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Fractal Mde -- Piers Anthony

(Version 1.0 -- 12/12/2001)

CHAPTER 1

NONA

TTHE child was clunmsy and rebellious. This was the

1 renedi al class, and he had no taste or talent for nusic. He wanted to be outside playing
tag-ball. Still, Nona had never expected himto bite her

Musi ¢ was fundanental to the culture of Oria, and every child had to | earn at |east one
instrument. This one would never be proficient, but he had to naster the basics, or suffer
consequences. The teacher did not want to call on a despot for punitive magic, so she tried
ki ndness first. She assigned the prettiest and nost talented nusic assistant to this difficult
case. "If you can't do it, no one can, Ana," she murmured. She used Nona's pseudo nane, not
knowi ng her real one; only one other living person knew that. Wl l, perhaps another knew it, but
that one woul d never tell

Nona smi | ed. The boy was only nine, the required age for the onset of nusical training,
but even at that age they could be noved by an attracti ve wonan. She was two nont hs shy of her
second nine, in the interimbetween the conpletion of her training and the onset of |ega
maturity. Everyone assumed that she woul d becone a nusic teacher, but she had serious private
doubts. She dared not express those doubts, for if the despots |earned her secret they would
destroy her.

She approached the boy. "Hello, Jick," she said pleasantly. "Wy did you choose to play
the |ute?"
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"I didn't," he said. "I don't want to. | hate it."
So his parents had required himto use this instrunment. It was not her place to second-
guess them "Well, perhaps you will like it better when you get to know it," she said with carefu

cheer. "Let ne help you get set."

She set his left hand on the stemof the junior instrunent, his fingers on the frets. She
gui ded the other hand to the body of it. "You hold it before you, like this," she expl ai ned,
getting it into the right position for playing. "Wth this hand you pluck the strings, and with
this one you adjust their tones. See, you can nmake several notes froma single string." She
pressed on his left forefinger with her right forefinger, on the string, to denonstrate the
effect.

I nstead of noving as she indicated, he jerked his head suddenly forward and bit her
finger, hard.

Nona shrieked, wenching her hand away. The flesh tore and bl ood well ed out.

The headnaster appeared. He snapped his fingers. The pain abruptly abated -- and the boy
screaned. The man had performed an instant transfer spell, causing Jick to suffer Nona's pain.
There was a nuffled titter fromothers in the class; they knew it served himright.

But in his agony, the boy threw down the lute, smashing it. Nona was busy inspecting her
hand, trying to assess the danage, but she knew that this incident had al ready escal ated
dangerously. She was apt to get the blame for letting it happen

"Go honme and have your nmother tend that," the headmaster said with a deceptively gentle
voice. "I'll deal with this.” H's expression turned ugly as he faced the boy.

Then Nona knew t hat the man had been watching, probably by neans of an illusion in another
room and knew exactly what had happened. He was technically a theow, but had a despot ancestor
and so had nore magic than was normal for a theow. That was why he was in charge of the school: he

could enforce discipline. She put her finger to her mouth, licking off the blood, and hurried out,
relieved.

As she wal ked down the road fromthe school, she concentrated on her injured finger. The
pain was returning as she got out of range of the transfer spell, but she should be able to craft
an illusion of healing that would hel p.

Under her gaze the torn flesh knitted itself back together, and the col or becane nornal
The pain faded, and her finger

NONA 3

| ooked whole. But of course that was only the way it seened; the damage renmi ned, under
the spell. Only the despots could do the potent nagic.

She wal ked on out of the village and up the path to her house, which was nestled a bit
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apart. At first she had not understood why, but |ater she had | earned: it was because of the
secret. Her folks had nmade this isolated house and noved here twenty years ago, in anticipation of
her presence. Now she understood how wi se a deci sion that had been

Her nother was weedi ng beans in the garden beyond the house. Nona realized with a snal
shock that the woman | ooked old. She was in her fifties, having gotten Nona |ate, and now seened
to be aging nore rapidly than she should. Nona felt a pang of guilt, suspecting why that woul d be.
St ooped shoul ders, gray hair, deep facial lines -- yet the goodness of her shone through the
fadi ng shell of her body.

Nona hurried out to her. "A boy bit ny finger," she explained as she approached. "The
headmast er sent ne hone to get it tended. | nmade a spell to hide it."

The wonan took the proffered hand. She touched the finger, and there was no pain. She had
no magi ¢ of this sort, but nuch experience of the natural kind. "This one?" she inquired with a
lift of one brow.

"Yes. He bit so hard he tore ny flesh. The headmaster nade a transfer spell, so the brat
got the pain instead of nme, but | still have the injury. | hope it won't hurt ny playing!"

"Child, this finger is not injured," the woman said.

"l covered it with illusion," Nona reni nded her

“I think you did nore than that."
Startled, Nona | ooked at her finger. She flexed it. There was no disconfort. She touched
it with her other hand, and found no injury. She lifted her eyes to neet her nother's gaze. "But --

"I believe you," her nother said. "You are naturing.

Nona fell in beside her and hel ped pull weeds. They did not speak nuch, because it was
never possible to be certain that a despot wasn't nmagically listening, but they had | ong
experience at conmuni cation with m ninmal speech

Nona remenbered how her magi c had gradual ly cone upon her. As a child she had learned to
convert her pease porridge to sweet pudding, and thought that others did the sane. Later she
| earned that their conversions were nmere illu --
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sion, while hers were actual. Sinmlarly, when she conjured a living bird to her hand, it
was real, while others fashioned only the senbl ance.

Her nother had cautioned her to restrict herself to illusion whenever in company, and not
to tell anyone of her abilities. This was because only the despots were supposed to practice
significant magic, and a theow who did it would be in peril. The despots used magi c to suppress

the theows, and reacted fiercely to any conceivabl e chal | enge.

So it was that Nona had lived, if not a lie, a charade. She could do significant magic,
but no one knew. No one except her mother. Not even her father, though perhaps he suspected.

Actually they were not her birth parents. They had sonehow known that they would have a
changel i ng, and had prepared for it. Wen their only baby was born, they had taken himout at
night to the town neeti nghouse and |l eft him Before dawn they had returned and taken the
changel i ng: Nona.

Who were her natural parents? Nona did not know. But she did know this: she was the ninth
born of the ninth generation. The ninth of the ninth. That was what accounted for her nuagic.

And she was the one who might have the power to rid fair Oria of the despots, according to
the I egend. If she could only discover how.

That was why she had had to be hidden. Had the despots known there was a ninth of a ninth,
they woul d have razed whole villages to destroy that baby. So her natural parents had gi ven away
an early baby, hiding the fact that it had ever been born, in this manner reducing the count. Then
when they birthed the ninth, it was reckoned as the eighth, and they did not have a ninth. That
ei ghth was then exchanged for another, so that if the despots becane suspicious, they could verify
that there was no special magic in that boy. The nmagic was in the |ost one, Nona. Nona, called
Ana, so that the significance of her real nane woul d not give her nature away. For her name neant
"ni nthborn." The people did not know, but the body did; the magic was in her, and it was grow ng.
To all others, she seened to be the first and only child of her nother, who had had difficulties
in her birthing and coul d not bear another. There was no magical threat in a firstborn theow, and
little in a female, so her conceal nent was effective

Now she had manifested another ability: heating. She

NONA 5

had cured herself of a troublesone injury, wi thout even realizing. |llusion could be
marvel ous, but in the end it was transitory. Real nmgic |asted. Her healing, supposedly a nask
over injury, had elimnated the injury itself.
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They canme to the end of the row. "Cone inside," her nother said. "I will bandage your
hand. "

Because they could not let it be known that the healing had taken place. After a week,
yes, but not after a day. After less than an hour, actually.

Nona fol |l owed her nother to the house.

A week | ater the bandage was reduced to a thin wapping around the finger, and that was
masked by a spot illusion. Only those who actually touched her hand sensed the bandage. In a few
nmore days she would renmove that, and wear only a small scar -- which would actually be illusion,
because her finger had heal ed scarl essly.

The errant boy, Jick, had been severely disciplined. He now wore a nuzzle. It would be
| ong before he bit another person -- and if he did, he m ght be subject to the discipline of the
despots, who well night conjure away his teeth. Nona had been relieved of her assisting, not
because they thought her injured or cul pable, but because it was policy to let things settle after
an incident.

She used the tine to query her nother, when they could converse with m nimal risk. Her
father worked at the castle as a horse trainer, so was no problemin the day. It was not that he
would willingly betray her secret, but that the despots could use their terrible nagic to get
anyt hi ng from anyone who knew anything. Only conplete | ack of suspicion protected her. So she
acted like a sonewhat spoiled juvenile, sleeping late, until her nother hinted strenuously that
she should help with the field-work. Then, grudgingly, she went out to tackle the relentl ess weeds
besi de her mother, and only then, their real purpose nmasked by the charade, did they talk. Even
so, it was in interrupted segnents, so that any magi cal eavesdroppi ng woul d pick up only an
i nnocuous fragnent.

Nona woul d soon be eighteen. |If she did not find out howto save Oria before then, she
nm ght not be able to thereafter. She was the only one of all the theows who could do it. This was
her wi ndow of opportunity.

"But why not |onger?" she asked.
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Because, her nother clarified in snatches between weeds, a woman's nmgi c canme to her
t hrough her ancestry, and departed through her babies. Wth each baby she had, she would | ose part
of her power, until the ninth would take the last of it, and she would be no nore than an ordinary
caretaker. In addition, she would have to care for the children, and that woul d anchor her to her
house. She could not afford to marry, or if she did, she could not afford to have children

"But | don't want to anyway,"” Nona protested. |Indeed, whether because of her raising or
her nature, she was appalled by the prospect of beconing a brood mare. Romance she coul d handl e,
but that notion stopped short of baby birthing.

Her nother only smled sadly. Marriage and babi es and deepening poverty were a theow
woman's destiny; everyone knew that. It was an aspect of the system Only those who had
significant magic lived well; the others got along as well as they could. Those who becamne too
poor to sustain thensel ves, whether because of age or depletion, disappeared: the despots had
little tol erance for burdens.

"But how?" she asked.

That was the key question. She had nore or |ess understood the answers to the others, for
they were common know edge. But since the nagi c power Nona had was no nore than that possessed by
the despots, that was not enough to oppose them It nerely signaled her nature. Perhaps it would
continue to grow as she aged -- but not if she started having babies. Since it would be hard to
avoi d having babies if the despots remained in power, that prospect seened insufficient.

"You nust ask the Megapl ayers," her nother murnured, hardly | oud enough to be heard.

The Megapl ayers! But they were |ong gone, now hardly nore than a menory. Only their giant
stone instrunments renmained, weathering at the brink of the sea, awesome nonunents to the greatness
of the past. O course the despots would not have a chance if the Players returned! Yet surely the
Megapl ayers were dead.

Her not her shook her head. "They live."

How coul d she know that? But Nona trusted her. The Players lived.

Still, how could she find the Players, to ask themanything? And if she did, why would
they pay any attention to her? She was only a lowy theow woran.
NONA 7

Her nother smiled. "Misic."

If there was one thing Nona excelled at, it was nmusic. She had a natural talent for it,
enhanced by her magic, which sublimted in this expression. Now she realized that the Megapl ayers
had to be nusical. Consider their instrunments!
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So she had her answer. She woul d have to seek the Players where their instrunents lay. She
woul d have to appeal to them and if they responded, they might act to abolish the despots. It
woul d be easy, for them for the magic of the Megapl ayers was |i ke none known since.

Yet what had bani shed the Players, |ong ago? Surely it could only have been sone power
even greater than they. Wiere was that power now?

Nona shook her head. \Watever the answers were, she had perhaps two nonths to find them
Then she woul d be eighteen, and her fate would pursue her

SHE could not risk a trip alone to the instruments. This was not because there was
physi cal danger, for the region was sanguine. It was because it mght alert the suspicion of the
despots. She had to have a seenmingly unrelated pretext to go there.

So she did the obvious: she made a date with Stave to view the sea. The fact was that the
pl ace of the instruments was a rendezvous for |overs, because of the bracing sea air and the
lingering magi c of the region. But she specified afternoon, thus signaling that the prospects for
romantic involvenent were linted. He, however, was free to hope that if the afternoon excursion
turned out to be successful, there would be an evening |liaison on another occasion. He was happy
to agree to the date

The day was beautiful. There had been recent rain, and the neadows were greening. Even the
dread castle of the despots, at the crest of the highest hill, |ooked al nbst pretty. O course it
had not been built by the despots; they had merely noved in after the Megapl ayers left. So
what ever beauty it possessed was what |ingered despite its present occupancy.

She wore her best red theow tunic with the matching slippers. Stave, nore sensibly garbed
in his dull blue work tunic, was taken aback. "You'll soil it on the grass!” he protested.

"Not if | don't sit," she replied.
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"OfF course," he agreed, politely masking his disappointnment. Couples normally sat near the
brink of the cliffs, |ooking out over the waves, and drew cl ose when the sea winds were chill. It
was a nost seductive pretext. Hands could stray as far as desired or tolerated, conceal ed under
those tunics. In fact, alnost anything could be done under tunics, when both parties w shed.

She did not want to turn himoff, however. She had no intention of getting serious, but
Stave was a decent young nman who deserved decent treatnent. Had she desired a settled life and
babi es, he woul d have been as good a choice to share themwith as any. "If | do sit, it will be on
you," she said. "So that ny tunic will not touch the ground."

He pondered that as they wal ked. There were ways and ways to interpret it, and some of
themwere intriguing. H s disappointnent faded.

There was a bark to the side, and a blur of white. Cougar had spied them and was running
to join them He was the village dog, of mxed breed, not at all |ike a cougar, but sonehow he had
acquired that name. Nornally only the despots kept aninals, but sonetines they allowed one to
wander unattached. Cougar |oved adventure, and a trip to the instrunents was that, by his
definition. Indeed, it was said that a tryst wasn't conplete w thout the dog.

Stave picked up a stick. "Fetch, Cougar!" he cried, hurling it ahead of them

The dog launched hinself in pursuit, joyfully. But as the stick |anded, it assunmed the
i keness of a skunk. As the dog caught up, the skunk turned tail, making ready to spray.

"You shouldn't tease him" Nona murnur ed.

"He's too smart to tease," Stave replied.

Sure enough, Cougar charged right in and caught the skunk in his jaws. He had not been

fooled by the illusion. But, in a seemng act of retribution, he brought the stick back not to
Stave but to Nona.
She reached down to take it, using her own illusion to convert the skunk into a bouquet of

flowers. "Thank you, Cougar," she said, patting himon the head.

"You're wel come, lass," the dog replied

She el bowed Stave in the ribs. "Watch you don't get bitten in the hind pocket!" the dog
said in a nore fem nine voice

NONA 9

Cougar wagged his tail. He enjoyed being part of an illusion

There was a runbl e of thunder. They | ooked, and there beyond the castle a storm was
buil di ng, appropriately sinister. However, it was unlikely to come in this direction, and if it
did, they would have tine to return to the village before it struck. There was even a rai nbow,
probably the work of an idle villager, because the angle was wong for it to be natural

They reached the place of the instruments. Nona handed Stave the bouquet, which becane the
skunk again as he took it. She ran ahead, up to the very brink, and stood | ooking out. Cougar did
the sane, to the right, sharing her spirit.
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The sea w nd sought her out and tugged at her hair and the skirt of her tunic. Both
material and hair flowed to her left, and the air stroked every part of her body with an intinacy
she woul d not have permitted in anything el se. She was exhilarated. She shaded her eyes with her
| eft hand and waved to the sea with her right. She wi shed she could be here forever.

Then she | ooked down. The cliff at whose brink she stood was no ordinary work of nature.

It was a nonstrous stone nusical instrunent, a hamered dul ciner without its strings, rising five
body | engt hs above the heaving surface of the water. Two giant stone roses were set init, red
with green | eaves despite the weathering of the stone. In these alone the old nagic |ingered. The
rest of the instrument was scarred with cracks and chips, and the top was overgrown with noss and
gr ass.

How long had it been since the Players left? No theow seened to know, and if the despots
knew they did not tell. How long did it take for waves and weather to make stone crunbl e? Nona
shivered. Longer than the tine required for nine generations, obviously. Far |onger, surely.

She | ooked to her left. There was a giant mandolin, its stone also cracking apart. The
grass and noss outlined its entire top surface in green, and its hole was a dark cave into which
the waves crashed. To her right was a great fiddle, in simlar ruin.

These had been the possessions of the Megapl ayers, even in their destruction suggesting
the i mense power of that |ost age. What giants had w el ded these mighty instruments? Wat coul d
their nusic have been |ike? What coul d have caused these

10 FRACTAL MODE

bei ngs to depart, not only |eaving their nusic behind but dunping their treasures into the
sea?

Nona tried to inmagine the Players, and could not. She tried to fathomthe playing of the
instrunments, and could not. It was all too far beyond her. Yet sonehow she had to find the
Megapl ayers and call on themto return. To deliver her people fromnear slavery. If only she
coul d!

She stepped to the side, then back. She hopped. She shifted her wei ght and turned her body
to an imaginary rhythm She spun about, her skirt flaring out, her brown hair wappi ng around her
face. She felt a faint beat, as of distant marching or a baby's heart. She heard a faint sound, as
of a delicate nmelody hidden behind crashi ng waves.

In a moment she was dancing. At first she set her feet deliberately in the patterns of the
dance. Then sonething took them and she abandoned herself to it. She stepped and whirled, kicked
and | eaped. The beat intensified, carrying her with it. She saw the world turning around her, the
sky above, the sea below, and she was not in it but of it. She floated, she soared!

"Anal!"

She fell, abruptly released fromthe spell. Stave caught her, his strong arns bearing her
back fromthe brink. "You were going to |l eap!" he exclained apol ogetically.

She realized that it could be true. Sonething had i nbued her, and she had | et go of her
own will. It had been glorious -- but now she realized how readily that possession could have
swept her over the cliff and into the surging sea. Actually that would not have nmeant her death,
because she had devel oped the power to fly, or at least to float in the air and to propel herself
by attenpting to conjure heavy objects to her. But if she had gone over the cliff, and fallen, and
used that power to save herself, her secret would have been out, and that would have neant her
death at the hands of the despots.

"Thank you," she panted. "I -- | lost control."

"I never saw anything so beautiful,” he said. "You danced as if the Players had taken your
feet! Your legs were so |lovely when your skirt floated up. Wiere did you | earn those steps?"

The Players...Could it be? Had she made contact? The prospect awed her. But what could she
say to Stave?

For a nmonent she was nonpl ussed, know ng that she

NONA 11

could not afford to have hi mguess that she was tuning in on the nusic of the Megapl ayers,
but also that it would not be right to lie about it. The nmagi c she sought was the essence of
truth; alie would taint and perhaps nullify it. Yet if she distracted him by waxing romantic, she
woul d be deceiving himin another way. She had no intention of marrying him

"Just how far did ny skirt rise?" she inquired, forcing a blush. This was about as much of
a ploy as she cared to try: diverting himto a mnor matter.

"Ch, not that far!" he said quickly. But it was obvious fromthe dilation of his pupils
that it had been too far. Yet maybe that had sol ved her problem he had al ready been distracted.

It was not the way she woul d have chosen, but perhaps it was just as well.
“I tell you, Ana," he said as she hesitated. "I always thought you were, well, distant.
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Not the sort of girl to take on a date. | cane here with you mainly fromcuriosity. But when you
danced -- you are a truly conely woman -- it would be easy to | ove you."
"Don't do that!" she exclained. Then she had to laugh. "I nmean, | didn't nean to -- "

She saw himgrow subtly tense. He felt rebuffed. "You just wanted to see what kind of
i mpression you could nake on a man when you tried?"

"“No, | -- "
"Well, I'"Il tell you: you made an inpression on nme!"
This was getting worse. "Stave, |I'msorry. | shouldn't have -- "
He smled, not confortably. "You're trying to say that you didn't know how well it would
work, or if it would work at all, and it worked too well? | understand. You had no nore interest

innme than | had in you. You just wanted to try the dance and see. Now you know. it works. So it's
time to fetch whoever it is you're really interested in, and nake your skirt flare up for him so -

"Stave, no!" she cried, chagrined.

"It's all right. There's soneone I'd |ike to inpress too. Can you show ne how to do that
dance?"

She stared at him She had not tried to deceive him he had deceived hinself. But she had
to accept it. If he took the dance as a ronantic prelude, instead of a connection to the Pl ayers,
there woul d be no suspicion
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"I can try," she said. "But it isn't something | learned. It just happened."”

"Let's nake it happen again." He set down the skunk, which becane a stick as his hand |eft
it. "You did a side step, like this, and back. Then you hopped." He did these notions and he
tal ked. He was ninble on his feet; he knew how to dance. "Then sonethi ng happened."

She had heard the distant rhythm of the Megapl ayers! But she doubted that he woul d be able
to hear it too; he was not ninth born. Could she duplicate the dance wi thout that rusic?

She tried. She set her feet in the renenbered pattern, and her body noved, but the magic
was not there.

"No, that's not it," Stave said, following her perfectly. "But the wind was taking your
hair and skirt. Maybe if | try it up at the brink." He walked to the verge, faced out as she had,
and tried the steps again.

The wi nd caught at him as it had at her, and the sound of the sea seened to grow | ouder.
Stave danced -- and it seened al nost that he was getting it. Certainly his tunic was flaring; if
it went any higher she would have to avert her gaze. Then he m sstepped, and teetered on the
bri nk.

Nona screamed, and Cougar barked. At the sane tine, she exerted her magic, drawing himto
her by a spell of attraction. Just enough to prevent himfromfalling outward. Stave caught
hi msel f, and dropped to the ground, catching his fingers in the sod for support.

Nona ran up, her heart pounding. "I thought you were going over!" she said, dropping to
her knees beside him
"So did I," he confessed. "I alnobst got it, but then -- "
"Enough! Get away fromthe edge. Don't dance any nore. If -- if you want sonething of ne --
He gl anced into her decoll etage as she | eaned toward him "I do. There is no other wonan |
wish to inpress. But | think -- | think it is forbidden. Get your bosom out of my face before

forget."

She straightened up, smling contritely. She had cone to himin genuine alarm thoughtless
of her appearance. The tunics of the theows tended to be too large in the neck region, so that
wonen normal ly held them closed with one hand when bending forward. Certainly she had given him
sonething to see! She was no | onger enbarrassed; the horror of his near fal

NONA 13

over the brink had bani shed that. But she played the innocent. "Forbidden?"

He got up and dusted hinself off, then extended a hand to help her up. "WII| you answer
one question?"

Had he felt the faint presence of the Players? Suddenly she feared that he had. He m ght
not have been able to attune well enough to dance, but he might realize that something was there
She didn't want that. Neither did she want to discuss it, because the despots could be
eavesdropping with their nagic.

So she did not answer. Instead she stepped up close and drew his head down for a kiss.

She could tell by the way his body didn't give that she wasn't fooling him He did
suspect .
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Then he put his nmouth down by her ear. "I felt it," he breathed, his nmoving lips actually
touching her ear. "I felt your nmagic save ne. You can trust ne."

Coul d she? He had nmade it seem|ike an endearnent, as jf kissing her ear. In the process
he had elimnated both sight and sound, because not even a magic spy could hear such a faint sound
beyond her ear or see the notions of his |ips against it. Yet suppose he nerely wanted to | earn
sonet hi ng about her, so as to curry favor with the despots by telling then? She could not risk it.

"Nona, " he breathed

She junped. He had spoken her true name! But no villager knew that. Not even her father
knew it, and if he suspected, he would never have told.

Then, to cover her reaction, she spoke. "You bit ny ear!"

"Alove bite," he said. "Isn't this what we cane here for?"

“I'"'mnot sure." Indeed, she was in doubt. WAs he going to require her favor, in return for
his silence? She did not see himas that type of nman, but he had al ready expressed interest in her
body. This could be a dangerous garne.

He drew her slowy in, and kissed her. This tinme she was the unresponsive one. He
pretended not to notice, then noved back to her ear. "Can you hear ne?"

That nuch she could admit to. She tightened her arms around him once.

"Then listen," his lips said al nost soundlessly into her ear. "I amthe other changeling."
14 FRACTAL MODE
Again she junmped. "WIIl you stop that?" she said aloud. "I need that ear." The other

changel i ng? The baby they switched with her? The true child of her parents?

"But it tastes so good,"” he protested in his normal voice.

They ki ssed and clinched a third time. This time she held herself still for the whole of
what he had to say.

"l thought I was the eighth and last child in ny famly," he continued into her ear. "But
my nmother let slip once that she had | ost one. | thought she meant the baby had died. But |ater
| earned fromanother slip that it had been given away to skew the count. For ny nother was the
eighth child of her famly, and had been required to narry young, |est she have magi c. She was the
ei ghth generation. That nmeant | was the ninth of the ninth, nmasked as the eighth to save ny life
fromthe despots. It applies only to fenales, but the despots tend to act first if there is any
doubt . "

They changed position, and kissed a fewtines in case there were watchers. Cougar settled
down a short distance away; he did not find kissing as nmuch fun as fetching, but he could tolerate
it. The dog had | earned that sonetines kissing led to nore interesting activity. Then Stave sat on
the ground and she joined him pulling up her tunic so as not to soil it, though this neant that
her bare bottomwas on his lap. Had he drawn up his own tunic -- but fortunately he did not. He
was after all not pursuing her that way, though at this point that was a nixed relief. He ran one
hand al ong her bare | eg while he nuzzled her ear again, and she had to tolerate this for the sake
of the appearance they had to make. He had abruptly becone nobst intriguing, in an entirely
different way.

"But | had no special mmgic," he continued. "Only the skill of illusion we all share. And
my parents did not seemto expect nore of nme. How could that be, if | was the ninth? This
concerned me. | did not at first understand that the effect is linited to the fenmale Iine. Then |
realized that there could have been a double mask. | did not closely resenble nmy siblings, though
none ever teased me about it; indeed they helped ne to be nmore Iike them | could have been from
anot her famly -- exchanged for the true ninth."

Hi s hand was resting high on her leg, but he was not noving it now. His interest was only
for show. She, in contrast, was far nore interested than she had been. Stave was after all no
ordi nary young nan; he was bound to her in the nost

NONA 15
special way. He was in a sense her brother, and in a sense her protector
She noved to put her nouth at his ear. "I never guessed!" she breathed. Then she touched

her teeth lightly to his |obe.

"Hey, now you're biting!" he protested.

She nussed his hair. It was fun flirting, now that she knew it would | ead nowhere. "You
are getting fresh for a first date. Get your hand off ny leg."

He | ooked regretful. "Ch." He renmoved his hand.

She enbraced him "You should not be too quick to believe what a wonan says."

He hel d her close and breathed into her ear again. "So when | came of age to wander,
wal ked fromvillage to village, staying only I ong enough to see every person who was ny age. Wen
| cane to this one, and saw you, | knew. You could have been one of ny foster sisters. Then
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| ooked at your parents, and they were fair |ike ne. And your father -- "

He paused. He brought his right hand around and turned so that his wist was before her
eyes. There was a snmall wine-colored stain -- exactly like the one on her father's wist. There
was no doubt of it: he was the son of her parents.

He had had as much reason to cone here with her as she had with him She had been | ooki ng
for the Megapl ay-ers; he had been | ooking for his alternate. Hi s expression of diffidence had been
only a cover.

Now she knew his question, and she trusted himw th the answer. She gl anced around, and

spied a dry stemof grass. She picked it up. "I will give you an illusion," she said. In her hand
it becane a rose, its hue matching her dress, its bud just opening. She handed it to him
He took it by the stemand brought it to his nose, pretending to snell its perfunme. Then

he froze, for just a nonment. He brought it closer and actually touched his nose to it. A subtle
shudder went through him had she not been sitting on him she would not have known. She had
answer ed his question.

For it really did snell like a rose. Because it was a rose, not a nere illusion. She had
transformed it: sight, feel, snmell. But he knew the difference between the senblance of a rose and
; a real one, for he could not nullify it.

He handed it back to her. She flipped it away, and it

16 FRACTAL MODE

becanme the grass again, reverting in the manner of illusion when it left the hand of its
creator. She had changed it back; had she not done so, the rose would have renai ned.

Stave drew her close again. He was shivering, though the day was warm "How rmay | help
you, my sister?" he whispered.

She took her turn at his ear. "Date nme again. Let ne dance with the Players. | nust find
themif | can. Tell no one."
“I will tell others | touched your body," he breathed back in due course. "I will touch it

nmore each tinme." He put his hand on her |eg again, at the exact place it had been before, just
above the knee. There remai ned sone distance to go before such touches got serious.

She nodded. They woul d have to appear to be getting quite intinmate, so that no spy could
doubt the nature of their interest in each other. It would be a perfect cover, nmuch better with
hi s cooperation. "Thank you," she whispered.

Then they kissed once nore, and she protested that it was getting late, and he protested

that there was still plenty of time in the day, and she pointed to the storm whi ch was expandi ng
toward them and he suggested that they could take off their tunics and roll themup to keep them
dry, and she suggested that he take off his head and roll it up instead, and he finally agreed

that they would return to the village. He evinced silent disappointnent that he had not been able
to make nore progress with her, and she evinced silent relief that she had nanaged to restrict his
anbition, this tine.

Yet behind the act was something el se. They had found a bond, and they were in a nanner
brother and sister. But they were not related, and they did |like each other. The ronance they were
pretending was not fully pretense. She had conme to understand, in the course of their close
contact, that he really was interested in her body as well as her nature, and she was beconi ng
interested in his interest.

IN the following nonth they came many tines to associate near the instruments. Nona woul d
dance and Stave woul d watch, and then they woul d get together and becone increasingly
affectionate. Sonetinmes there were other couples there. It didn't matter. Stave and Nona were now
known as a couple, and it was thought they mght narry.

I ndeed, the notion of marrying Stave was growi ng in her

NONA |1 7

She wondered whether her destiny could be truly worth it, if it took her away from him
She |iked his kisses, and the touches of his hands on her body. Wen he reached the perm ssible
limts, she took his hand and guided it to nore intimate regi ons than she woul d have tol erated had
she not had control of it. It was both gane and not-gane, at the verge of |oss of control. She
wanted to stop teasing himand being teased by him and to |l et nature take its course beyond. But
that woul d be tantanpbunt to commitnent, and she couldn't afford it. Never before this series of
dates had she truly understood how a girl could actually cone to desire what it seemed every young
man di d.

Meanwhi |l e she was definitely getting closer to the Mega-players. She felt them nore
perfectly each tinme she danced. But they remained distant. Their nusic was there, capable of being
evoked in her mind, and the beat of it grew stronger, but that was all. The Players thensel ves
wer e somewhere el se
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How was she to reach then? She had only one nore nmonth before her birthday. Then she would
have to marry Stave, or risk the alternative. They discussed this openly, for it was independent
of her quest.

"I'f we go to work for the despots,” he said, "I will becone a carpenter like nmy father and
build shelves. That is nmy training. But though you are trained in music, you may not be sent to
teach it. You are too beautiful."

"I know, " she agreed.

“I'f we marry, | will still be a carpenter, but you will not be the plaything of your
enpl oyer. They will let you teach nusic."

"Until | begin having children,"” she finished. There was the crux of it. Wen she began
beari ng babi es, her magi c woul d di mnish, and her chance to find the Megapl ayers woul d be gone.
She had to find them now -- and was not succeedi ng.

There had to be sonme way to reach them Dancing wasn't enough; it only verified the
presence of their lingering magic. But what else could she do?

There had to be a way! Tonmorrow she would find it. Sonmehow. Her magi c sense was tingling;
she could not actually foresee the future, but she could tell when sonething inportant was about
to happen.

18 FRACTAL MODE

THE day was much |ike the one when she and Stave had first come here, except that there
was no stormforming in the distance. There were no other couples, but Cougar canme al ong, as
gladly as ever. The dog still seenmed to hope that their control would snap, and they would get
into a tangle of arns and | egs that rolled hel plessly down the hillside, |eaving their clothing
stranded at the top of the slope, as was reported to have happened on occasion to other couples.

She danced at the brink, taken by the glory of the ancient nusic, but still she could not
reach the Players. Then sonething el se cane, sonething weird and wonderful and al arming. What
could it be, if not the Players?

She broke step, retreating to make way. But she saw nothing. It nust have been her own
desire manifesting as a kind of illusion

Exhi | arat ed but di sappoi nted, she turned to join Stave. She remained unwilling to admt
it, but she enjoyed her sessions of pseudo-love with himas nuch as the dancing now It would be
so easy just to forget her destiny and take the safe way. In fact, recently he had been firnmer
about this than she; he did want her, but he wanted her destiny to be realized first. He did not
want to divert her fromit. That was part of what she had come to appreciate in him

But he was gone. Perpl exed she | ooked around -- and spied himfar to the side, with the
dog. Cougar had run after sonething, evidently, and Stave had gone to investigate. They woul d
return in a nonent.

Then Nona felt sonething strange again. She heard the nusic, though she was not dancing.
In fact it had not stopped; she had nerely been distracted fromit for a nonent. The Megapl ayers --
could they be comng after all? She turned to face the cliff -- and there was a shimering there
at the verge where she had just danced. She had tuned in to sonething!

Four figures appeared. They did not walk in fromthe Iand, or fly down fromthe sky, or
climb up the cliff. They just were there, an instant after there had been nothing but her feeling.
They must be the Pl ayers!

But they were small -- on her own scale, not giants who could wield the mghty stone
instruments. There was a man, and an old woman, and a girl, and a horse. The man was | ooki ng down
toward the sea, evidently appraising the nonstrous dulciner. The girl was |ooking right this way.

NONA 19

The man turned to | ook at Nona. So did the horse.

Then the girl's voice was in her mnd. / am Col ene.

| am Nona, she replied in her mind, amazed. \What kind of nmagic was this?

Hell o, Nona. We are friends. And the thought was so sincere that she believed it.

-- CHAPTER 2

COLENE

/"~"OLENE gazed at the young worman. She was | ovely,

Ain a red dress, no, a knee-length tunic, with thick black, no, dark brown hair. She was
t he anchor person, obviously. Wat a relief! Colene already knew this was a ni ce worman, because
her m nd was nice.

The | anguage was unfamiliar, of course. But that didn't matter, with Seqiro's telepathic
ability.

However, that did not necessarily nean that this reality was safe. They had to | earn nore
about it, in a hurry. They had just escaped an awful situation in another reality, and had sone
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real problems to work out between thensel ves, and sone significant unwinding to do. New trouble
was the last thing they needed -- but they had to be prepared for it.

Nona rem nded Col ene of herself of a few weeks before. That was funny, because Col ene was
fourteen and Nona was evidently several years older. It was the naivete and hope and underlying
desperation of her situation, all com ng through as background enotion: Col ene had been that way,
and Nona was that way now. So it was as if the four of themwere on a fantastic roller-coaster
ride, without seat belts, hanging on as the ride becane inpossibly wild -- and now suddenly a
fifth passenger had dropped into the car.

Are you the Megapl ayers? Nona asked

The whats? What was this? Ch, Nona thought they were

COLENE 21

godli ke figures, because of their sudden appearance from seeni ngly nowhere.

W are travelers. Colene clarified. Not gods. Just three people. A suicidal girl froma
science world, a decent man froma magic world, and a worman who remenbers the future and not the
past. And a horse. He is Seqiro, and he is tel epathic.

What ?

He can read nminds. That is how we're tal king. W' re bypassing | anguage. That is, what |
think is being translated into your |anguage by your brain, and what you think is being rendered
into nmy | anguage. That's how it works.

This is amazing magi c!

"I can remenber it better if you speak al oud when possible,” Proves renarked.

"And this is Proves,"” Colene said inmediately, projecting the thought to Nona. Seqiro
cooperated so well that it was just as if she herself were telepathic. But without the horse, it
woul d not have been possi bl e.

Nona faced the ol der woman. "Provos,

"“And Darius."

Nona faced the man. "Darius." She had no problemw th speech; it was just that she spoke a
di fferent |anguage.

Then Nona turned and gestured toward a man of about her own age who was approaching with a
nondescript white dog with a yellow collar. H's clothing was solid blue. "Stave," she said. She
i ndi cated the dog. "Cougar."

Then she faced the man and dog and spoke in her own | anguage. Col ene listened just enough
to verify that it was conpletely alien, as she had expected, then tuned in on Nona's nind again

"...and when | turned back, they appeared from nowhere,"” Col ene translated. Segiro could
send to themall sinultaneously, if Colene asked himto and focused on it, but this was easi er now
that the introductions had been nade. "They say they are not the Megapl ayers, and their size
suggests that this is true. But they nust have remarkabl e magi c, because -- " She hesitated, and
Col ene caught the fringe of a conplex network of concerns.

Col ene stopped translating, intent on the thought. There was danger of sone kind, she
realized, but she couldn't pick up its nature. Nona nmeant them no harm but someone el se night.

Not Stave, not the dog, but soneone.

22 FRACTAL MODE

“I think no one here can understand us," Colene said for herself. "Verbally, | nean. So we
mght as well talk freely. But sonmeone else may. |'ll ask as soon as she stops explaining to
St ave. "

Stave was | ooki ng duly amazed. Now Col ene touched his mind. Hello, she thought.

Hi s gaze shifted from Nona to Cotene. Hi s jaw dropped. M nd-tal k magi c! he thought.

Nona evidently was telling himthe sane thing. No, she wasn't; she was saying that she was
guessi ng about the visitors. Wiy was that, since Col ene had expl ai ned about Seqiro's nental
ability?

Then Nona paused, and Col ene asked her: "Wat danger?"

Now it focused. Nona answered directly and silently, but Colene spoke the words again for

she agreed.

the benefit of the others. "The despots rule here. They take whatever they want. | nust take you
to them or ny village will be punished. They will treat you well, until they know how t hey can
use you. But you nust not |et them know about your mind-magic, for if they knew you coul d fathom
their mnds, they would kill you instantly."

There it was. "Wy?"

"Because there is no nagic of that nature here, and they will fear it. It is their great
power of magic that enables themto hold us in thrall. They destroy any theow who evi nces nmagic
other than illusion." Theow was an obscure word neani ng peon or peasant; Col ene dredged it out of
her menory because it fit. Nona's concept had nuances of servitude, poverty, and horror; it seened
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that the common fol k suffered here as they did el sewhere, while those in power exercised their
prerogatives ruthlessly.

"But you have magic," Colene said, reading this ability in Nona. There had been a tine
when she did not believe in nmagic, but she had experienced too many strange things recently to
doubt it any |l onger. She had had no personal experience with it, but Darius was a magician in his
horme reality.

"l amthe ninthborn of the ninth generation,"” Nona thought and Col ene spoke. "I have the
magi ¢ of the nines. | can conjure, float, attract, transform and heal. But only ny nother and
Stave know, for it nust be secret until | find the Megapl ayers. The despots would kill ne. They
woul d know that | seek to overthrow them and restore grace to our world."

COLENE 23

And so Nona had becone an anchor: one of the five people who defined the slice of reality
that crossed an infinite nunber of other realities, enabling themto travel to conpletely strange
wor | ds. She had sought the Megapl ayers and i nadvertently tuned in on a Virtual Mde. She was
surely a special person, with one terrific surprise comng

But could Nona's access to the Virtual Mde hel p her solve the problem of her world?
Perhaps only if the mystic fol k she sought were on one of the realities this Mde crossed.

"What are we going to do?" Darius asked Provos in his own | anguage. Col ene picked up on it
because Seqgiro translated the thoughts to her mind

"W visited the despots, where Queen d onerul a sought to seduce you and Knave Nayl or
sought to rape Col ene,"” Provos replied pronptly in the sane | anguage. She did not know nore than a
few words of Colene's | anguage, but with Seqgiro present it rmade no difference.

Col ene jumped. She had not had a | ot of experience with Provos, but understood that the
wonan remenbered backwards: she knew her future but not her past. Suddenly Col ene appreciated how
useful an ability that could be.

"You seemvery sure," Darius said wyly.

"I am M nenory is quick when we spend enough tinme in a single reality."

Do they succeed? she thought to Provos.

"No," But the wonman snmiled obliquely, alnost before the question

Col ene was relieved. "Then let's go to the castle and get this over with," she said.
"We' |l be noving on through the Virtual Mde soon, but Nona deserves to know her role in this."

Darius was nore cautious. "Way do we spend rmuch tine in this reality?" he asked Provos.

