ahead, feeling out a safe path. This also slowed them, but not enough.

Manform 'corns hid behind trees and emerged only to throw spears
at the advancing horde. The ogres hurled rocks back, but took losses.
Thereafter they kept their hairy arms cocked, ready to throw a rock at any
living thing that showed, and the 'corns had to desist. The ogres advanced.

What were they to do? Clip's best play had failed, and it was clear
that the ogres would in time reach the flag and take it down. Was there no
stopping them?

It occurred to him, in this hour of desolation, that there had been
something funny about that dragon roar that had
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"An thou hast a way, mare, try it!" he agreed.

"But methinks | will need thy help. | will lead an ogre, and thou must
dispatch it only when | say. Canst do that?"

Just like that: dispatch an ogre! But if the monster were distracted,
it was possible. "Aye."

"Remember, only when | say, else all be lost. This be one odd
ploy."

Clip became cautious. "Must needs | know more o' this."

"I mean to lead it to our flag -- "

"That be no problem! They be going there anyway!"

"Ahead o' the others," she continued. "And let it take the flag -- "

"What?"

"Shortly before thou dost dispatch it."

Oh. Now that he thought about it, he realized that this would make
it easier to eliminate the ogre, because it would be thinking only of the flag.
Still, it was chancy. "Better to dispatch it before it gets the flag," he said.

"Nay, Uncle! It must be after! Only after, when | tell thee!"

Why did she want it this way? He decided to do it her way. It
wouldn't hurt, as long as he did stop the ogre. But he did not see how this

would stop the overall thrust of the remain -- ing ogres. There would not be
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Irony was of course lost on the creature. It took her words literally --
and was furious, because no ogre could afford to be considered pretty. It
roared and stepped toward her, but hesitated, because of the fear for
pitfalls and ambushes. Its beady eyes searched the forest, and it hefted a
giant stone

menacingly. "Slow, too!" Fleta taunted. "Why, | could outrun thee in

this form!"

That was another potent insult, for she was a mere slip of a
creature compared to him. The ogre watched for ambushes, but was just
barely smart enough to realize that if he pursued her along the exact route
she took, there would be no pitfalls she did not fall into first. He took off
after her.

Pleta ran, and now Clip saw reason for her name: she was buxom
and pretty (for those who might like the human type), but also fleet of foot.
Her black hair-mane flung out behind as she moved, and her buttocks
twinkled in a manner that made the ogre's mouth water. Ogres loved to eat

humanform flesh, and giriform flesh was acknowledged to be the tastiest.



"See, there's our flag, and you can't get it because then you'd lose me!"
Fleta called. "What a fool thou dost

be!"

The ogre grinned, pleased at the compliment. But her words did
serve to remind him of his original mission. Quickly he hauled himself
hamfist over hamfist up the tree, until he grabbed the flag, then slid down.
Fleta, in supposed aston -- ishment, had not moved. "Thou didst take our
flag," she exclaimed. "Be | not tasty enough?"

The ogre stuffed the flag in his ear for safekeeping and lurched
after her. Fleta screamed as if in horror and ran again. She led the ogre to
the side, some distance from the original flag site, then dived under a giant
spruce tree. "l be safe

here!" she cried. But one of her dainty feet poked out. She had not
gotten

UNICORN POINT 1249

completely out of sight! The ogre grabbed -- just as the foot was
pulled out of the way. The ogre grabbed again, plunging under the tree,
until it too was lost in the maze of branches.

"Now. Uncle!" Fleta called.

Clip, hovering nervously near, was more than ready. He flitted to

the ground, converting to his natural form and land -- ing squarely on four



jerked back, and the ogre reached for him with both arms, catching at his
head. Unable to get away. Clip launched forward, his horn driving up the
ogre's flaring nose.

This time the stroke was true: the tip of the hom punctured the
creature's small brain. The ogre made a gasp of irritation, and collapsed.

Clip backed out of the foliage, assuming manform. The ogre was
entirely out of sight; only the broken branches and skuff-marks on the
ground showed where he had gone. "Cover the traces so he can't be
found," Fleta said. She drew from her pocket a bright blue flag.

Clip was appalled. "Thou hast our flag? We dare not touch it, lest
we be disqualified!"

"Nay, this be not our flag," she said brightly. "See, it be brighter,
and not quite the right shape; it were the best we could do on the spur."

"But -- "

"I shall just put this fake flag up where ours was," she explained.

"But all they have to do is take the real one, which they can readily
do--"

"An they see it, aye," she agreed. "Thou must make sure they do

not." She ran back toward the original flag location.



when the authorities checked it. Then they would return to make a thorough
search, and find the real one.

Unless --

Suddenly the full nature of Fleta's ploy came clear to him! Beautiful!
He changed to hawkform and flew back toward the other end of the arena,
where the red flag still flew.

He encountered other unicorns, in their several forms, ha -- rassing
the advancing ogres. He stopped a moment with each, quickly explaining
what was to occur, and how each should react. He found distressingly few;
the ogres had been striking back with increasing effectiveness, and taken a
heavy toll of the defenders.

He reached the vicinity of the red flag. A number of ogres were
clustered at the base of its tree, ready to defend it against any enemy
intrusion. At this stage, no such intrusion was likely; the ranks of the
unicorns had been too drastically de -- pleted. It was obvious that the ogres
were going to win the siege.

But Clip went from 'corn to 'corn, explaining. Some were
incredulous, but it was the only hope remaining, and they agreed to do
what he asked. He knew that Fleta was doing the same, back near the blue

flag.



nerism. How could he stop the ogres now?

All around were unicorns, looking similarly dejected. Some few tried
to balk the ogres, but these were quickly dispatched. It was obviously a lost
cause.
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The ogre with the blue flag charged up to the tree and climbed it.
When he got high up on it, the thing bent and swayed, but he got far
enough to reach the red flag. He jammed the two together. A unicorn with a
percussion horn made a loud sound very like a gong. Two sides could play
the game of special noises! There was a roaring cheer from the other
ogres.

Clip assumed stallion form and blew a sad note. The other unicorns
walked slowly toward him. None looked happy.

The ogres, gruffly cheerful, punched each other roughly on the
shoulders and tramped away. They would have a mon -- strous celebration
tonight! The unicorns watched them go without comment.

When the last ogre had departed. Clip assumed hawkform and flew
up to the set of flags. Several sharp pecks with his beak loosened the red
one. He hauled it clear, and flew with it toward the region of the other flag.
The other unicorns followed, making no exclamations, watching for any

ogres who might be lagging behind. The ogres had been too stupid to



The two flags touched. There was the sound of a gong. The
casualties came back to life, unicorn and ogre alike. This time the siege
really was over, and the unicorns were the victor.

"That be our point!" Neysa exclaimed. "Unicorn point!"

Indeed it was. They had done it for Stile.

14

Agape

"l hate this!" she protested.

"There be no other way," Bane reminded her. "For the first game,
each side chose its own champion. For the sec -- ond, each chose the
champion o' the other. For this third, each had to compromise. We vetoed
their first and second choices, so they vetoed ours; thus thou must bear our
stan -- dard."

"But against Citizen Tan!" Agape said. "He hates me!"

"Aye, and with reason," he said, smiling. "Was thy body the mare
used to tweak his hardware. But this be a game;

thou hast merely to play the grid properly, and he can do naught
'gainst thee."

"Oh, Bane, | am afraid!"



melt!"

"Later, after thou has won the game," he said, smiling. But she was
not reassured. She felt singulariy inadequate to the occasion. How could
she, an alien creature, hope to pre -- vail against a hard-driving malignant
Citizen? She wished most ardently that she had never had to return from
Moeba, once she had escaped Proton. But that would have meant
continued separation from Bane, and from Nepe, and that, too, was
intolerable.

All too soon it was time. In the morning she approached the
designated console. Citizen Tan was already there, staring at her fixedly.
She knew that he did not choose to distinguish between herself and Fleta,
and well remembered his pain of the body and pride, years ago, and he
had never forgiven those injuries. He was a man bent on vengeance.

"So me amoeba slides in," he said, unsmiling.

She did not answer. She took her place at the console and tried not
to shrink too visibly from his gaze.

The screen lighted. She almost dissolved with relief: she had the
numbers!

She moved her hand carefully, so as to make no foolish error. She
touched one finger to 2. MENTAL. There, she had done it! There could be



Then she suffered a wash of apprehension: surely he was up to
something malignant! Somehow he hoped to get at her physically through
those animals. Yet how could he, in the mental category?

Alas, that became all too quickly evident. The definition of "animal”
included not only the conventional dogs, cats, horses and such, but also
androids of all types, and also the human animal. Thus she found herself
playing the primary grid again, this time for the nature of the animal
encounter.
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Bemused, she made what she feared were bad choices, and found
herself in the very category she most wanted to avoid:

NAKED PHYSICAL, HUMAN ANIMAL. This was a trap of MENTAL
that she had somehow overlooked: it reopened everything else. She played
the tertiary grid in a blur, certain that disaster was upon her.

Abruptly it ended: they were in Flat Surface Interactive, Human
Animal-Assisted, Naked Physical-.Surrogate Sex.

"Do each of you understand the nature of the selected game?" the
voice of the Game Computer inquired.

"Naturally," Tan snapped.

"N-no," Agape confessed. She only knew it was trouble. How could

she have let the Citizen stampede her into this?



"And be adjudged the winner of the fall," the machine continued
blithely. "If the initiator fails in that period, the receiver wins the fall. Then
the receiver will become the in -- itiator and will seduce the new receiver,
with the fall similarly determined. For the final period the roles will reverse
again. The strictures against force will be relaxed in the final period, so as
to ensure a decision. If the initiator does not succeed, the victory will go to
the receiver, as the winner of two of three falls."

"What am | to do?" Agape cried in despair.

Citizen Tan said something impolite and very much to the point.
He, of course, was enjoying this. He had succeeded after all in bringing her
to a sexual encounter, and he in -- tended to have his measure of flesh.

"The setting will be the Commons," the Game Computer said.
"Neither actor will be allowed to leave it until the game is concluded, on
pain of default. Interference by others will not be tolerated. You will now
select your actors, who will
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be routed to the Commons without being advised of their roles."

"But do you mean real people?" Agape cried. "How can we -- "

"A further explanation,"” the machine said patiently. "The actors will
be selected from a pool formed by volunteers that is maintained at a

constant level. Each volunteer has been examined and approved, then



card, and touch SELECT when the card is the one you choose." A pattern
of pictures and very fine text ap -- peared on the screen.

Agape nerved herself to glance at Citizen Tan. He was looking at
his own screen. It was evident that he was having absolutely no trouble
with this. He had probably played this game before. But how could she try
to seduce him, or his agent -- his actor? Even with her actress? What
would Bane think?

She knew the answer to the last question. Bane wanted her to win
this game and the tourney, so that Citizen Blue would prevail. Bane loved
her, but he was a realist. He would tell her to do what she had to do.

But could she? The very notion of seeking a sexual en -- counter
with another man, even via a surrogate, appalled her. All she knew of this
subject she had learned with Bane. Granted the necessity, still she doubted
she could do it.

Then she thought of Nepe, captive of the Citizens. Her child. A
victory here would bring her back. Now Agape knew that she would do it.

She touched a picture. Immediately it expanded to fill the screen. It
showed a beautiful young woman with an expansive halo of black hair,
dramatically erect and full breasts, and a confident expression. The text
said: NAME: Milda. SEX:
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basis, the woman should be nattered.

She touched the picture again, and it condensed back to its prior
place, surrounded by others. Agape touched a new one.

This showed a relatively homely woman. There was noth -- ing
wrong with her appearance; she just was not anything a man would choose
to pursue. This one might therefore di -- minish the male actor's ardor.

Agape realized immediately that her notion was flawed. Suppose a
handsome man pursued and flattered such a woman? Unaccustomed to
such attention, she might welcome it, and do whatever the man asked in an
effort to please him. Agape, as the player, could tell her no, but that might
not carry much weight, being contrary to her natural inclinations. She
touched the picture again, and it diminished.

The third picture seemed about right: a pretty but slightly older
woman with brown hair and brown eyes. She would surely be quite fetching
when she smiled, and less attractive otherwise. The legend said: NAME:
Deerie. SEX: Female. AGE: 30 Earth Years. EMPLOYER: Citizen Tosme.
AS -- SIGNMENT: Foot Massager. INTELLIGENCE: 1.15. CRE -- ATIVITY:
.95 STABILITY: 1.21.

Agape nodded. This looked very good. Deerie was old enough to
know her mind, especially with a stability quotient twenty-one per cent

above the norm. She had a simple menial job which might be a cover for



retire quite comfortably elsewhere; the system made it worth their
while to undergo this servitude.

But how would this one be if she had to seduce a strange man?
Here that lower creativity score should help: she would accept Agape's
bright notions as her own, not thinking to question them or to develop other
options. Would her age count against her in this respect? Perhaps not, for
she pos -- sessed quite comely features and was well proportioned
throughout. Probably she exercised, because she looked physically fit. That
could help if it came to violence -- as, unfortunately, it could.

Agape touched SELECT. She would take Deerie as her actress.
Citizen Tan, naturally, had long since chosen.

"Go to the two privacy booths indicated," the Game Com -- puter
said. A line appeared on the floor, leading away.

She followed her line, glad that it did not go in the same direction
as Citizen Tan's line. At least she would be away from him physically.

The line led to a glassed-in booth. She entered and closed the
door. There was a comfortable chair. That was all.

She sat in the chair. Immediately the wall before it became a
picture: the Commons, the region of relaxation for serfs when they were not
working for their Citizens. It had many couches and beds, food machines,

pools, and screens on which recorded entertainments could be evoked. It



"Your opponent has the onus," the Game Computer said. "He has
therefore been advised of the identity of your ac -- tress. Speak cautiously;
from this moment all that you say will be conveyed to your actress as
soundless thought."

"But -- " Agape started.

The picture on the wall jumped, as if someone had reacted. Agape

realized that her word had been relayed, and that
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Deerie had heard in her mind But -- ! Naturally she had jumped;
she didn't understand why such a thought had come into her head.