"Because we were bl ocked fromthe Virtual Mde." She had evidently waited before
answering, considering the question

"What ?" Col ene had junped agai n.

Provos spoke, and Seqiro brought the nmeaning to her mind. "There is a magic spell which
prevents us from passing _ back through the anchor. We think it is because of the aninus."

"The what ?"

24 FRACTAL MODE

"It beconmes conplicated to explain. You have done a better job of it."

Meaning that in due course Colene would figure it out herself and explain it to the
others. Maybe that was best. Anyway, they could use sone rest in a single universe before tackling
the rigors of the Virtual Mde again. "So take us to the castle, Nona," she said.

“"Maybe | should do it," Stave suggested, his thought simlarly translated. "I have less to
hi de fromthe despots."

Nona considered. "Wuld you, Stave?" And from her canme gratitude bordering on | ove.

Stave | ooked at her, startled. He had a simlar feeling for her, but had not realized that
it was so strongly returned. They had never been telepathically |inked before.

"W will keep each other's secrets," Col ene said.

They wal ked down the hill, away fromthe sea. The | andscape was spread out before them
wal | ed fields, patches of trees, a sprinkling of houses, and the escarpnents |eading up to the
castle. Down in a hollow was a village, and now there was a path leading to it. It was quite
pl easant, to Col ene's taste.

Nona separated fromthe group and went toward the village, while Stave |led the way in the
other direction, toward the castle. There seemed to be no mechani zed transport for theows, or any
ot her kind; people wal ked. Yet the houses did not look primtive. Archaic, rustic, mninal
per haps, but not the type she woul d have expected on a world w thout heavy transport.

"The despots use the horses,"” Stave expl ai ned, responding to her thought. "They contro
everything." Then he had anot her thought, which Seqgiro duly transferred: "This mnd-magic -- the
despots will guess, if |I respond to your thoughts. | nust say | know nothing of you, but |ed you
here. "
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"That is true," Col ene agreed. "You do know not hing of us, and are |eading us there."

He smiled. "But | hope to learn nore, if we neet again."

Col ene glanced at Provos. "Sone of us spent nmuch tine with him and liked himwell," the
ol der wonman said. "Perhaps too well. He is nmuch a nman."

That future nenory was unnerving at tinmes! But also frustrating. How were they going to
experi ence Stave's manliness? "Then maybe | should explain a bit nore to you," Col ene

COLENE 25

said to him "W are fromanother reality. The world you know is only one of many."

"Of course,"” he agreed. "The despots try to hide the information fromus, but we know that
there are worlds beyond counting, if only we were allowed to walk to them But the despots contro
the filaments, so we can not."

These fol k knew of alternate realities? That was surprising. And what did he nean by
filaments? So she sought a clarification of his concept of worlds -- and got only a mental picture
of planets strung together |ike beads, the string between themw nding in fancy patterns.
Cbviously not the same thing. Primtive nythol ogy, perhaps.

"You do not understand?" Stave asked, picking up her return thought. "How can you not,
since you cone from another worl d?"

"My world is the same as yours, only not the same,"” she said. "It is in a different plane
of reality. So it has different people, and maybe different geography, and different |aws of
nature, but it is not renoved in space or tinme fromyours, exactly. W have established a Virtua
Mode, with Nona as an anchor person.™

He shook his head. "That is beyond ny understanding!"

"Just as your concept is beyond mne," she said. "Later on we'll get together and hassle
this out. For now, just accept the fact that we are stranger to you than we | ook. W' Il just
follow you up to the castle, and you do your duty and turn us in, and go away. We'll|l get in touch
with you later."

Stave wasn't satisfied with that. "The despots may nean you ill. They treat everyone wth
contenpt. Do not trust them"

"We don't," she assured him "W can read their mnds."

Only if they allowit, Seqgiro rem nded her

Qops! She had becone so accustoned to the free expression anong the four of them--
hersel f, Darius, Provos, and Seqgiro -- that she had forgotten this was because they were al
willing. A person could close his nmind, if he knew how, and strangers tended to be cl osed anyway,
because they were apt to be suspicious or hostile.

"But they will want to communicate with us, to question us," Darius said. "Therefore they
will open their mnds as we becone responsive."

26 FRACTAL MODE

She nodded. That made sense. "But how do they treat horses?" she asked Stave.

"Well, if they are docile. But once they take your horse, they will not give himback
unl ess you satisfy themthat you are despots from another center.”

"Anot her center?" Darius asked.

"There are hundreds of despot territories, all across the planet," Stave explained. "Al
oppress their theows simlarly, and though they nay contest with each other for dom nance, they
are united agai nst theows. Only a despot has any rights, in his home territory or when traveling
t hrough ot hers."

Col ene patted Seqgiro on the shoulder. "They will not take this horse.
suffered a qualm She had had sone experience with a despotic regine.

Proves | aughed. "They try!" she said.

"Do they take Seqiro?" Darius asked Proves.

Col ene had not gotten used to the business of Provos sonetimes answering questions before
they were asked, but it nmade sense in her terns.

"Yes," Provos said. "All seven."

"So we will escape as a group,"” Darius said. "But not through the anchor. But do we get
t hrough the anchor eventual |l y?" This was the question Provos had just answered.

"So we'll just have to play it through," Colene said. Gven the assurance that they would
get away, she preferred to avoid further confusing hints of the future. Wiat was this "seven"
busi ness? Only five could use an anchor. It was conplicated for any others.

A bl ackbird flew toward them "Stop talking," Stave said quickly. "The mnions of the
despots can hear and conprehend, and if they think we understand each other, there will be much
m schief. Pretend | have tricked you into follow ng."

Col ene liked the way his mind worked. He nmight be a peasant, but he was no fool

Nevert hel ess, she
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The bl ackbird circled them then flew on toward the castle ahead. "They can see things
froma distance," Stave nmurnured al nost inaudibly; the telepathy carried his thought. "But they
usually need a famliar to hear. They have surely seen us comng fromafar."

They cane to the castle. It had seenmed snmall fromacross the valley, but it had grown
inversely as the distance dimn --

COLENE 27

i shed, and now was huge. In fact it seened nore like a massively walled city, with the
turrets of many buildings within its conpound. Col ene realized that either the theows had to work
here in great nunbers, or there were nany nore people in the ruling class than she had thought.

St ave approached the guard at the gate, a nman in a black tunic who carried a form dabl e
sword. "I found these three people and their horse near the sea," he explained. "I brought them
here to you, as is proper. They don't seemto speak our |anguage."

Before the guard could answer, the castle gate opened. A grimcontingent of interior
guards marched out. They approached the party, orienting on Stave. "Wat is this, theow?" the head
guard demanded. Seqiro picked up the thought from Stave's mnd; the guards were hostile, so their
m nds were cl osed.

"I found themin the countryside," Stave replied. "They are strangers, so | signaled them
to follow nme, and they did. |I thought the despots would want to see them"

The guard faced Darius. "Who are you?" he snapped. Again, the nessage was from Stave's

m nd.

Dari us | ooked blank. "Are you speaking to me?" he inquired in his own |anguage, which
Col ene could not understand; this time it was Darius' thought Seqiro rel ayed.

The guard seenmed taken aback at the unintelligible speech. Satisfied that these were
i ndeed strangers, he pointed to the gate.

"Go there?" Darius asked. He took a step, hesitantly.

The guard turned and wal ked ahead, |eading themin. Stave stood where he was, ignored. Go
with them he thought, his face inpassive. They have no interest in me, and that is best. | wll
tell Ana, whom you know as Nona, that you are here. | will conme if you call ne, if you can m nd-
talk froma distance.

We can, Col ene thought. She wi shed Stave had come in with them however, because then they
woul d have had a far easier time understanding what was going on. As it was, she was nervous,
despite Provos' assurance that they would get through satisfactorily. How accurate was the wonman's
menory of future events? It couldn't be perfect, because sonmetines their actions changed their
future.

The gate did not lead straight in. Instead they had to nount a long, steep ranp which
seenmed to go to the top of the

28 FRACTAL MODE

wall. But it didn't; perhaps three quarters of the way up it turned away fromthe wall and
deposited themon a slightly sloping platform an interior glacis. Apparently the wall surrounded
a steep mountain ridge, and the castle proper was at the top of that. This would be sone redoubt
to storm

Inside, it |ooked even nore like a city. The outer wall did not connect to the interior
structures; there was a wi de space between them That way the inhabitants coul d defend agai nst an
enenmy who breached the outer ranparts; he would have to expose hinself to further fire before
reachi ng the inner conpound.

They were led to a chanmber just inside the wall. The head guard barked a command, but this
time they really did not understand it.

Then an ol d man appeared, also in black. He did not walk in, he appeared in the chanber.
He sniled. He spoke in nore gibberish, addressing Dari us.

"I do not understand what you are saying," Darius replied in his own |anguage.

The man lifted his hand, and a doll appeared in it. The doll |ooked nuch |ike Darius. The
dol | reached out, and in its hand appeared a cloak sinmlar to the one the old man wore, but green
Then the cloak was on the doll.

"An icon!" Darius exclained. "My kind of nagic!"

"Not necessarily," Colene said. "Guess sonething else, just in case." Because Nona had not
nmentioned that type of magic.

"You want us to change cl othing?" Darius asked.

The doll was suddenly wearing the cloak. The inplication was clear enough. Col ene's
caution had been justified. Darius mght have given away his magic, if it worked here.

"But we need a private place to change,"” Darius protested.

"Ch, forget it," Colene said. "They don't care about our bodies." She extended her hand
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toward the man in white, and inmmediately a green cloak |anded on it. She stepped out of her

cl ot hi ng, except for her bra and panties, and dropped the cloak over her head. It was |light and
sil ken, pleasant enough to wear, and had a green sash she tied around her waist. G een slippers
appear ed before her, and she donned themtoo. The cloak seened designed for a |arger person, as it
reached right down to her ankles, but she was satisfied.

COLENE 29

Darius had averted his gaze as she changed; it was one of the little ways he had about
him both frustrating and endearing. That was nore than could be said for the black-clad old nan
he had stared at Col ene's body. She wasn't sure whether to be angry or flattered.

Now Darius changed too. On himthe cloak reached to the knees. The nman stared at himtoo,
at least it wasn't sexual

Provos was in between, the tunic falling to her mid-calves. The nman stared at her body
too, or as nuch of it as showed around her |ong, |oose green corset. Wat was it about their
bodi es the man found so odd?

For Seqiro there was a double collar, yellow and green. Colene put it on him They'l
probably separate us, she thought. But we "Il be in touch anywhere in the castle. For his
tel epathy could reach her anywhere on a planet; they were attuned to each other. That gave her
great confort, especially in a strange situation like this.

Appropriately garbed, they were conducted across the open section to the inner gate. Here
anot her bl ack-cl oaked man canme to |l ead Seqiro away, surely to a stable. They had been through this
before; it didn't bother the horse to be considered an animal, though it irritated Col ene.

The three were adnmitted to an interior court. Here several nen and wonen sat in
confortable thronelike chairs. Al the men were in black tunics, and the women in white tunics.
Col or coding, Colene realized. Stave had worn blue, and Nona red, which could be the colors for
the theows. The green was probably reserved for visitors of either sex. It nade sense, for a
hi ghly regi mented society: nobody had to think about status.

The old man canme to stand between them and the seated despots. He gestured. A picture
appeared in the air over his head: hinself. "Hobard," he said, and the figure gl owed nonentarily.
He touched hinsel f. "Hobard."

That was cl ear enough. It was his nane. Seqiro was making progress on getting into the
man's mind. Col ene depended on that; she woul d have been suicidally tense w thout the assurance of
the horse's ability and support.

A picture of Darius appeared. "Darius," Darius said.

Then pictures of Provos and Col ene, both of whom gave their nanes. This was an efficient
i ntroducti on!

30 FRACTAL MODE

But there was no picture of Seqiro. Evidently they didn't think the horse was inportant.
How little they knew

A picture of the man on the | argest throne appeared. "King Lonbard," Hobard said. The word
for king was foreign, but Seqiro translated it. Maybe it was dictator or nonarch or nuck-a-muck or
chi cken-manure; it didn't matter. This was the head despot.

Lonbard? Col ene stifled a giggle. There was a special |exicon of colloquial acronyns, back
in her subculture on Earth, and one of these was LOVBARD: Lots of Mney but a Real Dickhead. Well
maybe that was the case here. Lonbard was also a Germanic tribe that invaded Italy after the fall
of the Roman Enpire. That, too, might fit.

Then the chief woman: "Queen G onerula.” Col ene kept a straight face; this was the one who
was going to try to seduce Darius! Was it her inmagination, or was the woman a nynphomani ac? She
enjoys playing with unfam liar nmen, Seqiro clarified. This is the inpression Hobard has. She
seduced him sonme tinme ago, then lost interest. The king is tolerant, since his own interest is in
hel pl ess theow girls. The king and queen consider it bad formto be stuck with each other for
entertai nnment. The horse was nerely reporting Hobard's private assessment, but Col ene found it
hilarious, except that the queen's next target was Col ene's man. She also found it funny that the
queen's nane in translation sounded sonething |ike an aspect of a kidney. She'd |l ove to give the
queen a ki dney di sease!

Finally "Knave Naylor," the one who was going to try to rape Col ene hersel f. Col ene kept
her face straight. He | ooked sinister to her, a knave indeed. But he was going to have a rude
surprise when he tried to tackle this supposedly innocent visiting nmaiden

Hobard appeared again in the inmage. Beside himforned a picture of a neat house on a hill.
The picture drew away, and | andscape appeared between the house and the man. Hobard spoke, saying
his nanme and several other words. He is fromHillside Acres, sone distance west of here, Seqgiro
clarified.

SO
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Now t he group of them appeared. "Darius, Proves, Colene, from where?" Hobard asked.

They pretended to be slow to understand, which was reasonabl e enough, while they consulted
mentally with each other. This was a straightforward question, but difficult to answer, assum ng
they wanted to give such information. How

COLENE 31

could they clarify that they were not only fromthree different places but fromthree
different realities, and the horse froma fourth? That they had travel ed through the Virtual Mode,
whi ch was a kind of tenporary reality anchored at each of then-homes, crossing other realities at
ten-foot intervals, so that things could change abruptly with a single step forward? That the
peopl e, geography, and fundanental natural |aws changed with each reality, so that in sone aninals
were telepathic while in others there was super-science that allowed gravity cancellation or
travel at many tines the velocity of light? That Darius could performa kind of magic in his
reality, while Proves remenbered the future and not the past? That each of them was associ ated
wi th his/her anchor, which was both place and person, and that they could get off the Virtual Mde
only through one of the five anchors that held it in place? That Nona and the place of the huge
stone nusical instruments had just becone the fifth anchor?

No, even if there were no | anguage barrier, they could not blab all that to these grim
strangers. So what could they say? They didn't really know what kind of a world this was, apart
fromthe facts that it had nmagic and a strong upper-class/ |ower-class social structure. \Wat
woul d satisfy the despots wi thout giving away too nuch?

We have come from afar by virtue of a spell, and wish only to return, Darius decided. That
did seemto be the best answer.

So Darius used gestures and pointings to images to try to get that across. It turned out
that the despots already knew that, they thought; they had a concept of interplanetary travel that
was weird, and assumed that the party had sormehow wal ked from one planet to another. They wanted
to know the origin planet.

Col ene and the others were baffled by this. How could anyone wal k between pl anets? Even if
the force of gravity did not prevent this, Earth's noon was so far away that it would take thirty
years to wal k there, and the other planets were nuch farther away. Were there seven-| eague boots
for this purpose?

The despots were skeptical of their confusion. It was alnost as if the despots believed
the visitors knew all about it, and were playing ignorant. "You are human," Hobard said, naking a
nunber of pictures to get the concept across. Because Col ene and the others were genuinely curious
about the nature of this world, they drew on Seqiro's telepathy to clarify it. The

32 FRACTAL MODE

m nds of the other despots remai ned opaque, but Hobard was trying to establish a liaison
and his mind was opening so that they could start to receive his nore conplicated thoughts. This
was especially true when he focused on a specific thing. "You cane froma human world." Wrld was
not exactly the concept, but the exact one was not quite fathomable. Planet? Aspect? Subdi vision?

"From a human worl d," Darius agreed, by indicating the correct pictures. "Far away."

Now a di agram appeared, with what might be the wires and resistors of a weird radi o set.
There was sonething nag-gingly fam liar about it, but Colene couldn't place it. "Wich one?"
Hobard demanded. One bug in the picture glowed, and then another

Maybe we had better try to tell a bit of the truth, Colene thought to Darius. They'll know
if we claima planet that is wong; this is their territory.

Darius agreed. "Far in a different way," he tried to clarify. "Not in distance, but in
node. "

But this was |ost on the despots. Evidently they had no concept of the Virtual Mbde or
alternate realities. Indeed, their own reality seened quite strange enough to hold their
attention.

Hobard generated another picture. In its center was a shape like a hairy roach, or perhaps
a hairy fat-bodied spider, for it was at the center of a weblike structure of lines. Upon the main
|ines extending out were smaller bugs, with finer lines radiating fromthem Yet it was not a
spi derweb; the |ines were jagged, and took funny turns.

Then Col ene pl aced the image. "The Mandel brot set!" she excl ai ned.

The others | ooked at her. Then Seqiro's thought cane, warningly: / have gotten farther
into Hobard's mnd. Beware asserting yourself.

Colene was irritated at this interruption to her revel ation. Wiy not assert mnyself? she
demanded. |'m an assertive person

Because they judge nen and wonen differently, he explained. Here nen are dom nant.

El sewhere wonmen are. The two cultures are enenmi es.
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Oh. The last thing they needed was to be considered

COLENE 33

enem es before they knew their way around. Take it, Darius, she thought.

But what is this Man's-brow set? he thought.

/"Il explain while you dom nate. Tell nme to shut up

The nental exchange had been sw ft, but things were getting sonewhat strained. Darius
frowned at Colene. "Silence, girl," he snapped.

Col ene hung her head, her gesture confessing that she had spoken out of turn. Darius faced
Hobard. "Where?" he asked.

The old man seened to have | ost some of his own concentration. It seenmed that Col ene's
out burst had hel d considerabl e significance for the despots. Since they couldn't have understood
the nmeaning of the words -- Darius hinself didn't understand them and he had a working know edge
of her language -- it had to be because of the thing the renmarkabl e horse was warni ng them about.
Men and worren were not equal here. A wonman who asserted herself was in trouble.

Yet Nona the peasant girl had been assertive enough, and Stave had not taken offense. Did
a different rule apply to the theows?

The nagic i mage had faded. Now it reappeared. The snall bug on a webline above the upper
| eg of the bug gl owed.

Hobard pointed to the gl owing bug, and tapped his foot on the floor. "Here," he said,
using his word, but the translation cane through. This was where they were.

Meanwhi | e Col ene's mind was raci ng through what she renmenbered of the Mandel brot set. It
was naned after the man who had done a special computation involving a conplex equation, and
plotted the result on a graph. A sinple equation was sonmething like X + Y = 10, and if X was 10,
then Y had to be 0 because there was nothing left for it. If Xwas 9, then Y was 1, and so on
until X was 0 and Y was 10. Those answers could be plotted on graph paper, with X representing up
and Y the side: go up ten and across none and place a point. Then up nine and across one, and set
anot her point. Aline of points fornmed, and all the possible answers to that equation were on that
line. Sinple.

Col ene had qui ckly gone beyond that, and used squares of X and Y to get curved lines. X2 +
Y2 = Z? nmade a perfect circle with a radius of Z. Sine waves were trickier. But a conplex equation
was sonet hing el se

34 FRACTAL MODE

She had been fascinated by the new concept of fractals, which were like fractiona
di mensions. They enabled a person to take a sinple figure and elaborate it infinitely, wthout
taki ng up any nore space. For exanple, one could start with an equilateral triangle, every angle
and every side the sane, then put a little triangle in the m ddle of each side, so that it becane
a six-pointed star:

A

\ /]

Then smaller triangles could be added on the twelve sides of that outline, and yet smaller
triangles on the new sides. The figure got nore conplicated, yet sat in the sane space. There was
no end to the additions that could be nade; there was al ways roomfor yet smaller triangles.

Meanwhil e the I ength of the outer line kept growing. If the initial triangle was three
inches on a side, it was nine inches all the way around. The six-pointed star added an inch to
each side, so was twelve inches around. The ei ghteen-pointed figure that resulted fromthe next
round of additions was sixteen inches around. And so on; each step added nore sides and points and
| ength, yet the figure could fit on the sane sheet of paper. It was an infinite process, with a
finite boundary.

Col ene got hazy on the technical aspects beyond that. But she knew that a man nanmed Benoit
Mandel brot had coined the term"fractal" for this type of figure, considering the process to be
like a fractional dinmension. A triangle was a two-di nensional figure; a fractal based on a
triangle was a two-and-a-hal f-dinensional figure. There were inplications for the ultinate nature
of reality -- and, it seened, for the Virtual Mde. Because they seened to have stepped into a
fractal reality

Benoit Mandel brot had plotted his conplex equation, and cone up with a fractal figure that
was a good deal nore conplicated than a triangle or circle. In fact it was deened to be the npst
conplicated object in mathematics. It had bugli ke shapes, and shell shapes, and seahorse-tai
shapes, and separate "floating nol ecul es" connected by "devil's polynmer,” an intri --

COLENE 35

cate web of invisibly fine filament. No matter how nuch the nagnification was increased,
there were always nore and snaller bugs and shells and tails. Col ene had been fascinated by the
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Mandel brot set, but had thought it had no i nmedi ate rel evance to her life. So she had watched a
vi deo tape showi ng the Mandel brot set and what were called Julia sets, which she understood were
t wo- di nensi onal aspects of the larger set, and let it fade from her thoughts.

Wel |, that had changed. Because Hobard was telling themthat this was not the planet
Earth, but a Mandel brot bug. That just might nmake this a Julia universe. The inplications were
nmi nd- bl owi ng.

Whil e she worked this out, Darius was coming at it hi a |less theoretical manner. He was
not burdened by her awareness of the mathematical aspects. "So we are here," he was saying. "On
the planet Oria. And we are a satellite of this larger planet Jupiter. And you want to know
whet her we cone from Mercury, Venus, or Mars." He was speaking in his own |anguage, using
different nanes for things, but this was the way the thoughts cane to her

She focused on this confusing alignnent. In this fractal universe, it seenmed that Earth
did not revolve around the sun, but around Jupiter, and so did the other small planets. Each
pl anet was a Mandel brot bug, and Jupiter was a big bug. The webwork of |ines connected the four
snmal l er bugs to the big one; apparently gravity didn't do the job here. Ckay, if that was the way
it was, that was the way it was. In sone realities science worked, and in others pseudosci ence
|ike faster-than-1ight travel worked. Were Darius cane from a kind of synpathetic magi c worked,
buttressed by enotional telepathy. Here on Oria -- their name for Earth -- nmagi ¢ worked. And
astronony was weird. But at |east she had a handle on it, because of her experience with the
Mandel br ot set.

"We conme fromnone of these,"” Darius said. He illustrated the statenment by pointing to
each of the other three bug-planets in turn and shaking his head no.

Col ene was sent into another bypath of realization. The Mandel brot set was portrayed two-
di mensionally, but this was a three-di mensional world. Her pictures had shown small bugs of
simlar size to the north and south of a |large one, because the south was the mrror inmage of the
north. The north curlicues wound cl ockwi se, the south ones countercl ockwi se. The Man --
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del brot set was excruciatingly well organized, on its own terns. The image Hobard
generated was three-dinensional. In fact it wasn't a picture, it was a hologram It showed four
orbiting bugs: North, South, Toward, and Away. The Mandel brot bug was al ways represented as
pointing its snout to the west, with its babylike bottomtoward the east, so those directions
weren't available for this. So Oria was north, and Mars south, with Venus and Mercury this way and
that way. Al of themtiny conmpared to Jupiter

But of course they weren't fromany of the other planets. They were from Earth, which was
the sane as Oria. But not only would this be difficult to explain, it mght not be wise. Their
party of four had gotten trapped in an alternate reality in which a galactic enperor intended to
use themto begin his conquest of other realities. Colene had worked a trick to free their anchor
inthat reality, and the Virtual Mde had found a new anchor here. |If these despots caught on to
that, not only would Nona be in trouble, the four of themmght be simlarly trapped here.

But Col ene knew that Darius wasn't going to lie about it, if asked directly. He had a
thing about integrity. She loved himfor that, but it was now a bad probl em between them As was
the matter of wonen: he didn't have a thing about being Iimted to one.

"None?" Hobard was anazed, and King Lonbard was plainly skeptical

"From a nore distant planet?" King Lonbard asked. Col ene got the gist from Hobard's
under st andi ng of the question; the king's mind remai ned opaque to the horse.

W' re wasting tine, Colene thought to Darius. W need to get settled with these folk and
get by ourselves, so we configure out how to get back through the anchor. Because this was a
tenporary stop; they were on their way back to Darius' reality, where they woul d be together, once
t hey worked out their problens.

To her relief, Darius agreed. "It is hard to explain. W have cone a |long way, and we are
tired. May we eat and rest?" He did this by spreading his hands in bafflement, then letting his
shoul ders slunp, then putting a hand to his mouth as if eating. Seqiro buttressed these signals
with projected neaning, so that Hobard interpreted themcorrectly without realizing the source of
hi s under st andi ng.

COLENE 37

Hobard translated for King Lonbard. The king nodded, then gestured. Red-and-bl ue-clad
theow servants entered, gesturing to the three visitors to acconpany them

The king is in doubt about your nature, Seqiro thought to them He wants to know whet her
you are of the aninus.

The ani nus. Provos had nentioned that, but the rest of themhadn't yet found out what it
was. That was frustrating.
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Then Col ene had a bright notion. Seqgiro -- can you reach Nona and ask her about the
ani nus?

Yes. But | will lose touch with you while orienting on her

We can handle that for a while. See what you can get. It may be inportant.

She felt his presence | eave, and knew he was seeking out Nona. She should be well within
hi s range.

Meanwhi |l e the servants were taking themto separate chanbers. Some di stance apart, by the
|l ook of it. She didn't like that, and not because of ignorance: the despots were doing it so that
Dari us could be seduced and she could be raped. But they were not in a position to protest, and
Provos had indicated that those efforts would not be successful. Provos had al so smiled
mysteriously, as if there were nore to it than showed. Provos wasn't worried, of course; not only
was she unlikely to be a target, not being young and innocent, she had her nenory of the future.

Wl |, Colene was not about to let any man rape her. She had been through the experience on
one occasion, and thereafter become not only smarter about situations but militant. She did not
want nmerely to foil a rape attenpt; she wanted to foil it in such a way that the man regretted

ever having the notion. Wat could she do to Knave Naylor that woul d have the desired effect?

She knew what she wanted to do: fix it so that he was the one who got raped. But she saw
several problenms with that. The nman was |ikely to have potent (no pun) magi ¢ which she coul d not
counter, and if she did counter it, that would only show that she had strong nagi c too, and wonen
didn't here. In fact, it could be real trouble if she was even assertive, because wonen weren't
supposed to be. So she couldn't fight him all she could do was hide and whinper |ike a properly
docile girl. That woul d get her nowhere.

She reached her chanmber. It turned out to be well ap --
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pointed, with running water and a big stone bathtub. Wat delight, in the mdst of
quandary.

So she ran the water, and it was hot, and she found sone powder that nmade it bubble, and
she soaked herself, truly enjoying it. It had been no lie about their being tired.

Colene. It was Seqgiro's thought.

Hey, what kept you, horseface? she replied. / mssed you. Indeed she had, she realized
now, there had been a lingering tightness which now faded

| am not conversant with Nona as | amwith you. It took tine to gather the concepts, which
she understands well, and |I understood when with her mnd, but feared | would not retain them

Well, | have a rape to avoid. Gve with the background

There are two forces, perhaps opposite directions of the sane force from which they draw
their power of magic, he thought. The aninus and the anima, the male and fenale principles. Here
t he ani mus governs, and the nen doninate. But if the current were to change, the ani na woul d
donmi nate, and the fenmale principle would govern.

It came clear as she reviewed it with him Wen the men dom nated, they had the strong
magic -- or perhaps it was the strong nmagic that enabled themto dom nate. The wonen had status
only up to a level below that of the nen they married. Any man had power over any wonman, but a | ow
| evel man knew better than to ness with the wife of a high-level nman, because her nman woul d
enforce respect. Wien the ani na came, however, the wonen had the magi c and power, and the nen
served them

The despots were sinply the descendants of the |eading nmen: the firstborn of the
firstborn, as it were. The theows were the descendants of nen of |ow status. Theoretically a
despot nan could marry a theow wonman and el evate her status, but this sel dom happened; they
preferred the daughters of ranking men. If a despot took a liking to a theow girl, he sinply hired
her for his household, and she was his to use as he wi shed. Since every theow had to work for a
despot, the availability was broad. This was Nona's concern: that she would have either to marry
and bear babies, which would deplete her magic, or become the plaything of a despot. It could be a
liability to be beautiful, because by the tinme the despots tired of a theow woman, she m ght be
too old and worn to attract a good theow

COLENE 39

man, so would be unable to marry and have a famly of her own. That would nean, in turn
that she was nonproductive, and a burden to society, and she woul d di sappear

But with the conming of the aninma, the wonmen woul d have the magic, and the |astborn fenales
of the lastbora females would be the inheritors. The status of men would derive fromthat of their
wi ves, and their children woul d have status via their nothers. In effect, the theows would becone
the rulers, and the despots the servant class. So it was to the interest of the despots, including
their wonen, to maintain the existing order. The change of aninus to aninma would |l ead to an
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i mredi ate political and social and econoni c upheaval

But how does it change? Col ene asked.

That was where Nona canme in. She was the ninthborn of the eighthborn of the seventhborn
all the way back nine generations to the conmon ancestor with the despot king, who was the
firstborn male of the firstborn nmale back a sinmilar way. The |ast change had occurred nine
generations ago. There was a special power of nines here, or rather of a nine that followed an
eight that followed a seven and so on. This was because of the nature of the planet Oria itself.
Thus Nona was the one who could reverse the aninus and overthrow t he despots.

So what does she have to do?

That was the problem Nona didn't know. Only that she nust seek the Megapl ayers, the
gi ants who had played the gigantic stone instrunents, and gain their help. She had thought the
visitors might be fromthose godlike folKk.

And instead they were coincidental travelers on the Virtual Mde. Nona had been opening
her mind to that Mode, and tuned in to it, and becone an anchor figure, thinking she was doi ng
somet hi ng el se

They woul d be unable to use Nona's anchor to depart this universe of Julia, unless Nona
succeeded in her quest to bring the anim. Col ene had no better idea how to do that than Nona did.
I nstead of being the creatures who could help Nona, they needed Nona's hel p.

W have a problem Col ene concl uded.

-- CHAPTER 3

DARI US

DARIUS felt better after cleaning up. Now he was hungry. He had been checking in with
Col ene every so often, via the telepathic horse. That renmined a novelty; he had | earned only just
before their arrival at this world that Seqiro was a very special animal. It seemed that in
Seqiro's reality, the horses all were tel epathic, and governed the human beings. |n other
realities, other animals had that power. It had been Col ene's fortune to encounter an ani mal who
i ked human girls, and who wanted to travel the Mdes, and who had the power to do so. Now it was
the fortune of their group

For Darius knew enough of the transfer of hunan enotion to grasp what the transfer of
human i nformati on could do. This was a powerful tool, and would help themgreatly. It was already
hel pi ng them because the horse could fathomthe ninds of these people, regardless of their
| anguage, and know their motives. It took a bit of time, of course, because strange m nds could
not be plunbed any nore than a strange terrain could be understood at a gl ance. But Seqgiro had
related quickly to Nona and Stave, and was now tuning to Hobard, the translator. It was a great
advantage to fathomthe notives of their hosts, wi thout the despots know ng.

W have a problem Col ene's thought cane.

Quickly she filled himin: Nona had supposed their party to be the Megapl ayers she sought.
She now knew better, but

DARI US 4!

that left her in difficulty, because she alone could help her people, the theows, and her
only avenue for help had been taken by their party's coincidental arrival. Not chance, really;
Nona nerely had not realized that it was the Virtual Mdde to which she was relating, or that she
woul d beconme an anchor person. In fact she had no notion what either was.

So we have to help her, Col ene concluded. Because we nessed up her effort.

Darius did not necessarily see it that way. But since this animus was bl ocking their use
of the anchor, they had to deal with that, and Nona was the one who could change it. So they had
to help her, not because of any noral obligation, but fromself-interest.

That, too, Col ene thought with mental hunor, and he realized that she had been teasing him
slightly; of course she had understood their need. But she doesn 't know how.

W have a problem he agreed.

THEY j oi ned the despots for the evening neal. They understood, now, that the despots had
not deci ded whet her they were despots or theows. If they were the latter, they woul d be
i Mmediately killed, because it would be an enbarrassnent to treat theows as if they were hunman
beings. But if they were despots, the case would be nore chancy. Despots should be allies -- but
nm ght be seeking conquest. Especially if they were of the anima, and enenies not only of the
governing class but of the entire aninus.

How did King Lonbard propose to ascertain the status of his guests? There were severa
ways, Hobard's mind suggested as Seqgiro quietly explored it. First, despots of the aninus were
mal e-dom nated. For a nonent it had seened that Col ene was the | eader of the group, but then it
turned out that Darius was. But that wasn't certain, because a group froma world with aninma m ght
try to pretend to be aninus. Second, the males of aninus had the nmagic, and the fenal es of aninma
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had magic. Illusion was conmon to all, and was di scounted. Who had the nmagi c here? None of the
visitors had shown their magic yet, which night be a matter of courtesy or m ght be suspicious. If
none of them had magic, they were theows, and could be dispatched after suitably entertaining
their hosts. Entertainment, by despot definition, ranged from sexual exploitation to outright
torture.

42 FRACTAL MODE

So the issue would be forced, tonight. Queen donmerula would try to fathom Darius' nature
evoki ng what magi c he had. If she did not come to a conclusion, King Lonbard would arrange to
di scover the tryst, and would challenge the interloper to a duel. That would bring it out,
certainly. But it had its risk, because if Darius were a ranking despot he m ght have stronger
magi ¢ than the king, and would kill himand take over his throne. So it might be better to avoid
that chance. Unfortunately, Darius thought, he did not have magic in this reality, and in any
event it was not the sane type.

How do you know?

Dari us paused, surprised. The horse was nmerely curious, but it was a sem nal question
Dari us had becone so used to lacking his magic in other realities, except sonetines his ability to
project enotionally, that he had just assuned this was the case here. Yet this was definitely a
magi ¢ reality, and perhaps nore than one kind of nagic worked.

He had two types of magic, in his hone reality. One was conmon to all people there, known
as sympathetic. The other was unique to him at |least in degree. As the Cyng of H ahtar -- or, as
Colene terned it, the King of Laughter -- he could draw enotion froma subject person and
rebroadcast it, multiplied a thousandfold. That way every person within range achi eved die joy of
the one. That nmade everyone happy for several weeks, until the enotion gradually |eaked away. The
chief liability of this ability was that he needed a subject fromwhich to draw, and this was by
customthe wife of the Cyng, who was gradually depleted until she was an enotional husk and had to
be di scarded. Distressed by the prospect of doing this to a woman he | oved, he had sought through
the Modes for a woman who could handle it. That was how he had found Colene -- only to |l earn that
she, instead of being full of joy, was secretly suicidal. That woul d be disaster! But he |oved
her, having foolishly commtted his enotion before properly understandi ng.

Meanwhi | e he had found anot her wonan, Prina, whose power was simlar to his own, who would
marry himand enable himto performhis necessary role wthout being herself depleted. It would
not be a love match, but she desired the position rather than |love, and would allow himto | ove
Col ene as a mistress without hindrance. It was an ideal solution to his problem except for
certain technical factors. Such as the fact
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that he and Col ene had not yet been able to get to his reality, and were currently
somewhat estranged. Ch, they were working together, because they had to, but they had to have a
settl ement when they could, and it was not possible to know what the result of that woul d be.

But that was all conjectural. Right now he needed magic. Was it possible that he had it?
If so, he could readily deal with the queen. He could drain her of her joy, stopping her in the
m ddl e of whatever she had in mnd.

That left Knave Naylor's effort. The nan would sinply go in and seduce the girl, and rape
her if she proved to be diffident. If she were anim, she would not subnit to that; instead she
would flatten himwith her magic. But if she were ani nus, she woul d make only token protest before
yielding. O course then there would be Darius to deal with; as aninus he would not take kindly to
having his woman used by force. But Queen d onerula would sinply accuse Darius of raping her, and
the matter woul d be open to negotiation. It was, it seemed, axiomatic in this culture: one rape
cancel ed another, as far as any onus went. It wasn't as if wonmen had rights or feelings that
mat t er ed.

Darius had to admre the directness of it. These fol k m xed their pleasure wth business,
with the business paranobunt. They expected to take the neasure of their guests w thout delay. If
they lacked a certain finesse and took certain risks, well, that was evidently the way of their
kind. It was not an attitude he liked, but at |east now he understood what was in store.

However, he suspected that innocent little Colene was going to surprise them She could,
he had discovered to his chagrin, be as devious as anyone. Proves had assured themthat the
pl anned nmalice woul d not be successful, but they still had to find out exactly how they would foi
it.

A theow girl led himdown to the banquet hall. As he saw the king, queen, and knave again
he was struck by the fit of their clothing. The theows had somewhat shapel ess general - pur pose
tuni cs, salvaged fromdisaster nainly by their sashes, so that even a man as handsone as Stave and
a wonan as |lovely as Nona | ooked somewhat awkward. But the despots had perfectly tailored tunics,
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enhanci ng their bodies. The king | ooked regal despite his masked paunch, and the queen | ooked
sexy. The knave | ooked both, and suitably sinister as well.

44 FRACTAL MODE

The neal itself was good. The despots lived well. Darius and Col ene wat ched the manners of
their hosts, and emul ated them while Proves proceeded confidently fromfuture nmenory. They ate
slices of roast animal, and squares of assorted fruits, and drank excellent wi ne. One glass only,
he warned Colene. It turned out to be unnecessary; the nere thought of an al coholic beverage nade
her stomach tighten, and her revul sion cane through to his stomach. She had had a bad experience
whose nature he did not know, but it had turned her off this particul ar business.

So he nade it easy for her. "No wine for ny wonan," he said in perenptory fashion. "Water
is all she deserves." After an exchange of signals, Hobard understood, and Col ene's privilege of
wi ne was renoved. But King Lonmbard, though appreciative, was not convinced: this was Hobard's
opi ni on.

Dari us, concerned about the com ng night, tried to focus on the nminds of the king and
queen. And especially the mnd of the knave, who was wat ching Col ene with disturbing directness.
But Col ene's horse was unable to penetrate any of these; only Hobard was at all open

He refl ected again how this business of informative mnd contact was al nbst as new to him
as it was to the folk they had nmet, Nona and Stave. He had little idea how to take advantage of
it. Fortunately Colene was used to it, and she was happy to handle this aspect of their situation.
So he nmerely let her know his concern, and |let her work on it.

| ndeed, she was up to sonething. There was a power and devi ousness to her mnd-set that he
had not before been aware of. This precious little girl he | oved becane nore conplicated as he
cane to know her better. So he focused on the amenities of the neal and let her work it out.

The queen was watching himw th nmuch the same interest as the knave watched Col ene. He
felt like a bug under her glass. She was using the standard nmechani snms of wonmen with nmen: a | ow,
| oose decol | etage that proffered frequent and profound glinpses of her breasts, and gl ances which
lingered just a bit too |ong. She was not a young wonman, but neither was she old; she was at that
age at which a wonan was capabl e of the maxi mum exploitation of her body. It was interesting.

Ch, it is, is it? There was Col ene's angry thought.

To be used and thrown away, he thought back, trying to nollify her. But for sone reason
she seened unnol i fi ed.
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Then he had a notion. / have not tried ny magic here, he thought to Col ene. G ve ne tokens
of your essence.

What? It was incredulity.

/ can be close to you, when apart, if you give ne of your solid, liquid, and gaseous
essence, he clarified.

The hell | will!

She was m sunderstanding. A hair of your head. A drop of your saliva. The touch of your
br eat h.

She consi dered. Then, her curiosity overriding her anger, she quietly plucked a hair from
her head, lifted a cloth napkin to her lips, spat into it, and then breathed on it. She wadded it
up and passed it to himunder the table.

Thank you, Colene. If my magic works here, this will give me great power over you

She sent hima dark glance. Yet again he seemed to have angered her. But he had the things
he needed. This could be very inportant. He stuffed the napkin into the band of his underwear, and
proceeded as if nothing had happened.

Finally the neal ended, and servants guided them back to their chanbers. Now the rea
adventure was about to begin. He wondered what Col ene had in nmind, since he understood that the
mal e despots could use their magic to incapacitate a wonan and nake her hel pl ess.

Hi s chamber had a large bed with several covers ranging froma volumnous quilt to a
square hardly larger than a towel, and a simlar assortnent of pillows ranging fromhuge to tiny.
These folk |liked freedom of choice! He used the sanitary facilities, stripped, and was in the act
of considering pillows when he heard a qui et knock. He got up and went to answer it, holding a
medi um si zed pillow in front of him

Sure enough, Queen d omerul a was meki ng her appearance at his door. She was in a sheer
white tunic, whose purpose was obviously enhancenent rather than conceal nent, and white veil,
evidently intended to indicate anonymty. An officially surreptitious visit.

He stepped back, and she stepped in. She closed the door. Then her cloak and veil faded
away, |eaving her naked. They had been illusion, and she wore nothi ng beneath. This worman was al
busi ness.
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Actual ly, nore of her body could be illusion. He judged her to be about forty years old,
and it was an unfortunate fact that few wonen were outstanding in body at that age, mainly

46 FRACTAL MODE

because they didn't seemto care to work at it. Did her illusion extend to touch as well
as sight? If so, did it matter? What a man percei ved was what he got, generally.

In this case it was quite a perception. In Darius' world, wonmen wore thick diapers around
their posteriors, under their skirts, whose purpose was to mask the feminine contours. Breasts
were normal ly conceal ed by | oose bl ouses over sturdy halters. Only married wonmen or mistresses, in
the privacy of their homes, allowed thenselves to be seen in |less. The sight of such body parts
was hi ghly suggestive to nen, and care was nornmally taken to prevent accidental exposure. He had
had a problemw th Col ene, who tended to wear clothing that nade her feninine contours too
evi dent. She was young, but that did not detract from her physical appeal. Now they were prom sed
to each other, so her apparel could be tolerated; still, he didn't like it when other nen saw her
dressed that way. Perhaps that aspect of their relationship was even; she didn't like the way he
reacted to other wonen.

So the queen's exposure had an imedi ate effect on him and he desired her body despite
his resolve. Fortunately he had the discipline of his profession. He would |l et her believe that he
was captivated by her aspect, but in the end it would cone to nothing.

He tossed aside the pillow and stepped toward her -- and suddenly she was across the room
Magi c, of course -- except that he understood that the wormen here did not have true magic, only
illusion. So what was goi ng on?

Maybe the horse knew. Seqiro m ght not be able to get into her mnd, but he surely knew
where it was.

It is illusion, Seqgiro confirmed. She has nade an inmage in one place, and covered her
actual body with the inmage of an enpty spot in the room
An illusion of nothing! That was an aspect he had not anticipated. So she was chal |l engi ng

himto find her. Surely a despot male's magic could readily cut through such pictures and |ocate a
woman i medi ately, so she was exploring his nagical ability. It was necessary that he denonstrate
it, to confirmthat he was of the aninmus and therefore to be respected, along with his wonen and
ani mal .

Queen d onerul a appeared before him within reach. "Yes?" she inquired, using one of the
few words they had been able to identify.
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He did not want to admt that he had no intention of indulging her whim so he acted. He
grabbed for her. And missed; the illusion faded, |eaving himenbracing air. Her |aughter sounded
behi nd him

But this was not a matter for |aughter, for she was testing him |f he could not use his
magi ¢ to capture her, he would be deened a theow, and would be killed. In this realmonly the nen
had true magic, and only the despots had strong magic.

VWere is she? he asked the horse.

/ will mark her place. A glint of |ight appeared, and then another beside it, at about
head height. In fact they were her two eyes, perhaps easiest to fix on because a person's
consci ousness tied closely in to sight.

Darius strode toward the glints. They floated quickly to one side. He veered and
intercepted them He reached out and caught her body, drawing it into himself. It was after al
only sight the magic affected, at least in this case. Perhaps touch as well, not to make an i nmge
tangi bl e, but to nake her genuine body seem nore appealing. It certainly was that; one of his
hands had | anded, perhaps by her design, on what seened to be her invisible right breast, and the
other on her left buttock. Both were extrenely femnale.

He oriented and put his lips to the place her mouth should be. He found her lips and
ki ssed her -- and she kissed himback. Seqiro had enabled himto prevail. He had proved his magic.

But now what should he do with her? He did not intend to indulge in sex with her; Col ene
was the one he wanted for that, and only when the tinme was right. Yet it mght not be good formto
reject the queen. He needed a legitimate distraction

Col ene, he thought. They might be privately estranged, but they had a common purpose here.

/ thought you 'd never ask, she replied. The knave is about to arrive, and | want you to
see what | do to him

But | need a pretext to ignore the queen

What, with one hand on her boob and the other on her ass and your tongue in her nouth?

She is not easy to ignore. Please, a pretext!

You' ve got one: your magi ¢ shows you that | am being threatened. Tell the queen you have
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put a chastity spell on nme. Tell her to show you what's going on here.
48 FRACTAL MODE
How can she do that?

IIlusion. These folk are good at it -- awful good, Seqiro says. You 'Il see. Make her show
you. It "Il be a good show
He cooperated. He paused as if suddenly realizing sonething, listening. He di sengaged his

nmout h, but not his hands. "G onerula!" he snapped. "My woman i s being approached. Show her
chamber . "

But the queen did not understand; there were too few comon words. He needed a way to get
t hrough to her.

He cast about, and saw the pillows on the bed. He bore the queen back authoritatively and
pl unped her down on the bed. Her body canme into view as he did so, marvelously forned and al nost
gl owi ng; she was ready for the next event. This was obviously both business and pl easure for her.

But instead of proceeding, he took the smallest pillow and squeezed it into a crude
approxi mation of a human torso. He took the smallest cover and ripped it in half. One half he
formed into a waparound skirt for the pillow, the other half he tore into several shreds, which
he tied around the wai st and neck and attached in lieu of arns and legs. It was not by any neans a
great figurine, but he thought it would do for his purpose.

He held it up. "Colene," he told the queen. "Show. "

The queen's face brightened with understandi ng. She knew what was to happen in Col ene's
chanmber. She gestured to the far wall, not only to do nagic but to indicate where to | ook

Dari us | ooked. The wall becane seenmingly transparent, and beyond it was Col ene's chanber,
showi ng her bed. Colene sat on it in her underclothing, brushing out her hair. He realized that
this was illusion, for the girl's chanber was nowhere near his own, but that it reflected reality.
Col ene was right: these fol k had inpressive powers of inmagery. The picture was so realistic that
he reacted to the undi apered body. He hoped G omerula would believe that it was the queen's body
that continued to excite him

d onerul a seened surprised about sonething, but neither he nor the horse could fathom what
at the nonent. Could it be that sone detail of the illusion she was Grafting did not match her
expectati on? That suggested that it was a true picture, not a pure invention

/1 's nme, Colene's thought confirned. There's precious
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little real privacy in this castle. The king's making an illusion picture of his own,
Seqgiro says, and he's watching what you 're doing with the queen. | think he gets his jollies nore
fromwatching her with other men than with doing it with her hinself.

Then 'l give himsonmething to see, Darius thought. He sat beside the queen, extended his

left armto draw her in beside him and fondled her right breast with his right hand. It felt like
as good a breast as the left; it had appropriate heft and contour. He tried to imagine that it was
Col ene's breast, but it didn't work, because Col ene had |l ess mass in that region. Too bad he was
not in a position to explore the matter nore thoroughly.

And 1'Il give you sonething to see, Col ene thought viciously. He kept running afoul of her
sensitivities, thoughtlessly.

But he had nore to do. "Colene is nmine," he told the queen. "My magi c secures her
chastity." He used the doll to indicate the forbidden area. "No other man -- " He thrust with a
finger to illustrate the forbidden action

That turned out to be clear enough. donerula snmled. She gestured again toward the wall:
wait and see. The chall enge was on, and the queen seened as satisfied with that as with her own
i nvol venent .

Then he renenbered the other thing he wanted to check: his emotional magic. This was the
ideal situation to test it, because he had to be quite close to a wonan to draw out her joy. As it
happened, he was close to the queen.

The door to Col ene's room opened and Knave Nayl or stepped in. Col ene | ooked up, saw him
and her nouth opened in a soundl ess scream This illusion couldn't handl e sound.

The knave threw of f his cloak and approached her, naked. There was no subtlety: if she
didn't find a way to stop him he would ravish her inmrediately. That was the point: only a wonan
of the ruling class of the anima could have any power against a man of the aninus, and if she
turned out to be such a woman, she woul d be deened an eneny, and the despots would do their best

to kill her imedi ately. So her choice was between rape and death, as the knave saw it. Rather
Darius' choice was to watch or act; he wasn't sure the anima could work here, on an ani nus worl d.
Still, he wasn't sure what to do, because he had no certainty that his nagic worked here.

But these fol k had not encountered the |ike of Colene. Darius sniled, giving the queen's

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%202%20-%20Fractal%20Mode.txt (23 of 158) [1/19/03 8:26:28 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%202%20-%20Fractal %620M ode.txt

breast a squeeze to nmaeke her

50 FRACTAL MODE

think that was the cause of his enotion. The queen seened to be enjoying both the show and
t he handl i ng.

Darius drew her as cl ose as possible, squeezing her breast as if turned on by it and/or
the scene they watched. But his intent woul d have horrified her had she fathonmed it. He exerted
his magi c and drew on her enotional vitality.

Not hi ng happened. His nagic did not operate in this reality, there was no doubt now. That
was di sappoi nting, but perhaps not surprising. At |east he had not had to alert the queen to what
he had attenpted. She had been saved by the underlying | aws of her universe.

He rel axed, but did not |let go of her breast, |est she becone suspicious. Ch, sure, Colene
t hought witheringly. However, Colene now had a situation of her own to attend to, and couldn't
continue to focus on him

Nayl or came to the bed. Col ene screaned again and started to get off it. But Naylor nmade a
negli gent gesture, and abruptly the girl's feet left the floor. She was floating, her noving | egs
havi ng no purchase. Then she was borne to the bed, to |l and on her back, her feet still Kkicking.

The knave stared at her in nuch the way Hobard had. Darius followed the specific direction
of his gaze, and finally understood: it was her underclothing. It was as if the nman had not seen
this before. Could it be that these folk did not wear underclothing? That woul d expl ain Hobard's
interest, and the queen's too. The queen had not cone to hi mnaked under her cloak of illusion
merely to seduce him she never wore such things anyway. That nmade sense at |ast.

Nayl or shook off his surprise and concentrated. Col ene's undergarnents seened to catch
fire. Flane and snoke puffed around her body, and dissipated, |eaving no burns. Now she was naked.
There was no doubt about the power of the man's nmgic; he was controlling her body agai nst her
wi Il without touching her

The knave gestured again. Colene's legs still nmoved, but now they seenmed to be
constrai ned. They spread, her knees lifting, the feet kicking in a futile pattern, well apart.
This man seened to be experienced in this act, for even nmagic required expertise, and it was just
as if invisible hands were placing her |egs safely out of the way.

Gonerula's face turned to him She was sniling. She
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was waiting to see how he was going to handle this assault on his woman. To see whether he
could handle it.

Darius smled back at her. "You will see, skeptic," he said. "I do not allow trespassing."”
But he wi shed Col ene would get on with her plan, because he had no idea what it mght be, and it
was certainly time for it.

Nayl or put a knee on the bed, orienting for his business. Now, Seqiro! Colene's thought
came, so strong that it was as if she had shouted in Darius' face.

The man's face froze. His nouth dropped open. It was as if he saw somet hing horrible, yet
there was not hi ng.

Queen donerula's body tensed. She did not understand what was happeni ng. Neither did
Darius. Wat? he thought to Col ene.

Show him Seqiro.

Then it was as if Darius were |ooking through Naylor's eyes. Suddenly he understood.

From the regi on between Colene's | egs a viscous mass was rising. It flexed, and part of it
separated fromthe nmain mass. It was the head of a | arge snake! A cobra, with spreadi ng hood and
el ongating fangs from which glistening poison dripped.

The serpent's eyes fastened on Naylor's genitals. The head noved back, then struck
f orward.

Nayl or screamed and threw hinmself off the bed, grabbing at his crotch

Queen d onerula stared. She did not see the snake, which was an illusion projected only to
Nayl or's m nd. She saw the man reacting to nothing nore than the sight of a helpless girl's spread
thighs. What was the matter with the nman?

Dari us took advantage of her distraction to do sone nore work on his pillow figurine. He
rolled up nore cloth to formfuller arns and | egs, and used a brown fragnent to represent hair on
the head. It was coming to | ook nore Iike Col ene.

He reached across to where he had set the bundled towel with Col ene's essences. He wrapped
the single hair in place around the figurine's head, and pressed the danmp regi on where her saliva
was to the figure's body until sone danpness soaked across. Then he pressed the napkin to the face
of the figure and breathed into it, pushing her breath through with the force of his breath. The
queen, fascinated by the scene in Colene's
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room had not even noticed that he was no | onger fondling her breast.

Col ene, freed of the spell of inmobility, got up and pursued the man. Now she | ooked |i ke
an even | arger serpent, one whose gaping jaws could bite great chunks out of the flesh of a nan.
But to the queen, she | ooked like an ordinary bare

girl --
Why did such illusion work against a man who was surely well experienced with all kinds of
magi c? Darius realized that it was because it was illusion infused with belief; the horse was

projecting the certainty that this was real, and Naylor had no way to resist. Seqiro nust have
been concentrating on penetrating the nman's mnd, so as to be able to do this.

Nayl or fled. He charged down the hall, heedl ess of his nakedness. "Aninma! Aninal" he
cri ed.

The picture faded as the queen | ost her concentration: "There was no anim!" she said, her
t hought plain despite her unfamliar words.

It was tune to try his magic. If it worked, Darius would have proved that he was of the
aninmus. If it didn't, he would let his supposed chastity spell nake the point.

He concentrated on the figurine. "You are Col ene," he whispered to it.

He felt a tingle. The nagi c was worKki ng!

Now at |ast the queen was paying attention to him She | ooked with surprise at the
figurine.

"Watch," Darius said. He | eaned down to draw a square in the slight dust on the floor
before the bed. "You are there, Colene,” he said to the figurine, setting it down inside the
square. "In your chanber, having routed the rapist." Then, through Seqgiro, he thought: Be
prepared, Col ene; |am about to conjure you with ny magic.

Fat chance! she thought back

He lifted the figurine and set it carefully in his lap. "Now you are here."

Suddenly Col ene was sitting in his | ap. She was naked and he was naked, but for once
neither paid nuch attention. "You did it!" she exclained, amazed. Then she | eaned over and vomted
on the floor.

"Uh, conjurations can disturb a person's equilibrium resulting in a nervous stomach," he
said as he deactivated the icon with a negative thought. It was not safe to | eave them
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activated, because then any careless treatnment of the figurine affected the subject.

"Now he tells nme!" she gasped. Then she sat up straight, tw sted, and kissed himhard on
t he nout h.

Queen donerula, still beside him |aughed

Col ene becane aware of her. "Shut up, bitch-cow, or I'll kiss you too," she snapped. "Even
if it makes ne upchuck again."

Darius, wiping the spread vomt fromhis lips, had to snile. This was Col ene, all right!

"And what are you doing with this slut naked on your bed?" Col ene demanded of him

"Denonstrating ny magic," he said. "I amof the aninus: a magic-w elding man. You wish to
make sonething of it?" That was a colloquialismhe had | earned fromher; it was a kind of
chal | enge to evince di sapproval

"Yeah," she said. "But not in the same bed with Queen Nynpho here!"

Darius turned to the queen. "I have decided to play with ny owmn wonman. You may go."

The queen assessed the situation, picking up enough of his inport to know that she was
finished here. She shrugged; there would be another day. She stood, clothed herself again wth
illusion, and departed the chanber in good order. She had ascertai ned what she sought: Darius
really did have strong nmagic, and was well able to protect his woman. He was ani nmus.

"Ckay, |'mhere," Colene said. "Play with nme, you macho ani mus man."

"You need to rest, and to eat sonething," Darius said, sliding her off his lap

"I'"'mnot hungry, and I'"'mnot ready to rest."

He glanced at the vonit splattered on the floor, then took one of the larger quilts and
used it to nmop up the nmess. "And put on sone clothing," he added.

"Ch, cone on, |I'll do that," she said. "It's my nmess." She got down and nudged hi m asi de
He gl anced at her naked body. "At |east don a diaper."
"A diaper!" she exclainmed. "I got sick, not incontinent." Then she remenbered. "Oh, that's

right -- the wonen of your reality wear big diapers, so no one can see their stuff. But that's
when they're in public. They take themoff for sex, don't they?"

"Yes. But that is not the case here."
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"Stop treating me like a child, Darius! | know what sex is. And by the | ook of you with
that slut queen, you had it in nmnd/1 She bundled the quilt and carried it to the bathroom Show
him Seqiro, her thought cane back

| mredi ately, Darius felt the heat of her love. Colene was raging with enotion, and desired
himin a way which belied her youth.

He fought back his response, |est he be overwhelned by his answering desire for her. "But
you are a child," he said. "You are fourteen, which by the standard of your culture is below the
age of consent. It is not proper to indulge with you."

She energed fromthe bathroom still defiantly naked. "Aren't we in |ove, Darius?"

"Yes. That does not change your age."

"But according to you, it's all right for you to have sex with nynpho queens, neanwhile?"

“"Yes, if | choose. But | do not respect donerula, so sex with her is not an option."

“I'f you did respect her, then you would have sex with her?"

"Yes, ordinarily. However -- "

"And do you respect ne?"

He hesitated, then answered. "Yes."

"And you want ne?"

"Yes." He knew this was nischief. The queen's chall enge had been replaced by the girl's
chal | enge.

"So by your code, it is all right to have sex with wonmen you don't |ove, but not with the
one you do."

"It is an irony," he agreed. "Now put on a diaper, or I will put one on you."

"Ch, cut the hypocrisy," she snapped. "You won't have sex with ne because you say it's
against my culture, but you want ne to wear a di aper when you know that's no part of ny culture."

He was taken aback. "That is true. | can not dictate your node of dress."

"You can't dictate my node of sex either!" she flared. "I had it with four men before
ever net you!"

Darius felt his jaw drop. Can this be true? he asked Seqiro.

/1 is true. And the horse opened up the menory to him Colene at thirteen, on a date with
a high school boy she hardly
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knew, who took her to a private party where they plied her with al cohol and then raped
her. Unable to resist, she had gone along with it, and been too chagrined to tell. But she had

felt unclean ever since, and carried a brooding, hel pl ess anger. That epi sode had been a
significant step toward her obsession with self-destruction. But along with the shane, she had
devel oped a secondary fascination with sex: to flirt with it, to see how close she could conme to
it without getting caught again by it. As if a close escape sonehow al |l evi ated the di sgust of the
sex she had not escaped.

"So now you know," she said, watching himas he assinilated the nmenmory. "Wy | cut nyself,
and why | risked having you rape ne. Sex and death: they are allied. So you see, anything you are
saving ne for was |ost before you ever net ne. Do you hate ne now?"

"No," he said, appalled.

She stepped toward him "So will you -- ?"

"No. "

"What is it with you? You know it's pointless, when |I'd much rather you did it with ne
than with sone slut |ike the queen, and there's no reason not to."

"There is reason not to. | amnot those nen, and you are underage."

"This dammed idiotic noral code of yours! It doesn't neke sense!"

"“I't makes a sense you do not appreciate.”

"I's that a cut?" she demanded. "Wen | asked if you respected ne, you hesitated. Why? CQut
withit."

He did not like this, but it was a valid issue. "You deceived the Enperor of the DoCon, in
the other reality, and tricked himinto term nating his anchor."

"It was the only way to save us and all the rest of the realities! He was going to conquer
everyt hing!"

"True. But you prevailed by trickery, violating your honor, and causing nme to violate

nm ne.
"I may have saved us and every other universe -- and you condem ne?"
"No. You have a standard other than mne. But it is a taint on ny |ove for you."
"I don't understand you!" she exclained. "I did what had to be done. You know that. It was

the only way. Tell nme: how can you bl ame ne?"
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He suspected that it would not persuade her, but he tried to clarify it. "The Enperor had

made captives of us all, though he did not treat us badly in the direct sense. He proposed to
confine us to his reality until he had what he wanted fromus, which was a Chip to enable himto
cross realities. He threatened to kill Seqgiro if you did not cooperate, so you cooperated. He

threatened to destroy you if | did not cooperate, so | cooperated. What he did was wong. But that
did not justify wong-ness on our part. Wien | agreed to help him-- "

"Under duress!"”

"I becane bound by ny word. Wether given freely or under duress, it was ny commitnment. He
trusted me because he knew | woul d not break ny word. Then we cane to the anchor, and you had
Seqi ro, whose power | did not then know, get into the Enperor's nind and nake him free the anchor
That cut us loose fromhis reality, and we spun through the realities until we connected with
anot her person who fornmed a new anchor. Now we are in Nona's reality. That may be better for us
and for the realities the Enperor woul d otherw se have invaded. But it was acconplished by a
betrayal of trust. | promised to help the Enperor and not to seek harmto him Instead | led him
into betrayal. Because | depended on your word to buttress mne, and your word was not good. For
that | must condemm you. How can | |ove a woman who can not be trusted?"

She was hurt. He saw it in the way her body shrank into itself, and felt it in the roiling
darkness of her nind, which remained connected to his. For the first time he felt like killing
hi nsel f, and knew it was her feeling. H's own power of enotional projection mght be void in this
reality, but that of the horse remained. If only he had understood this aspect of her nature
before he | oved her! But she had betrayed himin that too, though unwittingly. She had not
under st ood that he needed a wonan full of joy, not pain. Had he known, he woul d have avoi ded any
relationship with her, especially |ove.

Then her pain turned abruptly to fury. Now her rage beat at him "Ch, you woul d have,
woul d you? You didn't care about me or anything, just about a vessel full of joy you could enpty,
so you could do your job at home. It was all strictly business. But you made a mi stake. You got

enotionally involved before you were sure. Too bad. Wll, let ne tell you sone things you maybe
didn't think of. Here you're so damed

DARI US 57

concerned with your private personal code, you're not |ooking at what's best for everyone
el se. You think your given word is nore inmportant than the rest of the universe, literally? You're
crazy! The universe doesn't give a wormy horse droppi ng about what goes on in your head. You think
it's better to let billions of people be enslaved and nmaybe die than to break your word, when you

only gave it to save ne? |'mnot worth it! Your word isn't worth it. You have no right to inpose
your foible on the rest of everything."

He tried to answer, and could not. Never before had she assaulted himlike this, with her
grief and her fury, and it was devastating. She refused to heed his logic. She continued, her
enotion so strong that he was hel pl ess.

"And even if you did, you still have no call to condemn ne for doing what | had to do.
Maybe you had to keep your word. | had to save our realities. | don't have the luxury of your kind
of integrity. | never was able to inpose ny standard on anyone el se. Not when ny family started

breaking up, and it tore me up nore than it tore up ny folks, but they were the ones doing it and
| was the one who suffered fromit. Not when | got raped by those four horny freaks who didn't
care who else they hurt, so long as they dipped their sticks. The only real choice | ever had was
surviving, any way | could -- and I"mnot sure | want to do that. So don't tell me you can't |ove
me because |'m not what you thought | was. If you want to love ne, it better be for what | really
am You can trust me to be what | am and that's all. And what | amis in love with you, and
you're the greatest thing that ever happened to nme, and without you |I'd be dead by now, and if
you're in trouble I'mgoing to save you sone way, and if | have to kill someone to do it, then |
will, and if | have to break my word, then | will, and if |I have to hate you for not |oving ne
back the sane way, then I wll."

She st opped speaki ng, overcone by enption. Her face was slick with tears and her hair
di shevel ed. Darius stared at her. As she spoke, sonething had been occurring in his nmnd, a subtle
but pai nful change, and now he realized what it was.

It was the realization that he was wong. That he had judged her by the wong standard.
She was beautiful in her own way, nmentally as well as physically, and he did | ove her for what she
was, and he desperately craved her wild and total passion
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He owed her a phenonenal apol ogy.

He started to speak, but she had his thought before he could formulate the words. "Oh,
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Darius!" she cried, and flung herself into his enbrace, her forgiving as abrupt and total as her
fury.

He ki ssed her and held her, feeling her | ove coming back at himwith the cutting edge of
her suicidal nature. She did not do things hal fway; when she ganbl ed, she ganbl ed everythi ng. Wen
she | oved, she |oved w thout restraint. Perhaps he had sonehow known her nature all al ong, and
been attracted to it. She was al nost conpletely different fromhim but he needed her and could
not give her up

They lay together on the bed, their bodi es pressed together. Her danp hair fell partly
across his face. "Was that our first?" she asked.

"We didn't do it," he said.

She hit himgently on the shoulder with her fist. "I know we didn't do that! | nean, our
first knock-down, drag-out fight?"

"May it be our last!" he said fervently.

"No, folk can fight if they want to. It's fun naking up, after. Now we can do it." The
reference needed no clarification; her mind made it conpellingly plain

"No. Just let nme love you, with understanding.” It was his mnd' s turn to make it clear
he did not want to follow after callous young nen who had sought no nore than her body. Her body
was uni nportant conpared to her feeling.

"That's the nicest thing anybody ever thought about ne," she murnured, satisfied.

So they slept, their passion spent in a way the despots woul d not have understood. |ndeed,
the despots were probably watching, not understanding their words, nystified by the whole
busi ness.

IN the norning they had breakfast with their hosts. King Lonbard | ooked amused, and Queen
A onerul a | ooked grim Knave Nayl or was absent. Provos kept to herself, unwoni ed, as becane one
who had no need to be concerned about the future. Cbviously the despots were satisfied that the
visitors were of the aninus, but not satisfied about their purpose here. It might be dangerous as
well as unethical to murder visiting aninmus, but might also be dangerous to let themstay. O go
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Hobard conti nued worki ng on comon words. Conmuni cation, aided by Seqiro's hidden
assi stance, becanme better. But they were at cross-purposes. Darius and his retinue, as the despots
thought of it, wanted only to return through the anchor and travel the Virtual Mode, going hone.
The despots wanted only to find out enough to exploit the visitors, or to kill them It was
pointless to remain here much | onger

But there were guards throughout the castle, and it was obvious that it would not be
possi ble sinmply to wal k away. Darius disliked the notion of sneaking out at night, and wasn't sure
that would work either. So he woul d have to use magic. That would nean naking figurines of all of
them so that he could conjure themto another place. Assum ng that the despots had no way to stop
his particular type of magic.

He sent a mental message to Provos: / need solid, liquid, and gas of yours.

Yes, | gave you those this evening, the woman returned.

That left the horse. How could he get the necessary essences there? If he sought to visit
Seqi ro, the despots m ght be suspicious. He wasn't sure how nuch of his magic Queen d onerul a
under st ood. He had shown her the figurine of Co-lene, and used it to conjure Colene to him
Conjuration did not seemto be a type of magic these fol k used, but he couldn't be sure.

Well, he nmight conjure hinself or Colene to the horse tonight, to get the essences. Then
he woul d be able to conplete the icon

The day passed pl easantly enough. The despots were reasonably gracious hosts, until such
time as they canme to their decision. Comruni cation was getting easier as a basic vocabul ary grew.
Queen donerula, evidently hoping that Darius mght |like to conclude the business they had only
started the prior night, was attentive. Col ene was studiously neutral, as befitted the place of a
worman of the ani nus.

They went to Darius' chanber together in the evening, to the queen's di sappoi ntnent.

Col ene chatted about this and that and did an i npronptu striptease dance, not for Darius' sole
benefit; she was doing it to distract those who were surely watching via their nagic. That gave
Darius the chance to make three nore icons without, they hoped, being observed.

After a reasonable tinme, they settled down to sleep, Dar --
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ius showing his seem ng contenpt for his woman by not bothering to use her for sex.

In due course Seqiro notified themthat no one was watching them any nore; they prom sed
no further entertainment, either in what they mght do with each other or in what the queen m ght
do with Darius if he conjured his woman to her own chanber. The castle slept.
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Now we can go to Seqiro, Col ene thought.

/ will conjure myself there. You may remain here and pretend to be both of us.

Like hell I will! Howw Il | know you 're not conjuring yourself to the queen?

For a nonent he was irritated. Then she | aughed, nentally, and he realized that she had
been joking. But she also wanted to cone with him even if the conjuration nade her sick again.

Darius didn't argue. He set up for his conjuration. First he used his finger to sketch a
square between the two of them on the bed. W are here. This is ny chanber, our starting point.
Then he sketched anot her square belowit. Seqiro is here. It is his stall

U n, should we go direct? Col ene's thought cane. They might be alert to contact between
any of us and Seqiro.

That was a good point. Not everybody in the castle was asleep; sone night-shift guards
remai ned alert. He erased the stall square, physically and nentally, deactivating it. Then he nade
another: This is the chanber where we donned Oria clothing. That was reasonably close to the
stalls; they could wal k across the court to reach Seqiro.

He took the figurine of Colene. Colene, he thought firmy, activating it. Then without
nmoving it, he addressed his own: Dari us,

Now t hey were ready. W are here, he thought. Colene is stepping there. He noved her icon
fromthe first square to the second -- and she di sappeared. / am stepping there. He noved his own,
and the wrenching took him and he was there beside her. Both of themlying on the floor in their
ni ght ct ot hes.

He deactivated the icons and they got to their feet. Colene did not vomit this time;, she
had been prepared and exerted her will to keep her stomach in line. He gave her a silent squeeze
of approval around the shoul ders.

He could make a |ight nagically, but decided not to; it
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was better to use the starlight, which was so bright that it shone in through the doorway.
Their eyes were already adjusted to the night.

They stepped out -- and stopped, anmazed.

There was light in the sky, all right, but it wasn't exactly starlight. It was a series of
connected patterns, as if each star had several ¢l owi ng noons, which in turn had a nunber of
nmoonl ets, which hi turn -- there seened to be no end to it. Furthernore, these stars seened cl ose,
because beyond themthey saw the | arger glow of Luna. Yet this great noon was not exactly the
same. For one thing, it wasn't round. It was crudely shell-shaped. For another, it was surrounded
by curlicue patterns of stars, sone of which passed behind it and some in front of it. One pattern
seenmed to dance its way directly toward this planet, before getting lost in the patterns of closer
shel | patterns.

The Mandel brot set! she thought, renmenbering her revelation of the prior day. /( really is
true! We're in a fractal universe

Li ke the one they showed in their imge? he inquired. Wth all the planets and stars
connected together? He was as anmzed as she.

Yes! | recognize it now. The shells and seahorse tails, all linked in intricate patterns.
This is it!
They | ooked down at the dark surface of the planet Oria -- and the patterns extended al

the way to the ground. In fact, there were tiny whorls of light right at their feet, rising from
tiny irregularities on the ground. The stars weren't just in the sky, they were everywhere, and
they weren't distant and large, they were close and tiny. They were |i ke cobwebs, except that
their feet passed through them wi thout effect.

Il usion, Darius decided.

/ don't think so, Colene responded. / think they're real, but phased out, so we can't
interfere with them

But they couldn't remamin indefinitely to stare at the effects. They had a horse to rescue.
They resuned their wal k, guided by Segiro's thoughts.

They reached the stalls without interference, and Darius obtained a hair fromthe horse's
mane, a drop of saliva, and the breath on the icon. It was conpl ete.

One thing, the horse thought. / have discovered that nmy power is limted in this reality.
| did not realize this at first
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because | had no reason to reach m nds beyond this region. But | can comrunicate
conpletely only at close range. Because | cane to know Nona, and her mind is open to nme, | can
reach her at the village, but it is a strain. | can reach no other person there, and fear | would
not be able to reach even you, Colene, at farther range.
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Col ene | ooked at Darius. They both knew that this was a serious linmt. But it aligned with
Darius' own ability to do synpathetic magic and not enotional magic. The reality was hostile to
m nd- magi ¢, and perhaps only the horse's great power enabled himto retain even a limted
proficiency.

Then Cotene patted Seqiro's shoulder. W won't |let you get out of range, she thought
reassuringly. W haven't been paying you nuch attention recently, but that's because we don't want
to give away your inportance to us. | |ove you, horseface.

Don't fight with me! Seqgiro thought, alarned.

Darius had to chonp on his tongue to stop fromlaughing out |oud. But Colene took it with
good grace. / can love without fighting, she thought, burying her face in the horse's nmane. You
never oppose your will to mne.

Darius saw that the bond between girl and horse was as deep as that between girl and nan
He felt Colene's I ove of Seqiro, unconsciously relayed to himby the horse, and understood it. He
felt himself loving Seqiro simlarly, and didn't fight it. The horse was worthy, and a phenonenal
asset to their group. And it had been Seqiro' s power that enabled Colene to rescue them from
captivity by the Enperor. He now accepted the necessity of that action, and was relieved that it
had happened.

Col ene turned to him She hugged him wordlessly but not thoughtlessly.

"But where are his supplies?" he asked after a nonment. For the horse had been burdened
with all of their spare food, clothing, and tools.

The despots took everything away.

"My bike!" Col ene excl ai med al oud, then covered her nmouth as if to silence herself. She
was referring to her bicycle, an instrunent with which she could travel with greater speed and
ease than on foot. It also had been part of Seqiro's | oad.

That, too. | think they | ocked up what they did not understand, and they thought that to
be part of a wagon

Col ene nmade a wy face. She did not |ike Iosing her
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things. But they had no effective way to recover them any attenpt would alert the despots
to their effort to escape.

Then Darius conjured hinself and Col ene by turns back to his chanber. They had the wit to
lie down first, so that they would not arrive standing on the bed.

Now that |I'mgetting to know your magic, | like it, Colene thought. Though it does make ne
want to retch.

This is only the lesser part of it, he replied. Everyone in ny reality has this nuch

So | understand. Say -- do you ever need to nmake fol k unhappy? Then you could draw from
me, and |1'd get happier while they all got suicida

The notion seened preposterous. Then he realized that if they ever got stranded in a
reality in which evil folk held them captive, and his cyng power worked, her offer would nmake
sense. She coul d be dangerous indeed, in certain circumnmstances.

Thanks, she thought. Then she clinbed half on him kissed him and went to sleep

ORI A 65

-- CHAPTER 4

ORI A

MONA, trying to guide a clunsy pupil in the ways of

N harnony, junped. It was the visitor-girl, with her strange m nd-nagic

Nona! W need your hel p!

Nona di sengaged with the pupil as expeditiously as she could, and retreated to the
per sonal - needs chanber. Are the despots trying to kill you? she thought, uncertain what she could
do. She had magic, but had to keep it secret, and in any event she could not match the power of
t he despots.

No, not exactly. They're taking Seqiro away!

Seqiro was the beautiful horse. Now Nona received his thought directly. The despots are
taking me out of the stall. They are putting paraphernalia on ne.

Then Col ene' s thought resuned: Provos told us that the despots would try to take Seqiro.
She also told us that the attenpt was not successful. But that merely means that Provos renenbers
us doing something to prevent this. It's up to us to do whatever it is now And we're stuck here
in the castle with the king and queen, who are being very nice to us while they do their dirt
behi nd our backs, stealing Seqiro. W can't do anything w thout show ng our hand.

So they needed soneone else to rescue the horse, before he was taken to another castle and
hi dden so that he could never be found.
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No, the horse's thought cane. | can comune with themif they come within ny range, and
they willfindme. But they will not be able to travel freely. The despots are seeking to take me
away, and to kill me if they can not control nme. They do not know ny nmental nature; they see ne
merely as a fine beast of burden. | do not wish to be that, except for Colene. ft is tinme for us

to escape fromthe despots, but best to do it without alerting themto the extent of our powers.

Now she understood. Separation fromthe horse would be a serious problemfor the visitors,
who depended on his nmarvel ous mnd-nmagic. It gave themthe chance to learn the notives and plots
of the despots. Nona's own destiny was surely linked with theirs, for they had conme in seening
answer to her attenpt to contact the Megapl ayers, and they knew her secret. Her mental contact
with Col ene had been so sure and good that she knew the girl was to be trusted.

Now t hey needed her hel p. She al so needed their help. If they worked together, they mnight
acconplish both their destinies. Wiat can | do?

Can you rescue Seqiro?

A theow take a horse froma despot? It was unthi nkabl e!

h. Un | see. Wll, see if you can get close to him and then tell himto throw his
rider.

Nona shook her head. That woul d not be effective. Despots can float and fly. So can I.

Col ene pondered a nmonent. How fast can they fly?

Not fast. It's as hard to fly as to run, and as tiring. W draw on the magic current, but
that gives us ability, not energy.

So this magic isn 't something for nothing, Colene concluded. Suppose Seqgiro gallops away?

Then the despot would follow, and sumron others, and they would surround him and then
kill him

There was anot her pause. Well, nmaybe we can hide hi m sonewhere. You get to him Nona, and
get on hi mwhen he noves the despot off, and get out of there. He will accept you because he knows
you. Anot her pause, during which Nona felt Seqiro's confirmation. Um you do know how to ride a
hor se?

No.
Brother! Well, rendezvous with himanyway, and float with himor sonething, and neanwhile
we "Il get away fromhere, and then we'll see.

Nona was not sangui ne about this plan, but did not
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know what else to do, so she agreed. She nade an apol ogy to the teacher, explaining that
sonmet hing extrenely pressing had cone up, and hurried away. Because she was a good worker, and
trustworthy, the teacher agreed.

She renmined in touch with Seqiro, which was just as well, because soon the horse inforned
her that he had gone out of range of Colene. He was being ridden past the village toward a nore
di stant vill age.

Can you reach Stave? she asked the horse. So he can hel p?

Seqgiro tried, but discovered that Stave was busy on a carpentry project for a despot and
could not get free. So it was up to her al one.

She took a shortcut, where there was no path, just a series of gullies and pools that were
hard to cross w thout getting dunked. Also the nmyriad smaller rads, which were |ike boul ders of
every size arrayed in patterns all across Oria. In the village and castle and the cultivated
fields nmost of the smaller rads had been renmpved, so that only their faint filaments remained,
visible by night. In the unsettled countryside the rads remained natural, and Nona preferred this.
She tried not to step on the nore delicate ones, though since they ranged all the way down to too
small to see, this was inpossible. |Is anyone near nme? she asked the horse.

He was not able to get into the mnds of despots, but he could tell where they and t heows
were. No.

So she used her magic to float up over the rough terrain. Then she oriented on a tree
ahead of her and drew it in, which neant that instead of noving it toward her, she noved herself
toward it. In this manner she gai ned on the horse's progress along the w nding road, and cane back
to land alnost in sight of him It was nervous business, because despite his reassurance, she
feared being seen

She heard the clip-clop of his hooves on the road, and forged on toward him Then she
realized that she was actually ahead of him there was no need to hurry. Buck off the despot, and
gal lop here to ne, she thought to him This m nd-nagi c was wonder f ul

There was a sound. Then a nan in a black tunic sailed up in the air beyond the bushes, and
hovered there, surprised. He had made hinself float rather than crash to | and, but neanwhile the
horse was gal |l oping swiftly away.
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The despot was facing away from her, having gotten
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turned when unseated. Nona ganbled, and floated up herself, drifting over the road. Wen
the horse caught up with her, she conjured a large rad ahead of himviolently toward her. Since
the rad was well anchored and far nore massive than she was, the effect was to nove her forward
with a burst of energy to match the horse's velocity, and dropped down to his back. She grabbed
onto his mane and hung on

He slowed i nmedi ately. uide nme, he thought, now wal king swiftly. She discovered that it
was not hard to stay on him because she was in touch with his nmind and knew what he was doi ng;
there was no conflict between them She sat in the saddle the despot had placed, and felt al nost
confi dent.

That way! she thought, naking a picture in her mnd showi ng where there was an old path
t hrough the rough I and. She had used that path as a girl to go berry picking, and suspected the
despots didn't know about it. The ploy was effective; the despot floated on along the road,
assum ng that the horse was still running ahead. Despots had nmuch magic, but could use only one
type at a tinme; otherw se the man woul d have nade a picture of the road ahead, and realized that
the horse was not there.