She kept quiet and watched, and after a moment Deerie resumed
her motion. Agape realized that the wall-picture she saw was what the
actress saw; it moved as her vision did. How this effect was achieved
Agape wasn't certain; she had never played this particular game before and
never explored this effect. Perhaps cameras on the woman relayed their
pic -- tures, and the Game Computer assembled these into a holo --

graphic image that duplicated what the woman should be seeing. For it was



The image turned, as the actress responded. She faced back and
approached the mirror again.

Agape had spoken involuntarily, but realized that the woman had
taken it as her own thought. It was amazing how well this worked! But it
would be better to provide a ration -- ale, so that Deerie would not get
suspicious.

"I haven't really looked at myself in some time," Agape said. "I
would like to reassure myself that | still look respect -- able.”

The woman stood before the mirror. She straightened her back and
inhaled. Now her breasts lifted, becoming erect and prominent, and her
belly flattened. Yes, she had a good fig -- ure; the years had not yet eroded
it. "Yes, that's nice," Agape said. "l should maintain a better posture, so as
to show my -- self off to advantage; there is no point in slouching and hav --
ing others think | am getting old."

Agape's eye was caught by a brightening light to the side. She
looked, and realized that the border around the wall -- picture contained a
series of panels that glowed gently. The brightening one had letters formed
by shading: PRIDE. Deerie was experiencing the emotion of pride! That

was how



Because serfs had no clothes, they had no pockets; unless a woman
wanted to carry a purse, which was a nuisance on Proton, she had few
ways to keep articles with her. Thus the double-duty comb was common.

Deerie formed her hair into gentle inward curls about her shoulders,
so that the outline of her face was softened. "Yes, | look better," Agape
said. She was becoming comfortable with this mode of communication, and
was developing a cer -- tain rapport with her actress.

The woman set the comb back into the top of her hair, where it
resembled part of a tiara, another nice effect. She walked on through the
Commons, evidently going to some particular entertainment.

She came to a bank of food machines and punched for a cup of
water. Agape was surprised. Water, when anything at all was available?
What kind of relaxation was this?

But then Deerie moved on to an exercise region, and it made
sense. She did not want to be burdened with digestion when working out,
but water was all right.

Deerie got on the track that circled the region, and began jogging.
Slowly she picked up speed, until her breath was heaving. A new panel
glowed: EXHILARATION. No won -- der she was healthy: her idea of

entertainment was to run hard!



mine?"

Suddenly Agape remembered what they were here for. Cit --
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izen Tan had taken a male body, and was out to seduce Deerie!
She had to stop this before it got going!

"l don't trust this man!" Agape said. "l don't know him, and | fear his
intentions."

But for the first time she encountered resistance. Deerie, as it
turned out, was interested in men, and this was the kind she liked. She had
no illusions about their interest, but since she wasn't seeking anything
permanent, that didn't bother her. She trusted her judgment, not the man,
and she deemed this one as a fit companion for an hour's fun. At least, so
Agape interpreted the woman's reactions.

"l think he's a sadist," Agape said desperately. "He wants to get me
alone and hurt me, and make me cry, and then he will laugh and call me a
foolish old maid."

That thought had better effect. "Some other time," Deerie said, and

slowed and stepped off the track.



"I know," Deerie agreed. "I've seen you play. But you're only
twenty-one; when you get to be my age, you'll exercise or sag. Better to
start early and stay in shape."

Agape was relieved. These two knew each other, and were
friendly, so Handy might serve as a buffer between Deerie and Tan's actor.
She should keep them together until the dan -- ger passed. "I never
realized what good company Handy is," she said for Deerie's benefit.

Handy laughed in response to Deerie's remark, for an in -- stant
startling Agape, because it was almost as if he had heard her words. "You
may have a point! | would never have taken you for twenty-five!"

"For what?" Deerie asked, startled in her turn.

"l really thought you were my age, but someone said you were
older. Maybe they were teasing me."

"I'm thirty."
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He laughed again. "I'm not that gullible! Come on, how old really?
Twenty-four?"

Deerie studied him. He was young, but a fine figure of a man.
"Thirty, really," she said, flattered.

"l don't believe it. But I'm always ready to play a game. Will you bet

on it?"



"And if | am thirty, what do | get?"

Handy spread his hands. "I have little to offer. Would you settle for
instruction in gamesmanship?"

"No. | have no interest in the Game."

"Then you must name something else. | being a young man with
only one thing on my mind, can't think of anything else."

The panels were glowing more brightly. The actress was really
flattered by the attention of this young man.

"Exercise!" Deerie exclaimed. "You will run with me ten loops
around the track!"

"I'd collapse in two," he said. "You look great running;

| was watching you. From in front your breasts jog almost
independently of your body, and from behind -- "

"Take it or leave it!" she cut in, laughing.

He looked woebegone. "Oh, I'll take it! But | have to win, because |
won't look a fraction as good as you on that track, especially after |
collapse."

They went to an information screen. "My name is Deerie," the
actress said. "l work for Citizen Tosme. How old am |, in standard Earth
years?"

The screen flickered. Then the number 30 appeared.
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YES.

He sighed. "Well, I'm hung for it." He looked at her again. "Damn,
you sure don't look it! Are you sure | can't talk you into my kind of exercise
instead?"

Deerie, highly flattered and intrigued, was tempted. "Well -- "

"Oh, thank you, you lovely creature!" he exclaimed. He was
obviously sincere; he was getting an erection.

Suddenly Agape suffered a shock of suspicion. The first man had
desisted immediately, while this one was intent on seduction. His every
word was calculated flattery! Was this Tan's actor?

She couldn't gamble that he was not. She realized that the fact that
Deerie knew him meant nothing; Tan could have chosen him partly for that
reason. And Agape had almost been deceived -- if that was the case.

"Too fast!" she said. "l really don't know him that well. I'd better hold
him off a while, just to be sure." Because Agape realized that a direct
negation might not take, at this point; Deerie's panels were glowing, and
among them LUST was gaining brightness. With a man, that one would be
the first to glow, while with a woman it might be the last, but it could be very

strong in its time, as Agape herself knew. She was not human, but she had



probably thinks I'm ancient, but he'd rather put up with me than wear
himself out on the track."

That got through. The actress was highly conscious of the age
differential, which didn't matter for incidental contacts but loomed larger in
sexual matters. She did not wish to be foolish. "Hold on there," she said. "I
didn't say | would. You lost the bet, remember! | don't think | should let you
off so easy."

Handy's erection was now at full mast. "Oh, Deerie, don't
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tease me like this! You can see I'm not lying. | really do want you!"
He glanced down at himself, as if confirming it.

"Every man wants every woman!" Agape retorted. In -- deed, she
knew that Citizen Tan wanted her, though that was more for the purpose of
humiliating her than from actual desire.

"Every man does," Deerie said, speaking the thought. "That is, a
man doesn't have to like or respect a woman, he just wants sex wherever
he can find it."

Well said! Agape was getting along well with Deerie, or maybe it
was the other way around.

"But | tike and respect you!" Handy protested.



half!"

"Like to see you try!" a muffled man's voice came from somewhere.
It seemed that the neighboring serfs were catch -- ing on to the sport.

"l had better get out of here before it gets embarrassing," Agape
said.

At this point, Deerie was glad to agree. She had been nat -- tered
and intrigued by Handy's advance, and not at all dis -- mayed by his
erection, but she did not want to be a laughingstock. She made a quiet
retreat, while Handy was occupied with the other woman.

Agape was relieved. She had survived the first advance. Now she
just had to stay clear for the remainder of the period, and this fall would be
hers. She couldn't leave the Commons, but she could get involved in
something else, so that Handy would have trouble approaching her.

"Let's see, what do | usually do after | exercise?" she asked.

"l go to the pool and exercise some more," Deerie an -- swered

herself.
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seduction. Agape had won the first fall!

But now it was the second period, and the onus was on her. The
Game Computer confirmed that Handy was the one she had to seek. Her
actress had to seduce Tan's actor, or lose the fall. This was the part she
hated most.

But she had to do it. She nerved herself, then began work -- ing on
Deerie, who was sunning herself on the tanning beach. ' 'l guess | wasn't
too nice to him. Maybe | should give him his settlement after all.”

Deerie, as it turned out, was amenable. She had been turned off
the liaison because of the developing embarrass -- ment, not because she
disliked the notion. She got 'up and went in search of Handy.

He was glumly having a drink. Intoxicants were forbidden to serfs,
but the convention remained: a person was allowed to decrease inhibitions
after imbibing.

She sat down beside him. "Handy, I'm sorry," she said. "l shouldn't
have made it awkward for you this morning."

He looked at her. Agape could guess his thoughts. Citizen Tan
wanted to curse her, but he was aware that because he had lost the first
fall, he would need to win both remaining falls. If he won the second by
driving her forever away, he would have no chance to seduce her in the

third period. So he had to do it carefully, in such a way as to set up for his
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Tan had no intention of having sex, but serf Handy was ob --
viously interested. He was starting another erection. He set aside his
finished drink and went quickly to a couch, where he could sit without his
condition showing as clearly.

Agape wondered how this kind of game proceeded when the sex
occurred in the first period. Didn't that put the female at a disadvantage for
the second period, because the male was spent? But she realized that this
would be the least of problems; the Game Computer would simply arrange
for a sexual restorative to be given, and the man's interest would be at its
normal level. It would also be possible to adapt a new set of actors.

"No, | don't care to be embarrassed again," Handy was saying.
"You got me all excited before, and then you left me standing in a crowd
with my tower on display! Everyone knew I'd been stood up and not laid
down. I'm afraid you are only setting me up to do it again."

"Oh, no. Handy, no!" Deerie protested, following him to the couch.
"That was an accident! Once the other people came in, | had to go,
because | didn't like it that public. But we can go to a privacy booth right
now and do it. | promise I'll make it up to you!"

She was doing very well! Handy's erection was growing;



she straightened her back and inhaled.

Handy's face was a study, as he warred with the opposing voice in
his mind. His body definitely wanted consummation, but the voice was
telling him he wasn't interested.

Now was the time to strike. "l know he wants me," Agape said. "But
he is fearful of another scene like that of this morning. So | won't wait; | will
just climb up on him and do it!" Would this work?

It did. Deerie obeyed the thought without question. She
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practically threw herself on Handy, bearing him back length -- wise
on the couch and coming down on top of him. Her mouth sought his for a
hungry kiss as her groin rubbed against

his.

But her lips found only mush in his. His erection was soft -- ening.
He had been abruptly turned off! What had happened?

"What's the matter, honey?" Deerie asked, as upset as Agape,
though perhaps for different reason. "Here we are all set to do it, and you're

leaving!"



"But what | heard -- you may not know this -- is that be -- cause of
this. Citizen Tosme has reserved you for himself. Anyone else who uses
you will be gelded."

"What?" Deerie was appalled. "That can't be true! I've had
numerous -- "

"Within the last month?"

"Well, no, actually, I've been busy with my exercise schedule. But --

"And no one has approached you," he concluded. "Now we know
why. | was foolish to -- | mean, | just got carried away, and -- "

Deerie was completely flustered, and Agape could not get through
to her at all. The charge was surely a lie, that Handy would conveniently
discover in three hours, but meanwhile he had the planet's best excuse to
avoid contact. Deerie her -- self was all too much afraid it was true; Citizens
did that sort of thing when they chose. They did not like to share their sex
objects with serfs. Tan had come up with a masterpiece of dissemblance
that gave him the complete advantage for the

moment.

Agape knew that she had lost her opportunity to win this fall; it
would take more than three hours to get her actress settled down. She let

Deerie disengage and seek solitude;



She decided that her best chance was to hide so that he couldn't
find her. Since she couldn't leave the Commons without defaulting, she
would have to hide by concealing her identity. It would also be better if she
were in a crowd; he would be less likely to try rape among people. For one
thing, she could scream, and other men would surely come to her rescue.
Sex was all right, and could even become a deliberate show, but rape was
considered a form of violence by most women and some men. In addition,
she could fight. She could put a defensive strategy into Deerie's mind, so
that Deerie would understand what to do when the time came.

By the time of the third period. Agape was well prepared. She had
caused Deerie to take some dirt from a flower pot and go to a toilet stall,
where she rubbed the dirt into her hair and face and torso. Thus she
became darker and wilder, looking quite different in the mirror. Her hairstyle
was changed too, now being plaited and plastered. It had taken some
urging to get the woman to do this, but the persistent thought that Handy
had turned angry and intended to humil -- iate her did the job.

Then Deerie went quietly to a darkened show chamber where a dull
holo was being played. She sat on the floor in back and watched as if
mesmerized. With luck, she would never be found, and both of them would

be spared a horrible ordeal. She was there before the second period



searching all the chambers this way, trying to
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make her identify herself by reacting; she had better keep quiet and
hope he passed on by. If he did, then she was on her way to winning.

He did not. His face was contorted; Agape could not guess what
thoughts Tan had put into Handy's mind, but it was evident that they had
driven the man beyond reason.

"l will scream!" Agape cried.

Deerie opened her mouth -- but Handy's hand clapped down on it,
stifling her.

"I will bite!" Agape said. But already the man was pulling the
woman over, coming down on her, crushing her; she was too disoriented to
pay further attention to Agape's thoughts.

But one thing Agape had put into her mind before paid off:

Deerie's knee came up, aiming for the man's groin. The blow would
have been devastating if ft had connected, a definite game winner. But it
only struck his outer thigh; he had been on guard against it. Trust a man to

know how to rape better than a woman knew how to defend against it!



"A message for you!" Handy gasped, evidently coached by
persistent if meaningless (to him) thoughts. "l owe you this, alien mare!"

"Fight him! Fight him!" Agape cried. "Roll, struggle, bite/resist!"

But Deerie did not. The man positioned himself and began his
thrust. The pain began -- and Deerie passed out. There was screaming.

The screen went dark. The input from the actress had ended with
her consciousness. Agape found herself gasping, her throat raw; she was
the one screaming. She was also melting;

her lower section was puddling on the floor. Truly, she had been
violated.
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She had lost the fall and the match, in the worst possible way.
Citizen Tan had had his vengeance, on her personally and on Citizen Blue
for opposing the Contrary Citizens

Agape let go, dissolving the rest of the way. In a moment she too
was unconscious.