So her little trick had worked. Nona followed up by using her magic to scatter the sand
and dirt the horse's hooves had printed, so that no sign of his recent passage remai ned.
Unfortunately this path went nowhere useful to themat the monent; it wound down to the shore of
the sea. They would have to turn and go along the shore, and the despot would soon find them It

was possible to search a wide area, with the cormand of illusion that a despot had. Their tine was
limted.

Then she had an idea. Seqiro, do you mnd the water?

I like water.

Suppose | weight you down with rocks, so you can stand under the water, and | make a hood
with a tube so you can breathe? | think the despot will never think to | ook for you there. His
image will not work well wi der water, even if he tries.

Seqi ro understood her concept i mediately, for her mnd was open to himin inage as well
as word. Yes.

Now she used her nagic to fashion the hood. She sumopned a stick of wood fromthe ground,
held it in her hand, and changed it into a hood that would fit snugly over the horse's head, with
transparent places so he could see out. It had a long flexible tube projecting fromthe top. The
end of the tube
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wi dened out into a tw sted shape resenmbling driftwod. "Now l et nme put this on you," she
mur mur ed. She had forgotten to focus her thought, but realized that the act of talking did that
automatically; he still understood her.

Because he knew her mind, the horse did not flinch as Nona reached forward and worked the
cunber sorme device over his head. Wen the thing covered his eyes, he saw through hers. Then she
got it down, and tied it under his chin, firmy. It |ooked weird, but she thought it should work.

“"Now | et me wei ght you with stones, so you can walk into the water," she said. She used
magi c to make a harness that fitted before and after the saddl e, and floated heavy rocks into it.
The work was tiring, for magic was nmerely another way of doing what a person coul d have done by
hand, as far as the use of energy went, but she didn't stint. She was afraid that at any tinme the
despot woul d discover his mstake and fly down the side path and find them

Seqiro wal ked into the sea. The descent was noderate here, so that he had no trouble with
the footing. Nona knew that the waves of the sea had battered the smaller rads of this region into
sand. Man and nature kept changing the virgin world, and that was perhaps inevitable, but also
sad. Weighted by the stones, Seqiro noved deeper, until the whole of his body was bel ow t he
surface. Nona had to conjure additional stones to weight herself down, so that she would not
float, and nmake a hood for herself: a detail she had al nost forgotten

The water was col d: another detail she had not thought of. Fortunately she was able to
take a strand of seaweed and transformit into a thick warmsuit for herself; she was pl astered-
wet, but the suit kept her warm Then she nade a simlar covering for Seqiro, in patchwork pieces,
until he said he felt confortable.

They stood under the sea, their breathing tubes reaching up to their driftwood floats. The
air did not taste good, but it sufficed. They seened to be safe; all they had to do was wait.

"I's the despot close?" she nurnured i nto her hood.

He is dose, but ignorant; he is on the path but not at the shore.

CGood. He was just casting about, with no idea where they had gone. Probably he hadn't even

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%202%20-%20Fractal%20Mode.txt (32 of 158) [1/19/03 8:26:28 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%202%20-%20Fractal %620M ode.txt

sent a picture back to the castle to explain the situation, because he didn't want to have the
bl ame for |osing the horse. He hoped to find and
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recover the horse and conplete his mission in good order. If so, that was also their
fortune; there would be no imedi ate | arge-scal e action by the despots.

Still, the situation was bl eak enough. The | oss of the horse would soon be known
regardl ess, and Nona's absence fromthe village would be suspicious. She had conmitted herself the
monent she cane after Seqiro, and would not be able to return to her prior life. Now she had to
press forward to victory for herself and the visitors, or to disaster.

She woul d have preferred that it had not happened. She was not, it seened, as adventurous
a girl as she had thought. Ri ght now, the prospect of settling into a confortable Iife with Stave
strongly appeal ed. But she had al ways known that it was not her destiny to be a wife and nother,
and that she would save her people if she could. In fact now, when she was in danger, was the only
time she reflected with favor on married exi stence. It was, she realized, not adventure which nade
her nervous, but danger. If she could go to far places, and explore strange |ands, and neet
unusual people, with little actual threat to herself, then it would be ideal

You bel ong with us, Seqiro thought.

"But | don't even know who you are, really," she protested. "Just that you came from
places | can't fathom and have powers no one here does."

/ will tell you about us. We are each froma different reality. The laws of the universe
are different in each one. | amfromone in which the horses are telepathic --

"What ?"

This is what Colene calls it. You call it mnd-magic. The horses use it to control the

human bei ngs and nake them do t he necessary chores. Human beings are useful because they have
versatil e hands.
"But why did you | eave, then?"

/ was dissatisfied with that life. | wanted to explore new frontiers and gai n new
under st andi ngs.

"So do I'!'" Nona excl ai nmed.

So when | becane aware of the forming Virtual Mode, | took it, and found Col ene.

"The what ?"

The Virtual Mdde. One of the humans could explain it to you nore effectively than | can
because they have the nminds for it.
70 FRACTAL MODE

"But you have a good nmind!" she protested. No. | borrow fromthe mnd of the hunan bei ng
amwith. That is why it was necessary for me to achieve rapport with you before getting out of
range of Colene's mnd. | did not want to revert to animal intelligence, and be at the nercy of

the despots, to whose minds | have not attuned. Now | am borrowi ng fromyours, and you |l ack the
concept of the Virtual Mdde, so it is hard for me to explain it. But | can tell you ny experience,
fromnmenory. | stepped through the anchor with Col ene, and we crossed into a newreality every few
steps. The worlds changed around us, until they were |like nothing we had known. We wal ked where a
sea had been, but no water remained. Until we cane to a reality where an Enperor nade us capti ve.
Then we escaped from himby freeing his anchor, and canme to you, because you are the new anchor
person.

"That | don't understand at all! | amnot an anchor! | ama person.”

This too is not easy for me to explain. Darius and Col ene understand it, but we are not
with themnow. They say that it requires five points to fix four dinensions, and so our Virtua
Mode has Jive realities and five people. You are the person who nakes it possible for us to enter
your reality. You can enter the Virtual Mode with us. but no other person here can unless you
touch that person constantly. Except that sonething is wong, and we can not use the anchor to
return, because of the aninus.

"Now, that | understand!" she said. "The aninmus gives nmen the power of real magic, |eaving

wonen only the power of illusion, which everyone has. But if |I can find out howto reverse it, and
establish the anima, then wonmen will have the magic and nen will be subservient. The despots will
fall, and Oia will be the wonderful world it once was."

Woul d that affect the anchor?

"I don't know. But it would change the nature of our society, so maybe it would. If the
anima came, | would be the queen of Oria, and | would do anything | could to help you."

Provos believes that it does have sonething to do with the aninus.

"Provos, the old woman? | hardly know her, or any of you, yet, and would like to."

She renmenbers what is yet to happen, but nothing of what has happened. She renmenbered that
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we were not harnmed by the despots, so we went there. But she does not conmuni cate mnuch.
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and Darius believes that if we listen to her too nuch, what she renenbers will change. In
his presence | understand this.

Nona consi dered. "Does she renenber ny association with you? | nean, beyond now?"

Yes. It has passed through her thoughts. W travel far, and you are with us. Finally sone
of us pass back through the anchor. | do not know why we all do not go, and Provos does not
renenber what those ones do away fromthe others, but they do return.

"Does she renmenber whether the anima conmes?"

She does not seemto. But that nay be because no one has asked her

"Could it be that some of you travel because the others are captive?"

/1 could be. | amnot apt at conjecturing.

"Well, maybe you will help nme to bring the ani na, because then you will be able to return
to your Virtual Mdde. Then | will be queen of Oia, and I'll have to marry and bear children who
have great magic. | dread that."

Way woul d you be queen? | understood fromthe thoughts of ny friends that this office was
i nherited.

“I't is. Under the aninus the firstborn son of the king beconmes king after him Wrnen do
not rule, as none of them have magic stronger than illusion, and theow nen have simlar weakness.
It is the power of magic which governs, and it follows the firstborn. But under the anima the
magi ¢ fl ows the other way, through the wonen, and the |astborn. So the |ast-born woman of the
| astborn woman has the greatest magic, and nust therefore rule. But to bring the anima, there mnust
be a special pattern of births leading to a wonan who matches the nagical nature of our world.

That woman is ne. Because the world is now governed by the aninus, | amthe only worman with
significant magic; | amthe channel. But with the anima, all other wonmen after nme woul d have
magi ¢, according to their lineage, and all nmen would be reduced to illusion. Everything would
change. "

As a horse, | amindifferent to rank and power of the hunman type. But nbst humans seemto
desire it. Wiy do you dread it?

"Because it's just another kind of captivity. | would have to nmarry, and have babi es, and
though with the anima these would add to nmy power rather than deplete it, | would not be free.

want to explore, to see new things, to act w thout regard
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to responsibility. I don't want to exchange one form of oppression for another."”
This is the way Col ene feels. But she al so desires |ove.
Nona considered. "I don't desire love, for that, too, is captivity. Yet | nay not be able

to avoid it. Wien | get close to Stave, and pretend to be loving him so that the despots won't
know what |'mreally doing, the pretense wears thin and | begin really feeling it. He feels the
same for nme, | know It is a trap, but an alluring one. I don't know what to do about that."

Col ene al so has m xed feelings about Darius. She wants to marry him but perhaps can not,
because he nust narry a woman with nmuch joy, and drain that joy fromher. She has no joy to spare;
she has depression instead. So she nust be his mistress only, and |l et himmarry another, and she
doesn 't like that. He has interest in other wonen, and she is jealous of them She wants to breed
with him even though she is afraid of it, so that he won't do it with sonmeone el se. He says she
i s young, and she doesn't like that either

"How old is she?"

Fourteen years.

“In ny culture, that is too young for that kind of activity."

In hers too. But in his culture it is all right, if both people have desire and
under st andi ng.

"But then he can --

He honors the convention of her culture, because she is of it.

"He nust be a good nan."

Yes. | believe he is correct. But Colene is ny girl. | nust go with her, however she
feels, and help her in what way | can. even when she goes wrong.

"Yes, of course." Nona wi shed she had a conpanion like that, because her own situation was
precari ous.

You are not excluded, Seqiro thought. / like you too. Wiile we are here, | will help you,
as you are helping ne. | would be |lost without a synpathetic human m nd.

That was a wonderful relief, for the big horse had nagic |ike none other known on Oia.
"Thank you, Seqiro." She |eaned forward and hugged himas well as she could. She began to believe
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that she had a chance to acconplish her destiny.
There was a pause in their conmunication. Then the
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horse thought again: The despot is gone. He is beyond ny range. It is safe to energe.
"But is it?" she asked. "The despots have nmuch stronger powers of illusion than the theows

do, and can nake pictures of scenes this far fromthe castle. They may be waiting for us to cone
out of the water so they can spot us."

How do they do this? | saw the illusion pictures they made, but did not understand how
that was done.

"They use their creatures," she explained. "They see through the eyes of aninals who serve
them and craft illusion pictures fromthose inmages, which they project for anyone to see. This is
beyond the powers of theows, but ranking despot wonen can do it, and all despot nen."

So when the queen showed Col ene with the knave, there was an aninmal there?

"Probably a spider in the corner. Once a despot trains a fam liar, that creature serves
the despot loyally, and the despot makes sure it is fed and cared for. Wien a fanmiliar is killed,
the despot who has it is nost annoyed, not because he cares about animals, but because it requires
considerable effort to train a replacenment. Only the despot who trains a familiar can draw on its
i mges, because aninmals do not see or hear the way we do, and each is different, and that
information nmust be interpreted. | could train a famliar, but seldomdo, lest ny ability be
di scovered. | keep only a lizard near my house, whose perceptions will tell ne whether anyone
strange has cone there.”

Then | ama famliar.

She | aughed. "I suppose you are, Seqiro! But you are to an ordinary famliar as a king is
to a theow child."
Perhaps so. | can see the sinmlarity in the nagic. But | can not relate readily to
unfam liar creatures, and have extreme difficulty getting into the mnds of strange human bei ngs.
"The despots can't get into human minds at all! Only animals, and only with patience. Then

it is nostly a matter of controlling their novenent and reading their senses, not truly relating
to their thoughts. However, we can never be sure which animals are theirs, so we nust always be
cautious. Wien a bl ackbird watches us, we know it is a famliar, but when a fly buzzes near we
have no way to tell. However, | doubt that they have many night creatures; usually they use flying
animals to spy away fromthe castle."

He saw the situation in her mnd, and agreed. W nust
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remai n hidden until darkness. Unfortunately I am grow ng hungry.

"But | can nmake food!" she protested. "All | need is sonmething organic to transform What
do you prefer?" Qats.

She took one of the smaller stones and transfornmed it into a bucket. Then she found a
| oose hair on his back. She held it and concentrated. It became a nass of oats, which poured
though her hands and floated up to the surface. "Qops!" she exclained in dismy. "I forgot where
was; | meant themto fall into the bucket."

She fashi oned another stone into a tight-fitting cover for the bucket, then transfornmed
another hair into oats inside it. She passed this container around to Seqiro's nose. But he
couldn't eat it, with both the oats and his nose encased. She did sone nore nmgi cal shaping, and
finally got a hood which had a feed bucket at the base.

This is nice magic, the horse thought as he nmunched. "So is yours,"” she said. Then she
made sone food for herself froma spilled oat, and ate it. Lend ne your nmind,

Nona found this request odd, until she fathomed his reason. Seqgiro was a horse, with the
m nd of a horse; he could renmenber very well, but could not reason in the human fashi on by
himself. But with the mind of a human being, he could think as well as that human coul d. He had
sonmething to work out. So while they ate, they thought, and Nona becane a vi ewer of that thought.
It was as if she were thinking, but she was not; she was mnerely watching.

Seqiro drew on his nenories and |imted understanding of the situation of Col ene and her
conpani ons, and on Nona's experience of Oria. Wen the two neshed, it becanme apparent that three
abilities were needed to escape capture by the despots: Nona's magic, Seqiro's nind-talk, and
Darius' conjuring. These neshed abilities woul d enable them not only to escape the despots but to
reach the Megapl ayers. The Megapl ayers were the ones nost likely to be able to reverse the aninus,
establish the anima, and so change the culture of Oria and free the anchor of the hostile spel
whi ch prevented the nmain party fromreturning to the Virtual Mde

"It is truel"™ Nona exclai ned when the horse finished and returned her mind to her. "W
must work together, for other --
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wise we all are lost, and if we succeed we all prevail. You are the folk I needed to reach
at the instruments.”

O at least we are folk who nmay be able to help you. Qur arrival here was coi nci dent al

Nona now understood the concept of the Virtual Mde better than before. "It was not
coincidence that | came to that place and sought contact. | thought it was the Megapl ayers, but it
was for a Virtual Mde -- and yours was the one | encountered. Perhaps sonme groups could not have

hel ped nme, but yours can, so | was lucky | connected with you."

Per haps so. But much remains in doubt.

"Much remains in doubt," she agreed. "But I'mglad it was you, Seqiro, and your friends."

The horse did not send a direct thought, but she felt his nental warnth. He did Iike her.
He i ked hunman girls, and she was one, but he also liked the type of girl she was. Just as she
| iked the type of horse he was.

After eating, they slept, for they knew that they would have little rest once they |eft
the water. They would have to locate Seqiro's friends, and try to find the Megapl ayers. Nona found
it confortable, for though she was awkwardly perched on the back of the horse, under water, with a
conpl i cated head-hood, Seqiro sent a pl easant m nd nessage of relaxation.

NONA woke from a pl easant dream which quickly faded. Her |legs were feeling stiff, because
she was not used to remaining on a horse, but in a nonment Seqiro's mind caused that disconfort to
fade. It was a continuing confort to be in his conpany; he knew how to rmake a human being fee
better.

/1 is askill we require in ny reality, he explained. There we control the humans, and
require themto do our bidding, but we prefer themto be satisfied. Myst would have trouble
functioning without horses. Colene is nore i ndependent, as are you, but the techniques renain
hel pful .

"They certainly do! Are there other things you can do for our Kkind?"

/ can nmake you perform beyond your normal level. But this would be a stress on your body
if used too often.

"Beyond my nornmal |evel ? You nean | could do better nagic?"

No. Your nmagic is beyond ny scope. You could run faster, lift a heavier weight, or act
with inproved coordination. You
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could be nore effective in conbat with another of your species, or could acconplish some
necessary task with better dispatch

"So if a despot catches ne, | might be able to twist out of his grip with unusua
strength, and escape,"” she said. "But that would not affect his magic. | would have to counter
that nyself."

Yes.

"Still, it's probably going to be hel pful, because our chances of hiding |long fromthe
despots are snall. W had better hurry to join the others, and start our journey to the
Megapl ayers. "

Seqiro nmade his way up the slope and out of the water. The tights of the night were
bright, helping to clarify the ground so that he did not stunble. Nona had always |iked the night
as well as the day.

She changed the hoods and hoses back into innocuous objects, and did the same for the
st ones whi ch had wei ghted the horse enough to enable himto remain bel ow water, freeing them of
encunbrances. "But before we go farther, | nust get down," Nona nurnured.

Seqiro did not need to inquire why; he knew it fromher mnd. You could have done that in
t he water.

She realized it was true: she was wet through anyway. The currents would have carried the
fluid away. She just hadn't thought of it. So she got down and squatted by a bush, then returned
She preferred to wal k beside the horse, getting her |egs back into shape.

"Where shoul d we go?" Nona asked

You nust work out a procedure, for | amnot an original thinker

"But you have been thinking original thoughts for hours!" she protested.

No. | have used your mind to think them Now lamnerely in contact with you, and you nust
do the original thinking. W know that we must work together, but you nust deci de how we shall get
in touch with the others.

Nona realized that this did make sense. The horse had never clained to be other than a
horse, except in the matter of mind-magic. "Then |I think we nust get close enough to your friends
so that you can talk with them | hope this is not close enough for the creatures of the despots
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to spot us."

/ will try to explore the mnds of the creatures we encoun --

\' ORIA 77

i ter. If | practice, | should be able to attune nore perfectly as tine passes.

They wal ked on toward the castle, the ground il-i lunmnated by the tiny filanment curls.
Then, suddenly, they were

in range, for Nona heard Col ene's voice in her nmind. j Seqgiro! Is that you?

/ amwith Nona, who kept ne safe.

That was a consi derabl e exaggerati on, but Nona was so glad to have nade contact that she
didn't protest it.

Darius has a plan. He will join you, while Provos and | hide.

Then Darius was there with them He had conjured hinself there. Nona was amazed, until she
remenbered what she had | earned of his magic fromthe horse. Just as Seqiro's magic was far
superior to that of the despots, so was Darius' nagic. Despots could conjure only small objects,
nothing living. Nona was the sane; any object that was too large sinply caused the conjurer to be
drawn in instead. That was useful for flying, but not nearly as good as Darius' instant self-
conjuration. King Lonbard nust be fascinated by, and afraid of, the visitors. Wth excell ent
reason.

Yes, Seqiro replied. It was time for themto depart the castle.

"Al'l right," Darius said, speaking in his strange |anguage, but his thoughts coning
through to Nona in hers. "W believe that our chance of escaping unobserved is slight, but that
Nona's know edge of the planet should help. So we have split our parties, and when Col ene and
Provos are safe, we will join them Seqiro, have you | earned enough to enable us to | ead the
despots astray?"

Yes. Nona has told nme how they use famliars to spy on others, and that these creatures
usual ly fly and sel dom go out by night. Talk with her

Darius faced Nona in the filanment |ight, and she realized how handsome he was. "W fear
you can not return to your village, now that you have hel ped us,"” he said. "You nust hide with us.
Col ene says that this planet should have many projections, sone tiny, sone |large, and sone |ike
other planets. Is this true?"

"Yes, Oria is shaped the way all worlds are,
weat hered down, so no
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| onger shows clearly. But the filanments remain. You can see their |ights.
around t hem

"W were anazed when we saw these," he said. "Some extend far into the sky."

"Yes, they are all sizes, and of course the stars are nmerely the joinings of |arger
filaments. Is this not true in your own worl d?"

He smiled. "Hardly! Now | propose to conjure us to different sites, staying ahead of the
despots. But | can conjure a person only fromne or to nme, and only one at a tine, safely. As far
as | can tell, ny range is not limted here, but it is not wise to conjure into a strange pl ace.
So one of us nust go first, taking the risk, and since Seqiro represents our conmunication, it
must be -- "

“I"lIl go first, of course,” Nona said quickly.

"That was not what | was about to say. You are our liaison with your people, and you know
this planet. So | wll -- "

"But you must not risk yourself either,"’
conj uring magic."

He considered. "All of us are necessary; none can be risked. W nust find another way. But
| do not think it will be safe to walk; it will be slow, and they will follow our tracks."

“"Maybe | can train a famliar," Nona said uncertainly.

"A what ?"

[ will explain.

So while Nona cast about for a suitable animal to train, though she was in grave doubt
that she could either find or train it hi tinme, the man and the horse conmuned.

Then Seqiro's thought came again. / can find a creature for you. and perhaps enhance your
training of it. What is best for your purpose?

"A bat," she said imediately. "But | would have to hold it in my hand, and they are hard
to catch.”

There are bats here. If | can get into the mnd of one, I will stun it for you

Nona agreed. "Except that much of it has

She gestured

she protested. "You are the only one with the
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Then, to her amazenent, he did so. A bat fell to the ground not far fromthem She hurried
to pick it up, guided by the horse's continuing contact with its mnd.

It was a grown fermale in good health. This was ideal! Nona held the bat in her hand and
exerted her magic. She felt Seqgiro enhancing it. Lady bat, |I call you ny famliar, she
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thought. / will help you and you will help me. G ve me your senses. And, thanks to the
great added power of the horse's mind-magic, the bat responded al nbst imrediately. It becane
Nona's familiar in a brief time instead of a day.

Nona ni pped the creature into the ah-. Find a safe place for us to conme, she thought to
t he bat.

The familiar flewinto the night. But now Nona flewwith it, borrow ng the perception of
its eyes and especially its ears. She saw, through its ears, the dark trees and clearings and

gullies, until it cane to a place in the iee of a nountain. This was suitable.
"Now I will go," Darius said. "Then | will conjure the two of you to me. How far is it?"
Beyond ny range, the horse thought.
Darius paused. "But then if | join the bat, I will not be able to tune in to you for the

conjuration. You will be lost to ne."

"Then | should go first," Nona said. "So you can remain in touch with Seqiro."

"But then I will have no contact with the bat," he pointed out. "I will not know where to
conjure.”

They considered the matter, and realized that there was no easy way to do it. Seqiro could
be conjured to join the bat, but then Darius and Nona woul d not be able to conmunicate with each
other. Nona could be conjured first, but then Darius would not be able to nove either of the
others to join her. If Darius went first, Seqgiro and Nona woul d be stranded behi nd.

"You say it isn't safe to conjure nore than one at a tine," she said. "But is the risk
that great?"

"The risk is unknown," he said. "In my own reality, with well-established settings, it
could be done. But here it mght lead to disaster. W might arrive far apart, or one mght drop
fromthe sky."

She had to agree that it was best to avoid such a chance. She could float gently down, but
neither Darius nor Seqiro could.

"W shall have to nake shorter hops,"” Darius concluded with regret.

But then Nona had anot her notion. "Could you conjure yourself -- and carry me? So that |
mai ntain contact with my famliar, guiding you?"

He | ooked at her, judging her weight. Because their
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m nds were connected, she understood that in the process he took note of her appealing
figure. Her tunic was still somewhat plastered to her, making her apparel wetched but show ng
very well the underlying contours. "Yes, | could do that. But it would be an unsteady ride for
you, and we mght fall when we |anded."”

"Then we should try it once, and not again if it seens too awkward."

They did it. Darius brought out several tittle dolls he had made, and took material from
Nona's wet dress to nake a doll resenbling her. He added a hair of her head to it, and a drop of
her spit, and had her breathe on it. This was interesting magic! Then he made circles on the
ground, identified one as where the three of them stood, and the other as where the bat waited,
and i nvoked the cute horse doll. He noved that doll fromone circle to the other -- and Seqiro
vani shed.

Nona had known what was coming, yet not quite believed it. No despot had power |ike this!
Yet Darius was an ordinary man in other ways, not arrogant at all

Now it was the two of themtogether, and when Darius spoke it was unintelligible. "I don't
understand, " she said, showi ng by her words how it was, because he could not understand her
| anguage either.

He smiled. He spoke to the girl doll, and as he did so she felt an odd shiver. The dol

had becone her, or she the doll, in a weird way.

He approached her. She thought he was going to pick her up, but instead he noved the girl
doll into the arnms of the man doll -- and Nona sailed up and into his waiting arns!

But now his arns were occupi ed, and he could not nove the dolls. He spoke to the girl
doll, and she felt its power |eave her; then he spoke to the man doll, and stood there sonewhat

hel pl essly. She realized what was needed. She reached to his hand and took the enbraced dolls from
it, very carefully. Then she |ooked at the far circle, |eaned as far as she could toward it, and
moved the dolls to it.
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There was a horrible wenching, and the scenery changed. There was a jolt, and Dari us
fell, and she fell on top of him

Di soriented, Nona reacted in a manner that had becone al nbost automatic. She put her head
down and ki ssed himon the nouth.
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Al nost i medi ately, she realized her mstake. This was not Stave, this was a different
man. They were not pretending to be lovers in case a despot faniliar was watching, they were
magi cally traveling to another spot on the planet. She felt the flush forging to her face.

Then perhaps you should stop kissing ne, the nman's thought cane.

Qops! Nona jerked her head away, her enbarrassnent doubling.

But Darius |aughed, outside and inside. "Don't worry; | knew what you were thinking," he
said. "You forgot who | was."
She felt his understanding. It had i ndeed been a mistake, no ill intended, and the

anbi ence of the horse's mind-nagic made that clear. But her blush did not clear inmediately.

"So should we rmake shorter hops?" Darius asked.

Nona tried to quell her enbarrassnent enough to think logically. The shorter the hops, the
sl ower woul d be their progress, both because of the need to set themup nore frequently and
because they woul d be making three conjurations instead of two. It seenmed to nake better sense to
make them as long as possible. It wasn't as if it was unpl easant being in Darius' arnms.

Once nore she was enbarrassed, remenbering that her conscious thoughts were being shared.
Thi s was anot her worman's man, and she had no business thinking of any personal relationship. The
probl em was that she wasn't used to this m nd-magic, and her thoughts tended to run around |ike
field mce, poking into everything. He seened to have the sane problem for he had noted her
figure, and there had been a whiff of sexual desire. It was odd, feeling what the man felt, but
al so exhilarating. What could two peopl e do, when one was an attractive man and the other an
attractive woman and their secret thoughts were open to each other?

"They can limt it to thinking," he said. "If | followed up on every sexual thought | had,
I would be in trouble, and not just with Col ene."

That had to be the answer. Nona bel atedly renenbered to send the bat out again, to find
anot her suitable spot.

They nmade several nore junps, gradually extending the range and gai ni ng confidence. They
shoul d be able to get away from any despots they m ght encounter. Darius was tired, for
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he had not had the chance to sleep during the afternoon. So they found a place under a
| arge nountain and settled down for the rest of the night.

Nona nmade food for them nore oats for Seqiro, and bread for the human bei ngs. Darius was
amazed. "You need never go hungry!" he excl ai ned.

"That would be true, if | dared show ny ability," she agreed. "But it would be death if
t he despots knew. "

He just shook his head, inpressed. Nona was quite pleased, knowing that his reaction was
si ncere.

Then she made sone pillows and covers for each of them perversely enjoying the
denmonstration of her power. She had never dared do this at hone, but these fol k already knew, so
it made no difference

Darius lay down and went instantly to sleep. She had half expected himto -- but of course
he had a woman of his own. She was relieved and just a trifle di sappointed.

Nona | et the bat go to forage, for it was not right to deprive it of its feeding tinme. She
woul d be able to sunmon it when she wanted, now that it was her fanmiliar.

She really wasn't that tired. But it would be best to get nore sleep while she could, so --

SHE woke by daylight. Seqiro nust have hel ped her to sleep, for it had never before
happened that suddenly. Darius was al ready up, doing whatever men did in the norning.

She was about to use her nagic to make nore food. But Seqiro's thought cane: A hostile
m nd approaches.

Nona | ooked up. There on the horizon was a blackbird. "A despot fanmiliar!" she exclai ned.
"They have spotted us!"

"Then we had better nove," Darius said. "Were's the bat?"

She sent her perception out and found the nmind of the bat. "She returned to her cave for
the day," she reported. "It is far away. Even if she could performwell by day, it would be too
late. "

"I's there roomin that cave?!

She nmade the bat open its eyes and | ook around. "Yes, but it isn't nice, because -- "
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"We nmust go there, then." He drew two circles. Seqgiro stepped into one, and di sappeared
when the horse doll noved across to the second.
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Then the two of them stepped into the circle. The bl ackbird was now | oom ng close. It
di ved down toward them

Darius picked her up in his strong arns, and she noved the enbraced dolls to the other
circle. There was the w enching.

They | anded. Darius' feet slid out fromunder, and they fell in their usual pile. Probably
it was because she handled the dolls clunmsily, so that they did not |and properly upright. But the
| andi ng was soft.

Because they were in a nound of guano at the base of the bats' cave. That had been her
obj ecti on.

They struggled up, horribly soiled. But at |east they were not hurt by the fall, and had
escaped the eye of the despot's famliar.

No, Seqiro thought.

Then she saw the head of one of the hanging bats turning to gaze at them The despots had
famliars here! Wiy hadn't she realized that this would be the case?

"Where can we go?" Darius asked, controlling his revulsion of the dung in much the fashion
he had controlled his appreciation of Nona's body before.

Colene is now in range, Seqiro thought. The despots seem not to know her |ocation

"Then take us there!" Nona exclaimed. She didn't even wait for hin she clinbed sloppily
into his enbrace and noved the dolls, which she still held.

Not hi ng happened. Darius smled, then drewtwo circles. Ch. O course. The mmgi ¢ hadn't
known where to take them Where would they have gone, if it had noved themto no specified
desti nati on?

The second try was successful. First Seqiro went, then the two of them

They were in an enbrace on a beach, still caked with bat dung. Col ene turned from her
enbrace of the horse to see them "Now, that's what | call a dirty scene!" she said, winkling her
nose. She was not entirely joking; a jealous rage was formng like a flash storm

"Well, it's dirty business, being with other wonen," Darius replied.
Col ene stared at him as he di sengaged from Nona. The girl did not |ike the physica
cl oseness of the two of themat all. Then something changed in her mnd, and the rage dissipated.
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Darius' joke was registering on another |evel. She burst out

| aughi ng.

Nona did not quite understand the |aughter, but realized that it neant that the situation
was all right. That was a relief, because she didn't want trouble with these new friends and their
marvel ous forns of magic. Al she wanted was to get this awful manure off her body and out of her
hai r.

i -- CHAPTER 5

JUPI TER

#OLENE had to | augh, because it wasn't the tine to

vAcry. She knew Darius hadn't been doing anything with Nona, because Seqiro was reassuring
her on that. Even if Nona was a |uscious young wonan closer to Darius' age with, Seqgiro said,
form dabl e powers of magic. Certainly she wouldn't be rolling in the hay with hi mwhen the hay was
reeki ng bat droppings.

Darius took a step toward her. "Get away fromne, you stinker!" she cried. "Get into the
wat er and wash up." She glanced at the horse's feet. "You too, horsehead."

The three of them nmarched to the water. Seqiro stepped in, but the other two hesitated.
"Yes, take off your clothes," Colene said. "Wash themtoo."

Gui ded by that, the man and woman pulled off their clothing. Colene watched, feeling Iess
t hreat ened because she seened to be in charge. They were doing it at her direction. So it didn't
matter that Darius was a handsome nman and Nona a beautiful woman. That he had one terrific kind of
magi ¢ and she another. It was all under control

Yet sonehow |ittle boxes were fornming in the nargin of Colene's mind, reproducing
t hensel ves and extendi ng down the page. She drew boxes when she was upset; they overran some pages
of her diary. It was witten in the formof letters to Maresy Doats, her fanciful equine conpanion
and best friend
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before Seqiro cane into her life. But the boxes told the story better than her witten
wor ds.
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Each box was really a representation of the real box she kept at home on Earth. In it was
& smal |l collection of significant things: sleeping pills, razor blades, and her WIl. The W
m ght not be legal, but it was real. It told how to di spose of her things. She knew the box woul d
be found after her death, and hoped that the WIIl would be honored. Meanwhile, while she lived,
the box retreated from her awareness when she was undepressed, and | oonmed hi cl ose when she was
normal . It multiplied, trying to surround the page. If the boxes ever succeeded in conpletely
encircling her words, then she woul d be confined, and would have to Iift the lid of the real box
and eat the pills and slash open her wists and let the rich red tifeblood pour out, and sink
slowy into oblivion and be gone. She didn't believe in hell, and hoped she wasn't m staken
because otherw se she was surely going there.

Col ene blinked. Three faces were staring at her fromthe water. Seqiro, standing only
ankl e- deep. Darius, waist-deep. And Nona, also waist-deep, her bare breasts exactly the kind
Col ene longed for, remarkably full and firm The three had been receiving her thoughts.

It was funny: they had no clothing, but she was the naked one.

"They have nagic, but you are the remarkable one.” It was Proves, whom she had forgotten
for the monent. "You do not die in ny nmenory."

And Provos renmenbered the future. She knew,

Col ene turned and hugged the ol der wonan.

AFTER t hat things inproved. The soiled clothing was beyond sal vage. Nona and Dari us donned
new tuni cs Nona nade magically from chips of wood: green for him red for her. Neither wore
anyt hi ng underneath, as was the customin this reality. They ate a neal Nona nmade from horsehairs.
It was good, and the worman assured themthat the food would not revert to its original formonce
it was inside them Col ene could appreciate how handy Nona woul d be to have around.

"What next?" Col ene inquired.

"We nmust go to Jupiter," Darius said. "For this must be where the Megapl ayers live. W can

ask themto hel p Nona change the aninmus to anima, and then the despots will fall and
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we'll be able to go back through the anchor and travel the Virtual Mde again.”

"To Jupiter!" Col ene exclai ned. "That nonstrous planet Hobard showed us? How can we get
t here?"

"By following the filament," Nona said. "All planets are connected by filaments; we can
reach any, if we have the tinme and the magic. | think Darius' magic will enable us to travel along

it."

"But Jupiter's huge!"” Colene protested. "Its gravity would crush us!"

"Gravity?" Nona was baffled

They went through Seqiro to clarify the concept: the force that held people to the ground.

"Ch, but that is the same everywhere," Nona said. "People change size with their planets,
but all stand with equal force."

"Peopl e change size?" Col ene feared they had anot her confusion.

"So | understand,” Nona said. "I have not been away from Oria, but our nyths tell of great
folk and little fol k. The Megapl ayers are great folk, as we can see by the size of their
instruments. "

"COkay," Col ene said dubiously. "If gravity doesn't crush the giants, it shouldn't crush
us. Magic is wonderful stuff! But how do we get to the filament? | see from Seqiro's nental
picture that it connects to the planet under the East Sea."

"W can go under the sea,” Nona said. "Just as Seqiro and | did." She sent a picture of
horse and worman standi ng under the water, with weird air tubes |eading up

Col ene nodded. "We'll have to have sonething better than air tubes, because that sea wll
get deep in that crevice. But | guess we can try it. Let's go."

Then Provos spoke, and they |istened, understanding her thoughts if not her words.

"The despots are searching for us. They were | ooking for hoofprints, but realized that we
are together. Their mnions spied us by mdnorning, and they cane in force to capture us. W were
traveling under the water toward what Nona calls the East Filanent, but they dived down and
intercepted us. They had thought that Nona was our captive, but she showed her magic in her effort
to save us, and they knew her for what she is, and killed her."
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Col ene | ooked at Nona, who was staring in horror at Proves. Any resentnent Col ene had had
of the lovely woman evaporated. Col ene thought of killing herself -- but Nona faced involuntary
deat h. That was worse

Darius | ooked thoughtful. "This is not what nust happen,"” he said. "This is a warning. You
saved the two of us fromsimlar mschief when we travel ed together. Because | heeded the warning,
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and we changed ny future, your past. Then your nenory changed."

Provos | ooked blankly at him Col ene realized why: this was in her past, so it was beyond
her menory. But it offered a hint how they shoul d proceed.

"Suppose we do sonething else,"” Col ene said. "Suppose we don't go in the water? | nean, we
just go hide in the jungle, or sonething?"

Provos | ooked confused. "W have to be nore specific,
actually plan to do it, so that she can renmenber it."

They coul d change the future! But something el se occurred to her. "Provos said | did not
die in her nenory. But if we change it, then | mght die."

"We shall find a future in which we all survive," Darius said. "And in which we renain
together. Now we nust decide on it, for mdnorning is not far distant."

They deci ded to nmake short hops up toward wild country hal fway toward the head of the
pl anet, conjuring each person individually. Nona would train another famliar, with Seqiro's help.
It seened that she had trained a bat that way before; that was how they had | anded in the bat cave
and gotten all gunked with guano. Once the despots gave up the chase, they woul d see about
resuming their mssion to Jupiter

But as they reached that decision, Provos spoke again. 'The despots searched us out,
catching first the |Iaggard ones and then the | eading ones, who returned to try to help the others.
They killed Nona and Darius, and made Col ene and Seqgiro slaves. Earlier, when the two al nost
escaped, they killed the horse also, and the girl killed herself."

Earlier: that neant later, in ordinary tinme. Colene was catching on to the woman's nenory.
But it was an unacceptable future, because of what happened to the others.

They tried out other scenarios, and finally found one that worked: Colene would go al one
to distract the despots, while
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the others proceeded toward the filanent. Then Col ene woul d be conjured to rejoin the
others, and they would | eave the planet and be out of range of the malice of the despots.

"But exactly how do | distract the despots?" Col ene dermanded.

Bef ore Provos coul d answer, a blackbird flew overhead, peering down at them "A despot
famliar!" Nona cried. "W nust go i mediatel y!"

"But it will see us go into the water," Darius said.

That was readily taken care of: Seqiro stunned the bird, and it plumeted into the water.
Now t he despots had no spy-eye, but they already knew the | ocation. So Col ene renmai ned, while
Darius conjured the others one by one to sonme other |ocation. Nona was the last to go. She used
her magic to nake the footprints they had all left fade out.

"Thank you for saving nmy life," she said to Colene, with a warm and sincere snmle

“I't wouldn't have been threatened if we hadn't cone," Col ene replied, feeling warnmed. But
the wonman had di sappeared.

Col ene shrugged, and practiced the smle. If it could warmher, it surely could nelt
Darius, and she wanted it.

However, she had a nore i mmedi ate problem distracting the despots. She nust be
successful, because Provos had renenbered that the plan worked, but it would have been a | ot
easier if there had been tinme for that one additional nenory. Suppose she nessed it up, and
changed the future again?

You did a dance and showed them your body, Seqiro's thought cane. Darius was not pleased

So that was it! "Well, Darius isn't the one distracting the despots!"” she said. "Tell him
I'"l'l dance for him any tine he's man enough for it."

Satisfied, she worked out a routine. She wasn't humanity's greatest dancer, but nen didn't
care how accurate a girl's steps and hand notions were, they cared how her breasts bounced. Nona
coul d have done a better job of that, but this was Col ene's show She had always |iked the notion
of dancing for a sophisticated audi ence, and wowi ng them O course she had al so al ways known t hat
it would never happen, and that if she ever did find herself in such a situation she would ness it
up. But still the vision appealed. It was part of her suicidal disposition: she always had to
flirt with disaster. She felt nost
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truly alive when she did that. She had read somewhere that it was the same urge that |ed
explorers to clinmb the nost dangerous mountains, and drivers to race at deadly speeds. It wasn't
just the awful boredom of ordinary existence, it was that they weren't truly alive unless they
wer e near death.