15

SirelImoba

The days on the undersea isle would have been completely
delightful, had it not been for their awareness that a great decision was in

the making, and that it was going against the Adept Stile and the animals



her Commitment to Barel, and his to her, would be done. So she
was not sorry that they couldn't do it yet, because the trying and failing was
a delightful process rife with mystery and hope. Success would end the
mystery and promise, and end that aspect of their relationship, and that
would have its sadness. So perhaps they were not trying too hard, after all.
Actually they were able to go through the motions in human form, but that
had no significance; only wolf form counted. Bitches often did it with human
men just for sport; sometimes
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they were even able to fool the men into believing that they were
human women. It was a good test of their ability to emulate the conventions
as well as the body of that species. They always had a good laugh when
the men finally caught on. Sometimes the men laughed too.

The sieges were set up, and the Translucent Adept made a spell
that enabled them to see the action as a magic image over the isle. They
watched the harpies beat the bats, thanks to the valiant final action of
Phoebe. They knew she didn't really want to win, but had to try her best as
a matter of honor, and she had done that and brought the victory she
deplored. They had seen the 'corns beat the ogres thanks to the stratagem
of Barel's dam Fleta, and that was highly grat -- ifying. Barel had been so
proud of her!



and won the siege. After that Barel had used the bit of magic he was
allowed to fashion water balls, and they had re-enacted it, throwing balls at
each other in trees. Sirel wondered whether her human form would ever
approach the lushness of Tsetse's. Unicorns could assume other forms,
and make of them what they wished, so they were always powerful or
esthetic or whatever else the 'corn wanted, but werewolves were more
limited because both their forms were natural. It was similar with the
vampire bats. So she would just have to make do with what she had, and
hope for the best.

Then had come the contest between Nepe's mother Agape and the
awful Tan Adept -- Tan Citizen -- wherein they had to make efforts to mate
in much the fashion Sirel and Barel had. But there were differences. For
one thing. Agape was per -- manently mated to Nepe's father Bane, so
didn't want to do it with Tan. For another, it was a contest, with one wishing
to mate and the other opposed, and so they had to negotiate. Barel and

Sirel both found this process fascinating. But be --
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That meant they got the Oracle and the service of Mach or Bane to use it in
connection with the Book of Magic in Phaze. There was only one chance to
stop them, and that was to have Stile's side win the final siege in Phaze.
Then the enemy would not have access to the Book, and would not be able
to make the powerful magic that would enable them to prevail in their
frame.

And that was why the wolves had to win against the gob -- lins!
They were the last good hope.

All of which led to the present need for Sirelmoba to rejoin her
Pack. Kurrelgyre needed every wolf for this greatest of sieges, even the
cubs!

"So must needs | leave thee, 0 mine oath-friend," she said tearfully.
"But when this be done, then will it change."

"Well | know it, beloved bitch," he agreed, hugging her. "l will watch
thine every motion, hoping thy presence dost make the difference."

They separated. She walked to the edge of the isle."! be ready to
go, 0 Adept!" she called.

Translucent's big water bubble appeared. "Aye, pup; | will conjure
thee now to thy Pack."

There was a splash around her, and she felt a wrench. Then the

water faded into fog, and the fog dissipated, and she was standing outside



more of an attitude and sniffing of noses, but the essence was
precise.

He growled assent, and dismissed her. This, too, was Pack
protocol. Now she was free to rejoin her companions. In a moment she was
frisking with Forel (now Foreimo!) and Terel, sniffing noses and tails and
growling reunion tokens. Her absence from them had not been long as
such things went, but it was her first, and suddenly she felt its impact. It had
been fun with Barelmosi, and she had regretted leaving him, but it was fun
with her Pack and oath-friends too.

Later Kurrelgyre summoned her for a private conference. He
assumed manform, so she assumed girlform.

He asked her about the isle and what she had noted of the
activities of the Translucent Adept, and she reported all that she could
remember. Then he surprised her. "Sirelmoba, thou willst participate in the
strategy session in the mom -- ing."

"I?" she asked, astonished. "But | be but a pup!" "Aye. Thou be not
yet grown. In humanguise thou be very like a gobliness."

Her human eyes rounded. Small, like a lady goblin! She might

infiltrate the goblin ranks and get the flag!



That was it. Awed by the importance of her mission, she changed
back to cub form and returned to her friends. But all she could tell them
was that she had been told to report to the strategy session.

The Pack strategy, it turned out, was direct and brutal. The main
body of wolves would attack the goblins, attempting to take out as many as
possible so that few would remain to defend the red flag. Meanwhile Sirel
would circle around be -- hind the flag, hide under a bush, and wait. When

she saw an opportunity she would assume girlform and walk slowly up
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and take the flag and hide it in her clothing. Then she would walk
back the way she had come and hide again, concentrat -- ing on
concealment rather than speed. If the goblins discov -- ered her, she would
assume wolf form and run for it.

Sirel, uncertain, asked what would happen if she got caught. "I
mean, who will carry the flag, then?"

The wolves considered. Then they assigned her oath-friends to this
mission also: Poreimo would lead, Sirelmoba would follow when he had

found a safe way, and Terel would follow her and move up if Sirel were



would ne'er put a pup at such risk. Now when this session be o'er, come to
me, that | may guard you from observation while you practice the goblin
ways. Say naught elsewhere."

They were glad to agree, appreciating the importance of secrecy.
The Pack Leader had ways of guaranteeing privacy that others did not. If
the gobs got any whiff of this, the ploy would be useless; the three of them
would be ambushed and dispatched immediately.

After the main strategy was determined, the wolves dis -- cussed
the likely goblin effort. Goblins were sneaky crea -- tures, sure to come up
with bad tricks, and these had to be anticipated. One of the bitches,
Homirila, had been at one time a captive of goblins; they had tortured her
and forced her to assume woman form as an object for their lust. She had
in due course escaped by using her dull human teeth to gnaw through her
bonds; the goblins had not expected that. She had returned to the Pack
battered in body and spirit, and with an implacable hatred for goblins. But
she also had a thorough knowledge of their ways. She had made it a point
to range out alone and kill stray goblins, each kill being only a pittance of
vengeance, but all she could do to mitigate her malaise of spirit.
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Now she explained the likely goblin organization and ap -- proach.

They would be armed with small spears and clubs, and each would have a



to the blue flag, and draw it under, collapsing the tunnel behind so that
pursuit was awkward. But they would surely try any other stratagems they
could devise, and the wolves would have to be constantly alert. "Ne'er
assume a gob is dead unless you have killed him," she warned. "Bite one
and he will scream and fall and lie still -- then stab you when you turn away.
Stay clear o' any bodies, or dump them in a ditch and guard it. No gob can
be trusted, living or dead."

They decided to form a disposal crew that would follow after the
fighters, and use spears to stab any dead gobs, then would haul them to a
central depot and guard them. That way they would be sure, and not be
trapped by gobs feigning death. If they got all the goblins in that pile, fine;
then the red flag would be vulnerable.

"l believe we can take them," Homirila concluded, "if we fall not into
one o' their traps. Care be the watchword; take time and take naught for
granted, and forge a slow victory."

The session broke up. The three cubs remained for their special
instruction. This was done by Homirila, who showed them how to fashion
goblin garb and darken their manform skins to goblin hue. Forelrno had to
practice grimacing, and to add covers to his ears to make them huge and
ugly, and fluff his hair out wild to make his head look big enough and put on

special shoes that resembled the gross goblin feet. The bitches had less



276 | Piers Anthony

deem three gobs to be equal to one wolf, and it behooves us not to
question that, lest they increase the number."

"E'en so0," Sirel persisted, "they should know their own, as we do.
We know all o' ours, and many o' other Packs, and many 'corns and bats
too, and some elves. The gobs be not stupid like ogres."

"Needs must | explain," Homirila said. "Gobs be not like decent
folk. They be creatures o' annoyance, ire and hate. They band together
because they hate all others worse than they hate other goblins, but it be
an uneasy association. All too readily goblin males fight goblin males, and
gob women are fair game for erotic pursuit, whether they will or nay. It be a
point o' pride that gobs o' both genders have no friends and few
acquaintances; all others they detest. Their cubs are cursed into grudging
obedience, and leave their dams early as they can. There be no families;
offspring be from rape, coercion, deception or, if all else fails, seduction.”

"Deception?" Terel asked, morbidly intrigued.

"Gob girls be e'er naive and hopeful. They want to think that a gob
man be decent inside, and that his violence and bad manner be but a
show. So when one says he loves a girl, an only she give him a suitable
time, she believes, and gives him that time. That may endure till he forget

himself and revert to normal, and start hitting her. But by that time she may



Sirel exchanged glances with Terel and Forelmo. All three were
appalled. What an awful curse it was to be a goblin!

But maybe the bitch exaggerated. After all, she had had bad
experience with goblins. Still, she was their expert on the matter. They had
to hope she was right, so that their mission had a chance.

"Now, an a gob male come at thee -- " Homirila said to Sirel.
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"But will he not mistake me for one o' theirs?" she asked, hoping
she misunderstood the thrust of this advice.

"That be what | mean. He will seek sex with thee, if he be not hard-
pressed by wolves at the moment. An it be pri -- vate, smile at him, let him
embrace thee, then stab him in the stomach, thusly." She whipped a knife
out from a sheath hidden under her skirt and stabbed upward in a gutting
mo -- tion.

"But | can do that not!" she protested.

"Aye thou canst, cub! Think o' it as a mere animal kill. Remember,
all deaths be for the duration o' the siege only, more's the pity. It be our
purpose to dispatch all the gobs we can, that their number be insufficient to
defend their flag at the end. E'ery little stab helps!"

Sirel had to acknowledge the validity of that. She had to be

prepared to kill creatures who did not seem like animals.



not yielding up their own. Then say 'But Slackjaw paid me with a magic
amulet! Be thou not his match?' An he be not diverted by this, and seeks to
ravish thee regardless, call to the nearest other male gob and cry 'Canst
stand by and watch me be ravished by this dullard, when thou dost be the
one | hanker for?' Then in the ensuing quarrel, sneak away."

Sirel was impressed and appalled. She realized that if she got
killed, she would recover after the siege -- but what if she got raped? She
wasn't sure that could be undone. After all, she had not yet had her first
heat. Her motions with Barel had been tentative and gentle; this would
hardly be the case here. A successful masquerade could still put her in
jeopardy!

They perfected their costumes, then reverted to wolf form. Now

when they changed, they would be complete with cos --
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tume and knives. They would remain in wolf form until the siege, so
that no spy would know.

Next day was the siege. Kurrelgyre and his senior bitch went out to

make contact with the goblin chief. At their re -- turn, the action



Sure enough, some of the gobs weren't dead; a bitch got stabbed when
she bent over one. Homirila's warning had been apt!

Meanwhile other bitches listened at the ground. Here, too, the
warning was apt: in due course they heard the sounds of deep tunneling. It
was proceeding at a measured but adequate rate toward the blue flag.
Well, there would be a welcoming party when that tunnel broached the
surface!

The three cubs saw these activities only in passing. They faded
back, pretending to be searching for hidden goblins, but actually working
their way out of sight so they could make their long circuit to the rear of the
goblin flag. They knew that the goblins' main effort, the tunnel, would take
time, just as the wolves' main effort of gob destruction would. They did not
have to hurry, only to hide. Still, they felt urgency, lest some surprise cost
their side the siege before they had a chance to complete their mission.

They had ranged the terrain in advance, of course, and well knew
the lay of it. They had marked the places where goblins could hide. The
gobs would be watching for an encirclement, and there were certain key
spots for this. These were the tricky ones to navigate.

The first was a ravine that ran from wolf to gob territory. Beyond it
was an open plateau leading to the big lake; no cover there. Inside it was a

thicketed dirt bank that was so obviously suitable for goblin tunneling that



near side of the gully. When she was in place, Forel in wolf form leaped
into the gully at its origin and raced straight along its deepening center. If
he got through, Sirel would follow. If not --

A goblin popped out of a hole in the top of the bank..He drew back
his arm, about to hurl a stone down into the gully.

Terel fired her arrow. It struck through the goblin's back. The goblin
collapsed.

Forel continued on down the length of the ravine without other
event. It seemed that one goblin was all the enemy had been able to spare
for this. Was he truly dead? Sirel wasn't sure, but knew that they would not
be returning this way, so it probably didn't matter. She set off in wolf form,
following Forel's trail.

The goblin did not stir as she passed him. He was either dead or
too canny to move while Terel covered him from behind. Sirel got through
unscathed, and joined Forel in the cover of a tree. Forel had sniffed the
vicinity and was assured that no goblins were near.

In a moment Terel arrived, having changed back to wolf form and
followed their trail. "Dead," she growled. "In hole." Obviously she had
verified it, and hauled the gob back into his hole so that the body was

hidden. That was good, because it meant that there would be no report of



Terel set up in the bushes near the trees, her bow ready. Forel

stood and walked boldly toward the trees, making no
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effort at all to hide. "Hey, any wolves in here?" he called. "I'll bash
'em!”

"Shut up, nut!" a goblin called from the foliage above. "You'll ruin
the ambush!"

"Aw, they'll ne'er get this far!" Forel asserted.

Now Sirel walked up. Forel whirled on her. "Hey, that's for me!" he
cried, starting toward her.

Sirel dodged behind a tree. "I be coming only to relieve the guards
o' the flag!" she protested. "Molest me not, oaf!"

"Ha-ha! What | plan be not molestation, just fan!" He pursued her
around the tree.

Sirel fled through the forest, in the direction of the flag. There were
assorted chortles from the trees; evidently the ambushers considered this
mere good sport. Forel was gain -- ing on her; by the time she reached the

cover of the bushes of an overgrown glade, he was almost upon her.



one that showed, and Terel had been unable to escape. She must have
stabbed one -- but there had been more than one, and no chance to play
them off against each other. Was Terel dead or raped?

At any rate, their rear guard was gone. Terel had done well, but
now they were two. They could not pause for regrets.

The flag was not far ahead. They crept to cover near it and
watched.

It was guarded by several goblin maidens. They chatted and
tittered and tossed flowers at each other in the manner of maidens
everywhere, seeming to have not a care in the frame. But each had a knife
in her garter, and there were surely many males within hailing distance.
One scream would bring a convergence. Sirel knew better than to try to
pass for a gobliness among these; the males overlooked details be --
cause of their unbridled lust, but these girls would know. She had to wait for
her opportunity.