Actual ly she had cone to |ife when she net Darius. She had played the sane gane with him
lying virtually naked with him tenpting himto rape her, and he hadn't, and her fascination had

Darius expl ained. "And we have to
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quickly turned to love. But she hadn't quite believed that he was froma different reality, and by
the tine he proved it, it was too late: he was honme in his Castle of Laughter, and she was al one
in her Hovel of Despair. But then he had nade the Virtual Mbde, which enabl ed her to wal k across
realities as if they were thin slivers of mica, and she had set off in search of him At first the
diiferent realities had seenmed nuch the sane as her own, but when she crossed between them people
and ani mal s appeared or di sappeared. Then they had becone different, w th new fundanmental | aws,
such as aninmals dominating the people and having telepathy. But in one of those other realities
had been Seqiro, and she had |loved himinstantly, and believed in him and she seldomfelt

sui ci dal when he was near. Darius and Seqiro -- that was just about all she needed.

Assum ng she could survive |long enough to enjoy it. What an irony, that when she had the
conpany of both the man and horse of her dreans, so she had no desire to kill herself, she was
subject to external threats to her life. And not just her life: Nona was a threat against Col ene's
relationship to both nman and horse, not because Nona had any evil intentions, but because she was
what she was: about four years ol der than Col ene, beautiful, and magically gifted.

Still, it was better to have things to fight for than to be without dreanms. Even if she

died here on Planet Oria, in the Universe of Julia, it would be better than her |ife had been on
Eart h.

Anot her bl ackbird flew overhead. There was a fam liar! Seqiro had | earned that the despots
wor ked through animals, using the senses of the creatures so that they could project full pictures
on walls or in the air. In fact, Darius and Wcked Queen @ om had wat ched a picture of Knave
Naylor in Colene's room when he tried to rape her. Colene hadn't fully realized then what had

really freaked the man out. It wasn't the illusion, it was the fact that it seenmed real to him
The despots
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were good with illusion, but they always knew the difference between it and reality. So
her plan to do exactly what she had done had been flawed; straight illusion would not have done

it. Because Seqgiro touched the knave's mind directly, getting access to it when the man was al

exci ted about what he thought he was going to do to Colene, the effects had seened real. He
bel i eved. Because that was the way it worked, with Seqgiro. So Nayl or thought that superior nmagic
was protecting her, and that a real serpent was out to kill or castrate him It was as if a person
had a picture of a rattlesnake on his desk, and when he went to pick it up, the snake bit him But
Queen d om hadn't seen anything, so she figured the knave was |l osing his nind, and probably they
had had him put away privily. A real one-two punch. Anyway, there had been a bug -- a literal bug!
-- in the roomthat was the queen's famliar, so she had seen through its eyes. The queen had
gotten an eyeful

Still, Colene hadn't nuch |liked the way Darius had hefted the queen's fat breast. The man
was just too interested in the flesh of other wonmen, and not interested enough in Col ene's. Except
when he saw her naked fromthe wai st down, without diapers. She could nake himsquirm that way,
and she liked that.

There was a noi se. Then a blue-clad man appeared up the beach. A nmale theow, by the color
codi ng. And another, down the beach. The despots nust have had sone nagical ways to ship them or
maybe had just used fast horses, and now they were closing in on her. Wll, she hoped the rest of
her party had made it to the filanent; there seemed to have been tinme.

She waited while nore nmen appeared and wal ked toward her. They were | ooking around,
probably wonderi ng where the others were. "Sony, nobody here but us chickens," she said. And
started her dance.

Her first steps were clunsy; she nostly just kicked up sand. Then sonething seened to take
hol d of her, and she becanme ethereally light and graceful. She whirled, she sprang, she gestured
inintricate patterns. How could this be? Then she realized that it was Seqiro's influence: he was
gui di ng her body. It was one of the things he could do.

But horses didn't dance. How coul d he nmake her graceful, doing things she had hardly
i magi ned? He m ght nake her nove faster or have nore power, but this dance was intricately
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chor eographed. The hunan folk in Seqiro's reality were not given to this sort of thing. He
shoul d have no nenory of it.

Nona! Seqiro was borrowing fromher mind, and relaying it to Colene. It was Nona's ability
she was experienci ng.

Col ene felt another surge of jealousy. Danm that wonan! She had so nuch that Col ene
| acked. But Col ene couldn't turn it down; their escape depended on her success.

The nen had been novi ng purposefully. Now they paused. They were supposed to be capturing
her and searching out the other nenbers of her party, but she was now acting in an interesting
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fashi on. They probably weren't allowed to rape her, because sone ranking figure of royalty had
reserved that privilege to hinself, and the seeing-eye bl ackbird was watching. Mybe they planned
to kill Darius, so she would have no protector, and then w cked Knave Nayl or would dare to return
to conplete what he had started. But it was okay to watch her. Maybe the despot who was attuned to
the famliar was watching too. Men were easy to distract if a wonan knew her busi ness.

So she danced, and began lifting her green tunic so that nore of her |egs showed, and
whirling so that the shortened skirt of it flung out, revealing yet nore. She still wore the color
of the unclassified visitor, which surely enhanced the interest of her person. Odinary theows
woul d seldomif ever get a glinpse of the private flesh of despots, and she just mght be
classified a despot; the doubt was there as long as she wore the green. Ch, yes, she was
mesneri zing them and she loved it. Even if it wasn't truly her ability, it was her own little
body.

But this would last only so long, and then she had to be out of here. Wat was keeping
Darius? He couldn't have forgotten her!

She haul ed the tunic up another notch, giving thema view of her underwear. She had had to
tie together bits of cloth after the knave burned her undergarments in heatless flanmes. Did girls
wear panties under their cloaks here? Surely they did -- and if not, well, she was an outsider, so
she was entitled. What about bras? Well, she'd take those things off too, if she had to. Anything
to stretch it out until she was conjured away.

The nen were staring. They seenmed even nore fascinated than before. Were they undergarnent

freaks? Hobard had stared -- maybe that was it! Folk here didn't wear anything under their tunics,
so she was startlingly different.
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Yes. It seemed Seqiro had | earned this, but hadn't thought to tell her before. The horse
wasn't much for initiating things, and really didn't care nuch about cl othing.

Anot her figure appeared, this one riding a horse. The garb was bl ack. That neant a despot
mal e. That al so neant that the ganme was over. He would use magic to hog-tie her, and then the
conjuration mght not work

She haul ed her tunic the rest of the way up and whirled it over her head. "Take a | ook at
this, blackhead!" she cried. Maybe she could wow himtoo, with her naughty undies, |ong enough to
gi ve her whatever tine she needed.

Suddenly she floated, and not by her own design. It was the nmagic. She was sailing toward
the despot. So much for distracting himw th her pants. "Dam it, Darius, get nme out of here!" she
cried.

There was a w enching, and she | anded wai st-deep in water. Above her |oonmed what | ooked
like a transparent bell. It was so large that there was roomfor Darius, Proves, Colene, and
Seqgiro, with Nona astride the horse. Several extensions reached down to the sea floor, evidently
keepi ng the big bell stable.

"But what keeps the air fresh?" she asked.

"Nona is naking nore air from spent bubbles of the old air,” Darius explained, handi ng her
a new green tunic. "But she's not used to this, and there are several of us, so it's a drain on
her."

She donned the tunic. The bottomof it trailed in the water, but that couldn't be hel ped.
"But if it's magic -- "

"Magi ¢ takes about the same energy as physical activity,'
W don't want her to get overtired. W're pretty deep now. "

"But | don't feel any pressure.”

"Pressure doesn't build up here. It's no worse a nmle down than at the surface. But we'd
have a long way to swim holding our breaths."

And Nona was nmeking it possible to do this. Col ene decided not to begrudge her the ride on
Seqi ro.

Fortunately they were close to the nethernost cleft of the East Valley. The lights of the
tiny filanent structures becanme so snmall that they were no nore than a gl owi ng band, and the ot her
sides of the valley appeared. Suddenly they were there: standing over the central dinple. Fromit
extended one straight
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band of |ight, which reached right through their bell and beyond wi thout being
intercepted. That was the mgjor filanent.

"But how do we travel along that?" Col ene asked. "It's just a beamof light."

“"Nona can tune in to the planetoids along it, and Seqiro can tune ne to her, and then
can see to conjure us to them Actually she may be able to travel along it alone; the theow

he said. "Unless it's illusion.
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| egends say that those with real nmagic have this power."
"But this is going to be tricky, one at a tine."

"This time we'll travel together. She thinks the despots can do it, so it mnust be possible
for us.™

"I hope so," Colene said, liking this |ess.

Nona sat up straight, extending her arns. Seqiro noved, responsive to her will, until they

stood squarely across the filament. In fact it now travel ed up through her body and out the top of
her head. "Touch me," she rmurmured.

Darius, Proves, and Col ene cane close. Nona reached down to take hands with Provos on one
side and Col ene on the other. Darius reached past Colene to take hold of Nona's knee. Col ene
wasn't totally pleased with that, but suppressed her objection. She did feel the tingle of magic,
as if a trace electric current were running through them

The nmagi ¢ took hold. Col ene's awareness seened to follow the beam up, up at the speed of
light, until it focused on anot her Mandel brot bug far away. Darius' free hand noved, holding five
dol|l figures up in that direction

They shot up through the bell and the water and out along the beamin what turned out to
be a zigzag course. Suddenly they were at the planetoid.

It took Colene a nonment to get her bearings. They were no longer in the diving bell; that
must remai n under the sea. They were standing on a bug -- but it was only a few niles across. They
could step over many of its small projections. In fact, they had to; they were on the tiny head of
it, which fastened to a |arger head, and a | arger one, until the body of it |ooned. The head was
in sunlight, but the far side of the body was in shadow.

Their own heads towered what should have been niles above the surface -- yet they breathed
without difficulty. And the gravity was the same as it had been on Oia. Nona had been
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right: it was the same, regardless of the size of the planet. Julia was a nagic universe

They wal ked around the body, heading east. The sunlight stopped at about the |evel of the
| argest side projections. They continued into the East Valley. Now all around themthe fil anents
glowed, with nost nerging into ground light, but sone rising to head height or beyond. It was
simlar to what they had seen at night on Oria, only now their heads were in daylight after their
bodi es were in deep shadow

They cane to the East Valley. This had a puddle of water in it, and Col ene realized that
it was the sane as the sea on Oria. Their perspective had changed. They were like giants on this
tiny planet.

“I think | nust rest for a while," Nona said.

"I too," Darius agreed. "This is a new exercise for me, and | don't want to go wong."

There is no danger for us here, Seqiro thought. // is safe for you to sleep

Nona slid off his back, nmade a huge pillow froma thread of her dress, and lay blissfully
down on it. Then, as an afterthought, she made another pillow for Dari us.

Col ene was tired too, but the evidence of Nona's conpatibility with Darius was sonething
she did not want haunting her dreans. So she refused to rest, and turned her attention el sewhere

This planet was just like Oria, and it hel ped her to understand Oria's geography. Could
there be people on this world, in scale with it? That woul d be funny!

"Yes," Nona said, picking up the thought. Sonetimes Col ene wished that Seqiro's telepathic
ability weren't quite so conprehensive. Were all her jealous little snits being broadcast to the
ot hers?

No. Only the thoughts of normal interest to others, unless you wish it otherwi se.

Well, that was a relief! She appreciated the horse's discretion. "There are?" she said,
quickly returning to Nona's thought so that her side dialogue with Seqgiro wouldn't be noticed.
"Littl e peopl e?"

"There are people on all the worlds, | think. Qur stories tell of them But few trave
between worlds, so there is little contact. The ones fromJupiter are the Megapl ayers, who |eft
their great instruments by our sea."
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“You nmean there really are giants to go with those things?" Col ene asked, still anmazed by
the revel ati on. She knew they were going to see just such giants, but somehow their literal ness
hadn't registered

"Ch, yes. Every planet has its folk. But it's hard to know

them "

“"Now, let ne see if | have this straight. Oria is just alittle planet out from Jupiter
and there are littler planets along the filament between the two. And the filanment cones from one
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of the projections of Jupiter. So what about the filaments from Oria? Do they have little planets
al ong them and do those planets have people too?"

"Yes, surely they do," Nona answered. "But those folk are so tiny we can't see them"

Col ene shook her head. "I1'Ill just have to see it to believe it. But they would be so snal
-- if this planet's about eight mles in dianeter, that's a thousandth of Earth/Oria's size. So to
be in proportion, the people would have to stand, oh, under a tenth of an inch tall."

/[ can inprove your sight, so you can see them Seqiro

of f ered.

Col ene renenbered how the horse had rendered her into a deadly fast and strong knife-
wi el der, briefly, as a denonstration of his potential power over her body. In fact he had done it
in another way just recently, enabling her to dance effectively. "Okay. Let's do it."

They left Darius and Nona resting, and Proves sitting there with her own future nenories,
and wal ked back to the shadow s border. It was good to be alone with Seqiro again, however
briefly.

Col ene lay down on the ground, realizing that it was furry rather than hard. She had
assuned that this was npbss. But now she realized that it was sonething el se

She focused on a tiny clear patch between stands of nobss. Her vision becane amazingly
sharp. It was as if she were using a nmagnifying glass or even a mcroscope, and turning up the
power .

The edge of the noss resolved itself into a stand of trees. The bare patch becane a
pasture. To the other side of the pasture, a speck of sand becane a perfectly formed little house.
This was i ndeed a | andscape!

She squinted, concentrating. The pasture clarified. There
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were cows in it. She traced the route of the road passing by the house, and di scovered a
horse running along it. On the horse was a nan.

"Like culliver's Travels,"” she nmurrmured. Then, to clarify the reference for Seqiro, she
anplified her spot nenory: a nan naned Jonathan Swift had witten a satire of the politics and

custons of his time, phrased as Qulliver's voyages to the land of Lilliput with its six-inch-tall
fol k, and Brobdingnag with its giants. One of the voyages had been to a land of intelligent and
refined horses. "I've been there too," she said. "That's where | found you, Seqgiro."

The horse (the tiny one) galloped to the house. The man di snbunted al nost before the horse
came to a stop, and dashed into the house. In a nonent the tiny door opened again, and the man
came out -- with a wonan. The man pointed -- at Co-lene's face. The two stared up at her

It was because of her the man had been hurrying hone! To these fol k, she was a nonstrous
gi ant peering down with unknown intent. They were terrified!

"Hey, |'mjust curious," she nurnmured, afraid that her breath might blow them away.
It tal ks!
That was the man's thought -- which Seqiro had relayed to her. She could comunicate with

them Their m nds nust be wi de open, or maybe the horse had becone attuned to the m nd-set of al
the people of Julia.

Parts of both, Seqiro responded.

"I'"mjust a person, like you," she said to the tiny ones, letting her vocalization shape
her thought. "I'mjust passing through. | hope | didn't step on anyone."

Leave us al one, ani nal

bvi ously they had been doi ng damage as they tranmped heedl essly across this planet! The
best thing they could do for these people was to get away and let themrepair the damage. Suddenly
Col ene felt awesonely responsible.

Yet was it any different back hone on Earth? Al her life she had wal ked w t hout nuch
regard for the tiny plants and bugs that night be under her feet. Didn't ants care whether they
got squi shed? Now that it was people getting squished, she felt horribly guilty. This was
evidently an aninmus planet, but that did not nean it was right to crush their people.
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"I"'msorry," she said. Atear fell and splashed into the pasture, spooking a cow.

She got up, quickly but carefully. Were could she put her great |ethal feet, so she
woul dn't do nore damage?

She decided to put themin her own footprints. That way she would squi sh only what had
al ready been squi shed. But she couldn't see her prints in the shadow.

/ can tune in to what is there.

' Thanks, horsehead."

Now t he inpressions of the folk of this world cane to her. Surprise. Incredulity. Denial
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Horror. Gief.

Every footprint was a disaster area. Trees had been fl attened, houses destroyed, people
kill ed.

"Ch, ny God!" Col ene whi spered. "Wat have | been doi ng?" But she had the answer. She had
been destroying. She had been Iike an act of nature, w ping out people randomy, not even aware.
Gavity mght not be any nore, for her, but it seemed that she felt exactly like a giant to the
fol k underfoot.

"Seqgiro, guide ny feet!" she pleaded, blinded by tears and horror.

They wal ked back to the others, treading in their own prints. "W've got to get out of
here!" Colene cried. Wthout waiting, she hit themw th what she had | earned.

"Ch, | never thought!" Nona cried, sitting up. "I knew there were people, but -- "

"But you didn't nake the connection," Darius finished. "None of us did. It was too far
from our experience."

That was true. He was the rational one, Col ene remenbered. But now they knew, and they
could not ignore it.

"How many nore of these little planets nust we pass before we get to Jupiter?" Darius
asked Nona.

"I don't know. Several. Sone will be larger than this, sone snaller."

"Can we take a | onger hop?" Col ene asked.

"We can try." Nona wal ked to the sea, stood in it, and concentrated, tuning in on the
filament ahead.

After a bit, she reported that there were two worlds she m ght reach near the main star
One was larger than this one; the other was snaller. Both were anina.

"Star?" Col ene asked.

Nona's thought clarified the concept. A star was not what Col ene imagined; it was nerely
the point at which severa
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filanments diverged. Those on major lines were big and bright; those on mnor lines were
| esser structures. Those with nany rays were brighter than those with fewrays. Oia's sun was the
nearest large star on an adjacent filanent, with ninety-eight rays, closer to themthan their own
ninety-nine-ray star. But this particular little star had only three rays, so was hardly
recogni zabl e.

Darius cut directly to business. "If we take the smaller world, we will risk treading on
many nore little folk, unless our feet touch only the tops of nountains and they are safe in the
val | eys. "

"No, folk Iive on nountaintops too," Nona said.

"I'f we take the larger world, we will have a better chance of seeing where we put our

feet."

That seened to be the better choice. Nona changed the pillows back to threads so they
woul dn't suffocate any little folk, and they got together for the junp.

Col ene thought she was used to it, but this one turned out to be nore dizzying than the
| ast, because it covered considerably nore distance. Now she was aware of the conplicated
convolutions of the filament; it was not jagged but infinitely curved, dancing this way and that
as it wound through its intricate patterns. Throughout these patterns were tiny bugs, too small to
step on or even to see, yet each was part of the route. Did all these have people too? At | east
they were not getting tramped on

They arrived at the planetoid. This one was over ten tines the dianeter of the |ast,
according to Nona's thought, or about a hundred mles. Colene couldn't see nuch of it, because the
curve of its heads obscured the body. Was it |arge enough?

They stood astride the dimnnishing heads, as before, but the progression was |onger. They
were sliding off a boul der about thirteen feet in dianeter, give or take five feet -- in her
di zzi ness she didn't care nmuch about accuracy -- to land on one about a hundred and fifty feet
across. They wal ked around that, their heads pointing away fromthe surface of the head they were
on, not away fromthe body beyond, so that they didn't have to junp down. Even so, it might have
been easier to have Darius conjure them but that nmagic had to be saved for the next effort.

The next head was about two nmiles in diameter, and felt nore tike a planetoid in itself.
Now she remenbered to watch
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for the works of people, and she saw them Their houses were about two inches high, and
t he peopl e thensel ves about one inch in stature

"Stop here," she said. "I'lIl ask them how we can get through w thout hurting them"
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She squatted, and brought her hand down carefully to point at one tiny nan who defended
his barn bravely with a pitchfork. Her vision sharpened so that she could see his face clearly.
"You," she said for Seqiro to forward. "I will talk to you. W are traveling through froma |arger
world. We don't want to step on any of you. Can you tell us a way to go so that we can put our
feet down safely?"

Per haps the man had had experience with travel ers. Maybe that was why he |ived here near
the point of arrival. At any rate, he did not freak out. "Aninus or ani ma?" he demanded.

That set Col ene back. Which force did they represent?

"Ani ma, " Nona said.

"“Ani ma, hiding from aninus,

Col ene told the farner. "Going to bring the anima, if we
can."

The farnmer smled. "Then pass with our blessing. There is a path by the south side." He
gestured, pointing the direction

"Thank you." Col ene stood carefully. She did not need to repeat the information; the
others had received it too.

They stepped carefully to the south, setting their feet down in enpty pastures or barren
areas. They found the path; apparently there had been a blight in this region, |eaving a
depopul ated strip. They wal ked along it, alert for healthy sections, which they avoi ded by noving
to the side or by sinply stepping over. Col ene was gl ad she had fashi oned undercl ot hi ng, because
she was wary of what little folk mght see as she stepped over them

Now t he projections of the planet were plain. They ranged in height from about five
hundred feet down to i measurably small. This was the way of these fractal worlds, Col ene knew, it
hadn't been evident on Oria because they hadn't travel ed enough on it by day. Al so, people had
pl owed out nost of the knobs, near the village, so as to use the land for crops. Man al ways did
mess up the scenery. Here the nountains were shaped |ike boulders with smaller boul ders perched on
them and smaller ones on the snaller ones, and so on
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without end. It was weird -- but also true to the Mandel brot set as she renenbered it.
True to the entire science of fractals and Julia sets,

They cane to the next l|arger head, which |ooked to be about ten mles in diameter. Now
Col ene saw that there was a river or lake filling in the crevice between the small and |arge
heads. Naturally the water of the planet had to fl ow sonewhere, and since down was toward the
center of each head, there was a section between heads where the attraction of both applied. That
woul d be where the water collected. This would be a donut-shaped | ake, technically a torus,
circling the planet at this narrow section

But the path did not extend across the next head. They had to hail another farner. But
Col ene was getting experienced at this; she sent reassuring, friendly thoughts ahead, so that the
man had a notion what she wanted before she actually broached the subject. He directed themto the
north, where there had been extensive strip mning, and the | and had been left nostly barren. Even
some of the larger projecting spheres were gone, leaving the | and oddly naked. "They are nessing
up their planet the same way we did Earth," she nuttered.

By the tinme they made their way to the | ake that de-narked the next head, they were al
physically tired except Seqgiro, who seened indefatigable. Ten nmiles was ten niles. "Say, you could
have floated," Col ene said to Nona.

"That woul d have taken similar energy -- and depleted the magic | mnmust save for the next
conjuring," the woman replied.

True. There was no easy way across for any of them "Actually we're not on a schedule, are
we?" Col ene asked, pursuing another thought. "We can take an extra day if we want to?"

"We can," Darius agreed.

"So why don't we rest the night, then conjure ourselves to the East Valley, and rest again
until we're ready to nmake the | ong hop?"

They consi dered, and agreed. They canped by the | ake, and stripped and washed t hensel ves,
then had a good neal. Nona | ooked so tired that Col ene was hardly jeal ous of her fine body.
Especially since Darius was carefully not |ooking. Then Col ene thought of sonething el se.

She wal ked to the nearest comunity of natives. "W
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thank you for letting us cross your world," she said for Seqiro to relay. "Is there
anything we can do in return for your hospitality?"

The little fol k were taken aback. Then they rallied and decided that yes, there was
sonet hi ng. They had a construction project that required the filling in of several |arge mne
pits, and it was hard to spare the nanpower for that. They had only recently thrown off the yoke
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of aninus despots, and had little new magic, and there was nuch planetary danage to be undone.

Col ene | ooked at Darius. "Can we nove their earth for

them nagically?"

"W don't need to," he replied. "W can shovel it physically, if we nake bi g enough
tools. "

"We can nake them" Nona agreed. "That's not the sane magic as travel-conjuring, and | am
not as fatigued by it."

"Tormorrow," Colene told the little folk. "Mark the earth you want noved, and mark where
you want it noved to, and we'll do what we can.

"Agreed," the little folk said appreciatively.

This planet was oriented so that the |ight of the sane great star that brought day to Oria
sl anted across at an angle to the head. Now dusk cane, and then darkness, and the air cool ed
qui ckly. Nona had to make bl ankets for themall except Seqgiro, who was satisfied to wal k around
grazing on the patches of grass and saplings.

"Cone here, you little bundle of warmh,"” Darius told her. "I remenber you from Earth.

She joined himand slept in his chaste enbrace, delighted.

IN the norning Nona floated up and spied the earth nmounds and the pits beyond. Everything
was marked; the little folk nust have | abored through the night. She returned to nake shovels for
the human fol k, and a harness and drag for the horse. Then they marched to the first site and
started shoveling and draggi ng, each of their giant shovelfuls the equival ent of ten thousand or a
mllion native shovelfuls. Colene tried to work it out mathematically in her head, cubing one
hundred, because each di nensi on was about a hundred tinmes that of the equivalent for the little
folk, but realized that this wouldn't work. It was science-reality figuring, and this was a nagic
reality, where the square-cube law did not hold and gravity was

JUPI TER 103

nore or |ess independent of mass. At any rate, they were doing the job a whole |ot faster
than the little fol k coul d.

Still, there was a lot of earth to nove, and none of the three wonen were in physica
condition to maintain such effort. In the end it was nostly Darius and Seqiro, both sweating
profusely as they |abored. By the close of day, the job was done. The fornmerly nounded and pitted
terrain had been rendered into a level field.

The little folk were delighted. "W did not think you would do all of it!" their spokesman
exclaimed. "We nust reward you, O giants of another world."

Colene tried to dermur, know ng that there was nothing the local folk could do to repay
such heroic effort. "It is nmerely our thanks for your hospitality," she said.

"W still have the rest of the planet to traverse,"” Darius renmnded her. "W can't walk it
all; we'll need to conjure ourselves there. If they can show us good locations to land -- "

"However," Col ene continued snoothly, "we could use the favor of some information. W are
afraid we will accidentally step on some of your people as we travel the length of the planet, so
we prefer to conjure ourselves there. But we need to have a series of clear landing sites, lest we
do harmarriving blindly. If you could provide information -- "

“I'n the nmorning!" the spokesman agreed eagerly. "W are anazed that you possess such
exotic magic." That reni nded Col ene that Darius' ability to conjure living fol k was unknown in
this universe; she would be nore careful what she said about it henceforth.

Meanwhi l e, the natives put on a show for the entertainment of their giant guests. Their

mat erial magi ¢ remai ned weak, for their new generation of wonmen were still girls, but their
illusion was strong. They generated huge pictures (for then) against the backdrop of night, naking
i mges of their dancing -- and it was truly evocative dancing. It was a costuned re-enactnment of

their overthrow of the despots across the world, after the anims had changed. It showed the
despots, deprived of their magic, bowi ng down, and the theows assuming the mantle of doninion. The
worren perfornmed a synbolic finale that suggested the nagic their daughters would have, but ; was
incidentally quite sexy. Especially when they threw off Ibeir red tunics and danced naked. She
could fed Darius' appreciation. He did not regard the illusion pictures as real, so felt
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free to watch themintently. She would renmenber that; would he watch her dance naked if he
t hought she was an illusion imge?

So they slept again. Colene was getting to like this little planet. It was remarkably
simlar to Oria, except for size; it would not have been possible to tell that its size differed
had the five of them not been there for contrast. The proportions of the people were the sane, and
when they junped, they took the sane anount of tine to |land. There sinply was no change because of
the scale. This was just not a science reality.
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In the nmorning the little folk had the information. There was a suitable site beside the
| ake that separated the nmain head fromthe body, forty niles away, and another near the East Sea
They could do it in two hops, if they wi shed, or one.

"These are | onger junps than we did before, on Oria,"” Darius said. "The filanent isn't the
sanme. Better to try the forty, then the hundred."”

They set up for it. It was clear that the little folk neant well; their mnds were quite
open to Seqiro. The site was described as conpletely accessible, and Provos renmenbered no
difficulty here. So Darius conjured Seqiro there first, then used his linkage with the horse's
mnd to conjure the others in turn to the vicinity. Colene was the first to follow Seqiro; then
cane Nona, Provos, and Darius hinself.

Now t hey stood at the edge of the nuch | arger |ake separating the head fromthe body. It
was quite sinlar to the one they had left, in all respects apart fromsize. That was the nature
of this fractal universe: everything was self-simlar.

They nmade a similar series of conjurations to the East Sea. This was just like the one
they had left on Oria, only nuch snmaller. But they decided to rest one nore day before making the
final conjuration to Jupiter

RESTED, they used a new wei ghted diving bell to march down under the water. This time the
journey was brief, and soon they stood astride the East Fil anent.

They joi ned together, in bodies and mnds, and sailed up along the filament. This tine
Col ene saw even nore: how they zoomed al ong at Ught speed (or mmgi c-speed), down into the juncture
of three rays, and indeed it seened |ike another dinension, for she felt as if they were
accelerating toward infinite velocity while traveling a path extending toward infinity. Then
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suddenly the infinities nmet and cancel ed, and they were zooning out of the well and toward
Jupi ter, which now | oomed awesonel y huge.

They | anded on the snall est feasible head of the head of one of the major projections on
the side of Jupiter. The connected heads becane nuch larger than Oria, and Jupiter itself was
al nost uni magi nabl e.

Now t here was no concern about stepping on the natives. Rather, they would have to be
concerned about being stepped on by the natives. The tiniest head nmight be snall, but Jupiter was
| arge, so the natives would be Jupiter-scale. This was certainly the hone of the fabled
Megapl ayers; the size was right.

But first they had to rest, for Darius and Nona were exhausted by their joint effort of
travel. Col ene decided to nake hersel f useful by harvesting a berry or grain of wheat and naking a
nonmagi cal meal for them However, she needed water, and wood for a fire. So she and Seqiro got
busy.

Provos joi ned her without being asked. They had canped at the edge of a forest of what
appeared to be literally nmile-high trees; there was plenty of wood in the formof fallen tw gs,
whi ch were full-sized |l ogs to them

There was a | ake nearby. Col ene headed for it, but Provos held her back. "There is a bad
menory, " she expl ai ned.

So they took another path. Col ene | ooked to the side, to see what night be on the one she
woul d have taken

She saw an ant. It was a foot long. Suddenly she realized that their nost imedi ate danger
was not the Megapl ayers.

-- CHAPTER 6

ANGUS

T"\ ARl US nodded, watching. He was tired, but he stil

"Adid not care to let Colene go into a strange world alone. An ant, twenty tines the size
of what he had known. That woul d be the |east of it. What about the birds and snakes?

"Seqgiro, can you stun animals?1l' he inquired, not raising his voice. He had found that it
was not the sound, but the thought that counted; the speech tended to focus the thought suitably.
The horse was with Col ene, but well within nmental range. Darius wanted their dial ogue to be
private, and the horse could pick that up too, and would honor it.

/[ can, if their minds are not closed. Human minds tend to be guarded, even in realities
where telepathy is not known, but animal nminds tend to be open. | have been fortunate in ny
ability to attune to the minds of the smaller folk, perhaps because sone of these are aninmar |ike
Nona.

"Then you nay be our nain protection against nonsters, as well as our main neans of
communi cation with the hunman gi ants here.”

/ will do what | can.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%202%20-%20Fractal%20Mode.txt (50 of 158) [1/19/03 8:26:28 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%202%20-%20Fractal %620M ode.txt

He turned to Nona. The young woman was spread out on her magically nmade pill ow nmattress,
attractive though she wasn't trying to be. "Can you conjure weapons?" Again, Seqiro could pick up
both the thought and the person for whomit was intended. Al so, which thought was to be rel ayed,
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and which was not. Darius was really conming to appreciate the horse's ability.

"Yes," she replied, in her own |anguage. "But | am not expert in their use."

"Some weapons do not require expertise. Colene has told me of guns.”

"Of what ?"

"Col ene, describe a gun for Nona."

Col ene, now di pping water froma pond that was probably no nore than a puddle to this
world, obliged with a nental picture of a small netal object with a short tube projecting.

"l can not fetch such a thing, for | know of none," Nona said. "I can make sonething that
| ooks simlar, if you wish."

"That won't work," Col ene said. "They have to be nade exactly right, and have bullets."

"Bul | et s?"

"Little bits of netal that shoot out."

"I do not understand how that could be a weapon."

Darius synpathi zed, for he found the notion confusing too. "No guns," he said. "Knives,
spears -- they should help."

"I'l'lusions can be effective too," she said. "Oten they can fool the animals, so there is
no need for violence."

"Yes, Colene used an illusion to thwart Knave Naylor," Darius agreed with satisfaction
"Seqiro can do that, in a fashion. But his illusions are strictly in the mnd of the person he
touches, no one else."

"Yes, it is a marvel ous power,"'
not limt themlike that."

"The two of you, working together, should be able to discourage al nost anything."

"It is nice to be with Seqiro,' she said.

Darius realized that Nona, despite her powers, was basically an i nnocent wonman, | acking
some of the hard edges Col ene had. She hardly seenmed the type to change a world. Perhaps it was
just as well that she had fallen in with their party, because things were bound to get un-innocent
soon enough. "Yes, it is nice," he agreed.

Col ene and Proves returned with water. "But | could have conjured that," Nona protested.

she agreed. "My illusions are visible to everyone; | can

"You' re supposed to be resting,” Colene rem nded her. "I'mgoing to forage sonething to
cook. "

"But | can transform-- " Nona started. Then Dari us'
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war ni ng thought registered: it was a thing Col ene needed to do. So she conprom sed by
transformng a hair into a fine tuber, then floating it quietly to a place where Col ene woul d soon
find it. Darius did not protest; he was in doubt about the safety of natural food here. It could
be spoil ed or poisonous, despite seemng all right.

They made a meal fromthe tuber, and this worked well, because it was by no coincidence of
the type that becane delicious when boiled. Then they formed a barricade-shelter by the base of a
towering tree, walling the huge world out. It was |arge enough to include Seqiro. It seemed snug

and safe, but Darius knew that any large animal could crush it with one foot. He still felt
i nsecure.

Then he had an idea. "Nona, can you nake an illusion that will remain wthout further
effort?"

“"Yes, as long as | amnear it."

"Can you make an illusion of the base of the tree covering this shelter, so that it seens
to be part of the tree from outside?"

"I can do that. Do you want it to snell like the tree al so?"

"Yes! Excellent. That will canouflage us, so maybe we won't be bothered."

Even so, they decided to take turns awake, watching. There were peepholes in the shelter
facing in four directions: east, south, west, and up. If there was anything suspicious, Seqgiro was
supposed to be awakened first, and if he verified hostility or hunger near, he would alert the
ot hers.

Fortunately there was no energency, and they were able to get a fairly good night's rest.

Darius had the first watch. The others settled down, but Col ene remai ned awake. It seened
she wanted to talk to him Probably the horse renmai ned awake too, connecting their minds. "Wy
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wer e you huggi ng Nona?"

Oh. He shoul d have known that she would not forget that detail, fromthe time he had been
with the woman and horse. "I do not care to conjure nore than one person at a tine, so | had to
carry her."

"Why not ?"

"That is the natural safe linit of synpathetic magic,
hi msel f or another person, but it is not wise to -- "

"Back in your home reality, maybe. But here maybe things are different. Did you ever try
nore than one here?"

he expl ai ned. "A person can conjure

He was surprised. "This is possible. | shall have to try." He marked two circles on the
ground, al nost touchi ng because there was little room Then he brought out the Darius and Col ene
icons. "If you will -- "

"CGotcha." She noved so as to stand wedged beside himin one circle.

He invoked the two icons, then noved themtoward the other circle. He noved -- and so did
she. Now t hey were wedged together in the other circle. "It is different here! | can not transfer

joy, but I do seemto be able to conjure sinultaneously with assurance." He could tell by the fee
of it.

"So now you won't have to hug Nona any nore."

He | ooked down at her. "That is unfortunate."” Then they | aughed.

Nona took the next watch, and Darius |ay down. But Col ene remai ned awake. Darius coul d
sl eep when he chose, but was curious about Col ene's next nove. Was she going to tell Nona what she
had told hinf

Not so. "You don't wear anything under your tunic," Col ene said.

"That is true," Nona agreed. "No one does, unless it is cold."

"Men don't either?"

"It is unnecessary. The tunic covers everything."

"What about when the wi nd bl ows hard?"

"It is not hard to keep a tunic in place.”

"But don't your breasts sag?"

"Sag? Yes, with age. That is natural."

"Well, I have news for you. They | ook better and | ast better if they are supported. The
fl esh doesn't get pulled out of shape. Here, 1'll show you." Colene pulled off her tunic,
reveal ing her crudely torn and tied halter and pants. "See, | don't have nearly the stuff you do,
but when | have the right uplift, h looks alnmost as if | do. And if | wear the right kind of
pants, ny tummy | ooks better too."

"That is true!" Nona agreed, intrigued. "And such a garnment prevents the deterioration of

age?"

"Sure. Let me show you the design, and you can make BK a good bra and panties." ; "Yes.
Then | will make them for mysel f."
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Dari us knew that Col ene was doing this so that Nona would no | onger expose her torso when
she changed tunics, or bounce as obviously when she wal ked. That was just as well; he had found
Nona's body to be nost distracting, whether viewed froma distance or held close. He had tried to
do the proper thing, and not ook, but the responsibility to hide her private flesh was really the
worman's. It would be better yet if both of themwre full fermale diapers, but he knew it would be
usel ess to suggest that. The wonen of other cultures sinply | acked the appropriate nodesty of
those of his own reality. Col ene exposed herself deliberately, to taunt him and Nona did so
because she felt it was all right when washing anong friends; both were driving himnoderately
mad.

He allowed hinself to drift to sleep, while Nona used her magic to make the type of
garments Col ene wanted. He was $ad that Col ene was taking a positive approach. He did not care to
ri sk her negative approach

When he woke, he found a pair of undershorts beside him Col ene had arranged for himto be
cl othed under his tunic too. He put themon w thout conment.

NEXT day they set out for a suitable Megapl ayer. They did this by hel ping Nona to gain a
local famliar, which was a large (to them) bird, then conjuring thenmselves as a group to the
promi sing sites the bird spotted. Several such junps took themonto a | arger head of Jupiter
where farnms were spotted. Nona had a certain sense about which native person mght be anenable to
their approach, and Seqiro verified this. But it was Proves who was decisive: she did not renenber
the first prospect, or the second, or the third. Darius trusted her nenory, so they kept searching
until Proves acquiesced. So it was that they came to the house of an artisan who lived al one.
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This was an ol der man garbed in green who carved intricately in wod and stone. Pl aques,
statuettes, and linked figures filled his shelves. There were several nusical instrunents of
exactly the type and size they had seen by the seaside cliff on Oria. The giant's m nd was open
he responded inmmedi ately to Seqiro's first questing thought. Just |like that, they had
communi cation with a Megapl ayer

"W need your help," Darius said to the nman.

"I hear you, but | do not see you," the giant responded, |ooking around.

ANGUS 11 \

"W are fromOia, a smaller world. W seek to bring the anim."

"Then show yoursel ves. "

Nona nmade an illusion picture, so large that the man could see it without difficulty. It
showed the group of them

“"A man, three wonen, and a horse, all inlittle-world scale," the giant said. "This is not
the way the ani mus passes.”

Nona stepped forward, in the inmage. "I amthe ninth of the ninth," she said. "I can bring

the anima -- but | need the help of the Megapl ayers."

The giant considered the inage. Darius, viewing it with a man's eye, knew it was
i mpressi ve"Nona was about as pretty a young wonan as could be found, in formand feature. Co-
| ene' s advi ce about the supportive undergarnent now caused Nona's bosomto manifest magnificently
despite the unflattering tunic. She was al so nice, and Seqiro was sending the inpression of that
ni ceness to the giant. Even though there was such a disparity in size that she could never be a
romanti ¢ prospect for such a nman, such an inage and inpression had to be highly conducive. It was
for Darius, who was as surely barred fromher as was the giant, for different reason

But the nan waggled a finger at themwani ngly, now | ooking directly at them where they
stood on the sill. 'Do not seek to use your magic on nme," he said. As he spoke, he floated up, not
far, but it was clear that his feet no | onger touched the floor. A knife appeared in his hand,
became a hamrer, and floated back to its tool -box.

"You are a despot!"” Nona exclai ned, astonished and di smayed. "But you are not in black!"

"I ama man," the giant replied. "Call nme Angus. Not all of those with nagic choose to be
despotic. Sone prefer to be creative. | wear green because | amuncomritted to any class or
creed.”

That was evidently true. This man |lived al one and was a craftsnman, though he was not
conmpelled to do or be either. He had no concern with status; that was why Seqiro had not picked up
on it. But his nmagic and his m nd made hi m dangerous. He could destroy themin an instant, if he
chose.

"l am Nona. How can | convince you?"

"I know sonething of this matter," Angus said. "I have no special conmitnment to the
existing order, and amwilting to #ee it change. But the man could be doing the nmagic, and you
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may be a pretender trying to deceive nme. You nust denonstrate your special power of
ani ma. "

Nona hesitated. "But | do not know what this is," she said. "That is why | have cone to
you. "

Dari us hoped that this confession did not destroy her credibility. It was true that a
despot man woul d have all the powers of nagic Nona could show, so that only in the absence of the
others could she denpnstrate it. But it would not be wise for themto separate. The giant m ght
sinmply nake her captive in a cage secured by magic, and none of her talents would free her then
O course Darius would be able to conjure her out, but that would prove only his magic, not hers.