Time passed. The distant clamor of battle came closer. The
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goblin defense was understrength, because of the number be -- ing
used in the tunneling, so it was hardly surprising that the wolves were

making progress. But Kurrelgyre was not de -- pending on that to win the



knives. The wounded wolves fought, snapping viciously, but each was
beset by two goblins, and already bleeding. The action was fierce and brief.
Then four goblins and all three wolves lay dead, and the remaining two
goblins staggered away, injured.

The maidens went to the goblins, checking the dead and attending
to the living.

Then a wolf in manform burst through, armed with a bow. He put an
arrow through one goblin, and was aiming at the other when two of the girls
leaped at him, their knives flash -- ing. He got the arrow off, and the
remaining male died, but then he went down under the stabs of the girls.
He changed to wolf form and snapped at them, and both girls screamed as
the sharp teeth tore their tender flesh.

Then a third girl ran across with a club. She smashed it down on
the wolfs head with all her strength, and he went quiet.

Sirel knew that Forel could have taken out that third maiden with
one of his arrows, and perhaps saved the wolf. But that would have
revealed his presence, and that was forbidden. He had had to exercise the
discipline of his mission, and watch one of his own Pack brothers be killed.

Now only two gob girls remained to guard the flag. Sirel
considered. Surely there would soon be replacements for the lost girls,

because that flag was important. Now might be her best opportunity.



The girl drew her knife. "Say it now, or we skewer thee!" These
were not, Sirel now knew, quite as innocent or gentle as she had been led
to expect. What was she to do?

She drew her own knife. "Say it thyself! | answer not to thee!"

But the second gobliness was approaching from the other side, her
knife also drawn. "All answer to us, here. Methinks thou dost be a spy!"

Then the first girl leaped and fell, an arrow protruding from her
back. Forel had struck.

Sirel whirled on the other, her own knife flashing. The gobliness,
startled by the fall of her companion, was slow to counter, and Sirel's knife
plunged into her chest. She sighed and collapsed, looking so woebegone
that Sirel felt horribly guilty. She wanted to stop and try to help the girl, but
she remembered two things: her mission, and the warning about
supposedly dead goblins. She turned away.

An arrow swished by her. Was Forel firing at heri Then something
touched her leg, behind. She jumped and turned -- and found the stabbed
gobliness, fallen on her face, her arm outstretched, knife still in hand. Forel
had caught her with the arrow as she tried to stab Sirel in the back. She
had indeed not been quite dead! She had pretended to be more grievously
wounded than she was, so as to put Sirel off guard, and it had worked.
Except for Forel's alertness.



She nodded. It was the best way. She had the flag, but she was not
yet out of the goblin region. The longer she could pass for a gobliness, the
better.
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She walked back toward the region of the blue flag. All around were
the bodies of wolves and of goblins; the carnage was horrible. She was
glad that this was a siege and not a real battle; it certainly looked real!

A goblin staggered back from the front. "More troops! More troops!"
he gasped, seeing Sirel. "They ambushed the tunnel; we took awful losses!
All's lost unless -- "

"Let me bandage that arm," she said, realizing that she still had a
part to play. She bent to rip the material of a dead gob's shirt, to make a
bandage. The goblin would not suspect her of being a wolf, this way!

"No time!" he protested. "Got to put in our reserves!"

"The ones guarding the flag are dead," she said. "Wolves broke
through. There was a terrible fight, and the wolves are dead, but so are the
goblins."

He sagged. "Then all be lost." Then he looked more closely at her,
as she approached him with a strip of cloth. "In which case, might as well

have some fun." He grabbed for her.



back from the front. "Hey, look what we got!" one cried, seeing Sirel.

"Change and run!" Forel cried. "l will hold them here!"

She didn't argue; she knew they would catch her, rape her, and
soon discover her nature and kill her, in the process stop -- ping her ploy
with the flag. She assumed wolf form and leaped away to the side, seeking
the cover of brush.

"Wolf! Wolf!" the goblins cried, recovering excitement. "Catch the
bitch!"

But the first to start after her was felled by an arrow. The others
whirled at this new menace. Much as they liked raping girls of any species,
they liked living more. As Sirel reached the brush, she saw them closing in
on Forel who, retaining manform, was methodically putting arrows through

them. But she knew his supply was limited; he had already expended
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several in the course of guarding her. There were too many gobs;
they would get him and kill him. So it was that Forel sacrificed himself to

spring her free, and she had no choice but to accept.



She assumed girlform. "Where be the flag?" she called to the
nearest wolf.

He looked at her -- and growled. Suddenly all the few wolves of the
vicinity were growling, coming for her.

"Wait!" she cried. "This be but a costume. | be no gob girl!" She
changed back to wolf form, to prove it.

They relaxed. One of them turned out to be Kurrelgyre. He was
wounded, but could still fight. "Didst get it?"

"Aye!" she said, returning to girlfform and pulling out the red flag.

"One got our flag, but we killed him," he said. "We were resting,
making ready for the final effort. But now, with thy success -- " He relaxed,
and she saw that his injuries were worse than they had seemed at first. He
had been putting on a brave show, .and was near collapse. "There, across
the field," he said, sinking down as he pointed.

Now she saw the dead gob. The blue flag was clutched in his hand.
The wolves had not been allowed to touch it, of course, so it remained
there where he had fallen. Obviously this had been a near thing!

She reached the body, and extended the captive red flag. Victory!

The dead gob came to life. He snatched up a dagger that had been
hidden beneath him and plunged it into her belly. Then, as she fell back,



anguish was worse than the pain in her body.

16

Purple

Citizen Purple did not waste time performing any jig of joy. He had
been planning and organizing throughout, and now with the victories in
both frames he had to act with speed and authority. What he did in these
few hours could deter -- mine the fate of the frames for the next generation.

First he summoned Tsetse. Others had assumed that it was mere
lust that had caused him to appropriate her services, but they were only
half right. Lust was the cover for her potential usefulness in other respects.

She entered his office, as luscious as ever. "Sir?" she in -- quired
hesitantly. She had been subdued since losing her con -- test, and he had
not reassured her. She feared she would be punished.

"The situation has turned to our favor," he said. "Your little misstep
with the machine turned out not to be critical."

"Yes, sir." Now she was almost sure she was about to be punished;
she was maintaining as brave a front as she was able, but she was
trembling.

"l believe there remains a place for you in this organiza -- tion, but
under probation. You will have to prove yourself."

"Anything, sir!" she exclaimed, pitifully eager. She



"Nepe? | put her on the shuttle four years ago, when she -- " She
broke off, realizing that this too might be con -- strued to her disfavor.

He raised an eyebrow. "Continue."

"When she went into hiding," she finished reluctantly.

"So you were involved in her disappearance. It seems fit -- ting that
you should be involved in her reappearance. Bring her to me."

"But sir, Citizen Translucent -- "

Purple frowned. "Am | mistaken? | had understood that you wished
to redeem yourself for past indiscretions."

"l do, sir! But if Citizen Translucent does not release the child -- "

Purple waved a hand negligently. "Have no concern. He will not
object to your taking her."

"Yes, sir." Greatly relieved, she accepted the package he gave her,
and departed with alacrity.

Purple smiled. The package contained a gas bomb that would
detonate five seconds after Translucent's contact trig -- gered it. It would
render him unconscious for four hours or more depending on his health.
Tsetse would be appalled to see him fall, but would realize that she would
be blamed unless she made a quick exit. Further, she would have to have
protection -- which meant Purple himself. So she would have to win his

favor by bringing him the brat. Tsetse was certainly going to earn her keep!



to be generous
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to his opposition, and that only set up problems for the fu -- ture.

A call came in. He accepted it immediately, knowing its nature.

Tsetse's face showed. "Sir, | have Nepe. But we are pur -- sued,
and | can't get through."

"On the way," Purple said, gratified. His monitor showed that the
call was from a privacy stall, the natural place for a woman to hide. This
was a matter to cover personally.

He plunged into his transport and barked coordinates. The craft
passed through the wall and into the Citizen network.

In moments he was there, opposite the stall. He stepped out -- to
encounter several android servitors. "Out of my way, vermin!" he snapped.

"But sir, our charge has been kidnapped," one protested. "Our
employer's residence was raided -- "

"Why do you think I'm here, idiot? | will take care of this matter.
Return to your stations."

The androids, confused, could not stand up to a Citizen. They
retreated. It would have been another story, had Trans -- lucent been
conscious, but of course he wasn't. "Tsetse!" he called. "Step across to my

carriage, quickly, with the child."



cooperation. "Very nice," he murmured.

"You're kidnapping me from Citizen Translucent!" the child
continued.

He did not bother to deny it. The girl was quiet, evidently smart
enough to realize when protest would be counterpro -- ductive.

Soon they arrived back at his protected offices. "Take her to the
sports room," he told Tsetse as the carriage door opened. "Keep her
happy."

Tsetse took the child by the hand and led her to the room normally
reserved for entertainments of a more adult nature. The woman was now
as much a captive as the child, because
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she had attacked a Citizen and would be subject to reprisal the
moment she left Purple's protection. The fact that she had not known the
nature of the package hardly mattered; she had perpetrated the act. Once
Translucent had fallen she had been lost -- unless she won her way back to
Purple's office and his favor. Yes, this had worked out very nicely.

For the child was a vital key. Translucent's intent had been to utilize
Bane and Mach, as before, to establish contact be -- tween the frames. He

would have returned the child to her parents, knowing that Bane and Mach



on others on occasion.

Potion. That gave him a notion. Maybe it would be better to tame
the child immediately, so that her word could be added to his when the
Oracle was transferred. Yes, that should keep the opposition off balance,
until it was too late.

He rose and went to the sports room. Tsetse and Nepe were
watching a romantic holo. Interesting, the way the tastes of bright child and
not-too-bright young woman coincided.

The holo faded out as he approached Nepe. "l believe it is time for
us to come to an understanding," he said. "Let me explain my intent."

Child and woman turned to face him, both attentive, nei -- ther
relaxed.

"l mean to use you, Nepe, to contact Phaze," he said. "Instead of
your father or uncle. | believe you will prove to be a more responsive tool.
Are you prepared to cooperate in this?"

The child was forthright. "No."

"Suppose | make you a bit uncomfortable?"

"No good. You know you can't hurt me or even bruise me, because
it'll show and you'll be discredited. Nobody respects a child beater."”



"Can you guess to whom it is tuned?"

"Me."

She was bold enough! But of course she had had years of
experience with Citizens as "Troubot," the information ma -- chine, so had
lost her fear of them. All to the good. "You know what it will do to you?"

"Put me to sleep, or just slow me down, depending on the setting.
But that's no good; it won't change my mind."

"Allow me to demonstrate how it will change your mind." He turned
on the box.

Nepe's small frame sagged somewhat; she no longer had surplus
energy, because the field generated by the box de -- pressed her nervous
system, sapping her control. The effect was painless and harmless; indeed,
such devices were com -- monly used to facilitate sleeping.

But she still could speak. "l still won't do your bidding, Purp."

Now to throw a genuine scare into her. Because she had seen
Citizens in action, she knew how few their limitations were. She would
assume the worst. "Tsetse, put her on the desk, on hands and knees."

The woman caught on. "But she's a child, sir!"

He turned a cold eye on her. "You have notions of your own, serf?"

Tsetse swallowed, then went to move the child. She took Nepe by

the hand and pulled, and the child walked along as urged. Then Tsetse
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hankering for children. He would have to make this a good bluff.

"It is readily avoided," he said, putting a hand on her little buttock.
"You can have a perfectly pleasant life here, as long as you cooperate in
the matter of the frames."

"My father will kill you as soon as he leams."

"Now how would he leam?" Purple inquired.

"Broken hymen." But her defiance was losing its convic -- tion. Not
a moment too soon! He had already played his trump card.

"You will leam that this can be done without touching your hymen,"
he said, stroking her bottom. "Nothing will show -- but you will know, won't
you? You won't enjoy it, but you will know."

"Sir -- " Tsetse said.

He cut her off with a dark glance. Why didn't the con -- founded
child break?

"l won't tell," Nepe said. "And | won't contact Flach."

It just wasn't working. He would have to try another tack. "Tsetse,
orient the camera."

Reluctantly the woman brought the portable holo camera.

"Can you guess to whom this recording will be sent?" he inquired.

The child didn't answer.



image of Nepe was on the screen; she was constantly under surveillance.
The portable camera was a dummy. Now he would see whether his little
demonstration had been effec -- tive.

"How can you go along with this. Tsetse?" the child was asking as
she climbed down off the desk.

The woman looked miserable. "l can not oppose him. | did not
know he was going to use me this way, but | can't stop him. | beg you, do
as he says, so he won't hurt you!"
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That was exactly what he had wanted her to say. Tsetse,
fortunately, was not bright enough to see through his ploy.

"Won't you help me escape?" the child asked, toying with the
lethargy box.

"l dare not! Even if | did, everything is guarded! You can not escape
this chamber without his authorization. Neither can I!"

"I thought you'd feel that way," Nepe said. She turned on the box
and changed the setting.

Tsetse sagged. Nepe had been smart enough to know that there
were a number of settings, and that each person in the vicinity had a

setting except the Citizen. She had retuned it to Tsetse.



no hesitation. She pulled a light chair to the wall under an air circulation
vent, and stood on it. Now she could just reach high enough to catch the
grille with the fingers of one hand.

She remained there, the hand clasping the metal strips. Slowly her
body dissolved. Her legs and feet became blobs of flesh that were drawn
up into the main mass. Her other hand melted into that mass. Then a bolus
of flesh moved up the hanging arm and to the grille. It worked its way
through. Another bolus rose, passing similarly beyond the mesh.

In due course. Purple knew, all of the child's body would be inside
the air tube, and the single hand, left behind, would let go and disappear
into the rest. Then the blob would elon -- gate like a snail and travel on up
through the tube.

He smiled. Nepe had not disappointed him! Had she really thought
he was foolish enough to forget her nature? Rape was of course
meaningless to her; she could simply melt her flesh to avoid it, or re-form it
intact after suffering any violation. She had played her part perfectly, and
now was doing exactly
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what he had hoped she would. She had responded to his threats
by making an effort to escape.



"We are expecting Citizen Translucent," Blue said.

"Haven't you heard? He is indisposed at the moment. Therefore
this formality devolves on me. You may proceed."

"It is my understanding that he is indisposed because a gas bomb
was smuggled into his office," Blue said evenly. "I think we should
postpone this ceremony until he is recov -- ered."

"As | recall, you used the pretext of the missing child to cut off our
contact with the Oracle before. The child was missing by your connivance.
Now you propose to use the pretext of Citizen Translucent's absence to
renege on the Or -- acle again?"

Blue hesitated. It was obvious that he did not like this sit -- uation,
but could not make more than a token protest, be -- cause his side had lost
the contests.

"l think we are seeing the falling out of thieves," the robot wench
muttered.

"It is not your concern, machine," Purple said, giving her breasts a
straight stare. What a satisfaction it had been to beat her in the Game!

Blue did not show his annoyance. "Then we may as well proceed."
He turned to face the pickup that was the only indication of the Oracle's

presence. "Oracle, are you aware?"



man is -- "

"Citizen Purple," Purple said.

"Currently Citizen Purple," Blue continued. "And to de -- cline to
acknowledge my instructions, or those of any who are allied with me. Do
you accede?"

"It is an unfortunate pass," the Oracle remarked. "The Contrary
Citizens will ruin the planet.”

"Do you accede?" Purple demanded.

"l accede," the Oracle said. "l can do only as directed.”

"Then you will answer, until further notice directly from me, only to
me or to Citizen Tan, who will be working with you initially."

"Citizen Purple and Citizen Tan, logged on," the Oracle agreed.
The whirling spiral faded out.

"Now the matter of contact with Phaze," Purple said.

"Mach will serve in that capacity, as before,” Blue said. "And Bane,
when he is present."

"I think not."

Blue looked at him. "You need them for contact."

"'l prefer to use the child Nepe," Purple said. "Her contact is more
versatile, and she should prove to be more responsive to our interests."

"That wasn't the understanding!" Mach snapped.



"l believe she will, before long."

"I'm not sure you can even keep her captive long," Mach said. "She
has remained with Citizen Translucent because she knew she was part of
the stakes; she was to be returned if we won. She did not try to escape
because she did not want to interfere with our arrangements. But she has
never agreed to be your permanent contact with Phaze. Now she will feel
at liberty to make her escape."
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"Let me show you her current situation," Purple said. "Oracle, tune
in on my office suite and show the child."

In a moment a half-life-sized hologram formed. It showed a bottle
containing the head of Nepe. The rest of her was puddled protoplasm.

"As you can see, she is truly captive," Purple said. "I am sure she
can not escape that bottle. At the moment the air is good and the
temperature comfortable, but there is no assur -- ance that they will remain
so. | believe she will elect to cooperate.”

"l doubt it," Mach said, with his robotic control of reac -- tion. "She
knows that if you hurt her you risk rendering her unable to function. That
will do you no good."

"l see that you do not quite understand," Purple said. "Should the

child be rendered unable to contact the other frame, you will remain obliged



"Nepe," Blue said.

The child's head looked up. "Grandpa Blue!"

"We had hoped to have you returned to us at this time. Instead
Citizen Purple has elected to use you as his contact with the frame of
Phaze. | believe it would be best if you cooperated with him."

"You mean you can't get me out?" she asked.

"Not at present."

She seemed ready to cry. "I'll do it. Grandpa. But I'll escape if |
can.

"Enough, Oracle," Purple said, and the hologram faded out. "l
believe that concludes our business." He walked out, with Tan following,
leaving them to their chagrin.

Now the obvious thing to do was to use Nepe to get the key
formulae from the Book of Magic in Phaze and begin aggrandizing his
fortune. Wealth was the way to destroy
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Blue's power. But that would take time, and Blue might well have
some nasty tricks left; after all, Mach and Bane were now working on Blue's
side. So he would surprise them again, and take Blue out now, a different
way. With luck, he would have it done before Translucent recovered

consciousness, making his coup complete.



her mother;

she had robotic ancestry too, and therefore was able to em -- ulate
the nature of a machine. That was why she had managed to remain hidden
so long; she had fooled them all by mas -- querading as Troubot and doing
an excellent job in the robot's speciality.

Now he had to assume that the child might wait her op -- portunity,
melt down, ooze through a crack, and form into something so remarkable
that no right-thinking person would suspect. What would that be? And
because he had thought about this a great deal, before capturing her, he
had the an -- swer. He knew what she would do, if she had the opportunity.

He never let her out of the bottle. There was air there, valved in
under pressure so she could not flow through the tube; if she tried it, she
would merely encounter an otherwise sealed tank. Food was put in by an
alert robot. She could not escape until she was given greater freedom --
such as that re -- quired to allow her to assume some more useful form and
be interrogated. The enemy would assume that he would waste no time in
making use of her ability to contact Phaze, now that her grandfather had
told her to.

Instead he brought out a metal sheathing. It looked like the base of
a wheeled robot servitor, the kind that transported supplies from one station

to another. He sat on its stool and closed it around himself, so that only his



to be unintentional. "...don't find her, every serf will be fired with prejudice
by morning! What happened to the safeguards?" It seemed to be an
internal command that leaked outside his offices.

He made sure he was unobserved, and trundled out in his getup.
Once clear of his offices, he made a direct approach to Blue's offices.

No one challenged him, of course; he was a Citizen. But news of
his progress preceded him, for when he arrived at Citizen Blue's door, Blue
was out to meet him.

"Further mischief. Purple?" Blue inquired tightly.

Purple's eyes flicked up and across, as if checking for something.
"We are observed," he said, his voice deliber -- ately tight.

"Of course. Speak your piece."

His voice tightened further. "It must be private."

"I have nothing private to exchange with you."

Purple's hand brushed across his cloak, drawing it up just enough
for the metallic base to show. "Quickly, before they know!" he squeaked.

Blue saw the base. He of course knew of the leaked report that
suggested Nepe had escaped. What form could she as -- sume that would
get her free unchallenged? That of Citizen Purple! But she would have to
ride on a mobile machine, to provide mass and height, and cover it over

with the cloak. A daring venture indeed!



"Yes," Blue assured him.

He looked at Mach. "Do you not know me. Uncle?"
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"Uncle'?" the robot asked, not getting it.

Purple rubbed his cheek, causing the waxy coating on it to crease.
He lifted his cloak, showing them all the metal base. He seemed to be
human only in the top third.

"Nepe!" Sheen exclaimed, astonished. "You look so real!"

"Where's Mother?" he asked, hoping for one extra bit of information
before he acted.

"She's with Tania," Mach said. "Getting some informa -- tion on -- "

"No!" the maid cried, entering the room. "That is not my
grandchild!"

Purple looked at her. "What?"

Now Mach turned grim. "If you don't know that Nessie is Agape's
elder portion -- what we would call her mother -- then you are not Nepe.

Which means that -- "



Such a simple, neat device, but so hard to overcome, like a wicker thumb-
lock.

Then he departed, closing the panel behind him. It might be days
before any of Blue's allies caught on to Blue's situa -- tion; they would
assume that he was deep in plans for resist -- ing the increasing power of
the Contrary Citizens. Any who did approach would be quietly taken out by
Purple's watching minions. With luck, by the time Blue got free, it would be
academic: Purple would have consolidated his power, and it would be too
late for any preventive tricks.

The problem with folk like Blue was that they were too trusting and
scrupulous. That was why they had let Purple in without properly verifying
his nature. They had not antici -- pated such a cunning ploy. If only the fool
maid from Moeba had not caught on, and forced his immediate action, he
might have had Agape and Tania too! Agnes was Agape's parent -- half?
How had his researches overlooked that? It explained
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much of the child Nepe's rapid progress in form changing, when
she had at one point seemed retarded: she had had expert training from
the start. Blue had been cunning too, and it would have been foolhardy to

leave him free to work further mischief.



"Locate Serf Agape and Serf Tania of Citizen Blue's em -- ploy," he
said to his communicator. "Do not alert them;

merely inform me."

In a moment he had his response. "Subjects located at spaceport,”
Tsetse's voice came. "Aboard ship destined for -- "

"Stop that ship!" Purple shouted, causing a passing serf to jump;
the serf of course had not heard the communication.

But it was too late. The two females, evidently warned, had taken
the most immediate ship out, and it was taking off even as he gave the
command. The two had escaped the planet.

Purple suppressed his rage. What did it matter, actually? They
could do nothing offplanet, and if they returned, he would nab them. All he
needed was to be rid of them.

"Monitor all interplanetary calls," he said. "Intercept any relating to
personnel allied with Citizen Blue." That would prevent the two from calling
in a warning to a Blue ally.

But who had tipped the two off? That person obviously knew, and
could take action to free Blue. That person had to be nullified, and quickly.

Citizen Purple headed for home. Here was an eariy use for the

Oracle! Soon he would know the identity of that person, and take him out.



unexpected trouble. It was the residence of Citizen Troal.

Troal happened to be offplanet at the moment, but his son must
have picked up the message and immediately alerted Agape.

And the two females had taken that child with them off -- planet.
That meant he was out of reach -- but also no longer a threat. Purple
relaxed; the only likely snag was no problem after all. Now he could
concentrate on the main effort. There were pressing details to attend to,
such as settling with Trans -- lucent, who would not be pleased, but who
surely would rec -- ognize the effectiveness of Purple's actions. If not --
well, there was always the lethargy box.

17

Fleta

Fleta trotted along comfortably, carrying Tania, as they ap --
proached the region of the West Pole. She had known of Tania's designs
on Bane from the outset, but allied with the Adverse Adepts as she had
been, she had not been in a po -- sition to protest. After all. Bane had no
woman in Phaze, and Tania had once been intended for him, or vice versa,
because they were the only two of their generation definitely slated to be
Adepts. Tania had been scrupulous about not vamping Mach, so that Fleta
had never had cause for a challenge. That was just as well, because

though unicorns were proof against most magic, they could not stand



watched this pro -- cess with private amazement, but there had been no
doubt of

302 | Piers Anthony

its validity. Her own attitude had suffered a corresponding shift from
enmity to friendship; she knew pretty closely how Tania felt.

Now they had shifted sides together, and Fleta was glad of that;
they would never have to oppose each other. They worked well together,
because they now knew each other well, and their abilities were
complementary. Fleta could travel readily, while Tania could handle threats.
But the question remained: what of Tania? She was doomed not to have
her love returned, and Fleta feared she would take a drastic mea -- sure:
the same one Fleta had taken, when she had seen no future in her love for
Mach. Fleta did not want to see this happen, but what alternative was
there?

She knew what. She would have to share. There was a precedent
for having alternate loves in the frames; Fleta's love was Mach in Phaze,
but Bane was available. Similarly, Mach was free in Proton. Tania had
changed sides and done good service; she was entitled in each frame to
what it of -- fered. Fleta just had not yet been able to bring herself to make
it official.



amulet that would protect them from observation by all except Adepts -- but
Translucent was an Adept. Certainly there would be no way to rescue
Flach.

A bat appeared before Fleta's nose. She jumped; she had not seen
it approach. Then she recognized its smell. "Al'" she fluted in hom talk.

"Where be thee, 0 Aunt Fleta?" he piped in bat talk, the pitch so
high she could barely hear it. "I see thee not!"

Because of the amulet. She nosed forward and nudged him with
her horn. With the contact, he saw her. He changed to boyform,
maintaining the touch. "0 Aunt Fleta, | used my father's spell to locate thee.
He has been enchanted!"
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Fleta changed to womanform so quickly that Tania barely had time
to dismount. "The Red Adept enchanted?"

"Aye, mare. The Purple Adept did it. Tan, | mean. He got the Book
o' Magic, and then --"

"My brother!" Tania exclaimed. "l knew it!"

"Tell us exactly what happened,” Fleta said. "Fear not discovery; an
thou maintain contact with me, naught be o'er -- heard."

Alien was reassured. He slowed down enough to give a coherent

report. "Purple and Tan came to the Red Demesnes as scheduled, and



stunned her too with his Evil Eye. Me they saw not, for | was peeking from
hiding. Then they consulted how they would send a goblin garbed like
Flach to tell Stile he escaped, but the goblin would loose a spell to take out
Stile and Bane and all else in the Blue Demesnes, for they thought thee
there too, that no major Adepts be able to oppose Purple's designs. But |
knew thou wast elsewhere, and came to warn thee o' this treachery!"

"But why?" Fleta asked, appalled. "The Adverse Adepts have
already won! What need for this?"

"I can guess," Tania said darkly. "Nor Purple nor my brother e'er
trusted Translucent; they wanted to take power from him. They must have
taken him out first, then struck at the rest, so they can rule; an they had
waited. Translucent would have taken control, and been more generous.
So they timed their treachery when none suspected -- and now thy Adepts
Red and Stile and Rovot be ensorceled, and mayhap killed when Purple
feel secure. Brown be no match, and we be helpless."

"But we be free," Fleta protested. "We can go and -- "

"And be trapped also," Tania said. "They expect that. Be
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assured we can stand not against their magic; likely already there
be goblins in search o' us, and our time be measured." "But one thing -- "

Alien said. Fleta glanced at him. "There be yet more?" "My father gave me



that?"

Alien shrugged; he knew nothing of this.

But Tania's brow was furrowed. "A flute -- there was one, once,
before our time, when Stile separated the frames. May --

hap --"

"The Platinum Flute!" Fleta exclaimed. "The elves made it, and
keep it now. It -- when it be played, it -- "

"Brings the frames together," Tania finished. "But only one can play
it, and he be long gone from Phaze and Proton -- frame. Now, with the
frames fore'er parted, there be no use for this. And e'en were it so, what
point? The Adverse Adepts rule here, and the Contrary Citizens there."

"This be a mystery," Fleta said. "But surely the Red Adept knew
whereof he spoke! Why give Al this token, an it be not the key to aught
important?"

Tania nodded. "It be our only hope. Needs must we go where it
points, and find the Flute."

"But that will take time, and there be naught!" Fleta pro -- tested.

"It be all we have," Tania said grimly. "But mayhap thy dam will
know what this portends. She was e'er close to Stile."

Fleta brightened. "Aye! An she had her secret will, I'd be foal o'

Stile 'stead o' Stallion! An any know the key to this riddle, it be Neysa."



mounted. The bat flew to perch on Fleta's head. She started off at a gallop.
Fortunately she was rested; they had been proceeding cautiously, and she
had grazed recently. However, the amulet of privacy was giving out; they
were becoming audible and visible. It might be restored somewhat by
another invocation, but that should be saved for an emer -- gency.