"The true harbinger of anima will have the power of music," Angus said.

"l can play!" Nona said. "All ny life -- "

"This is nmore than training," Angus said. "This is the nost subtle but powerful magic,
apart fromthe invocation of the anima itself. It is the power to persuade any person of any world

to do your will. To serve you voluntarily, and never betray you. Play that nusic for nme, and
will serve you. | will not do so otherw se."

"But | can not -- would not want to conpel -- "

"You woul d give up your destiny?"

"Nol "

"Then put it to the test, little wonan. Play."

"But | did not bring ny instrunments!"”
Angus arched a brow. "You | ack the magi c of conpaction?" The hamer reappeared in his
hand. Then it shrank, beconming a nminiature of itself. Wen it was so small it would fit Nona's
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hand, it floated to her at the sill

She caught it, surprised. "I can't do that." She reconsidered. "That is, not that way. |
could transformit into something else which is larger or snaller, of a different substance, then
reshape it, but it would not be exactly the sane in detail."

"Try it, Nona," he said. "Restore it to proper size."

She | ooked doubtfully at the hammer, and concentrat ed.

The hanmmer expanded.

Nona was so surprised she dropped it. But it hovered as if caught by an unseen hand; Angus
had used his magic. It remained as it had been when her hand left it, about twice its prior size

She took it again, and it resunmed its growh. It becane
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as large as she was, and larger, so that she no |longer supported it; instead she nerely
touched it while it floated. Wien it was a nonster four tines her body |ength she removed her
hand. She had done it.

"So you have that magic," Angus said, as the hammer floated back to him "But is it yours -
- or the man's?" He glanced at Dari us.

"My magic differs," Darius said. He brought out his icon, marked two circles, designated
themin his nind, and noved the doll fromone to the other. In this manner he conjured hinself to
the sill on the opposite side of the room "I amhere,"” he said from behind the giant.

"That was not illusion,” Angus said. "Now | aminpressed. There is no magic of this nature
on this world."

"I amfromanother reality. Qur magic is synpathetic."

"You al so have the mind-tal k?"

"No. That is Seqiro, the horse. He is fromstill another reality."”

"And the old and young wonen?"

"Fromtwo other realities,” Darius said. "One renenbers what is to come, and the ot her
deals in science, which is another specialized formof nagic."

"You are a renarkabl e group!" Angus excl ai ned.

"But we need your help, for our separate reasons," Darius said.

“"Let Nona play, and | may be persuaded," Angus said.

"But | have no dulcimer," Nona protested. "I can not nmake one that would work; | lack the
craftsmanship. Had | realized that | could do the magic of conpaction -- | did not know it was
possible -- | would have brought it along. Do you have one that -- ?"

"I do not," Angus said firmy. "But if I did, | would not lend it to you. The instrunent

must be of your world, for your magic to work with it. Al folk are linked to their worlds, and
draw on the magic of their worlds, even when on other worlds. If you are aninma, you are anima for
your world only; the rule differs for nmy world."

Darius realized that that nmade sense. Nona was nagi cal because she was the ninth of the
ninth, and that surely was the requirenment for Oria. It would not be for Jupiter

Nona was appalled. "But to go all the way back for nmy dulcinmer -- "

11. 4 FRACTAL MODE

"There may be an alternative," Angus said. "I am sonething of an archaeol ogi st, ny
interest being in tracing the routes of the diaspora of original mankind. On occasion there are
items, left behind. There is a site not far fromhere which | have worked intermittently, as ny
interest allows. There may be a suitable instrunent there, in the section | have not yet done. My
illusioirpictures are indistinct, but | think there is a dulciner. If you can fetch it wi thout
di sturbing the rest of the site, you can use that one.""

"Why not just conjure it here?" Darius asked.

"Because the site would collapse into the hole left by its vacancy," Angus said. "That
woul d not be expedi ent excavation."

"What does a collapse matter?" Darius asked, perplexed.

Col ene interceded. "It matters," she said. "I was on a dig once -- it was only a one-
afternoon class, sort of, but | |earned sonme things. They don't want to disturb anything unti
they survey it in, or it messes up the tally. They can learn things fromthe context, |like what's

above and below it. But if things get hopelessly junbled, that's no good."

"The one fromthe science world," Angus said approvingly.

"Very well: no disturbance,” Darius said, still not quite understanding the inportance,
but pleased that Col ene had nade an inpression. "Were is this place?"

"Foll ow me," Angus said, floating toward the door

"WAit!" Darius cried. "Only Nona can fly. The rest of us have to conjure."
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"Then come here," the giant said, holding out his hand.

Darius | ooked at Provos. She was al ready noddi ng, anticipating his query in the way she
had. It was safe.

He conjured themin turn to the waiting hand, stepping each icon there: Provos, Col ene,
Seqiro, and hinself. He m ght have done them as a group, but he remmined in doubt just how safe
that was, and there was no need at the nonent. Nona floated independently, ready to follow

Angus cl osed his hand gently about them They each stood the height of one of his fingers:
Darius matched the m ddl e one, Provos the index, and Colene the little. Nona woul d have matched
the next smallest finger. The horse's head was hi gher than any, but that didn't count: Segiro had
t he
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giant's other hand to hinself, being too big to share the first one.

Angus floated out and up, with Nona trailing. They flew over the trenendous trees. "Like
an airplane," Col ene breathed, unafraid. Provos al so seened to be enjoying the experience,
remenbering its safe conclusion. Seqiro could tell fromthe giant's mnd that no harm was
i ntended. That left only Darius nervous, though he tried to conceal it. The travel along the
filaments had been like icon conjuring, under his shared control, but this was different. If he
should fall --

He felt a hand take his. Colene, offering confort. As she had when they had first net, in
her reality.

His love for her manifested expl osively. She was young, and often hard to adjust to, but
she was the one. Once they nade it back to his reality she would not be his wife, but she would be
his |l ove. Wat a bl essing that woul d be!

He felt her love returning. They were connected, by Seqiro's ability, and she had received
his feeling. That was all they needed.

Angus descended. The flight was ending, and Darius had entirely lost track of it.

They settled by an overgrown hillside. The nmountain was honeyconbed with caves, many far
too small for Angus. It was becom ng cl earer why excavation was no easy nmatter; the giant would
have to renove everything fromthe front of a cave to get at the back of it. But they, being so
much smaller, could enter and go directly to the spot they wanted.

"l used an insect as a famliar and verified that there were small-world artifacts within

this cave," Angus said, setting them down before it. "I believe they are fromyour world, Oia as
you call it. But I had no i mediate need to excavate here, so left it undisturbed."”

Col ene assessed the situation. "W'll have to shore it up where we dig or take anything,"”
she said. "So it won't fill in. We'lIl need planks or sonething."

"That did not occur to nme," Angus said, surprised

"That is because your mmgic is not science," Col ene said smugly.

"I can nmake planks," Nona said.

Col ene peered into the cave. It was originally larger, but the base had been filled in by
refuse so that only the top of it remained open. A nman could walk inside if he stooped. "W

] 16 FRACTAL MODE

can't all go in there," she said. "W'd just make a traffic jam"

"A what ?" Nona asked.

Col ene nade an i mage of netal boxlike objects with wheels at their bases lined up on a
road, just sitting there. This evidently nade no sense to Nona, but Darius was able to fathomit,
havi ng seen such vehicles in Colene's reality. It seened that at tines there were too many of them
for the road to hold. "W would get in each other's way," he expl ai ned.

"Then | will go in alone to fetch the instrunment," Nona said.
"No." It was Proves, She indicated Dari us.
"Tmto go with her?" he asked, but was receiving the affirmative before he finished

speaki ng.

Darius | ooked at Colene. "The rest of us will stay out here and talk with Angus," Col ene
sai d.

So it was decided. "Light," Darius said, not liking the darkness in the depth of the cave.
He had saved some of Col ene's matches, which were little science-sticks for making fire, but Nona
made |ight sinply by fashioning an illusion of a |anp.

Dari us thought about that as they noved in. An illusion which cast real light. Wasn't it
then a real |anp? The point of a lanp was to make light; it didn't have to be physical

The cave wound into the nmountain. He had not realized that it would be so deep. He
di scovered that he did not really |ike such confinenent; he knew that the rock above was unlikely
to collapse right at this nonent, after being firmfor perhaps thousands of years, but sonehow he
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feared it might. He hoped to get the job done and go back out as soon as possible.

Sonet hing scuttled ahead. The light noved to illunmnate it. It was a roach -- half again
as long as his foot. Darius was disgusted, and actually a bit afraid of it. It wasn't that he
thought it could hurt him but that he didn't want it to touch him How could he get rid of it
wi t hout contact?

"“Can you make an inmage of a roach-eating creature?" he asked Nona.

"l can -- but | don't think they use eyes as we do," she said. "It might not work."

Nevert hel ess, a bird appeared, peering around as if searching out bugs. The bird hopped
toward the roach, and its feet made a scotching noise as they touched the fl oor
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The roach spun about and scooted away.

Maybe it heard better than it saw, Darius thought. But he hadn't realized that her
illusions covered sound as well as sight. Queen donerula's picture of Col ene and Knave Nayl or had
been soundl ess.

"Ch, yes," Nona said. "Sight, sound, and snell. But touch is harder to do, and it is nore
versatil e when direct, instead of through a famliar."

That hel ped explain it. The queen had had to use a spider or insect as a famliar.

They went on. The passage broadened into a larger cavern, with stalactites directly over
their path. Darius didn't Iike that either; they were too nassive, too pointed, too close. Surely
they would not fall -- yet if one did, it would be devastating. They cast gross novi ng shadows
across the cavern and each ot her.

The two of themcane to the end of the chanber, and that was it: the end. There was no way
out except the way they had entered.

The lanp brightened, illumnating the whole chanber. The floor was a nmass of rubble and
dirt and animal droppings. If the nether portion of the cavern had expanded as nuch as the upper
section, the rubbish was several feet deep. How were they to find anything useful in that, wthout
disturbing it and spoiling the giant's archaeol ogy?

"Look," Nona said, pointing. "A psaltry!"”

"A what?" But her neani ng was com ng through; he nust have pulled the nane out of a
forgotten recess of his mind. Aprinitive type of harp

Only this was no kind of harp he recognized. The thing was a tall thin wooden triangl e,
with a circul ar opening near the base and three rows of pegs bel ow that.

"But it is broken," she said sadly, picking it up. "See, the strings are gone, and nost of
the pegs along the top, and there is no bow. "

"Bow?" But again her neaning was registering: this was an instrunment played with a bow
across the strings, though it was unlike any he had seen before.

“"Where there is one, there may be another," she said. "But buried, out of sight. It nmay be
broken too, but perhaps |I can fix it. If only I can find it."

"Could you get a famliar to search it out?" he asked. "I
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nean, a small creature, a little nite, sonething that can go down between the rocks,
through the crevices -- "

"A gnat!" she said. "There are sone in here.
her hands. "Help nme, Seqiro," she murnured.

Then she had it: she had | ocated and taned a gnat, just as she had the bat on Oia. "o
down t hrough the crevices,” she told the gnat. "Show ne what you see.™

There was a noi se, but not of any gnat. Darius stared back toward the entrance tunnel. A
pair of eyes were staring back at him "Trouble, | think," he nuttered.

A rat. Seqiro thought. Icon sense it, but can not enter its mind to control it. That is a
vi ci ous creature.

"A weapon," Darius said. "I need a weapon."

Nona picked up a chip of rock. In her hands it became a great broadsword with a shiny
steel blade. She gave it to him Then she made a long spear with a trident tip for herself. "I
have no flair for conbat," she said. "But maybe | can at |least hold it at bay fromne,"

"Conbat isn't nmy specialty either," he admtted. He had carried a sword, but lost it when
the despots nmade them change to green tunics. He had not had any skill with its use; it was nerely
better than bare hands agai nst aninmals.

He stepped toward the rat. He saw now that the thing was close to the size of a horse, but
short-legged so that it could fit through the small tunnel. It nust have cone in froman of fshoot
al ong the way, snelling them "Back! Back!" he cried. "Away, vermn!"

The rat noved to the side. It evinced no fear, only caution. It wasn't sure about them

She stooped, feeling through the air with
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and had no intention of leaving until it knew whether they represented prey.

They had to get rid of it. Darius stepped toward it -- and his ankle turned on a | oose
stone, naking hi m stunbl e.

Instantly the rat charged. Darius lunged with the sword, stabbing it in the shoul der, but
its tough hide snagged the blade and wenched the sword out of Darius' hand. The rat crashed into
him biting at his face, and he fell on his back, helpless.

The rat pinned himto the floor and bit at his |eft shoulder. He felt the sharp front
teeth sink in, slicing through tunic and flesh, but there was no pain.

"Back! Back!" Nona cried, poking at the rat's snout with her trident. The beast nade a
sound that m ght have been a
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squeak had it been small, but was a hissing snarl now. Its head whi pped around, and it
caught the shaft of the spear between its teeth. The thing was haul ed from Nona's hands, and she
fell back, terrified.

"Dagger!" Darius cried, still pinned.

One appeared in Nona's hand, then floated across to his right hand, which was closest to
her. He clutched it so that it pointed up, noved his hand down under the beast's throat, and
st abbed up. He seened to score only on | oose folds of skin, which noved asi de without being
penetrated. So he noved farther down, trying for the belly as the rat tried again for his face.
The mouth opened, and its hot breath cane down on his face as his hand ramred up with all the
force he could nuster.

This tinme he scored. The blade dug into the soft, tight underbelly of the rodent. Darius
haul ed it forward, sawi ng open a gash. He felt blood pouring out, soaking his tunic, but that was
good, because it was the rat's.

The rat's head paused. Then the thing scranbled off and away. The dagger was haul ed away
with it, enbedded. He mi ght not have hurt the creature seriously, but he had given it sonething to
thi nk about, and it probably wouldn't return in a hurry.

Now his | eft shoulder started hurting. His mnd had cut off the pain before, but it could
do so no longer. He was gravely injured. He struggled to get to his feet, but the pain overwhel ned
hi m

"Darius!" It was Nona, trying to help himup

“I't's no use," he gasped. "My shoulder -- any notion -- the pain --

"I can help," she said. "Let ne touch the wound." She kneel ed beside himand slid her left
hand into his torn tunic, around to his shoul der

To his amazenent, the pain faded. "You have anesthetic magic!" he gasped.

"Yes." She kept her hand on him but changed her position, sitting down, |eaning back
agai nst the cave wall, her |egs extended beside him "Let nme get you closer." She tried to hau
himup with her free hand, but couldn't.

Dari us took advantage of the cessation of pain to sit up. Then she put her right arm
around him from behi nd and haul ed hi m back down agai nst her. Hi s head | anded on her soft bosom He
tried to protest, but she held himclose, reaching
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farther around himw th her right armuntil her right hand joined her left inside his
tunic. She had himpinned to her, but it was a far different sensation than that of the rat
pi nni ng.

Then he realized that not only was the pain abating, so was the injury. He could feel the
torn tendons and flesh knitting thensel ves together, the blood clearing. She wasn't just naking
him confortable, she was healing him

"Yes," she murnured in his ear. "But it works best when | amclosest. Please don't nove."

He started to turn his head, but that only put his cheek against her breast. He decided to
follow orders and remain quite still. It wasn't as if there was anythi ng unpl easant about this
position. He was suffering the nost delicious type of captivity inaginable. But if Col ene caught
himlike this --

/"Il settle with you later, Colene's thought cane.

Oh, that mnd conmunication! Sonetimes it was downright inconvenient.

Yes, Col ene's thought cane. But there was laughter in it. She understood the situation
Thank God | got her to put on a halter

Darius thought about that -- and decided not to think about it. So he thought about Col ene
i nst ead.

Good.

Wi ch was one of the things about Col ene: she really wasn't the jeal ous type. She got
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upset when she saw himw th other wonen -- there had been one very awkward scene with a cat-wonan
call ed Pussy -- but that was because she felt he should be paying such attention to Col ene
herself. He frustrated her by refusing to take advantage of her in her youth. So Col ene had reason
for her reactions. She did not react from m sunderstandi ngs. She woul d tornent himabout this
present situation, but never |ose sight of the reality.

Oh. yeah?

He hoped.

The bosom nmoved. Nona was | aughi ng now. She had been picking this up too. Damm that horse!

You can not expect an aninmal to appreciate the nuances of the human condition

And that was Seqiro hinself -- who could indeed appreciate such nuances, when in contact
wi th human m nds.

"Have your fun, beast," Darius nuttered.

In a surprisingly brief time his shoul der was entirely
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heal ed. He flexed his armand could find no pain, no problem Now Nona |et himget up; she
was done with him

"How can | thank you?" he asked her sincerely.

"You gai ned your injury defending me fromthe nonster,’
right that | help you recover."

She had a point. "Let's just say that | aminpressed,"” he said.

You sure arel!

"And | do thank you,"” he continued doggedly.

Nona nodded, just as if nothing else were going on. "You are wel cone."

He gl anced down at hinself. The bl ood was caking on his tunic, and it remained torn where
the rat had bitten him In fact the bl ood had soaked t hrough to his new undershorts. \Wat a ness!

"Change it," she suggested. |In her hand appeared a new tunic, generated froma thread of
the old. Then, after a pause, a new pair of shorts too. Col ene had taught her well

He did not hesitate. He pulled off his soiled itens and used their clean portions to w pe
off the blood that remained on him with the help of sone water Nona conjured. Then he pulled on
the new clothing. After what she had done for his body, she could see any part of it she wanted
to. It wasn't the first tinme.

Yeah, but | was there, before.

"You are still here,"” he murnmured in response.

Then they resuned their search for the instrunment. The gnat had been buzzi ng through the
crevices all this while, and Nona had been receiving its reports. Suddenly she junped. "That's
it!" she exclainmed, clapping her hands.

They used the shaft of the trident to pry the .covering rubble up, carefully, and set it
aside. In a nonment the surface of a container showed. The thing was sealed in its own case! That
was a break they hardly deserved.

Darius lifted out the box, and Nona i mredi ately nmade a simlar box of the same size and
shape and set it in the hole. Then they replaced the covering rocks. The site had been restored,
except for the one borrowed article.

Nona opened the case. There lay a trapezoidal object with a number of strings stretched
from pegs on either side
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across two central bridges. Beneath the strings were two hol es decorated by rose patterns.

Darius stared. He had seen sonething like this before. But where? He had no idea what it

she pointed out. "It was only

was.

"At the cliffs by the sea,” Nona said. "The instrunments of the Megapl ayers."

That was it! Those huge stone devices -- one was just like this, only this one was of a
size to be handled by a person of Nona's stature. It was ironic that the huge instrunent was there
on small Oria, while the small one was here on huge Jupiter. Each in the wong worl d.

"It is a dulcinmer,” Nona said, admring it. "A hanmered dul ci mer, and here are the
hammers. Its nagic has protected it all these years, and | will be able to play it once | tune it.
This is a beautiful instrument, better than mne."

"A beautiful instrument,"” he echoed. It was indeed that, physically; it glistened as if
made yest erday.

She cl osed the case. Then Darius |led the way out of the cavern, alert for any appearance
of the rat, while Nona carried the precious dul ciner.

They energed to bright daylight; their eyes had becone accustoned to the | esser |ight of
her illusion | anp, which she had managed to maintain throughout. Colene was there, as he blinked,
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adjusting. "What's this about you in the arns of another wonan?" she demanded. But she coul dn't
hol d the pose; she hugged him "I'mglad you're not torn up, you rascal."

Dari us deci ded not to say anything.

Angus flew them back to his hone. This tune Nona rode too, carrying the ancient
i nstrument.

At the house Nona got to work on the dul cimer, adjusting the strings, making sure
everything was sound. Darius |earned that the others had becone better acquainted during their
wait outside the cave. Angus was interested in their world of origin, and especially interested in
Col ene's statenent that all the menbers of their little party canme fromdifferent variants of that
same world. He had not believed in other realities, but was becon ng convinced as Seqiro showed
himmental pictures of the Virtual Mdde. "I had thought our universe was vast and varied," he
said. "I may have underestinmated the case."

"The Virtual Mde has been an amazenment to all of us,
anot her reality, each conplete

Darius said. "Every layer of it is
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initself, just as this one is. But they nmay have different fundanental |aws as well as
different custons. Colene and | are still working out our differences, which are nostly cultural."

"Even when there is a conmmon culture, in all the universe, it can be difficult," Angus
said. "I have studied the |egends of our people, trying to align themw th the evidence | find in
the ground, and they do offer insights.”

Nona | ooked up. "It is ready," she said. She had set the dulcimer up on a stand she had

made, so that she could sit and play it conveniently. It tilted up and back, the broad side at the
base, the narrow side away fromher. "But | do not know whether | can do the type of magic you
suggest. | have never -- "

"You have never played on a magic instrunent," Angus said.
"Yes. Only conmon ones are allowed for theows."
"Play it, then, little woman," Angus said. "The magic will manifest -- or it will not.

Then we shall know. "

Nona took her two delicate hammers, which | ooked |ike oversized needl es, being no nore
than delicate little pieces of wood and felt with needl e-eye circles on the ends, and she
addressed the dul ciner. She touched the strings, and the nusic began

Darius had heard and enjoyed rmusic many tinmes, and was famliar with the sound of many
instruments. But he was surprised by the finesse with which Nona played. Her little hamrers
touched the strings so rapidly that it seened she was striking randomy, but the tune indicated
otherwise. This was a divine nelody. It was so delicate it seened faint, yet it also seened to
fill the universe. It touched his heart and shook the m ghty planet with the same refrain.

As he listened, Darius was satisfied that whatever it was that Nona had to do, he was
bound to support it. Her mission was right and necessary. The rest of his life did not matter

The piece was all too brief. Wen it ended, he could renmenber none of the mel ody or
harnony. He knew only that their decision to help this wonman had been correct.

It was Angus who spoke. "It is true," he said. "You are the one. You have the magi c of
conversion, and | will help you in whatever way | can, until you have acconplished your purpose."
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We all will. Seqgiro thought, interpreting the sentinment of the others.

Darius realized that it had been only to enlist the active help of the giant that Nona had
pl ayed the dulcinmer. But the magi ¢ had touched themall. They were all comritted to her mission

"Thank you,"” Nona said. "But | know so little -- only that | nust enlist the help of the
Megapl ayers. "

"By that you nean those who left the large instrunents on your world," Angus said. "I can

tell you a good deal about that. But perhaps it will be easier to understand if first | tell you
one of our leading nmyths, which I think is not current on your own world."

"A nyth?" Nona asked. "Wat | want is to bring the anima. How can a nyth relate to that?"

"It does relate," the giant assured her. "It concerns the bringing of the aninus to
Jupiter by a peon naned Earle. | believe it will provide insight into a task whose nature you nay
not as yet perfectly understand."

She considered that. She nodded. "It is true that there is no such nyth anong ny peopl e.

We don't even have peons; we have theows. If you believe it will help -- "
"I believe it will. Then we shall discuss it, and perhaps come to understand how to
acconpl i sh your purpose. Make yourselves confortable, for the telling will take an hour."
Nona nmade pillows for themall, and they settled down to listen to the Myth of Earle.

r -- CHAPTER 7
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EARLE

IN the early eons, the anim governed our world you call Jupiter, and the wonmen had the
magi ¢ and ruled the men. Earle was too virile for this, and resolved to bring the aninus and set
things right. He was the firstborn son of the firstborn son, down through the ei ght generations
since the anima had taken hold. He alone had the power, for the anazons had killed all the other
perfect firstborn males on all the other worlds. Jupiter was a tiny world in an al nbst endl ess
chain of worlds along a filanent that went into a dead-end curl. This alone accounted for its
bei ng overl ooked by the dread forces of the anima. They had killed nost firstborns here too, but
had been sonewhat lax in the outlying provinces, so his famly |ine had escaped.

So Earle had nagic, and he dared not showit. But if he could bring the aninus, then he
could found a new and gl orious age of nen, replacing the tyranny of wonen. Yet how could he
acconplish his purpose? He didn't know, and did not dare inquire. So to his friends and associ ates
he was nerely an ordinary peon with a certain flair for nusic who might, were he |ucky, be
enpl oyed to entertain the amazons at court instead of having to | abor as a weed-chopper. Actually
his power of nusic, too, was greater than others knew, he could hamer the dul cimer so cleverly
and sweetly as to charmthe very bees of the flower fields into dancing, and the honey in their
conbs to
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added sweetness. But he had the caution to nute this ability too.

He reasoned that since he was the firstborn of the firstborn, eight tinmes over, his answer
mght lie at the first world of the first world, which he believed was the head of a chain of
eight. That is, the origin world, fromwhich all others derived. So if he went to that world, he
m ght succeed.

How coul d he travel there? He knew it was possible to travel along the filaments, for his
ancestors had done it. But the secret was known only to the red-cl oaked anazons, who woul d not
tell any bl ack-cl oaked peon. He had to find out for hinself.

Yet there were | egends that circulated furtively anmong his people, and they hinted that
the right person mght be able to do it if he stood in the light of the filanent and w shed hard
enough. Was Earle the right person? He hoped so!

So he buckled on his sword, used a spell to reduce his precious magic dulcinmer to pocket
size, and traveled to the East Sea. It was a far distance, so when he was sure no one was
wat chi ng, he used his magic to fly, and this was nuch faster, though it also tired himfaster. He
had to rest for a day once he reached the sea. Then he risked using his magic to enable himto
breathe the water, and he wal ked down under the surface until he came to the crevice and the
filament. He bestrode it and wished with all his nmight that he nmight travel along it to the |arger
world at its other end.

Suddenly he was flying along the filanent, so fast he was amazed. It was working! He shot
strai ght al ong, passing many smaller worlds whose fol k never noticed, and | anded at the |arger
one, called Sol by certain folk. This, by his reckoning, was the seventh world in the chain, his
own world of Jupiter being the eighth.

But it was so big! Judging by the height of the trees, which were in proportion, it was
about thirty-six tinmes as far across as Jupiter. It had been wearing to fly across part of
Jupiter; how could he fly fromone end of Sol to the other? And what of the yet larger worlds to
cone, which would nmake Sol seemas small as Jupiter now did? There had to be a better way! So he
approached a native of Sol. It was an aspect of Earle's magic that he could tell whether a person
was friendly or unfriendly, and he selected the friendliest one in the nearest village of giants.

But when he flew to that house, he was taken aback. It
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was a red-clad woman! An amazon! Surely no menber of the ruling class would help any man
to reverse the anim, especially not one who stood about two of her inches high

Yet his magic indicated that she was the nost |likely prospect. So he explored the matter.
He flewin a wi ndow and sat on the sill and watched her. She was nonstrous, of course, but also
beautiful. Her hair was dark brown and wai st length, her face pretty, and her body narvel ously
well formed. Had she been his size, he would have | oved her immedi ately. Except that she was a red
amazon and he a bl ack peon.

Coul d his magic be wong? If it was, then he was |lost, for he would never conplete his
journey w thout help. So he nerved hinmself and addressed her. He did not try to use words, know ng
that their |anguages would differ, but illusion was a conmon node of comuni cati on. He nade a
picture of hinself, greatly expanded, and flashed it before her face.

She paused in her activity, which happened to be naking a tasty-|ooking cake from grains
of wheat. She made an illusion of her own, a giant question mark.
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Earl e introduced hinself. "Earle," the imge of him said, tapping his chest.

The woman smil ed. She tapped her breastbone. "Kara," she said. Then she turned to | ook at
himdirectly, tuning in on himwith her magic. If she turned hostile now, he would be finished,
for his magic was no greater than that of an ordinary amazon, and Kara was a big anmazon.

I ndeed, she caused himto float to her hand, and he knew he woul d not be able to escape
her power. She held himup before her face and inspected himclosely. Her nouth opened, and he
feared she was going to eat him She could bite himin two without erTort! Then she sniled again
remaining friendly. He was greatly relieved.

Her curiosity satisfied, she sought to put himaside, her interest in this novelty fading.
She meant himno harm but she had other things to do.

Thi s was not what he wanted. He needed her active help, not her nere tol erance. How could
he convince her to take him seriously?

Hi s desperate eye fell on a nmonstrous | ong-necked mandolin hanging on her wall. Misic --
she was musi cal

He generated a picture of hinself playing his dulciner

128 FRACTAL MODE

That got her attention again. Her eye went to her own instrunent. Then she | ooked at him
there in her hand.

He brought out his tiny case and took out his dulcimer. He sat and crossed his | egs, then
used magic to restore his instrunent to its proper size. He set it against his |egs, which was not
the best position fromwhich to play, but would do in this emergency.

He took his two little hamrers and struck the strings. The nusic cane out, clear and
strong, every note a delight. Now he could let his full skill nmanifest, and he reveled init,
maki ng nusic that was al nost painfully beautiful. Al that was good in his soul was evoked in that
sound, as his hanmers noved with blinding cleverness across the strings.

Kara listened. At first her eyes wi dened slightly with surprise to discover that his skil
was genui ne; then she relaxed and let it carry her

When he was done with the piece, she set himcarefully on a pillow and went to fetch her
own instrunent. She sat and played it, and the sound cane out so deep and resonant that Earle
hi nsel f was charned. She was not as skilled as he, but she was good enough. She was al so
absol utely beautiful herself as she played, her hair rippling in waves as her body swayed to the
musi ¢, her bosom gently heavi ng.

Then they played a piece together, his tiny sound magically anmplified to match hers, and
it was a truly enjoyabl e experience. Never before had Earle allowed hinself to indulge his ful
proficiency, and this woul d have been a delight even had he not done it in the conpany of a lovely
gi ant anazon.

After that, her interest was changed. She wanted to communicate further with him to learn
all about him He realized that the nusic had done what his magic could not: it had noved her
heart .

They tal ked, exchanging illusions. He showed a map of his origin world, though that could
hardly have surprised her, considering his size. Earle, encouraged by her surprisingly positive
attitude, finally nade so bold as to show his mssion: travel to the center of the universe, where
he hoped to invoke the aninus.

He waited, knowi ng that now she would destroy him if she was going to. But she nerely
consi dered. Then she snmiled. | HELP YOU, her pictures indicated.

Earl e was amazed and gratified despite her consistent
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friendliness. Yet also doubtful. Could he really trust an amazon giant? It seened he had
to. Besides, she was |ovely.

So Kara tucked himinto her breast pocket, and flewinto the sky of Sol. She travel ed nuch
faster than he coul d have, because her flight magic was in proportion to her size. Still, it was a
| ong j ourney, because she lived on the head, at the west end of Sol, while the filanent onward
connected at the East Valley. He found it a confortable ride, for her great bare breast beneath
t he pocket was nmarvel ously soft and warm and supple. After a tine he slept, secure and cushi oned
in the pocket, and that was pleasant too.

He woke as she came to land at the verge of Jupiter's East Sea. She stunbled as her feet
touched; she w.as tired.

"Rest!" he cried, making a picture of a pile of pillows, of a woman |ying down, of eyes
cl osi ng.

She sniled, agreeing. But first she had things to do. She went to squat in bushes, not
bothering to remove himfrom her pocket. Earle, intrigued, peered down as she hiked up her skirt.
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She seened to be exactly like a wonman of his own planet in every detail he could see, except for
size. He began to wi sh she were his size, for though she was an amazon, she was a perfect wonan.

I ndeed, her status as an anazon added to her allure. He had been close only to peon wonen,
intriguing in their white tunics, and had seen amazon wonen only as inperious nenbers of the elite
class. But the amamzons, having nore |leisure than the peons, could afford to nake thensel ves
beautiful, and sone of themwere extrenely so. As this one was, in every part.

Kara made herself a bowl of gruel and nug of cocoa and fell to. Earle was surprised again;
this was comon fare, not the el egant repast expected of a menber of the governing class. But it
seened she was too tired to get fancy, and had no need to be artificial. He liked that. He
conjured his own gruel and cocoa, and ate where he was, in her pocket.

Then he had a need of his own. He nade a picture, getting her attention. It showed the
bushes.

She had the grace not to smile, this time. She lifted himout and held himon her flat
hand, and he then flew down to where he could do his business in privacy. He could have fl own
dinectly from her pocket, but preferred to check in and out, as it were, so that she woul d al ways
know where he was. This
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seened safest, considering that his whol e body was sonewhat smaller than her little
finger.

He returned in due course to her hand, and she returned himto her pocket. Then she made
the pillows he had suggested, and |ay down on her back. She nmade a bl anket, and when the
nosqui t oes cane, she nade a bottle of perfune that seenmed to repel the bugs as nuch as it
attracted Earle. He needed no pillows or blanket; he had as soft a mattress as he could w sh, and
her body warnmed him

But she did not sleep. He understood the problem she had performed an extraordi nary feat
of magic, flying the entire length of the planet, and that aspect of her was depleted. It was like
havi ng painfully sore muscles, that would not |let a person rel ax enough to sleep

Earl e, having rested and slept during the long flight, had plenty of energy. He decided to
try to help her to relax. He brought out his dulciner and nmade it the proper size. He sat on her
breast, there by the pocket, and played his nusic.

Kara smiled, appreciating his effort. She relaxed. But not enough. Sonething nore was
needed.

So he nmade a picture for her, angling it so that she could view it confortably w thout
lifting her head. It was of a fence between pastures, and a flock of sheep in one. But the grass
was greener in the other pasture, so an enterprising sheep | eaped over the fence, landing with a
musi cal thunping of his four hooves. Naturally it was foll owed by another, and another, naking an
endl ess chain, all of themjunping to the nusic. It was the standard device used by his folk; his
not her had put himto sleep when he was tiny with just this vision. Counting sheep -- and soon the
monot ony of the distraction caused rel axati on and dreans.

Kara smled with wan appreciation, but even so did not relax quite enough to sleep. So he
put a goat in the line, and then a deer, and then other animals, until finally he had bounc-ingly
fat hi ppopotani doing it. They nade heavy nusic as they struggled across. Kara enjoyed the show,
but not enough. So he made inmages of hinself, black-cloaked nen, hurdling the fence, one after the
ot her.

She | aughed, and joined in the picture: red-cloaked wonen of the same size alternated with
the nen. The hens of their garnents flared as they canme down, showi ng their |egs. Each one who
| anded had her dress rise a little farther, until at

EARLE 131

| ast one hemflared so high that her nost private regi on was reveal ed. Wereupon the nan
who foll owed her, staring at the |l egs and perhaps a bit nore, tripped on the fence and fell on his
face. Such was his distraction that his smle remained even after his face nade a dent in the sod.

The red woman turned back and cane to the black man solicitously. She hel ped himup. The
other figures faded out, leaving only those two beside the fence.

Earl e was anazed. This was an interactive illusion! He had participated in ganes and
contests in which peons tried to best each other's images, but the only interacti on was when one
bl otted out another. He had known that amazons had superior illusion, and realized that his own

facility was equival ent, but had never dared play the gane this way. Now, with an amazon, he was
doing it, and it was wonderful

The picture worman did not |et go of the nan once he was stable. Instead she enbraced him
The man | ooked exactly as startled as Earle felt: just how friendly woul d an anazon get with a
peon, even in illusion?
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Wl |, nmaybe he should find out. It wasn't as if any of this was real. It was just a gane,
a distraction fromKara's tiredness, so she could sleep. So he made as bold as he dared. His
figure returned the enbrace, and noved his face slowy toward her figure's face.

She did not pull away. Instead, her face nmet his. They kissed. There was a narvel ously
romanti ¢ nel ody.

Earl e's heart was poundi ng. A peon man was ki ssing an anazon wonan! In fact, an Earle
i mmge was kissing a Kara i mge. That was not only remarkabl e, considering the extrenme difference
in their stations, it was wonderful. He wi shed he could kiss Kara |ike that. But of course it was
i npossi ble. She was playing a game with him teasing him as wonen were wont to do with nen.

Her huge real hand canme up to her bosom Earle quailed. Had he taken the inmage too far
and she was now going to take himout of her pocket and throw hi maway?

But her hand only touched him her fingers squeezing himever so gently in the pocket,
then relaxing. It was reassurance, not censure. She liked the imge-gane.

He put away his dul cimer and wapped his arms around her forefinger and hugged it. Her
hand remai ned, resting on her breast, no weight on him She did not object.
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Earl e had hardly dared believe before, but now he began to. Kara was | onely, as he was, so
was willing to play a gane with i mages that she woul d never have done in reality. Yet how far
woul d she go, in illusion?

The i mage had frozen in place. Now nmotion resuned. The woman di sengaged and st epped away
fromthe nman. But she did not depart. She drew off her tunic and stood before himin her glorious
nakedness, except for her slippers. Then she renoved these too. Sonmehow that nagnified the effect.
She wai t ed.

The i mage man hesitated, then slowy pulled off his own tunic and stood in his slippers.
He hesitated again, but the woman waited. So he took off the slippers too. Earle had to decide in
what state the man shoul d be presented, and decided that any nan in that situation would be npst
ardently inclined. So as the slippers cane off, the masculine desire of the inmage man mani f est ed
Certainly Earle hinmself was in such a state of desire, futile as it mght be. How would the inmage
wonan react?

She sniled and cane to the man. She ki ssed himagain, and pressed in closely, running her
hands across his body as eagerly as he was running his hands across hers. Then they were in the
throes of the kind of |ovemaking that worked best in imagination: no m scues, no objections, no
m sal i gnnment of actions. Everything was perfect, and her ardor matched his. Despite the
perfection, it took a wonderfully long tine to run its course, for illusion could endure for
i nhuman | engt hs.

Then the worman faded fromthe scene. Earle found hinself enbracing and ki ssing Kara's huge
finger. But Kara herself was relaxed. In fact, she had fallen asleep

The shared i mage had finally distracted her enough so that she had tuned out her fatigue
That had after all been the point of it. But in the process, Earle had di scovered sonething
awesone. He was falling in love with the giantess.

IN the norning Kara evidently felt better, but Earle was nervous and confused. How could
he | ove an amazon gi ant? The notion was |udicrous. Nothing could ever cone of it. Yet his pulse
raced as he gazed up at her face, and it raced again as he gazed across and down at her body. She
was his ideal woman, in personality, magic, and form-- except for her size. To her it had been a
ganme of idle fancy; it should have been the
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same for him After all, the sane sequence that had aroused his ultimate passi on had put
her to sleep. That showed that even had they been the sane size in life, she would not have taken
any such relationship seriously. It was no nore than innocuous diversion for her. A harnl ess
flirtation without true enotional involverment. Only a conplete fool would see it otherw se.

Earl e knew hinself for a fool

She lifted himout of the pocket and brought him past the truly awesone val |l ey between her
breasts and on up to her face. She touched her lips to his head, then set himdown. Was she
deliberately playing with his feelings, as she had with his inmage? She was after all an amazon;
they were notorious for their callousness toward peons. Yet his nagic indicated that she renai ned
friendly. He wanted to trust that magic.

They ate their norning neals, then made ready to travel. Kara nade the water porous and
br eat habl e, and wal ked down under the sea to the nether crevice of the East Valley. But here she
paused, and an i nage appeared.

It showed a black-clad man riding up along the filament toward the next world of what sone
call the MIky Way. A larger red-clad wonan renai ned behi nd.
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She wasn't coming? Sonehow he had assuned that she was. But why should she | eave her
wor| d? She had no reason to bring the aninmus; it would only deprive her of her mmgic. She had
hel ped himtravel, and had played with himin fancy, and that was it. She would see himoff, then
return to her hone.

But he did not want to go without her. H's mission renained, but his day and night with
her had done nore than nove his body. It had nmoved his mind. H's heart.

He made a response inmage: a small black man with a large red worman, both traveling the
filament. Then a reprise of their shared inage of the evening, the two figures the sanme size, the
man huggi ng the woman. He was telling her that he cared for her, however foolishly, and wanted her
continui ng conpany. That was all he could do. How woul d she respond?