She followed the direction indicated by the amulet-flute, deviating
only to take advantage of open and level ground. This took her to the
Animal Head Demesnes, which was a problem, as they were allies of the
Adverse Adepts. Sure enough, a crow-head spied her, and she
encountered a line of manlike creatures with assorted animal heads. They
were armed with clubs and spears; she would not be able to run that
gauntlet without getting hurt.

She slowed. Tania sat up tall and Eyed the leader, a lion -- head
with a magnificent mane. "We be on special business," she said. "Direct thy
minions to let us pass, and one to lead us the best way through."

It was that simple. The lion-head, fascinated by the Evil Eye,
gestured his minions back. A hawk-head ran forward, leading Fleta, and in
a short time she was through what had seemed like a difficult thicket, and
facing another open re -- gion. "We thank thee, lion!" Tania called as Neysa

acceler -- ated.



"l can find thee sustenance," he said eagerly. "What wouldst thou
have?"
"An ounce of nectar would fill my bird belly, but that be hard to

come by."
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"I will come by it!" he promised. He assumed his batform and
disappeared into the twilight.

Soon he was back, hauling something that staggered his flight. It
was a leaf cunningly drawn into a bag, and inside it was a pool of sweet
nectar.

"How couldst thou harvest so much so soon?" Tania asked. "Each
flower has but a trifle!"

"l found a big flower," he said proudly.

Fleta assumed bird form and tried the nectar. It was ex -- cellent,
and more than she could finish; they had to store the extra for future use.

Then she settled in Tania's tan tresses, and Tania walked, with Al

flying ahead. She slept.



take my turn.

"l ate on the way. Al found fruits."

Fleta was further impressed. The bat boy was doing his share too!
She assumed 'corn form, and Tania mounted, and Al came in. Now it was
evident that he too was tired; he had been all night aloft.

She set off at a trot, following the contour of the foothills of the
great mountains. She could tell by their respective pos -- tures that both
woman and bat were almost instantly asleep. They deserved their rest!

At mid-moming she spied a dragon aloft, for the Dragon Demesnes
were just south of the mountains. She hesitated, then decided that
prevention was better than risk, and re -- invoked her amulet. Then she
ignored the dragon, because she knew the amulet shielded her sight,
sound and smell from its awareness. She did, however, make sure to tread
on hard ground, because any tracks she left would be visible. But this was
about the last use she would be able to make of the amulet; its magic was
exhausted.
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So it went. In two days they reached the Herd where Neysa grazed,

and made themselves known to her.



"A point?" Fleta asked blankly.

"It be this: that the most fundamental force in both frames be the
same, and that its difference in the frames be but per -- ception. In Phaze
we see magic, and in Proton they see sci -- ence, but the split between
them be illusion. An we knew how, we could do science here, and they
could do magic there. It be naught but a -- a geis, or what they call a
program, a rule that makes it be one way or the other."

Fleta exchanged glances with Tania and Al. All three were baffled.
"But science works here not," Fleta said. "And magic works there not. |
have been in both, and tried."

"Because of thy mindset, and that o' the frame," Neysa said. "It be
the same for all. The geis be unbreakable. But an the frames be merged
again, both would work, drawing on either interpretation o' the power o' the
basic rock Phazite or Protonite. The curtain between frames be but a
window o' awareness, like the screen o' a science computer. Merg -- ence
be the answer: that be what Al's amulet means. Only when they be
together can the frames be truly at rest."

"But we can merge the frames not, with the Flute here and the
Player there," Tania said.

"Methinks Stile could," Neysa said firmly. "An he be ensorceled,

thou must do it instead."



Proton died, the other could cross and fill her place. Now with no
crossing, the void be filled by another, and that be the Lady Sheen. All the
Adepts and most o' the others be parallel, or growing so. The events too:
what occurs in one frame, occurs in the other, if not exact, then close. Each
contest was won by the same side; it could be not otherwise. Now what
thou dost here, thine other self be doing there. If thou canst prevail here, so
will it be there, and the way will open. What thou achievest be known in
Proton, though there be no seeming contact between thee and the alien. All
that thou canst accomplish be double weight. That be the remain -- der o'
the Point."

Fleta knew it was true. She was awed by the realization;

the evidences of the parallelism had been there all along, but she
had never appreciated them this way. She had to succeed!

"But an somehow the frames be merged -- what o' the folk?" Fleta
asked. "Willst become just one set o' folk for both?"

"Aye."

"Butl--"

"Will merge with Agape, methinks. And all others, as their pairs

exist. It be a monstrous notion."



and mischief lay there!

Another day's travel brought them to the spot at which the flute-
amulet pointed -- and there was nothing there. It was on the slope of the
Purple Mountains, in the Elven Demesnes, with nothing but silvery flowers
growing. They paused, baf -- fled. First the mystery of the Unicom Point,
then this!

It was Alien who figured it out. "The Flute be under -- ground! The
little folk keep it not up in plain sight, and their warrens go ne'er direct. We
must find the entrance!"
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They quested about, and in due course discovered an elven”®
entrance. Fleta assumed woman form, removed her amulet, and handed it
to Tania. "Mayhap this will protect thee aught. | must broach them now. Al
and | will do it, while thou dost hide, in case."

"In case what?" the bat boy asked.

"Elves be not always friendly."

He nodded, sobering. Then Fleta knocked at the portal, alerting the
elves.'

A man appeared. He was about the height of Alien, but

considerably stouter. His clothing was the color of platinum, and his skin



Then the elf man turned, startled. His eyes glazed. "Oh, aye," he
said. "These be emissaries."

Tania had stepped in. Out of contact with her, Fleta could neither
see nor hear her other than dimly; the dwindling power of the amulet was
more effective with only one person to cover. Evidently she had touched
the elf, and used her Eye to fascinate him. Now, in effect, he was their
prisoner.

The elf led them into the passage in the hill. Wan light struggled
down so that it was not completely dark, but it remained uncomfortably
close. She would not be able to as -- sume unicom form here; she would be
jammed into the walls. At least Al would be able to move; as a bat he could
readily handle this region.

They came to a chamber wherein sat an extremely wizened elf,
obviously a leader. He wasted no time in amenities. "Thy magic be that o'
the Adverse Adepts. Know, 0O intruders, that we be overtly neutral, but
privately we favor Stile and will help thy side not.”

Fleta smiled, relieved. "Canst thou be Pyreforge, friend to my foal's
grandsire? | be Fleta, and this be Alien, son o' -- "

"And thou be helping the wrong side!" he snapped. "Be glad | grant
thee the courtesy o' truce, else -- "



Pyreforge stared at her. "An thou canst convince me o' that, with
her Eye hooded, mayhap my aid be thine."

It took time, but in due course the old elf was satisfied. He turned
over the invaluable Platinum Flute. It was in pieces, in a box, but could be
readily assembled at need.

"But we know not how to use it," Fleta said. "The amulet guided us
here to it, and. my dam says we must merge the frames, but -- "

"Let me research in my references."

More time passed. The elves gave them bread and water while
they waited, treating them with courtesy now that their loyalty to Stile was
known. Tania had to give up the fading amulet of privacy and become fully
apparent.

"Ah, now | see!" the elf exclaimed as he saw her clearly. "Thou hast
the stigmata o' love for Bane! That be why thou didst change sides!"

Tania was taken aback. "Shows it thus?"

"Ordinarily, nay. But thy whole nature has changed, and that be
evident. But an the frames merge, what o' thee?"

"0' me?"

"Thou dost love the man o' this frame, who be not with Pleta. Thine
other self loves the rovot, who be not with the alien. But -- "

"The alien!" Al exclaimed. "My namesake!"



none be open for thee. So what o' thee?"

Tania looked crestfallen. "l know not," she said faintly.
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This was the matter that Fleta had not been able to raise. It was the
separation of Mach and Bane that made compromise possible; without that
separation, and the two distinct frames, there would be no free man, or free
aspect of him.

"Then canst thou labor to merge the frames, an it be pos -- sible?"

Tania considered. "l sought to vamp Bane, to win him o'er to our
side -- 1 mean the Adverse Adepts -- and make a fitting mate for me. |
wanted to marry below my station not. But the ploy turned, and he won me
to his side, which now be Stile's, and made o' me his creature though ne'er
did he touch me. Now must | do what he would have me do, and | would
save him though | lose him. | can explain it not else."

"It will do," the old elf said. "Take the Flute to Blue and it will rouse
him and enable him to throw off the geis on him. Then will he know what to
do."

"There be the answer!" Fleta exclaimed. "To fetch the Flute and
bring it to him!"

"Else would we ne'er give it thee," Pyreforge agreed. "An this

instrument fall into enemy hands -- "



could feel its latent power, warming her side and lending strength. She
knew it could revive Stile!

In two days they were near the castle of the Blue De -- mesnes. But
how were they to get inside? They knew that there would be formidable
magic barring their way, and that their amulet would not protect them from
discovery here, even if any real strength remained in it.

"Mayhap they be busy elsewhere, not guarding this," Al said
hopefully. "l can fly in and spy it out, and if naught happens to me -- "

"Aye, go," Fleta said. She did not like putting him in danger, but she
couldn't risk bringing the Flute near until she knew it was safe.

Alien changed form and flew low and circuitously toward
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the castle. In due course he returned. "Tan be there, guard -- ing --
but he be sleeping!"

Without a word, Fleta advanced on the castle in her human form. It
would have been faster in her natural form, but she didn't want the sound of
her hooves waking the Adept. Tania followed. They took advantage of
whatever cover they could find.

They crossed the moat and entered the castle. It was un -- naturally

silent; the animals that usually came for healing were gone, and the normal



course he had feigned sleep, to trick Al and lure them in here; now he had
sprung his trap all too neatly.

"Look not at him!" Tania cried.

But it was already too late. The Adept's gaze was on her, meeting
her own. The volition drained from her body as his eyes loomed large.

A bat flew at Tan, going for his eyes. But the Adept merely nicked a
glance at Alien, and the bat stiffened and fell to the floor, unable to fly. Fleta
had some resistance, being a uni -- corn, but the vampires did not. The boy
had done a brave and foolish thing, and now was stunned. The terrible
gaze resumed its reduction of her defense; the Adept wasn't even straining.

Tania leaped in front other. "l will stop him!" she cried. "Take the
Flute to Stile!"

But Fleta, tagged peripherally by the Evil Eye, could barely move.
She could feel her volition recovering, but the process was distressingly
slow. Only her right hand, holding the Plat -- inum Flute, was fully
functional; it had not been affected by the Eye. Indeed, it was the source of
her recovery; volition was extending along her arm and toward her
shoulder. She had thought the power of the Evil Eye was exaggerated; now
she knew that her contempt for it had been because of igno --
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Fleta, staring at Tania's back, saw the woman shiver. He was
speaking truly!

"Moreover, thou has lost the edge thou hadst," he contin -- ued
inexorably. "Thou fool, thou didst let Bane turn the worm on thee, draining
thee o' thy nerve. Now thou dost be mushy soft, thine Eye weak."

Tania's body shook. She was losing the contest, and Fleta still
lacked control of her legs. She was a unicorn, resistant to hostile magic, but
the Adept had stunned her in a moment. If she tried to walk to Stile, she
would fall.

"Were thou not my sister, it would go hard with thee. As it is, | will
put thee merely to sleep while | deal with these animals. At least thou has
done one thing right: thou didst bring to me the Platinum Flute, that else
would have been their only remaining threat."

Fleta jammed the box containing the Flute forward, into Tania's
back. "Take it!" she said. "It will give thee strength!" She slid the instrument
across the woman's back, around her body to her arm, so that she could
grasp it.

Tania's body straightened at the contact. The Flute was lending her
strength! Despite Tan's brutal words, Tania's power was nearly the equal of
his, and she was able to fight back. She took the box, her gaze still locked

with that of her brother, and slowly opened it. Stage by stage she



Alien stirred. Fleta, almost completely recovered, went to
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him, picking him up. Her contact helped; he lifted his mouse -- like
head, his big eyes blinking.

Now Pleta was free to take the Flute to Stile -- but she didn't have
it, and couldn't take it until Tania had finished with Tan. Tania was winning,
but it was obviously a debilitating con -- test; perhaps never before had Eye
been opposed to Eye.

At last Tan sank to the ground, his eyes clouding. He had lost; his
mind was captive to his sister's. But Tania was little better off. She
wavered, and Fleta hastened to support her before she fell. She seemed
dazed. Her tan hair glistened with a sheen of sweat, and her eyes were
turning bloodshot. Even with the help of the Flute, she had had to give her
all in the effort to prevail.

The castle shook. There was a rumble from below. Then the stone
floor clove asunder, and the Purple Adept rose through it, buoyed by a waft
of smoke.

There was no time for thought. Both Fleta and Alien knew what to
do. They hurled themselves at the Adept, Fleta changing to her natural

form as she did so.



was a double note on her horn.

Tania blinked. She looked at Purple, then at the Flute in her hand.
It was obvious that she had no way to resist him;

her power was spent, while his was strong.

"Thou'rt a pretty thing," Purple said. "Give it me, and | will spare
thee punishment, and mayhap take thee for my mistress. | want not to
destroy thee." It was obviously no bluff, either way; Purple had all the
powers of the deep earth, and he liked women of any type.

Slowly Tania lifted the Platinum Flute. Fleta blew another protest,
but could manage no more. There seemed to be no way to keep Purple
from his victory.

Alien changed to his boy form. He was too battered to rise, but he
could speak. ',;'Play it!" he gasped.
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Tania paused. A strange look crossed her face. She was not
musically inclined. There was no way she could perform on such an
instrument. But she seemed to hear a voice the others could not. She did
not pass the Flute to Purple. She lifted it instead to her mouth. She blew.

Then things became strange indeed.

18



pulsing meant that it was time for that message.

'Corn used his father's terminal to run a quick spot trace on all the
appropriate adults. This immediately showed the nature of the crisis: of the
six on the list, five were marked in red. This meant that they had been in
some way incapac -- itated or compromised, and should not be
approached. Citi -- zen Blue, his wife Sheen, their son Mach, his other self
Bane, and their maid Agnes -- all off the list. Only Bane's wife Agape
remained. He had to get to her in a hurry, before something happened to
her too!