She sniled. Then she nade the effort, and abruptly they were sailing up along the filanment
bet ween worl ds. She had wanted only his confirmation, his invitation! Did that nean that she cared
for himtoo, or nmerely that she sought a pretext for adventure? He still wasn't sure why she
shoul d support his mssion, because it would cost her her magic. But after |ast night he was not
inclined to question her too closely about that.
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For one thing, this was a nmuch | onger and nore convoluted ride than the one he had taken
al one from Jupiter to Sol

In fact, it shot right past worlds of Jupiter's size and larger, and in and out of snal
ni nety-nine-ray stars in a seeningly endl ess progression. This was part of the huge ray structure
of the star with which Jupiter was associ ated, which was not the one closest to Jupiter. That was
because Jupiter was near the end of a formation reaching from Star 99 to Star 98. They were noving
intoward 99, and it became glorious as they went, though the constant spins into and out of
starlets were dizzying. Gadually Star 98 faded behind, and the light of Star 99 doni nated. But as
they whirled into its mighty vortex, he realized that it was conposed entirely of starlets, which
were composed of smaller starlets, in turn conposed of yet smaller ones. He couldn't focus on
them he had to orient on the larger filament, to stop fromgetting disorientation sickness. Wat
a contrast to his straight-line travel from Jupiter to Sol

Into the heart of 99, into a brief eternity where the endless filanent net the infinitely
smal | space, just as was the case with the nyriad starlets which conprised the |arger pattern
Then out again, whirling and whirling, but the larger filanent was al nost straight to the head of
what appeared to be a tiny projection on a truly nonstrous world. It was in fact a rad, of the
same sort as was on Sol, and on any world: the boulderlike base for an emerging filanent. But this
rad was perhaps a thousand tines the size of Sol, and the world was perhaps a thousand tines the
size of the rad. Earle sinply could not get a proper perspective on it; his inmagination was too
smal|. He had not realized that the universe was quite this big.

They landed on the tip of this projection of the MIky Way, a world of mi nd-nunbingly vast
dimension. Its surface was rough, and there were no faniliar things, just balls and bags and
sticklike things. Kara seened as nystified as Earle was. These worlds were supposed to be simlar,
differing only in size.

Then they realized that they were so snmall for this world that they were the size of
germs, those malicious little creatures that cast spells of ill-health on whonever they infested
No wonder it wasn't recogni zable! But it probably wasn't safe either, because those gerns could be
as big as Kara, and Earle wouldn't even nake a neal for one.

So they cooperated on a vision, magnifying their percep --
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tions until they could see on a scale a mllion tines as large. Now it was apparent that
they stood on the tip of the smallest head, |ooking down toward the main head, and beyond it the
body of the rad, which was actually a tiny one deep in the crevice of Seahorse Valley, between the
M1l ky Way's own head and body. It was perhaps the |east significant aspect of this world, and
their entire system down along the filament, was so m nor as never to have been noticed by the
folk here. This was not the nost pleasant revelation for either Earle or Kara, but did not
entirely surprise them

Near this rad grew nornal trees. It seemed to be regular farm and, with pastures and
villages interspersing the forests. But a mllion times as big as what Kara had known, and even
further renmoved from Earl e's experience. How were they going to comunicate with anyone here, |et
al one get hel p? For it was obvious they would need help; this world was sinply too large for them
to handl e thensel ves.

But Earle was determined to proceed. He nmade a picture: the two of themflying to the
nearest native residence and making pictures for that person. They thensel ves night be far too
smal |l for the native to see, but their illusion inmges could be |arge enough. |llusion could be
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any size, for it was forned of nothing.

So they found shelter in a crevice of stone and rested for a day and ni ght, because the
journey along the filament had tired them both. They nade food and drink and had a good neal, then
rel axed and shared anot her sane-size fantasy. This tine they did not bother with a fence or sheep
his inage and hers appeared directly. It was apparent that Kara enjoyed this as nuch as Earle did,
what ever the nature of her underlying feeling. Such a thing was inpossible physically, but in tne
i mge their representations hugged and ki ssed, and she ran her fingers through his hair and he ran
hi s hands across her bottom and their passion mounted to heights Iike those of the trees of this
worl d, and they proceeded to an act of |ove whose perfection was limted only by their
conpr ehensi ve i magi nati ons.

If only it could be possible! But she was thirty-six tines his height, and he was so snall
to her that she could have eaten himin one mouthful. So she might as well be toying with his
love; it made no difference in any practical way. Their fancies were the only place where it could
happen.
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IN the norning they nade the long flight dowmn to the nearest house. Kara put forth specia
effort, buttressed by Earle's own effort, and was able to fly nuch faster and farther here than on
Sol . Thus they covered a distance that woul d ot herwi se have been unthinkable. By day's end they
were at the base of the rad, near the house.

They spent anot her night, resting physically but not enotionally. Though it seened that
their imagi nati ons had been exhausted in the prior session of shared illusion, they discovered new
resources and nmade anot her wonderful experience of it. Kara even tucked himinto that valley
bet ween her gently heaving breasts, so that he could get just a notion of what it mght be like in
reality. Earle would have forgotten his nmission entirely, had he had a way to do with Kara
physically what he did in imge. But that was a choice he | acked, except to the extent he could
stroke a tiny section of her flesh with his hand. She either liked him or was really teasing him
or bot h.

Next day they approached the native, in much the way Earl e had approached Kara. They
perched invisibly on a win-dowsill and fornmed a trenendous illusion picture for the benefit of the
man as he got up. They decided to use Kara's inage, suspecting that this would inpress the giant,
but Earle's clothing, for the nan was a bl ack-cl ad peon.

It worked. The man was interested. He made i mages of his own, inquiring who they were and
what they wanted of him They explained that they were explorers fromsmaller worlds, and that
they wanted to go to the center of the universe and bring the aninmus. But why woul d Kara, a wonan,
want this? the man inquired in pictures. Because, she replied in pictures, she believed that the
wor | ds were becomi ng decadent under the anima, w thout much vigor, and she thought it would be
nmore interesting under the aninus. The situation of nany wonen, she expl ai ned, was not nuch
i mproved under the anima, for only one wonan coul d be queen, and the queen tended to be jeal ous of
her prerogatives. Perhaps if the burden of power was lifted fromthe shoul ders of wonen, they
could revert to their natural inclination to please nen.

Earle found this interesting. Was it really the way she felt, or was it nmerely to persuade
the native to cooperate? If she neant it, it was one nore reason he wi shed he could really be with
her. She was truly the ideal woman.
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The peon decided that this effort was worth supporting. The way his eyes travel ed across
Kara's inage m ght have had sonething to do with it. Her inage's assumed white cl oak, being
unfam liar, tended to fade out when she was concentrating on difficult concepts, |eaving the nore
fam |iar body exposed. That was enough to nake any man anenabl e.

When the nan di scovered just how nuch snaller Kara was, he was disappointed, but he
remai ned interested in the nission. So he joined them and they flew up to perch on his head. They
used magic to clean out the gerns near the base of the nbst convenient hair on his head, and nade
a shelter there. They stocked it with the conforts of hone.

However, the native had no magic other than illusion, because he was both peon and nal e.
He could not fly across the world to the East Valley. But Earle and Kara had di scovered how to
share their nmagic powers. They united their wills again, and reached down into the will of the
native, and enabled himto draw on the techni ques they possessed. Magic was not so nuch a natter
of power as understanding, it turned out, and their understanding was being lent to him

The man rose up and flew. Delighted, he sailed rapidly across the world, carrying them
along. He flew high, so that the amazons of the MIky Way woul d not spy him and cane down only at
the shore of the East Valley Sea.

After resting another night, and sharing delicious visions with each other but not with
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the huge native man, Earle and Kara proceeded with the giant into the sea and to the fil anent.
Their ability enabled the native to do what he had never before imgi ned, and he sailed up al ong
the filament toward the next world.

So it was that they went to the fifth of the worlds in the chain, which was so big that
they didn't bother to try to imagine it. And the fourth, third, and second, each one equivalently
larger, and finally the first. This was the true center of the universe, so extensive as to be
beyond conprehension. Yet its people were the same, in proportion, as were those on all the |esser
wor | ds.

They proceeded, in their chain of eight that resenbled one with sonething in his hair, to
the East Valley. Here they descended into the sea and stood athwart the filanment there -- except
that this tinme there was no filanment, for this was the origin world, the beginning of the
uni ver se.
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The nonster man of the First Wrld got down so that his head was under the water by the
very tip of the crevice. The giant of the Second World in his hair clinbed dowmn to be even cl oser
and put his head farther into that crevice. So it went, until the giant of the Sixth World, the
M1l ky Way, got down with his head as close in as it could get.

Now it was Earle's turn to act. He disnobunted from Kara's pocket, as she stood in their
house on #6's head. He nmade his way down to the very focus of the cleft and stood there al one.
"Aninmus, | invoke you!" he cried, exerting his wll.

Not hi ng happened. Could it be that his i mense journey had been for nothing? That this was
not the way to i nvoke the ani nus?

Then he heard the sound of Kara's nandolin. She herself was out of sight in the nmurk of
the mghty East Valley Sea, but her nusic reached down to himand touched his soul

He brought out his dulciner, made it full size, and set it up. Then he played on it,
exerting all his skill.

Now he felt it take effect. The music had once again been the key. The world was changi ng,
invisibly, and with it its dependent worlds, as the aninus coursed along the filanents, through to
the | east significant extremties of the universe. It was done.

But there was no apparent change. The giant nen did not seemto have nagi c, and Kara had
not lost hers. Had their effort after all foundered?

"No," Kara's picture reassured him "The thing has happened. The ani na now governs the
worlds. But its effect is subtle, because your magic remains. Mne is gone, but you are inbuing nme
with yours, so | can function as before. It is our children who will feel it. Qur sons wll have
magi ¢, and our daughters will not. In a generation all wll be changed."

Ch. He had not realized that it would not be instantaneous, for the nen. Perhaps that was
just as well, for it neant that the worlds they travel ed would not be instantly chaotic. At |east,
not conpletely so.

THEY made the | ong journey back. On each dawningly chaotic world they left its giant
native, and took the filanment forward to the next. So it was for seven dimnishing | evels. Then
they were back at Sol, Kara's hone.

Earl e suffered agony of heart. "Ch, Kara," his inmage
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said to hers as the two enbraced. "I don't want to | eave you! | have deprived you of your
magi ¢, and without nme you will have none."

"I would have you remain with me, were it possible, for other reason than that," her image
replied, kissing his. "But this is no world for you. You nust return to your hone, where you will
be honored."

"l amuncertain of that," he replied. "The amazons will not be pleased to know that | have
deprived them of their power, and the peons will not yet have that power. The anazons will take
great delight in executing ne."

"True. Then | wi S go with you and protect you fromtheir nalice. As long as | amw th you
my power will seemto remain, and it will daunt them If it does not, | can sinply step on them"

Earl e woul d have argued, but he now had two excellent reasons to desire her conpany, so he
did not.

They took the filament together, and arrived at the East Valley of Jupiter. Kara waded out
of the sea.

Then they paused to reconsider. Earle did not want her giant feet to tranple on the peons.

Where coul d they go, where Kara would be wel cone? "I fear you have no nore place on nmy world than
I on yours," his image said sadly.
Then she had an idea. "Is this not close to the origin of our species?" her inmage
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i nqui red.

"Why, yes, as legend has it. The tiny subordinate world of Oria is fabled to have been the
origin fromwhich manki nd spread across the universe.™

"Then on that tiny world nust be the secret of size," she said. "For as we have seen
every world has people and aninmals and plants in proportion to itself. Everything is self-simlar;
it is a guiding principle of our universe. They must have been nmagically changed to fit, and the
first people nmust have known how to do it. That magic has been lost in the course of the eons, but
perhaps it remai ns known on that one world, or can be rediscovered there."

"The secret of size!" he said, excited. "If we had that, we could beconme the sane in body
as we are in imge!"

"That was ny thought," her inmage confessed, blushing prettily.

Now Earl e remenbered how she had said "our children," perhaps unconsciously, and he
understood that she re --
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turned his love. She had not been teasing hinm she had been giving himall that was
possi bl e.

So they flew a quarter circle around Jupiter, treading on no peons, and | anded at the tip
of the head of the head of the appropriate rad. Then they rode the filanent out to Oia.

Oia was tiny. Every step Earle took was like twenty or twenty-five of his normal ones.
For Kara, it was worse. To her, the natives stood only about the thickness of the cloth of her
tunic in height, and were no nore visible than an ant. To avoid squishing fol k, she decided to
wade at the edge of the water, or to fly, rather than to tread on | and.

But where was the place to find the secret? They considered, and concluded that since this
was the ninth world in the chain, it nust be at the ninth rad. As it happened, that rad was well
up toward the East Sea. In fact, it was under the East Sea. It was believed that mankind and al
the animal s originated under the sea, so this nmade sense.

They went there, and Kara stood over the rad, and set Earle down on it. They were right at
the verge of the sea; the top of the rad forned an island just offshore, |arge enough for Kara to
lie on.

Earl e stood on it and brought out his dulciner. Kara had hers, but it was reduced to the
size of his for easy transport, and she saw no need to restore it yet. He was the one with the
special magic, and only his rmusic would do it.

He pl ayed, and the sound spread out across the sea and nade it shinmer, and across the
land and made it quiver. It reached into the sky, and the clouds shivered and turned to haze. "I
feel it!" Earle cried. "I can change the size of the one for whom | play. | will nmake ne large, to
mat ch you."

"No, make me small to match you," Kara said. "W shall still both be large for this world
and we can remain here together in confort."

Earl e agreed. Since he now had the power, and could invoke it anywhere, they decided to
get safely to the shore first. She quickly took himup and floated to the shore, where they sat
side by side on the edge of the water, she towering over himas he dangled his feet in the water.
To her, the bank was nerely a rise, and the sea here barely covered her toes.

He played for her, and she began to shrink. It was working! Once started, the process
continued by itself, so he put aside his dulciner and reached up to hold her huge little finger
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It grew steadily snmaller, until he was able to grasp her huge hand. The hand becane
smal l er, along with her body, until at last she was his size. She got up and stepped out of the
sea to stand before him She had shrunk entirely out of her clothing and was naked.

Delighted, he enbraced her and kissed her on the lips, physically, for the first tine.

But she continued shrinking. Horrified, he tried to hold her, but she shrank in his armns.
He took up his dul cimer and played, but the spell would not be reversed. It was running its
course, heedless of his will. He had invoked a spell he did not properly understand, and now was
payi ng the penalty.

Hel pl ess, he watched her dimnish. Her own mandolin, fornmerly a tiny thing in her huge
hand, remained as it was, and now was far too large for her to play. It slid off the bank and
partway into the sea. He was now too large to be her |over. She diminished to a quarter his
hei ght, to an eighth, a sixteenth. Al he could do was shield her with his huge hand, preventing
her fromfalling into the sea.

Then, less than a twentieth of his height, she stopped. She was now the sanme size as a
native of this planet. Their problem of size remmined; they had in effect changed pl aces.

Suddenly he understood. "The nmagi c nakes a person fit the world!" he exclainmed. "It nakes
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folk grow or shrink, depending on the world, so that thereafter they can reside there in confort."

She sent up an image: "Then join nme, beloved!" the inmage cried.

| medi ately, he played the nmusic for hinself. He began to shrink. He set down the dul cimer
and the two hammers, for they were not affected, and his own cl oak becane too large for him He
stepped out of it, and back fromthe brink of the cliff, which was now quite formnidable though it
had been no nore than knee height to himbefore. His dulcimer slid off, joining her mandolin,
partly in the sea. It could not be hel ped.

He becane her size, and stopped. Again he enbraced her, and kissed her, and did with her
the things they had done only in inage before. Then they made new cl othing for thensel ves and
wal ked away fromthe sea. They were united at |ast.
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CHAPTER 8

SECRET

M ON A cane out of the story, the understanding form--

ing. Kara the giantess had | ooked exactly |ike Nona

herself; she had seen it in the picture in Angus' nind. This nyth

expl ai ned not only the com ng of the aninus but also the origin

of mankind on Oria itself.

"No," Angus said, answering her thought. "Mankind was'there on your world and mine | ong
before then. It nerely explains the arrival on your world of two whomyou call Mega-players, one
of themny size, the other nmuch |l arger. Perhaps Kara did not |ook |ike you; that was ny fancy. But
it is one of our stories of the way of the universe, and it suggests how those instrunents of ours
came to your world."

"Must | go to the origin of the universe, as Earle did?" Nona asked, appall ed.

"I think not. The aninus, as our nyth has it, flows fromthe origin to the smaller worlds.
But the anina is opposite. That should flow the other way."

"The other way!" Nona exclaimed, seeing it. "But there are nmany small worlds, and only one
master world. How can we know whi ch one?"

"l suspect that it is no single world, but any world," Angus said. "Each world can be
changed fromits own proper source. It may be that the aninmus sweeps all worlds at once, while the
anima takes one world at a tine, as its fol k discover

how to do it. Thus we should be subject to periods of conplete aninus, followed by
gradual 'y increasing anima, until sone chanpi on i nvokes the aninus again for all."

"The little world we stopped at on the way here!" Col ene excl ai ned. "They had just
converted to anima! They had found the way."

"Perhaps they can tell you, then," Angus said. "It should be sinmply a matter of standing
over the correct spot, playing your nusic, and invoicing the anima. But | nust warn you -- "

"That it won't change everything i mediately," Nona said. "That | now understand. But the
power of the despots will be curtailed, and the next generation will be ours."

"Note that in the legend, Earle and Kara did not remain to face their people after the
change to aninus," Angus said. "Had they done so, they mi ght have encountered unkind treatnent at
the hands of the amazons, who woul d have wi el ded consi derable power for a tinme, even wthout their
magi c. So they went anonynously to a new world, escaping that consequence.”

Nona consi dered that. She had assuned before coning here that the change woul d be instant
and conplete, with the nen |l osing their nagic and the wonen gaining it, according to their orders
of birth. That way she woul d have been queen i medi ately. That was not actually a role that
appeal ed to her. She desired to be queen no nore than she desired to be a theow housew fe; both
were confining for life. She was doing this not for any personal gain, but for the welfare of her
people. It was now apparent that the anima, when | ong established, was no better than the aninus;
both were nerely vehicles for the trans-mittal of power. But it seenmed best that they be changed
every so often, to clear out corruption and give new folk a chance to do better

So she woul d not be queen. She might instead be a martyr, as the despots struck savagely
in revenge for their loss of heredity. That was even worse. Still, she had to do it, if only
because now that she had cone here she was known, and her fanmily and friends would suffer if the
despots retained power.

"Not so, lovely little lady," Angus said, receiving her thought. "You will be the only
person on your world with full magic. You will therefore be queen i medi ately, having the power.
You will have to organize your people and institute the

144 FRACTAL MODE

new order, abolishing the old. Then there will be no threat to those close to you."
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"But | amno | eader!" Nona protested. "I can not be ruthless!"

"Riding the tiger," Colene nurnmured. In her mind was a picture of a young wonman on the
back of a nmonstrous ugly feline, in control only so long as she did not disnount.

"However, interpretation |leads to further insights about the spread of nan across the
worl ds, " Angus said. "In the | egend, they had the secret of size change, and it was presuned that
t hose who crossed between the worl ds invoked that magic to beconme the appropriate size for that
world. But their instrunents did not follow, Earle did not think to make them conform Nothing is
sai d about animals and plants, which nust have been brought by the col onizing explorers. But there
woul d have been simlar magic for them for all things are in proportion to the size of their
worl ds. Yet | know of no such magic. No one in real life can change size. Was the magic |l ost after
the initial colonization? The | egend suggests otherwi se, for Earle and Kara were different sizes,
yet each changed to becone anot her size. Wiy, then, can we not discover or renmenber the secret?
have quested through the ruins of past tines, and found no record of any such magic. | do not
believe that it exists."

"But folk are different sizes!" Nona protested. "W differ fromyou, and fromthe tiny
folk of the little world we passed. W know this is the case."

"Folk are different," he agreed. "But there nmay be no nagi c about that."

Nona shook her head, confused. "But there has to be! How el se could they becone the right
si zes?"

Angus gl anced at the others. "I wonder whether any of your conpani ons from other real ms
have i deas on this?"
"Sure,"” the intense young Col ene said inmediately. "Evolution.” Nona heard the word, but

the concept was too conplicated to fathom

Angus, however, was interested. "This is a science concept?"

"It sure is," Colene agreed. "It nmeans that plants and aninmals change little by little,
over the mllennia, the fittest surviving, the unfit dying. They grow small or |arge, depending on
what works best. In this reality it would nean that they

SECRET 145

evolve to fit the worlds they are on; there nust be an advantage to being the right size
for each."

"Then how woul d you interpret the presence of small mnusical instrunments here, or large
ones on the little world of Oria?"

"Easy. The peopl e brought them al ong when they settled. But each generation changed in
size, while the instrunments didn't, so finally the people couldn't play them and had to nmake new
ones that matched their size. | admt | find the acoustics hard to believe; the longer strings and
| arger soundi ng chanbers in the large instruments should play deeper notes than the snmall ones,
but that doesn't seemto be the case. But then big people Iike you should collapse under their own
wei ght -- square-cube ratio, you know -- but you don't, and Jupiter doesn't have any stronger
gravity than Oria; we're the sane weight here as we are there. But even so, you should feel tw ce
as nmuch strain on your feet, and you don't, so science just doesn't apply. So okay, the rest of
sci ence doesn't work here, but maybe evol ution does. That hammered dul ci mer Nona just played
bel onged to your distant ancestors, who were snall when they cane here. And those big instrunents
on Oria belonged to folk your size, before they evolved down to regular size for that world."

"I can't make sense of this!" Nona said, her mind awhirl. "There nust be size spells!"”

"I admit it is difficult to believe," Angus said. "But it is just one of those inpossible
things we are constrained to accept. The archaeol ogi cal evidence indicates that Col ene is correct.
We have found small bones and tools, and |arger ones, and larger still, and the snallest are the
ol dest. It happened gradually, for people and aninmals and trees too."

"But Earle and Kara -- "

"Alegend is only a story," Angus said. "A sinplified menory, an attenpt to explain what
we ot herwi se have difficulty understanding. W see the relics of past tines, and they are the
Wwrong size, so we suggest that magic was responsible. But in this case there seens to be anot her
expl anati on, and Col ene's ready appreciation of it satisfies nme that she is indeed froma
di fferent kind of place."

"But if it happened slowy,
incredible notion, "then Earle -- Kara --
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"Did not invoke magic to change size," Angus finished. "True. If they existed at all, it
was not in the fashion described. That nust be a happy ending put on to satisfy nore recent
listeners. But it does suggest that there was travel in each direction. Small folk cane fromOia
to Jupiter, and colonized it, and slowy grew |large. Then, later, large folk nust have returned to

Nona said, trying hard to reason out the consequences of this
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Oia and colonized it again, and slowly grown small. The nyth and the physical remmants agree on
this; only the particular manner and timng of it remain obscure.”

"But then the Megapl ayers -- "

He smiled sadly. "Are nerely your nane for ordinary folk like nme, on this larger world.
have no magic to help you, pretty little wonman. Even if | went to Oia, | would have no nore power
than you, except that | could step on despots. In fact | would have less, for |I can not conpel
loyalty to your cause by playing a nelody, and | could not bring the anima to Oria no matter how
hard | tried. None of the folk of Jupiter could,"”

"But ny nother told nme to seek the Megapl ayers!” Nona was near tears of confusion and
frustration.

"Per haps she spoke wi sely," Angus said. "I can not do such magic nyself, but | nay be able
to advise you in such a way as to enable you to do it yourself. Though | believe there is no nmagic
of living size change, there obviously is the nmagic of aninus and anima, and location is surely
vital toit. | believe if you ask the folk of the smaller world you passed, they will tell you
that they had a wonman of the appropriate |lineage, and that she stood at the appropriate site and
i nvoked the anima for her world. That is what you nust do."

"I can change it right on Oria?" Nona asked, anazed.

"That is my belief. You are the ninth of the ninth. There is surely a corresponding site
on your world that will resonate to your magic. Unfortunately | do not know where that woul d be.
There are so many rads on each world, and so many rads on each rad, that a person could spend a
lifetime traveling to each one and trying to invoke the magic, and die before finding the right
one."

"The ninth of the ninth," Nona said. "That nust be the one."

"Undoubt edl y. But where does the count start, and in what direction does it proceed?"
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Nona was unabl e to answer. She had no idea how to count rads. She had never thought of
such a thing before.

"Maybe the little folk on that world we passed,” Colene said. "Since they did do it, they
have to know. "

"Yes, and they might even be willing to tell you," Angus said. "But their world is not the
same as yours, so their site on it would differ accordingly. It would not work for you. And it may
be that they did not do it by counting, but found it by chance."

Col ene nodded soberly. "Probably wasted effort,” she agreed. "What we need is a solid,
sensi bl e system of counting, and | guess that doesn't exist in this universe. Qherw se these
changeovers woul d be nore comon than they are."

"Such a system does exist in your universe?" Angus inquired.

"Ch, sure, it nust. They know a | ot about fractals. | never got into it deeply, but the
library has whol e books -- " She paused with realization. "I could probably find out, on Earth! If
| got to the right library, or maybe found the right person. Only I can't get back to Earth,
because we can't use our anchor. That's why we were trying to help Nona, so she could get rid of
the aninmus and it would stop interfering with our access to the Virtual Mde."

"I am not clear about the nature of this anchor," Angus said. "I gather it is a portal."

Nona was gl ad to hear the question, because the concept confused her too. She had seen the
party appear, and understood that they could not go back, but it was alien nmagic. Seqiro had
expl ai ned the Virtual Mdde to her, but her conprehension remained |inited.

"It is a connection to a particular reality,” Darius said. "The Virtual Mde is like a
slanting ranp, crossing nmany |levels, and each level is areality -- an entire universe. But it has
to be anchored in five places, or it spins wildly. Each anchor ties it to one reality, and all of
us on the Mbde can pass through those anchors and renain in their realities. W cane through
Nona's anchor, and so we are here. But the aninus prevents us fromreturning through it and
resumng our journey to ny home reality."

Angus' brow furrowed. "Is this anchor a place or a person?”

"Both. The person nakes it, by conmitting to it when
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the Virtual Mdde offers. But it is also the place where that person stands when that
conmi tnent is made."

"What happens when the person noves away fromthat place?"

"Not hi ng," Darius said. "The person can go anywhere in the anchored reality, or in the
Virtual Mode, which is like a reality of its owm nade fromthin strips of all the other realities
it crosses. Nona could go to any of our hone realities, just as we cane to hers. But only Nona, of
all those native to her reality, can use that anchor, and only she can free it. Except for the
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i nterference of the aninus."

"Free it?" Angus asked.

"She conmitted it; she can unconmt it. Then she will be left in her owmn reality, and the
rest of us will be on the Virtual Mdde seeking other realities."

"Suppose she frees it when the rest of you are on this side of the anchor?"

Darius paused. So did the others; their rmutual surprise was shared by Seqiro, so that al
knew that all felt it.

"We could be trapped!" Col ene said after a nonent.

"I"'mnot sure of that,"” Darius said. "It would | eave a Virtual Mdde with no anchor people
on it." But he was uneasy. H's nenory, now shared by the others, suggested that many peopl e had
entered Virtual Mdes, and few had returned to their original anchors. Was this what happened?

“I think Nona is nore critical to your welfare than you thought," Angus said. "At |east
while you are in her reality. But fromwhat you say, you are not necessarily safe while on the
Mode, because you are always in some slice of reality, and if one of you was killed, control over
that anchor would be | ost and you woul d be destabilized."

"I't's no safe place," Colene agreed. "Only soneone desperate or hal fway suicidal should
risk it." There was an undercurrent there that appalled Nona; the girl was speaki ng of herself.

"l have a conjecture,” Angus said. "Nona is the key person for the anima. She has ful
magi c, and the ability to enlist others with her nusic. Wen she stands on the correct spot and

i nvokes the anima, it will spread across her world. This suggests that she has the power to
nullify the animus. That power is normally limted, but can still nullify it for particular people
when she tries, as we have seen here. W have al
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becone ani ma. That nay not nmatter for those of you of other universes, but it does for ne.
I am hel pi ng her now because she has brought me into the anima, at least in spirit. My powers are
at her disposal."

"But | seek no power over you,"” Nona protested. "I only want to rmake nmy world better."

"You have it, nonethel ess,” Angus said. "If you were ny size, and wished to marry ne, |
woul d marry you, even as Kara married Earle after he brought her into the aninus. But that is not
ny thought. It is that if you can nullify the aninmus for single people el sewhere, and for the
entire world at the nines spot, you nust be able to have effect at the site of this anchor. You
shoul d be able to nullify the aninmus and allow the others to return to their Virtual Mode."

Agai n they paused in surprise. That did nmake sense.

"W can go back!" Col ene excl ai ned.

"No," Proves said alnost at the sanme tine. "Her power was not that great. She was able to
enable only the smaller part of the group to pass."

"She renenbers!” Col ene said.

"But she has already forgotten nmentioning it," Darius added. "She can't remenber what she
has told us, so doesn't speak often."” Indeed, Proves was |ooking perpl exed, catching on that she
must have said sonething, but not yet knowing what it was. It was yet to be triggered by their
prior dial ogue.

"But that neans that only one or two of us can pass through," Col ene said. "Wich ones?"

"“You nust be one," Angus pointed out. "Since you al one know t he way around your world. You
will go and return with the information. Assum ng one other can go with you, which should it be?"

"Seqgiro!" Colene said instantly.

"Both," Proves said.

"I's that nunber or mass?" Darius asked, asking the question the wonman had just answered.
Then, realizing that he would have to say nore for her to understand the question, he added: "The
peopl e who pass back through the anchor."

"Whi ch neans the horse is too big," Nona said, catching on to the peculiarities of this
di al ogue. "So it must be you, Darius. Unless -- "

"I did," Proves said.
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"Who el se went through the anchor with Col ene?" Darius asked, quickly nmaking the question
fit the answer.

And that seenmed to be it. Col ene and Proves woul d go, |eaving Darius and Seqiro behind.
Nona realized that one thing was sure: Col ene would do her utnost to return, rather than to be cut
off fromher nman and her horse. And Provos, with her nenory of things to cone, should be able to
hel p her considerably.

Angus had i ndeed been a big help, not because of his size or any power of magic, but
because of what he knew of |egend, and his ability to reason
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But the noment they addressed the prospect of a partial return, they realized that there
was nore to consider. "W can't just go back to Oria, walk up to the anchor, and nove two of us
through,” Col ene said. "The despots are out |ooking for us, and you can bet they have people
wat ching the East Valley. They'|ll throw us hi chains the nonent we |and there."

Agai n Angus had a good suggestion. "Wen you travel the filament, you pass nany worlds.
Most are so small you can not even see them but |large ones are passed too. If you go to a world
beyond yours, then return fromthere to the head of Oria, you may elude the anbush of the
despots.”

Col ene gazed up at him "You are sone kind of genius, Angus!" she exclainmed. "If you were
my size, |I'd kiss you."

Hi s i mage appeared before her, her size. "Really?" the inmage asked.

Colene tried to kiss the i mage, but her head passed right through w thout resistance. The
i mage | aughed.

Col ene stepped back and reconsidered. "Nona! Seqiro! Gve nme an inmge."

bl igingly Nona made an i nage of Col ene, standing beside her, and the horse enabl ed Col ene
to identify with that image, so that she could control it directly. Now the illusion girl stepped
toward the Angus inmage, enbraced it, and kissed it resoundingly. "But | won't go as far as Kara
did," her inmage said, |aughing.

The Angus image shook its head. "It is hard to believe that you are unhappy," it said, and
faded out.

"It is getting late in the day," Darius said. "W had better rest, and return tonorrow. W
will still have an extended job of conjuring to do when we arrive on Oria, to get fromthe Wst
Spi ke to the East Valley."
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"That should not be a problem" Angus said.

"Not for you," Darius agreed. "You could fly the length of that world in a day. But only
Nona can fly, in our group; the rest nust wal k or be conjured fromplace to place, tediously."

"No problemfor me or for you,"” Angus said. "Because of course | amconming with you. M
service to Nona will not be conplete until she ushers in the aninma."

Nona turned to stare up at him "You will do that? Go to Oria and carry us?"

"This is the nature of ny commtment,"” Angus said. "As it was with Kara and Earle. The
| egend may not be technically accurate, but the substance is correct. | will help you in whatever
way | can. So far | have done so with nmy mind, but I will do so with ny body also. This is one
advant age of not being your size." He glanced down at Colene as if regretting that advantage.

Nona felt like kissing himherself. His presence on Oria would enornously sinplify their
probl ens there.

THEY had a confortable night in a box with separate chanbers for each, including the
horse, and abundant pillows. Soon enough the others were asleep, but Nona | ay awake. They had
acconpl i shed much, but nuch remai ned, and she feared that their future course would not be easy.

A man appeared in her chanmber. It was the i mage of Angus. "Since you and | and Seqiro
remai n awake, let us talk," he said.

Nona was gl ad for the conpany. "Sit beside ne," she suggested. She was consci ous again of
t he marvel ous nagi ¢ of the horse, which allowed perfect conmunication between those whose
| anguages woul d ot herwi se be a severe barrier

Angus-image did. "Do not m sunderstand ny purpose,” he said. "I have not cone to seek any
favor fromyou, but to broach nore serious subjects that occurred to nme in afterthought.”

"Maybe those are what are keeping nme awake," Nona sai d.

“Your young man -- Stave -- what do you suppose is his situati on now?"
There was the heart of it. Angus nust have picked up her suppressed concern fromthe
context of the thoughts the horse relayed automatically. "I fear for him"
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"Wth reason, if your despots are like ours. They will believe himto be guilty, because
of his association with you. They may treat hi munkindly."

"No!" she said, neaning yes.

"But perhaps they will anticipate your return, having fathoned your nature," Angus
continued. "In that case they will keep himcaptive, hostage to your behavior. This is perhaps
your gravest danger."

"How can | do anything if he suffers?" she asked, dreading the answer.

"You can not, for you are of a gentle nature. But if you will consider the advice of one
who is conversant with the despotic nentality, | can help you in this too."

"Tell me what to do!"
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"It is not for ne to tell you, but for you to tell ne. Here is my suggestion. Send Darius
and Seqiro early to the region you suspect Stave will be held. Let the horse locate himw th m nd-
talk. Then let the man renmove himby living conjuration.”

"Yes!" Then she reconsidered. "But if | do that, instead of going to the anchor to help
themthrough it, the delay nmay inperil ny mssion with the aninma."

"This is why | have approached you privately about this matter," Angus-inmage said. "It is
a decision for you to nmake alone. | will support you in whatever you choose."

Nona considered. "No, | do not have the right. Stave is dear to me alone, not to the
others, and they will be endangered. They are helping me to bring the aninma, as you are. | can not

wor k agai nst them wi thout their agreenent.”

"Perhaps | can distract the despots, so that Stave can be rescued w thout del aying the
others.™

"It is not right to ask you to endanger yourself for such a thing either,
I think I love Stave, but | fear | can not save him"

Anot her figure appeared. It was Colene. "Don't turn your back on Stave," she said. "Do you
think I want you near ny man, if you've lost your nman?"

"Ch, but | wouldn't -- "

she said. "I --

"When Proves and | go through the anchor, that will |eave you and Darius and Seqiro.
Darius notices wonen. |1'd feel a lot better if Stave were there too."

Suddenly Nona appreciated the sense of it. Still, she
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wasn't sure. "If saving Stave takes tine, you nay not get to go through your anchor. Then
all will be |lost, because we need that information."

"It's a calculated risk," the girl replied. "I take themall the time. Save him"

That seemed to be it. "Then | will do it." Nona reached out to touch Col ene, forgetting
that she couldn't make contact with an inmage, however real it seened.

But her hand encountered a solid shoul der. Col ene was physi cal

"Seqiro woke ne," Colene said. "He figured it was ny business, and it was." She wal ked
away, returning to her chanber.

Nona shook her head. She did not properly understand Col ene, but she liked her. It was a
great relief to try to save Stave.

"There is another matter," Angus said. "In any event, the despots will be pursuing you
closely, and their familiars will be watching every likely place. The site of the anchor will
certainly be anong them even if they do not understand its significance. It nmay even be that the
rescue of Stave will help distract themfromit, as they will think that your interest is only in
him But you are unlikely to be able to gather at that site without very soon being pressed by
despots. You may get the two people through the anchor, but then not have tine to escape

yoursel ves. Even if you conjure as a group to another place, they will be in hot pursuit. | could
carry you away, but | will be plainly visible, and unless | take you off that world -- "

"If we get themthrough the anchor, and the despots see, they'l|l never stop watching that
pl ace,” Nona said. "Colene and Proves will be captured the nmonent they return."”

"I fear that is the case. So sonme other distraction seens warranted."

"You have an idea?"

"Yes. If you can nmeke it seemthat the site is of no significance, and that you are nerely
passing it on the way to sone other site, perhaps they will watch you instead of that place."

"But it's right by the sea. There's nothing el se there except -- Nona paused. "Except
the instrunments of the Mega-pl ayers.”

“Whi ch you now know have no special significance,
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though they may be archaeol ogically relevant," Angus said. "However, your despots may
bel i eve otherwi se. They nmay assune that those are what you seek. If you go to them and perhaps
even enter them-- "

"Enter a giant petrified nusical instrunent?"

"The inmage in your mnd suggests that Kara's mandolin is there, whose hole is at the |eve
of the sea. If you entered that, and then were conjured away, they m ght assune that that was the
anchor. They might destroy it, but |eave the real anchor site al one."

"Colene is right!" Nona exclainmed. "You are a genius!"

"However, there remains the problemof hiding until Colene returns with the information
You nust keep yourselves safe, or it will still go for nothing. | have one nore suggestion, which
may not appeal to you."

"I"'msure it is a good one," Nona said. She renmined amazed at the intelligence of this
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giant. Provos had been entirely correct in selecting A ngus to convert.

"It is that you go inside the world."

Nona's heart seened to constrict. "The inner world!" she said. "Were the denons dwel|!"

"They are not denobns, but the descendants of people and animals and plants that entered
that realmlong ago," he said. "I have nade a study of themtoo, for they are part of the history
of what we are. They exist | think in every world, large and snall. They are no | onger
conventional in appearance, but many do have human intelligence, and perhaps human enotions. They
surely do not like the despots, who kill anything strange on sight. They m ght give you
sanctuary."

“I't would be a terrible ganble,” Nona said, appall ed.

"Perhaps it is not a good suggestion. | could bring you back here."

"No, we have to be close to the anchor, because the despots will be near it even if they
don't realize exactly where it is, and Col ene and Provos wi |l be exposed."

"I will not be able to go with you, inside your world. It is too small for me. But | could
carry inmages of all of you away, perhaps decoying the despots.”

"That shoul d be good," Nona agreed. "But Angus, if we are successful, and the ani ma cones

to Oria, what will you do? Jupiter will still be aninus."
“I will return to ny nornmal pursuits. My life is not a bad
SECRET 155
one. The events occurring on Oria will have no effect on Jupiter, and there will be no

onus attaching to ne here. This will be nerely an interesting sidelight in nmy life, of no interest
to others.” He seened a little sad.

“You don't suppose there could be a wonan of the aninma on Jupiter, who -- "

He smiled. "I doubt it. These are rare occurrences. In any event | would be too old for
her. But | thank you for the thought."

"And | thank you for your help. You surely are the Megapl ayer | sought."

H s unage faded. She was al one again. Now she was able to sleep. She dreaned of Kara,
|l ooking like herself, and of Earle, looking |like a cross between Angus and Dari us.

IN the norning Angus carried themto the region of the spike on the rad, and invoked the
filament nagic. He was larger, and his range was farther, so they went directly to a worldlet in
the spike of Oria. This was so snall that there was no place on it for Angus to stand; he nerely
touched it lightly with his hand, the one holding Seqgiro. Nona gazed down in the world, and from
this vantage it did indeed |ook Iike a bug, as Col ene described it, with a crude heart-shaped body
and a round head and stubby legs of different sizes. Filanents extended out fromthe head like
el aborate feelers, and fromthe legs |ike webs. Still, this was a world, surely with its tiny
people, its despots and its theows, its families and its children, with their dreans and
frustrations. What a marvel of scale this universe was, with worlds and people of every size, and
simlar cultures everywhere though they hardly communi cated with each other or even knew of each
ot her's exi stence.

Yet by simlar token she now knew that this universe was only one of many, and that the
others were simlar in having their people and dissimlar in having their different rul es of
magi c. So in some, men could conjure living folk, and in sone horses could do mind-magic. Wat an
exciting larger framework that nust be! If only she coujd visit it! But of course her place was
here in her own reality, on her ownh world, ordinary as it now seened.