He borrowed his father's private transport capsule. Citizen Troal
and 'Corn's mother, the beautiful Bat Girl, were off --
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planet, on a holiday alone; he might be able to call them, but he
knew better than to try. When his key pulsed, it meant not only trouble, but
that speed and secrecy were of the es -- sence. Any ofiplanet call could be
monitored, so nothing pri -- vate was done that way. The same was true of
intraplanet communications. But 'Corn had not communicated; he had
merely checked a listing without acting. Now he was acting, in the manner
he had to.



was the mother of his friend Nepe. But for rea -- sons never fully clarified,
his parents had indicated that this was an appropriate way to address her.

Agape didn't hesitate. She caught Tania by the arm and both
followed him into the carriage. He set the destination for RANDOM, so that
no one could readily intercept them.

"Aunt Agape, my key is pulsing!" he said, holding it up. Nothing
showed, of course; the pulsing was a rhythmic trace vibration that only he
could feel. "This means trouble! My parents are away, so | must act, and
you are the only one left who can evoke the message!"

"But what of the others?" Agape asked, alarmed. She could make
herself into any form she wanted, but she looked worn and nervous.

"All are marked red. Something has happened to them! | don't dare
even go to look; there must be danger for anyone who goes near them."

"My brother!" Tania exclaimed. "I knew it! He's up to mischief, and
Citizen Purple too!"

"It must be," Agape agreed. "We were checking on Cit -- izen
Translucent, to ascertain why he dropped out of the pro -- ceedings. They
probably took him out first, then went after Blue and the others after they
got the Oracle. We should have known they wouldn't honor any
agreements, once they got power!"
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complete -- and it must be the same in Phaze, because of the parallelism --
how can we hope to counter it?"

"My key," 'Corn said. "You must evoke it."

"Evoke it? 'Corn, this is not Phaze! We have no amulets here."

"Evoke its message. This is why | sought you. You are the only one
left who can do this."

"I? | know nothing of this!"

"Just touch it, please!"

She extended her hand and touched it with one finger.

The key glowed. A picture of a man appeared in its sur -- face: thin,
evidently of the older generation. He wore archaic spectacles on his face,
and his hair was shading well into gray.

"l don't know this man," Agape said. "Do you?"

"No. But maybe -- " 'Corn turned over the key.

There on the other side was a name and address. "Clef, musician,"
Agape read. "But he's on a far planet!"

"Clef," Tania said. "l have heard that name. Wasn't he the one who
played the -- the famous Flute, and brought the frames together?"

"That one?" Agape asked, amazed. "I have heard of a friend of
Stile's who -- who turned out to be the most amazing Adept of all, even

though he was just a serf of Proton. But -- "



Awed, they realized that this could be it. "We need to get ofiplanet
in a hurry anyway," Tania said. "Before Citizen Purple and my brother catch
us."

"l can take you to the spaceport,” 'Corn said bravely. "Then | can
travel around, leading them away -- "

Agape put her arms around him and hugged him to her. This was a
unique experience, for young as he was, he un -- derstood the nature of
her beauty. "We can not leave you, 'Corn. You must come too."

"But | am a minor," he protested with mixed emotion. "l can't leave
planet without my parents' consent."

"And we dare not call them," Agape said, frowning.

"We'll have to sneak him out," Tania said. "Ship him as baggage."

"But baggage is shipped in the cargo hold," Agape said. "Not
pressure or temperature controlled."

"He'll have to be drugged and sealed into a capsule," Tania said.
She glanced at 'Corn. "You have the use of Cit -- izen Troal's carriage; can
you also authorize his luggage?"

"Yes," 'Corn said, brightening.

"Make out a routing slip in your father's name for one sealed
capsule, and an authorization for two serfs to see to its security. We shall

be those serfs. The port officials won't question it unless the alarm is



a code. They support Citizen Blue completely.”

"Don't make a call!" Tania warned. "They will be mon -- itoring all
calls!"

"No call," Agape agreed. "There will be a private access at the
spaceport.”

They arrived. There was no alarm, so far. Actually, only a few
minutes had passed; Citizen Purple was probably still securing his base

elsewhere.
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Agape paused at a maintenance panel. She tapped on it, then
spoke a few words. There seemed to be no response, and 'Corn was afraid
she hadn't gotten through. But then a cleaning vehicle rolled up, its lid lifting
to reveal a dark in -- terior chamber. "Get in," Agape said quietly. "But -- "
Corn protested, abruptly nervous. "Do you not know me, friend?" the
machine inquired. "Troubot!" 'Corn cried. Without further protest he climbed
in, and the lid closed. He was in darkness, a pris -- oner, but now he felt

secure.



a blue sash, and there was a blue ribbon in her hair. She was amazingly
beautiful; the clothing made her look every inch a Citizen.

She smiled. "We're offplanet, 'Corn. You'll have to don clothing too.
Offworlders don't necessarily understand about serf nakedness. We have a
red suit for you."

"Red suit?" He was still dazed, as much by the changed
circumstance as the effects of his drugging. Obviously he had been put
under in Troubot -- trust his friend to make it easy! -- and sealed in and
shipped, and now they were -- where?

"Red is Citizen Troal's color," she reminded him. "As it is for his
opposite in Phaze, the Red Adept. We are at the spaceport at your father's
vacation planet; soon he will be meeting us, and we want you to be suitably
attired. Then Agape and | will go on to locate Clef."

He let her dress him, bemused. He knew that clothing was worn
offplanet, but this was the first time he had been away from Proton and it
was hard to set aside the conditioning of a lifetime.

He felt the need to say something, but he didn't know what.
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So he asked her a personal question. "Tania -- if | may ask -- aren't

you in love with Mach?"



"l want his love, not his promise!" she flared. Then, im -- mediately,
she apologized. "I'm sorry, 'Corn; | shouldn't have said that. My situation is
no concern of yours. | have been foolish in my emotion; see that when you
grow up you are more sensible."

"Too late," he said wryly. "l love Nepe, and she loves Troubot."

Tania stared at him. Then she hugged him. "You do un --
derstand!" she murmured, and he felt the wetness of tears at his neck.
Suddenly he was very glad he had spoken.

Agape appeared, resplendent in a blue dress. It was amaz -- ing
what clothing did for a person! 'Corn, standing now be -- fore a mirror,
hardly recognized himself; they were like three different people.

They walked out to meet Citizen Troal. But it was the Bat Girl, in
bright red, who came to meet them. He had never seen her dressed before,
either; she was the loveliest of alll "Mother!" he cried, and flung himself into
her arms.

"Tania and | must go on to find the musician Clef," Agape said. "
'Corn's key indicates that this is our only avenue to reverse the treachery of
the Contrary Citizens."

'‘Corn's mother smiled. "My husband is already contacting him. We

shall hold a video conference. Our cottage is about fifteen minutes away."



ing: he had known this was the case with many planets, but it was
an awesome thing actually to experience.

Made giddy by this new environment, 'Corn was embold -- ened to
ask his mother a personal question. "Why are you called the Bat Girl,
Mother, when you don't look anything like a bat?" The oddest thing was
that he had never wondered about this before; seeing her in clothing had
changed his view of her in more than the physical sense.

She laughed. "Your father named me that! It is because of Agape.”

"Agape?" he repeated, startled.

"Some time back, | exchanged places with Fleta the uni -- corn in
Phaze," Agape answered. "In Phaze | was helped by an ugly old troll and a
beautiful young vampire. | talked to each, and learned that each was afraid
to broach a certain matter to the other: he because he believed that no
woman could care for a troll, she because she regarded herself as an
animal, having originated as a bat. Because | owed each a debt | could not
myself repay, | urged the lady bat to approach the troll."

"But what has that to do with my mother?" 'Corn de -- manded.

"They did get together, and soon married," Agape ex -- plained.
"They had a son whom they chose to name after my Proton identity, calling

him Alien. Because things tend to be parallel between the frames,



spoken of her contact with Flach, and his friend Al. Al the alien, 'Corn the
unicorn! How obvious, suddenly!

They arrived at the residence. It was a cottage right out in the open,
surrounded by flowering trees. But 'Corn was be -- coming acclimatized to
such marvels; they had serious busi -- ness to transact.
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Citizen Troal met them at the door. 'Corn had never thought of his
father as a troll before, but now he could see how tall and ugly he was. Of
course appearance didn't matter for a Citizen; the most beautiful woman
would marry one in an instant, for the sake of the power and comfort of the
life he offered. 'Corn had assumed this was the case with his mother;

now he knew that there was more to it than that.

"We are tracking the musician," Troal announced. "He should be on
the screen momentarily."

Indeed, Clef appeared soon after they entered. He was life size on
the wall screen, but the distance between planets caused his image to
flicker slightly. He was a man of Troal's age, with a severely receding
hairline and the same archaic spectacles the key had shown. "I have not
been in touch with Planet Proton for more than a quarter century," he said.
"To what do | owe the honor of this contact?"



orchestra."

"Your return to Proton may be barred by Proton custom," Troal
said. "But events may override that. Citizen Blue is in serious trouble, and
there is a suggestion that you are the key to the resolution of his problem."

"I'm not sure you understand. Citizen Troal. My prior ser -- vice was
to enter the frame of Phaze and play the magic Flute at a critical time.
Thereafter the frames were permanently separated; it is no longer possible
to cross over. Since the magic Flute remains on the other side of the
curtain, and only it is capable of re-establishing the connection, there is
noth -- ing | can do for you."

"Nevertheless, Citizen Blue evidently believes -- "

"I am sorry. | suspect further dialogue is pointless. | am in any
event too old to travel such a distance on mere spec -- ulation that | might
be of some use."

Troal looked baffled. Clef was making sense.

"Sir, if | may talk to him," Tania murmured.
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The Citizen shrugged. "Of course. But make it brief."



Clef stared at her. "Of course."

The others watched, astonished, as Tania made a little bow to the
screen. Then the connection dissolved.

"What did you do?" 'Corn demanded. "How come he changed his
mind?"

She turned to him, a partial smile on her face. Her dress was open
at the front, showing most of one breast and part of the other. Her hair was
slightly wild. Her eyes seemed enormous -- and as her gaze met his, they
seemed to grow larger yet, sending an oddly pleasant shiver through him.
"You vamped him!" Agape exclaimed.

Tania drew her dress up so that little more than her neck showed,
and smoothed out her hair. Her eyes diminished. "It's a talent | have found
effective on men other than yours. | prayed for some of what my other self
can do with her Eye, and perhaps | got it. It was a desperation ploy."

"But that man is old enough to be your father!" Agape protested.

"And what is wrong with that?" the Bat Girl inquired.

Agape glanced from her to Citizen Troal. "Nothing, of course," she
said, embarrassed.

"And you used Phaze idiom, reminding him of what offers there,"
Citizen Troal remarked. "That was clever of you. | wish | could have seen

you as he saw you."



Within a day Clef arrived.

"l don't want to see him," Tania said, embarrassed. "If | had thought
about it at all, | wouldn't have -- "

"Clef is a gentleman," Troal said. "Be assured he will treat you as a
lady."

"Which | don't deserve!"

But she did meet him, completely demure in a cloaklike dress, and
Clef was indeed polite. He had brought his flute -- made of platinum but
not, he explained, magic, unfortu -- nately. "l would give everything | have
dreamed of else -- where, to be in Phaze again, to possess the magic Flute
again," he said. "When you, Tania, perhaps subconsciously, used the
Phaze idiom, it reminded me of my longing for it. So my presence here is
selfish, | regret to confess. If there is even the remotest chance -- " He
shrugged.

"We hope there is," Tania said, visibly relieved.

"Citizen Blue must believe there is," 'Corn said, showing his key,
which still glowed with Clefs picture. They ex -- plained all that they knew of
the situation to Clef.

Clef nodded. "So the parallelism has strengthened in re -- cent
decades," he said. "That suggests quite strong connec -- tions between the

frames despite their seeming separation. Perhaps this is because with no



"That is the salient question," Clef said. "But if my friend Stile -- or
his other self -- believes that it is possible, then it behooves us to explore
the matter. Perhaps the answer will offer."

"But there is danger for all of us on Planet Proton," Troal reminded
him. "Citizen Purple is trying to eliminate all op -- position."

"l realize that. But | am in my waning years, and perhaps have
relatively little to lose. We must try to consult with Cit -- izen Blue; he is the

only one who truly knows how | may help."
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"We may be able to sneak a small party in," Citizen Troal said. "My
wife and | are watched, so cannot approach the planet, but if others move
in by a devious route, it may work. However, the moment you enter Citizen
Blue's premises, dis -- covery is inevitable; you will have very little time to
act."

"Understood," Clef agreed.

The return was more complicated than the departure, but just as
urgent; they knew they had to act swiftly, or it would be too late. If Citizen

Purple got well enough established to believe he could afford to kill his



those of his neighbors. Anarchy was developing. So no notice was taken
when a noted musician from a far planet arrived with several sealed boxes
of equipment about which he was very finicky. There was also a reaction to
local custom. He made a fair scene when leaving the ship: "Naked? You
expect me to strip stark naked?"

'Corn smiled. He had been revived the moment the ship landed, as
had the others, so that they could act quickly. They remained in their
boxes, properly naked, ready to push open the unlatched lids and leap out
at need. But as long as the ruse remained effective, they remained hidden,
listening. 'Corn was sure that Agape and Tania found this scene as
amusing as he did. Clef had been a serf, and well understood the rule for
serfs; but he was returning as a different man, one who had never before
been to this planet. Evidently there had been some details this other person
had overlooked.

The spaceport personnel patiently explained about Citizens and
serfs. They had been through exactly this sort of scene many times before.
They were sorry, but no matter how au -- gust the musician was on his
home planet, he was reckoned as a serf here, and had to adopt serf ways.
He must address
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Proton was a very special experience, for those who arrived unwarned.
Most of the functionaries had had to make similar adjustments when they
first came. Clef was allowed to set foot within the dome proper, and his
boxes were un -- loaded.

Shortly later, in the temporary apartment chamber he had rented.
Clef opened his luggage. He had used a special mon -- itor to make sure
that he was not being spied on. 'Corn and the two women got out. They
had passed the first hurdle;

now for the second, and critical, one. They had to get to Citizen
Blue, and then see how they could help him.

'Corn went ahead, scouting the situation. His hair had been cut and
its color changed, and cosmetic tape had been used to change his facial
features enough to make him unrecog -- nizable as the boy he had been.
His body was thicker; he looked pudgy now, but this was because of a
spybeam sensor fitted around his abdomen. Every time he passed a hall
mon -- itor, he got a pulse against the skin of his belly, verifying the
presence of the invisible beam.

All was quiet in the region of Citizen Blue's complex. 'Corn walked
by it without pausing -- but the equipment he carried verified the nature of
the lock and the people inside. The lock was unchanged, which meant that

Agape could enter, bring -- ing her companions with her. Citizen Blue,



"What choice do we have?" Clef asked. "If we don't go there, we
can not rescue Citizen Blue. We shall just have to hope that either they are
not expecting us, or that if they are, we can act with greater dispatch than
they expect."

Tania nodded. "Sometimes the best way to handle a trap is to
spring it," she agreed. "l am expendable; | will try to nullify my brother while
you see to Citizen Blue."

"Expendable?" Clef asked, appalled. "I should hope

not!"

Tania smiled at him, and he smiled back. Evidently she had after all
invoked more than just the memory of Phaze in his mind. 'Corn observed
them covertly, hoping to leam something that might be useful in his
relationship with Nepe. He knew that Tania wasn't really interested in Clef;
she just wanted to be sure he helped rescue Citizen Blue. And, in the
process, the one she did love: Mach. Thus she was an excel -- lent
reference for the application of sex appeal without emo -- tion.

"In any event," Agape said, "that lethargy box surely has settings
for Tania and me and perhaps 'Corn too. We are wearing nullifiers, but our
first priority will be to destroy that

box."



and it slid open, recognizing her. She remained at the panel while the other
three quickly and quietly stepped in; then she stepped through and let it
close behind.

Th'ey filed silently along the short hallway leading to the main
room. Tania took the lead, alert for her brother. Clef was next, holding his
flute; none of them knew exactly how this instrument could help, but all
believed that it related in some significant way.

'Corn saw Citizen Blue, seated on a chair. He was con -- scious;
his eyes moved. But he was unable to move rapidly.
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"So the wanderers return!"

That was Citizen Tan's voice! He was awake -- and it was indeed a
trap!

Then, before 'Corn could react, the heavy hand of lethargy fell on
him. He saw Agape and Clef sag; they felt it too. Tan had the box -- and it
was overriding their nullifiers! Their ar -- rival had not only been anticipated,
it had been prepared for. What fools they had been to think it would be
otherwise; no wonder their arrival had been without event! Tan had wanted

them to come here, where they could be captured without commotion.



worried about it. Or he had thought she wouldn't dare directly oppose him.

He had been mistaken. 'Corn heard the sounds of their nearby
struggle. Tania was female, and smaller than her brother, but she was
healthy while he had evidently grown soft in Citizenship. It seemed like an
eternity, but was only a few seconds; then the box dropped to the floor. She
had beaten him!

No, she had only jarred the box from his grasp. It had not broken;
the lethargy remained on them. Tan shoved her away as 'Corn's head
slowly turned so that he could see them. She stumbled into Clef.

Tan lunged at her. Tania dodged around Clef. Then, on inspiration,
she took the flute from his flaccid hand and held it like a weapon. When
Tan reached for her again, she brought it down on his head.

The flute was made of platinum: a beautiful and extremely valuable
instrument. Platinum was one of the heaviest of met -- als. The flute made
a most effective club. Tan dropped to the floor, for the moment unable to
continue the fight.

Tania stepped toward the lethargy box, ready to smash it similarly,

so as to free them all.



Sheen and Mach

included.

But before they could do more than look at each other, there was a
new voice. "Attempt nothing foolish," Purple said. "I have another box --
and more persuasive instru -- ments."

It was of course no bluff. Citizen Tan might have misjudged his
sister, but Citizen Purple was more cunning and ruthless. Tania
straightened slowly, and the others did not move.

Except for 'Corn. He was at the rear of their column, clos -- est to
Purple. He whirled and leaped --

And was felled by a spot lethargy jolt. He collapsed at Purple's feet.
Indeed, the man had not been bluffing!

Purple brushed by him, orienting on Tania. "Give me that flute," he
said gruffly, "and | may make you my mistress instead of having you
executed." He held out his hand.

'Corn, on the floor, was able to move his head just enough to see
the tableau. Tania was slowly lifting the flute. Clef was

just behind her, chagrined.

Why did Purple want the flute? He had to know it wasn't the magic
one! It was valuable, but Purple hardly needed more wealth. The

instrument was irrelevant to Purple's in -- terests.



Purple laughed. Then Clef reached around her and adjusted the flute. He
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set his hands over hers, each finger guiding one of hers. "Across,
not into," he murmured.

"Enough of this foolishness," Purple said, reaching again.

Tania blew again. This time, with Clefs close guidance, she blew a
note. Her fingers under Clefs depressed the keys, and the note changed.

The first note was imperfect, yet had a strange quality. The second
was better, and stranger. She was catching on, follow -- ing Clefs cues,
making eerie music.

"No!" Purple cried. But she continued to play, with in -- creasing
facility, and he did not advance on her.

There seemed to be a light developing around the flute -- not a
glow, but an ambience. Its color heightened, enhancing its outline. Tania's
face seemed to have a double outline, as if she were a holo picture a trifle
out of focus. In fact there seemed to be two Tanias, playing two flutes,
overlapping.

Then the split images merged. Abruptly the music became
intimately compelling. The radiance spread outward, seem -- ing to ripple
through the air and the people -- and where it passed, they changed,

becoming double and then single, then double again, as if swinging in and



The superimposed images faded. But then Clef began to play.

He was a master. All doubt about this was abolished by his first
note. His fingers on the flute seemed to glow with sheer competence. Tania
stared at him as if mesmerized.

The radiance strengthened, as if a spotlight had focused on the
flute. It spread again, slowly; but this time its effects were intensified. It
lighted Clefs hands, and they became cleaner, stronger, the fingers more
nimble; the discolorations of age faded, leaving the firm flesh of youth. It
traveled across his arms, and they filled out, becoming muscular. It touched
his neck, which smoothed out, both tendons and wrinkles dis -- appearing.
It expanded across his face, shaping it, heighten --
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ing its animation, strengthening its character. His sparse hair
darkened and advanced, thickening. His spectacles now seemed
incongruous on so handsome a face.

Tania watched him, rapt. The man was being transformed! His
whole body was turning youthful and dynamic as the light bathed it. Agape
was staring too, and 'Corn, from the floor;

he knew the same thought was in all their minds. How could such a
thing be happening, without magic? Yet how could magic be operating,

here in Proton?



The walls of the suite dissolved again. This time the out -- door
landscape assumed full force.

Then they were moving -- or the landscape was. As a group they
passed through the wall of the suite, and through the walls of the
neighboring chambers. There were people in those other chambers,
looking started, but the group swept through them and past them without
impediment. 'Corn found himself moving toward a walking serf; then he
went through the middle of the man and on, feeling only a momentary drag,
as if the air had thickened. What was happening?

The pace accelerated, as the music continued. They burst out of
Hardom and moved north, like nine figures locked in an invisible ship.
Fields and trees passed at a blurring rate, and even hills. They were going
somewhere at the speed of a spaceship, without the ship.

-- A castle loomed on the horizon, a blue pennant flying from a high
turret. They shot in toward it, and through its walls.

Abruptly the motion stopped. They were in the castle, and 'Corn's
face was near a tuft of grass sprouting from the crev -- ice between two
paving stones. But he could not be con -- cerned about that; the travel had
stopped, but not the music. Clef was still playing, his whole body
concentrating on the
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merging. Tania's face turned, her mouth forming a frown. Her eyes seemed
to strike out at him -- and Purple fell back, reeling as if struck.

That was the Evil Eye! 'Corn had learned of it through Nepe. The
Tania of Phaze had it, the ability to hypnotize or hurt people merely by
looking at them. But this was Proton!

The light was coming here, bathing him, and bringing with it its
strange effects. 'Corn had been amazed by the ghostly traveling; now he
experienced a ghostly unity. The thought that had prompted him to urge
Tania to play the flute re -- turned, assuming new clarity. This was --

"Aye," he murmured, sitting up.

Aye? That was Phaze talk!

"Aye," his mouth said again. "The flute be doing it." "What's
happening?" 'Corn cried, even as he realized the explanation. He was
merging with his other self.

"Aye," his mouth said a third time. "I be Alien. Thou hast come here
to Phaze."

"But this is Proton!" 'Corn protested.

"Nay, methinks it be both. See, the frames be merging, and the folk
o' the frames."

'‘Corn saw it was so. The Proton folks who had occupied the suite

of Citizen Blue were superimposed on what must be the Blue Demesnes of
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He looked around him, discovering that the lethargy was gone from
his body. Clef was still playing, Tania was still gazing raptly on him, and the
others were reacting much as 'Corn himself was. Agape's features were
changing, coming to resemble those of

Fleta, Al's thought continued. Her human form was petite and
pretty. While, in contrast, the Purple Adept was a mot -- tled and ugly hulk.
The man's fat face was twisted in a dis -- torted snarl as he waged some
internal war with

Citizen Purple, 'Corn continued. Evidently the two did not like each
other much more than they liked anyone else. Prob -- ably they were
engaged in a no-quarter-given struggle to de -- termine which of them was
to control their single body.

Meanwhile, Citizen Blue was coming to life. It seemed that the
Adept Stile had been under a spell that the music was abating. But Stile
and Blue were not united, and neither were Mach and Bane. What was
wrong?

Blue caught 'Corn's eye. "Be not concerned, Al; my body in Phaze
be but a golem, and with the mergence | am re -- turned to Stile's." He

gestured to the golem, which sat im -- mobile.



complicated at certain times," she said.

"Canst not take turns?" he asked.

"An we were an other two, nay," she replied. "But we knew each
other well; we have traded bodies before. Now we have the capacities o'
both." She demonstrated by melt -- ing one hand into a molten lump, then
re-forming it. Then

she became a unicorn, and a hummingbird, and a woman again.

The Lady Blue stirred. "Welcome, Lady Sheen. Long has it been
since we met. Surely we too can share."

The woman went slack and the robot animated. "Surely we can.
Lady Blue!"

UNICORN POINT 1335

"But if all of you can cooperate and share so readily," 'Corn asked,
"why not Purple?"

Stile/Blue laughed. "For us it be fraught with difficulties, which may
belong in the working out. For him it be nigh impossible. This be because
we be amicable persons, accus -- tomed to accommodation and sacrifice,
while the Adverse and Contrary folk be perverse and greedy, accustomed
to yielding naught but under force or threat. We can get along with our

other selves; they can not. It be that simple."



"And as for my grandchild -- | will bring him now."

He singsonged a spell, drawing on the immense ongoing magic of
the continuing Flute, and disappeared. In a moment he was back with Nepe
and a young wolf. "Just as well | did," he said. "They were near the limit of
the good air. The Proton pollution has been pushed off the main continent,
for now."

Nepe looked around, seeming less surprised than the oth -- ers.
"This is fun!" she exclaimed.

Agape swooped down to gather her up. But Nepe was al -- ready
changing. "Ugh!" Flach exclaimed as Agape kissed him.

"But then who is the wolf?" 'Corn asked, astonished. The wolf
became a rather pretty young girl. "Sirelmoba," she said.

Flach disengaged from Agape and embraced his bitch -- friend. But
she changed, and in a moment he was holding Troubot. "Ugh!" the robot
exclaimed.

Somebody started laughing. Then all of them were, except
Adept/Citizen Purple, who was lost in his own private quar -- rel. There
were certainly things to adjust to! But what a great new situation was
opening out: the realms of science and magic merged, both being operative
together at last!

"Unicorn Point," Stile/Blue said, looking around. "l see



Proton's! But what would life be, without challenge?"

"Aye," Neysa said. Then she became Nessie. Now 'Corn
understood why Citizen Blue had hired this older alien from Planet Moeba;
he had been facilitating the parallelism, so as to be ready for this
mergence, if it came. Flach's granddam, Nepe's grandmother: had one
been offplanet at this time, there could have been a bad disruption.

'Com/Al remembered something. "What of Tania?" he asked. "She
did more than anyone to make this possible, and she loves Mach/Bane,
and we owe her --"

Pleta/Agape looked up. "It be true. We owe her," she said sadly.
"Mayhap she loved power as much as the man, wish -- ing to unite with an
Adept or Citizen and so gain back her own, but an we have the debt, needs
must we -- "

The music of the Flute finally stopped; the mergence was complete.
Clefs job was done. Rejuvenated, exhilarated, he lowered the instrument
and stood there, smiling and hand -- some. Slowly he turned to Tania, with
a questioning glance.

In two steps she was in his arms, kissing him with a passion
verging on ferocity. A light flickered about them.

Now 'Corn appreciated the phenomenal impact the playing of the

Flute must have had upon the woman. She had started it, guided by Clefs



like Merle are satisfied with their new powers in lieu of other payment, and
that our other allies are well off, while the Adverse allies are similarly badly
off." He glanced at 'Corn. "Thy folks may remain ensorceled, Al. Needs
must
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we check on the Red Demesnes ] offworld, there will be a complical

-- Me too!" Nepe cried. "Come roiks! &he ran across and took hi

Corn, dizzy, realized that the pi up. Maybe, as with Flach and Sin
ward to a different partner when gr had to admit, things were looking
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that, here is an exception, be -- cause | have a couple of credits to give, an
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My thanks to "Cutter John" Griffith, whose comments on USENET
helped me organize the Adepts; | was having trou -- ble remembering who
was which.

Likewise to Thomas A. McCloud, for the Dragon Duel notion and
the Add-a-Game device; | adapted from his in -- formative letter to
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out of the merged frames and merged characters. One reader suggested
that the Brown Adept be given a romantic interest; indeed it is possible that
she has had a richer life than has been seen here. There is also the
possibility of a new generation of children with extraordinary science and
magic abilities. The rest of the Galaxy can hardly be ignorant of the
advantages of magic; an invasion for pur -- poses of ruthless exploitation
seems likely. This would of course have to be resisted. So yes, there may
well be more, in due course. Don't rush me. | will get to Phaze Doubt when

I'm ready.