Angus oriented on the filament, going the other way, and conjured themalong it. Suddenly
they were on the head of Oria, and everything except Angus was nornmal. Except that
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this was the part of Oria Nona had never before seen: the western spike, with its base in
the di m nishing series of heads. Like Jupiter, only rmuch smaller.

Now t hey noved into their plan. They split into two groups, with Seqiro and Dari us
toget her, while Nona, Colene, and Provos remmi ned with Angus. Nona concentrated to | ocate and
alert her prior famliar, the bat, and cause it to fly out to a spot near the despots' castle. She
had never before tried to do this at such a range, but was successful. Seqiro's range was |imted,
but contact with a famliar was a different kind of nagic. Wen the bat found a glade in the
forest that was unoccupi ed, Darius conjured hinself and the horse there. The two di sappeared, and
woul d rejoin the others when they had rescued Stave.

Angus floated up high and began the daylong flight across the world. Now it hardly seened
different fromtheir other travels; the forest and fields spread out between the rads exactly as
on Jupiter or on the little worlds at which they had stopped. But on this one she had direct
personal experience of the human events.

She had time to think during the flight, and that was unfortunate. She was worried about
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Stave, and Seqiro and Darius. Had they been able to rescue Stave, or had they just gotten
thensel ves in trouble? Colene had told her to go for the rescue, but if it failed, what was
Col ene's |1 0ss? Her man and her wonderful horse!

She | ooked at Col ene. They could not talk now, because their |anguages were gi bberish to
each other and Seqiro was not here to join them They were sinmilarly isolated from Angus. They
knew what they had to do, but they had been rendered into tenporary strangers. The | oss of Seqiro
was pai nf ul

Col ene net her gaze and nodded yes.

Nona was startled. Could the girl have the m nd-nagic?

Col ene seened surprised too. She held up her hand with her thunb and forefinger al nost
touching, as if to say "this much." Alittle bit of mnd-nmagic? The ability to receive a few
t houghts, but not to send them out?

Col ene nodded. But she seemed unsure. As if it were a talent she was just |earning,
perhaps from her association with the horse.

Nona had an idea. She nade a slate, and a piece of chal k. She showed it to the girl. She
drew a circle on the slate, then
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erased it. Then she held the slate up so that it faced away from Col ene, and drew a
triangle. She | ooked past it at the girl.

Colene lifted one hand. Slowy she traced the outline of a figure in the air. It was a
triangle.

Nona turned the slate around, showing the triangle. Colene broke into a smle.

Now t hey had sonething to do to divert their mnds. Nona drew other figures, and Col ene
traced themw th her finger. She was always right. She was picking it up from Nona's mnind.

Then Nona drew anot her triangle, but forned a nental inage of a square.

Col ene | ooked perplexed. Finally she drew a figure with seven points, but evidently wasn't
sure of it.

Nona turned the slate around, showing the triangle. Then she tapped her head, and drew t he
square superinposed on the triangle. The two together fornmed a figure with seven points. |Inage and
t hought had nerged, and Col ene had received bot h.

The girl | ooked awed. She really was doing nmind-magi c! Nona renenbered what it had felt
like to discover that she had the power of healing, or the power of conpaction. It was wonderful,
but al so somewhat frightening. Wiat did such magi ¢ mean? How woul d it change her |ife? WAs she
truly glad to have it?

The answer was yes: the nore nagic the better. It just took sone getting used to.

Col ene caught her eye again and nodded. The girl was reassured by Nona's experience. Her
power might be slight conpared to that of the horse, but it was neverthel ess significant, and it
nmi ght grow.

Provos was sleeping. It seened best for the two of themto do the same. They m ght be busy
far into the night.

AT dusk they reached the East Sea. Angus was plainly tired. He would not be able to do
anything nore than set them. down and nove away. But he had gotten them here, and the despots had
not intercepted them

Now it was tinme to do their routine, to fool the despots about their real purpose here.

Angus cane down beyond the castle, well away fromthe place of the instruments. He stood
there a nonent, and put his
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hand down to the ground. A blackbird turned in the air, spying the giant: the despots were
being al erted.

Angus straightened up and started wal king. He was as tall as the trees of the forest, and
he nmoved rapidly. He was not physically tired, but magically tired; this was a rest for himas
well as a distraction for the despots.

Col ene!

It was Seqiro's thought, sent to all of them They had cone within the horse's range!
Nona's relief was so great she was unable to fornulate a thought right away.

"Did you get Stave?" Col ene cried.

Yes. He is with us. W are hiding in the forest. W have been noving around all day,
avoi di ng the despots.

"Then conme to us!" Colene said joyfully. "Angus, hold out your other hand."

The giant did so. The horse and two nmen appeared in it. They had been reunited!

"Where are the despots?" Col ene asked as Nona waved to Stave.
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"Everywhere," Darius replied. "Their fanmiliars are scouting all around, and the despots of
the rest of the world are doing the same. They knew you were comi ng, but not where you would | and.
They will close in on us the nonment Angus sl ows.”

Nona saw that the man held a new little doll figure he had crafted: one which resenbled
Stave. He nust have had to conjure hinself into Stave's cell, to get the necessary air, |iquid,
and solid for the conjuration of the new person.

Angus paused, and bent down again, touching the ground with the backs of his hands. After
a nmonent he stood again, resunming his wal k. Now the despots had another site to investigate; their
famliars had not been close enough to see whether the giant had actually put anyone down, and
there could be people fleeing into the forest.

"W'l | have to act quickly, when we do," Darius said. "W don't know how long it will take
to get you through the anchor."

Nona gl anced at Proves. The wonan seenmed unconcerned. That should be a good sign

Angus nade two nore pauses, roughly circling the despots' castle. Then he came to the
field near the instruments.
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There were no despots there. They had been fooled into thinking it wasn't inportant. Angus
st opped near the brink

"CGo!" Col ene exclainmed, junping off the hand. Proves and Nona foll owed her. Darius and
Stave got off the other hand and cane to join them

Provos seened to know what she was doing. She wal ked briskly to the brink and reached for
Nona' s hand.

Nona concentrated, trying to will the anina into being. Wuld it work w thout the nusic?

Provos di sappear ed.

Col ene took Nona's hand. "Keep an eye out for our return," she said. "And watch yourself
with my horse, wonan."

Nona had to smile. She willed the anima again, and Col ene di sappear ed.

They are com ng

#Jona ran back to the giant's hand, paced by Stave and Darius. They clinbed on, while
Seqgiro remai ned on the other hand. Angus stood.

I ndeed, horses were galloping toward themfromthe village. Nona didn't want to find out
what m schief the despots had in mind; death nmight be the least of it.

Angus reached down toward the sea. For himthere was no cliff, merely a rocky bank with
old nusical instruments |eaning against it. He put his hand to the huge hole in the mandolin. The
three of themclinbed into the hole. Then the other hand brought Seqiro down, and the horse joined
t hem

An image of Angus appeared with them "If | do not see you again, | w sh you success," he
sai d. "Now conjure yourselves away; | will close nmy hands about inages and pretend | amstil
carrying you."

"Thank you, good friend!"™ Nona cried as the inage faded.

The hand wi thdrew, pausing only to make a wave with the lingers. Then they felt the
shudder of the ground as Angus tranped away.

Darius faced the horse. "Seqiro, can you find any mnd .near here in the ground? | must
see through that mnd' s eyes before | conjure us there."

Yes, there is one. The mind is open. Here are the eyes.

"Then take hold,"” Darius said, doing so hinself. He held
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dolls of all of them and he was ready to whisper to them to make themready for his

magi c.

Nona and Stave put their hands on the body of the horse.

Darius marked circles, then nmoved the dolls. There was the wenching of conjuration
CHAPTER 9

VI RTUAL

f AOLENE bl i nked, |ooking for Proves. There she was, waiting just ahead. Nothing seened to
have changed, except that all the others were gone. There were no people and no horses, just a sea-
edge | andscape.

Col ene had not seen this place fromw thin the Virtual Mdde before. They had been spi nning
through realities, and stepped out the nonment things stabilized. Perhaps it had been involuntary,
the result of the spuming; they had been thrown out by centrifugal force. Actually there was no
such force, she knew, it was an illusion, an apparent force, the result of inertia diverted. But
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for all that, it had a neasurable effect, just as nagic did. Anyway, now the two of them were back
on the Virtual Mde, and Colene felt oddly at hone here, though she w shed Darius and Seqgiro were
with her.

But it was dangerous too. Fortunately both she and Provos were experienced here, and would
not make obvi ous ni stakes. The first of which was to get separated fromeach other. A person could
quickly get lost amidst realities.

Col ene cl osed her eyes and turned around, tuning in on

her own anchor, Earth. She could sense where it was, or at |east

1in what direction it was. Provos would be able to sense her

.own. They coul d probably sense the other anchors too, if they

tried. Wthout that ability, they could truly get |ost.

She felt the direction, and stopped, facing it. She opened # her eyes.
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She was facing directly out toward the sea.

Ch, no. They couldn't wal k that way, and it would be disastrous to try to swmin that
cold, choppy water. Wth magi c they had been able to wal k under it, but Col ene had no magic, and
nei ther did Proves.

Coul d they nmake a boat? No, because anything they made woul d di sappear in ten feet,
dunmping them The only material that would stay with themwould be froman anchor reality -- and
if they stepped out onto Oia to get it, they would be stuck there again, with the despots
waiting. So crossing the sea was out.

But maybe they could go around it. In fact, if they just wal ked beside it, in due course
the realities would change so that there would no | onger be a sea there, and they could cross
what ever was there. It was frustrating to have to lose tine in a detour, but that was just the way
it was.

She turned to the ot her woman. "Wat do you think, Provos?"

But Provos was al ready stepping out, know ng where she was going -- toward the despots
castle.

Col ene hurried to catch up with her. "But that's directly away from-- "

She broke off, because the wonman had di sappeared.

But in a nonent she reappeared, as Col ene stepped across the sane plane of reality. That
was the nature of travel through the Virtual Mde: a person saw an entire reality, or at |east as
much of it as any person saw from one spot, but this was not exactly illusory so much as
unapproachabl e. Because every few steps took the person up another rung of the |adder, as it were,
and it was like | ooking out at another floor of an endless building. Maybe |like an elevator with
gl ass wal l's, which hovered at each floor but gave adnittance to none that was not an anchor. That
wasn't a perfect anal ogy either, but would do for now Each floor was real on its own terms, but
m ght as well be illusion, because the elevator just didn't stop there. And the nonent it crossed
the I'ine between floors, everything on one floor disappeared, and everything on the next one
appeared. The layout of each floor m ght be alnost identical, but the people would change.

I ndeed, this newreality |ooked the sanme as the last. The castle renained, and the fields
and fences. But this was just another sliver of nmica in the block, and it had its ow identity.

VI RTUAL 163

Probably there were despots there, and even naybe a gruff king, a vol uptuous queen, and a
dastardly knave. But their nanes would differ, and they would | ook different. Probably nagic
worked. But not quite as it did in Nona's reality. And of course no one had visited fromthe
Virtual Mode. No girl fromEarth, no tel epathic horse

They crossed the next border between realities, and the next. There was no sensation
merely the spot disorientation of seeing the scenery shift slightly. One reality had a field of
sheep; then they were gone and it was an overgrown pasture. The distant castle remained on the top
of its hill -- actually a fortified rad, but who really cared? -- and | ooked nmuch the sane. But
why was Provos going there? Wat did she renenber?

In fact, as Col ene understood it, Provos had very little nmenory when traveling through the
Virtual Mode, because her nenory was of her future in a particular reality, and they were in any
one reality only a few seconds. How coul d she know where to go?

Col ene paced t he woman, bothered. Cbviously Provos did renenber enough to nmake her certain
of her direction, but it couldn't be of these transitory realities. Was it of one beyond, where
they did stay, so she was nerely headed for it? Col ene had not had nore than passing association
with the woman before; Provos had traveled with Darius. But unless Col ene had gotten things
nmuddl ed, Provos' nenory did not work that way. She had to be in a specific reality before she
started to renmenber its future.
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So why was the woman headi ng so purposefully sonewhere? Col ene wi shed she could at |east
ask.

Well, nmaybe she could. She waved a hand, signaling Provos. When Provos | ooked at her, she
asked, "What are you up to?" and plastered a really confused | ook on her face to get the nmessage
acr oss.

"You are tired?" Provos asked. She spoke in her own | anguage, but Col ene understood wel
enough. It really did seemthat she was devel opi ng tel epathy, from her association with Seqiro. It
had been wonderful, verifying this with Nona, and it nmade her feel a lot better about |eaving
Darius and Seqiro with her. Nona was a decent person. That had come through along with the synbols
she had been thinking. So now Col ene could understand Provos, but Provos coul dn't understand
Col ene. Because it seenmed that Colene's little bit of telep --
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athy was just one-way: receiving. But that didn't matter all that much, because Proves
didn't renenber the past anyway, so nost dial ogue with her was truncat ed.

But she hadn't answered the right question. Col ene pondered a nmonment, then decided that
her luck mght be better if she made it the right question. "I have a concern." That could be
taken as an indication she was tired.

"My hone," Provos answered.

"Where are we goi ng?" Col ene asked, getting the feel of it. She pointed ahead, naking her
query-face. This was information, but it still didn't address the issue. It was Col ene's hone they
wer e supposed to go to, and she was sure the wonman understood that, because Seqiro's tel epathy had
made it plain.

"Because we need supplies," Provos replied, touching her back.

It was |ike an exploding lightbulb. "Wy are we doing this?" she asked, spreading her
hands in simul ated bafflement. Because the despots had taken their supplies. They had had to
change to local tunics, and of course Seqiro had been stripped of his burden. Wthout Nona's
magi ¢, Col ene woul dn't even have panties now. Since they could not eat on the Virtual Mode,

because food, |like other things, disappeared with the crossing of the realities, they had to carry
their supplies with them and these supplies had to be fromone of the anchor realities. They had
headed al nost naked into the Mbde, and woul d never survive it -- unless they got supplies. So

Provos was heading for her own anchor, which nmust be cl ose, where she could get those supplies.
She didn't need to renenber the realities they passed on the way; all she had to remenber was that
they spent a while at her hone getting stocked up

Suddenly Col ene was very glad it was Provos she was with. None of the others had thought
of this aspect, in their focus on the i mediate problens of Oria. Had Seqiro cone here, they would
have been stuck, because they did not dare return to his reality. They had barely escaped it
before, and could not sneak back. Not with unfriendly tel epathic horses there. Assunming it was
even within reach. But Provos, with her future menory, nust have known that her own anchor was
cl ose enough, and could be used to solve this problem

Col ene wanted to thank her for that insight and action, but didn't see how she could do it
now wi t hout confusing
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things. She should have done it at the outset. So she just kept the pace.

Now t he castl e was changi ng, by snmall stages, as they advanced toward it. So was the
| andscape. The contours of the Mandel brot set fuzzed, becomi ng nore |ike conventional earthly
hills and valleys. They were | eaving the region of fractals. Maybe that was just as well, because
that was one weird universe! If they had gone into anything even stranger, they m ght have had a
real problemgetting through

Provos continued purposefully down through the valley, then on up the hill. The woman was
a deterni ned wal ker! The castle | oonmed | arger, and not just because it was closer. It now covered
a nore extensive section of the hill, and the walls towered up several stories. Against what kind
of eneny were these ranparts intended to defend?

They stepped into one nore reality -- and there was a dragon before them A big wi ngless
fire-breathing creature with nmetallic scales. Both of themabruptly stopped. The dragon was
bet ween them and the castl e.

The dragon heard them and turned its head. Its near eye fixed on them

O course they could escape it nmerely by stepping into an adjacent reality. But if they
st epped back, the nmonster mght be lurking for themthe nonent they resuned forward progress. It
woul d be better to step forward, seemingly into it, but crossing to a newreality before reaching
it. Except that Colene's logic warred with her conmon sense. Nobody wal ked toward a horrendous
fantasy dragon!
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Then the dragon uttered not a roar but a squeak. It turned tail and fled toward the
castle. Astonished, they watched it go. It remained visible because it had no reality boundaries
to cross; it was inits own universe, and they could see it as long as they stood where they were.

The dragon charged up to the castle -- and inside. No one challenged it. The drawbridge
cranked up after it.

It was a dragon castle. And the dragons were terrified of people.

Col ene exchanged a gl ance with Provos, who presumably renmenbered a similar occurrence in
the near future

Sure enough, in a nonment another dragon arrived. The drawbridge lowered to let it in, then
lifted again.

"W don't want to neet them" Provos said firmy.
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"I wonder what sort of people live in this reality?" Co-lene said nusingly. She realized
that they must be getting closer to the begi nning of the wonman's experiences on the Mde, because
in the past she had usually nmanaged to wait for a question before answering it. Now she did not,
as if she had not yet |learned to. Maybe she had discovered, early in the experience of the others
but late in her own with them how to give her answer before hearing the question, just as the
others were learning to ask their questions after hearing the answer. The convol utions of such
i nteractions night becone as devious and intricate as those of the filaments of the Mandel brot
set.

They resuned their march. The castle shifted several nore times, then di sappeared entirely
before they reached it. They crossed over a wooded hill, and kept going. Col ene was getting tired,
but did not conplain. She wanted to reach Provos safe anchor before nightfall, if they could. Not
al |l dragons m ght be chickens.

They trekked into the valley beyond, forging through thickening forestland. The trees had
gradual | y changed, and now they had yellow trunks and blue | eaves. Colene didn't worry about it;
if that was the only odd thing about this region, they were well off. Trees were trees.

Then they canme to it: the anchor. It was no nore visible than the one on Oria, but Col ene
could tell; there was a feel about the region. Provos had oriented on it unerringly, because it
was her own, but now that it was close, Colene could spot it also. It was just a place in a gl ade
in the forest.

They stepped through. Colene felt a kind of finning around her, and knew t hat she had
entered the anchor reality. This was where Provos lived.

Provos paused, as if renmenbering. Indeed, that nust be what she was doing: assimlating
the future experience she would have in this place she had | eft behind. Colene would take sinilar
stock of her past experience when she set foot back on her own reality of Earth. Everything was
confortable, for Provos.

But the pause was brief. This neant, as Colene figured it, that they would not be here
I ong. That was the way she wanted it; she hoped to get to Earth, get the information, and return
to Oia as fast as possible, because she felt al one and naked wi thout Seqiro, and tense and
depressed without Darius. Wthout them she was inconplete.
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Then Provos |ed the way through the glade, along a path through the blue-trunked trees,
and to a cleared region. There was a house. It was odd, by Colene's definition: it seemed to be
about ten feet on a side, square in cross section, and reached up six stories. There were guy
wires holding it in place against the wind. In the distance were other houses, of simlar type.

Yet as they wal ked toward it, she realized that it did nake sense on its terns. On Earth
houses tended to sprawl across the | andscape; only in cities did they becone taller than they were
wi de. But on Earth much of the natural terrain had been destroyed by man's advance. Here a house
took up no nmore space than it had to, and the trees and other vegetation remained. This was a nice
region. The field seened to consist of cultivated plants of a nunber of kinds, all mixed in
toget her: wheat, beans, cucunbers, carrots, potatoes, and roses. No weeds. How did they nanage
that? Did they renenber where the weeds woul d be growi ng, and take them out before they got
started?

They cane to the door -- and it wasn't a door, but a w ndow, screened by |ight nesh
i nstead of gl ass. Provos opened the nmesh and stepped inside, and Col ene foll owed.

The chanber was cubical, maybe eight feet on a side, with the furniture set into the

wal | s. There were cabinets and a cl oset against one wall, a narrowtable with built-in chairs on
either side against the next, a thin sink and stove against the third, and a thin stairway
climbing the fourth. That was all; the center was bare.

Provos went to the stairs and clinmbed. Colene followed, feeling increasingly out of place.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%202%20-%20Fractal%20Mode.txt (79 of 158) [1/19/03 8:26:28 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%202%20-%20Fractal %620M ode.txt

Just how well did any of their party know Provos? Could she, Colene, find herself trapped in this
towerlike edifice? But she rem nded herself that Seqiro had known what was in the minds of all of
them and had accepted Provos; the worman had to be okay.

The stair was strange. Each step was just about one foot square and one foot high -- but
the steps for the left and right feet were offset by six inches. It was like two sets of stairs,
one for the right foot, the other for the left foot. Each stairway rose at a forty-five-degree
angle, so that by the tine it crossed fromone side of the house to the other it also reached the
next floor. But the ascent was not steep, because only six inches separated the height of the
alternate feet. This was efficient and effective. Bttt only just big enough; it was essentially
one-way. Two
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peopl e coul d not pass each other at all conveniently, because the full wi dth of the sides
together was only two feet. But then how often did people need to pass on a stair, especially if
this was a residence for one person, as it seemed to be?

The second floor was confortably set up with shelving on three walls, with books, and a
thick soft mat on the floor. Evidently the library or |living room

The stair turned the corner and continued on up. Proves showed the way.

The third floor was a bathroom sink, tub, toilet, all close enough to what Col ene knew to
be no trouble. That was a relief!

The fourth floor was storage; there were bins and boxes and jars, and what m ght be a deep-
freeze. Col ene wasn't sure what kind of technology existed on this world, but surely they knew how
to store their food

The fifth floor was enpty. It was a spare room perhaps avail abl e for expansion when there
was a famly

The sixth floor was the bedroom clothing hung on one side, and a cushion bed was on the
ot her.

The stairs continued to the roof. That was a railed platform Fromit the surrounding
| andscape coul d be seen, forest, field, and houses.

Proves snil ed, acknow edgi ng a conplinent.

"Ch, | like it!" Colene exclaimed. "This is a nice world." She was not being facetious;
she wi shed her own world were nore |like this.

Then they returned to the storage room where Proves fetched what | ooked |ike red potatoes
and green eggs. Down to the kitchen, where she prepared something |like a cross between a green
onel et and red nashed potatoes, with pale orange mlk. The food was served on square bl ue wooden
plates, and the nilk was in a yell ow cup which appeared to have been fashioned froma thick
gl ossy yellow |l eaf. The stuff |ooked weird, but tasted good, and Col ene ate heartily.

But with this relaxation cane fatigue. Col ene had known she was tired, and now realized
that she had underestimated the case. She was starting to feel at home here, a little, and that
meant she coul d beconme aware of |esser things. Such as fatigue. She was ready to drop

Proves smled. She did not seemas tired. She was old -- about sixty -- but tough. Muybe
because of living in a house
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like this, with all the clinbing, and wal king around the farm O naybe she just conceal ed
her wear and tear better.

As they finished, Provos took the plates and cups. "I'll wash the dishes,'
unent husi astically, trying to do her part.

But Provos was al ready shaking her head. She set the dishes in the sink and stepped back
Fromthe screen behind the sink a vine entered. It curled down anong the dishes, dripping
glistening sap and stroking themwith little tonguelike |eaves. It was the di shwasher

They went upstairs. Colene used the toilet facilities, then followed Provos up to the
bedroom Then she renmenbered that there was only the one bed, and had a horrible thought. Provos
had never expressed any interest in nmen. Maybe she was too old. But was it possible that her
interest was in wonen? Like nmaybe fresh clean young wonen? Col ene had sone scores to settle with
men, who could be crude, brutish, and perpetually sexual, while wonen were in general nore refined
and decent. But that did not nean she had any desire to --

But Provos was al ready shoving her hanging clothing over to the center. It slid al ong
wooden rods, meking a space beyond. Then the wonman fetched cushions from sonewhere and threw t hem
down. Col ene had a separate bed.

"Thank you," she said, for nore than just the bed, and flung herself flat. In an instant
she was asl eep.

OF course her green tunic was sadly runpled in the norning; she hadn't thought to renove

Col ene offered
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it. But she found clothing laid out for her: a gray sweater, black blouse, brown knit wool skirt,
and knee-length bl ack boots. Also green underwear: a kind of |oose corset extending frombreast to
runp. Surely the kind of clothing worn by girls of this world. She renenbered that Provos had worn
simlar, and that was reassuring. It wasn't exactly a famliar outfit, but neither was it totally
al i en.

Col ene shrugged and put the stuff on. It fit her reasonably well. The sweater was actually
a bit tight, because Colene was fuller in the chest than Provos. This gave her perverse pride; she
had been feeling sonewhat inferior conpared to Nona. The skirt reached all the way to her ankles,
as she was shorter than Provos. The boots were | oose on her, because her feet were smaller than
the wonan's, but she |laced themup tight
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and it was all right. It wasn't as if the soiled and runpled green tunic and slippers were
any better; that was Oia clothing. She would have to get to Earth to get her own kind of dress.

She went down the odd stairs, wi nding around to the bathroom which she used. This tine
she was nore observant, and saw that the toilet did not actually flush; it fed into a chanber
whi ch seened to contain sone kind of gray nbss. Another hungry plant.

When it cane to environnental responsibility, this was one savvy world.

That made Col ene think. Proves seemed to have a good |life here. Wiy had she left it?
Darius had needed a wonan, Seqgiro had needed to escape and explore, and Col ene hersel f had needed
both the man and the horse. They all had had reason to risk the rigors of the Virtual Mdde. But
Proves seenmed to need not hing. Why shoul d she have taken such a step? It hadn't been just
acci dent; she had sought her anchor, and had been prepared for it. Oh, she had told Darius that
she had renenbered a nysterious blank in her future, but there had to have been sinpler ways to
fill that in. A piece of her puzzle was m ssing.

Col ene wound the rest of the way down to the kitchen. There was Proves, wth breakfast
just ready. Remarkable timng? No, the woman sinply renenbered when Col ene had come down.

This time the meal was a greeni sh pudding with blue sauce. The blue turned out to be
bl ueberry syrup; the green tasted vaguely like cornneal mush. It would do.

After breakfast, Proves produced knapsacks and hats. The knapsacks were functional and
capaci ous. The hats | ooked |ike insect heads; they were shiny black with two | ong antenna-Iike
proj ections that wavered when the hats noved. Col ene woul d have worn such a thing only on a dare
at home. Here she knew it would be standard conservative attire.

Proves nodded affirmatively.

"W have to go shopping?" Col ene asked. It was nostly rhetorical; she had picked up that
message fromthe woman's nind

They wal ked out along the path. Colene's legs were a little stiff fromall the walking in
the Virtual Mde, but that was working out. They followed a wi nding, alnost invisible path to
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the woods, and then no path at all, except that Proves knew where to go.

They cane to a canal through the forest. It was only a few feet wide, and the trees
overhung it; it would not be visible fromabove. As they arrived, sonmething rushed along it. A
nonstrous serpent!

But Proves seemed unal armed. She stood right by the canal as the thing slid up. It
stopped, its huge body alnost filling the trench so that the water |evel rose. There was sonme sort
of framework associated with it, a network of wooden bars and fiber cords.

Then the wonman stepped onto the snake's back. Colene realized that this was
transportation, the equivalent of a boat or bus. Feeling Provos' certainty, she joined her on the
creature. There were four seats suspended by cords between side-bars, in tandem Provos took the
first, so Col ene took the second.

Provos snapped her fingers. The serpent slid forward. Its coils didn't |loop up; instead it
nudged the canal on either side, and though the touches hardly seened strong, it inmediately
accel erated. Colene had to hang on to the bars as her seat rocked with the swaying notion. They
were novi ng at what seened |like a phenonenal pace, though probably it was only about fifteen mles
an hour.

Col ene | ooked around. The trees of the forest were passing swiftly behind, the nore
di stant ones seenming to nove nore slowy because of the perspective. This was a fun way to travel

The serpent swung around a turn, and the seats swung out. "Like a roller coaster!" Col ene
excl ai med. But not exactly; this was snoother, and all on the horizontal

Then the snake sl owed. Two nore people were waiting at the next stop, a wonman and a boy.
The wonan had the sane kind of outfit that Provos and Col ene wore; the boy had shorts and a cap
that resenbl ed a squished slug. Slugs and snails, that's what boys are nade of, Col ene thought,
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smiling.

The new woman said sonething to Provos, and Provos replied. Maybe it was the other way
around, the reply com ng before the remark. Col ene gathered fromProvos' nind that she did not
know t he woman, and that she preferred it this way. Because Provos did not want to have to explain
her future absence.

Future absence. O course -- these people did not renem --
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her the past, so had no old friends. They had new friends, folk they would associate with
in the future. Maybe Provos had known this other wonan for decades before, but this was at the end
of their acquaintance, so it counted for nothing. And it was reassuring to know that Provos woul d
soon be | eaving again; that meant that Col ene woul d be too.

It was a bit scary to realize that at this point, Provos did not renenber what had
happened in the past. The adventure on Oia was lost to her, just as the coning visit to Earth was
lost to Colene's nmenory. Provos knew Col ene only fromwhat was to cone. Perhaps to the worman it
seened odd to think that Col ene knew her only from what was past. Col ene depended on Provos to
have an accurate nenory of that com ng excursion, and Provos depended on Colene to help her with
past nenories. They were a haphazard but feasible team

Meanwhi | e the woman and the boy got on the serpent. They had of course renmenbered that it
woul d arrive at this tine with two seats available. Had that not been the case, they wouldn't have
bot her ed.

The snake nmoved out again. This tine the ride was |onger, and took them out of the forest
and into a town. The buildings were simlar in cross section, but rmuch taller; they reached up
twel ve or eighteen stories, and had stronger guy lines. They just didn't take up any nore ground
space than they had to.

The serpent halted at a convergence of canals, and they disenbarked. There were many
people here, all in the outfits of this realm This seened to be a shopping center, for the houses
had transparent screens on the sides facing the central street, and their interiors had nany goods
and itens laid out.

Provos headed up a ranp suspended between buil dings, one floor, two, three, four. Col ene
foll owed, content just to watch. Wien they took a | evel hanging wal k, the open faces of many
bui |l di ngs were avail abl e. These had foodstuffs seal ed away i n packages. There were breads, and
jars of spreads, and tubers and bundl es of herbs and eggs of all types. Everything packed for
travel i ng.

Col ene nodded. Provos knew what she was doi ng. She probably renmenbered a need for certain
quantities of a nunber of itens, and knew what Col ene's needs and tastes would be. Darius had

t hought or nentioned -- hi the presence of Seqiro it didn't nmake nuch difference -- how Provos had
i ntercepted him
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near her anchor, well prepared for the journey. It had taken himsonme tine to catch on
that she renenbered the future, but it had turned out to be a literal lifesaver for him It would

probably be the sane for Col ene.

Provos made purchases. Her noney turned out to be beads on a string. Col ene thought of
wanmpum supposedly Anerican |Indian noney, though it was doubtful whether the Anerinds used noney
before the white man cane. At any rate, it seened to work here.

VWhen both their packs were full, they returned to the ground, and to the canal. A snake
was just arriving with just the right nunber of seats for those who needed them Col ene rem nded
herself that this was really like people getting off a full bus on Earth: there was no coi nci dence
that they got off together and went their separate ways, the ride a nenory. Here, people cane to
fill the bus in the manner they renenbered.

The serpent coursed out of the town and to the forest. The day was wani ng; they would rmake
it back just about dusk. Again, no coincidence; Provos probably renenbered finishing pronptly
t hen.

And so it was. They stepped into the house as darkness closed, and had supper. Col ene
realized that they had never had | unch; they had been so busy shopping that she had never noticed.
She had not gotten hungry; that green pudding had stayed with her. If that was the kind of food
they woul d have while traveling the Virtual Mde, it was good.

They slept. Col ene dreaned of Darius, of being in his arns, of tenpting himw th her body
and not succeedi ng, but managing to frustrate himsonmething awful. It was a fun dream The tine
will come, Seqgiro thought to her

She woke. Had she really received the horse's thought? Probably not; they were now on
different realities, with a slew of intervening realities. She had thought she received hi monce

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%202%20-%20Fractal%20Mode.txt (82 of 158) [1/19/03 8:26:28 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%202%20-%20Fractal %620M ode.txt

bef ore, when they had been separated by thousands of fight-years in the super-science Mde, but
that had turned out to be her own dawning telepathic ability.

O could it have been some of both? Her just-barely-devel opi ng power of mnd, and his
expandi ng mature power? How could they be sure of the limts of it? They weren't separated by
light-years now, but by realities, with the anchors connecting them Maybe his tel epathy could
pass through the
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one anchor, and cross the realities, and cross the other anchor, and reach her. It was a
ni ce thought.

She snmled in the darkness. That was a pun, nmaybe: a nice thought of hers, and a very nice
and powerful thought of Seqiro's, if it had reached her across those realities.

She drifted back to sleep, satisfied.

THEY wasted no tinme in the norning. They ate a solid breakfast and headed out to the
anchor. They passed through it without difficulty; this one had no aninus magic bollixing it. They
were back on the Virtual Mbdde.

Proves | ost her certainty. She had renenbered the events of the prior day, but nowit was
past and she had forgotten them She had no menory of the realities they passed in seconds, and
had to enter a reality in which they were going to renmain before her nmenory cane. Before, she had
known she had to go home for supplies; that had perhaps not been nenory so nmuch as conmon sense.
Now she had only menory, and it wasn't enough

It was tinme for Colene to take the | ead. She knew where she was going: Earth. It was her
home, and she could orient on it nore readily than Proves could. She had no nmenory of the trip
there, because it was in her near future, but her know edge of her purpose gui ded her

She oriented, and felt the faint Tightness that was the direction of her anchor. "This
way, Proves," she said, assum ng command.

But al nost before she took the first step, she paused. If they went directly to Earth, not
passing Go or collecting $200, they would wal k smack back into that sea that had bal ked t hem
before. They couldn't go that way.

Col ene pondered. There was nore than one way to go. They could nove to the side, seeking
to get around the sea. O they could circle the Virtual Mdde the other way. Any Virtual Mbode,
Darius had explained, was like a circle, or rather a pentagon, anchored by five connections. The
Iines of awareness tended to follow the edge of it; nmaybe it was the edge she sensed, rather than
her home reality. If she followed the edge the opposite way, eventually she could conplete the
circuit and reach Earth. It was inevitable. It might take longer, but it nade sense, because there
shoul d be no sea. Maybe. She hoped.
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She reoriented. She felt a fainter rightness in the opposite direction. "No, this way,"
she sai d.

Proves had al ready shrugged, accepting it. She | acked the nenory to argue. Col ene had not
argued when they were in Provos' world, for simlar reason.

They set off, marching through the changing forest. At tines animals flicked into view,
spooki ng at the sudden presence of the two human beings, and flicking out of view again as the two
strode on across the next invisible boundary. This was a weirdness to which Col ene had becone
accustoned; in fact she rather enjoyed it. But she knew it could be dangerous, and kept alert.

The | andscape changed. The hills and vall eys became ridges and furrows, crossed by right-
angl ed ridges and furrows, as if sone giant cookie-cutter had shaped the terrain. The trees becane
| unps of col ored protoplasm Wen sone devel oped tentacles, Colene got increasingly nervous. She
had t hem pause to take out knives they had bought, and they held themin their hands as they
wal ked. The thing was that if a tentacle grabbed a person, that person mght not be able to escape
it by stepping across the next boundary. Because the tentacle would hold that person right there
inthat reality. So they needed to be sure they had at | east five feet of freedom so they could
reach the boundary forward or behind. A quick cut at a tentacle mght rmake tfie difference.

The tentacul ar trees faded, replaced by bl ocks of wood which then becane netal. Colene did
not feel easy about these either, remenbering what Darius had said about machine realities which
had al nost trapped himand Provos. Provos woul d not renenber, because that was in her past. Damm!

But the netal |unps dimnished in size, and the | andscape becanme a kind of plain, not
quite level, with lines crisscrossing it, like a sheet of graph paper or a diagram of stress
vectors. Suddenly cubistic creatures appeared -- and di sappeared as Col ene and Provos hastily
stepped into the next reality. Ninble feet were a great asset on the Virtual Mode.

They stopped to have lunch. It was safe, because Provos renmenbered that it was, and the
meal was good. The wonman mi ght remenber backwards, but she was conpetent. Col ene wondered again
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why the woman had | eft her home to risk the Virtual Mdde, and w shed she possessed the ability to
ask. But
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that concept was too conplicated to convey. Proves just seened to be here because she was
here.

The graph paper hunped and distorted, beconing nmore normal hills and valleys. Mss
appeared, which grew by reality stages into shrubs and snall trees and then full-sized trees and
then giant trees remniscent of those on Jupiter in the Julia reality. Then these twi sted into
tentacul ar nonsters, making Col ene nervous again. But they remai ned trees, not grabbing at anyone,
and there were birds nests in their heights. Big ones. In fact sonething frighteningly |arge
appeared, with a wing span of perhaps a hundred feet. Areality in which the fantastic roc birds
exi sted? Why not; anything was possible, in sone reality.

Col ene was interested in the way realities seened to be contiguous. Adjacent ones were
simlar to each other, changing by small stages. Such changes m ght seemrapid when a person was
crossing areality every two seconds, but that neant about thirty realities a mnute, and a | ot
could shift by then. So they had the partial security of seeing new things comng, and if the
trend seened bad, they could go another way and try to avoid it, or slow down and proceed very
carefully. So far they had been |ucky; the terrain had been nostly innocuous or avoi dable.

Then sonething sinister started. It wasn't anything in the scenery, which was reasonably
ordinary. It was sonmething in Colene's feeling. Sonething ugly was festering. WAs she turning
sui ci dal agai n?

She gl anced at Provos -- who was already | ooking at her. Then Col ene realized that the
ugli ness was being transnitted fromthe other wonman's m nd

Provos put her hands to her head as if to squeeze sonething out. Col ene picked up the
woman's alarm This wasn't something in Provos, it was sonething being forced on her. Sonething
mental, |ike a nightmare.

Col ene took the woman's arm and urged her across the next boundary. It didn't help. Now it
was plain that some nental thing, perhaps like a telepathic horse, had fixed on Provos and was
turning her mnd into horror

They stepped back into the prior reality, but it didn't help. This was sonething that
crossed realities. Seqiro had been able to do that, when contacting Colene the first tine; she had
found hi mphysically by orienting on himnmentally. There were
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many telepathic animals, in their various realities. This nmust be a telepathic slug or
m ndworm feeding off the thoughts of other creatures, or perhaps driving themto it so it could
feed on them physically.

"We've got to get out of its range," Col ene said. She would not have understood what was
wong with Provos if she had not been able to read the mind horror directly. Since Col ene's
ability was as yet vestigial, it was surely rmuch worse for Provos herself. The wonan wasn't used
to nmental ugliness. Col ene had had sonme experience, because of her own suicidal depression. Maybe
that was why she was nore resistant to this attack; the nonster preferred healthy m nds.

They ran on, and the realities changed, beconing crystalline and nountai nous, with sharp
little crystals underfoot. Colene was glad now for the knee-length boots. But they could not
escape the mind predator, whose strength kept grow ng. Provos was al nost unfunctional, responding
only to Colene's direct hauling on her arm Maybe the thing didn't need to bring its victins to it
physically; maybe it could just suck out the m nd across the realities. This was a new ki nd of
threat, but as bad as any.

The hills becanme nountains, and the nmountains nmesas, with flat tops high up. Col ene and
Provos were in a valley channel, crunching blue, red, green, and yellow crystals with each step
In the sky were pastel-colored clouds. Suddenly Col ene recogni zed this type of scene, from what
Darius had told her: this was his hone reality! They were approachi ng his anchor

"We've got to get out of the Virtual Mde!" Col ene

gasped. "There's an anchor close by! Cone on!" She dragged

the wonan along, still orienting on the faint tightness that was

the route to an anchor. Had the nind-thing been attacking

, #' - Col ene herself, she wouldn't have been able to do it, for the

.;#;. horror would have blotted out the awareness. That had hap --

##:.,. pened to Provos; Colene could feel it.
;. They ran on. Provos stunbled, and fell, and Col ene fel
##',,' with her, dragged down by her own hold on the worman. Pain | anced through them both:

the sharply pointed crystals had
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; Stabbed through their clothing and punctured their skins.

"#. Col ene scranbled up, cutting her hand in the process, |p; and lifted on Provos, who
seened not to feel the physical pain. $#;. Blood was flow ng, soaking their clothing, but they
coul dn't
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worry about that. "On! On!" Colene cried. And in the back of her mind she realized that
this was the first time in a long tine that her blood had fl owed when she hadn't cut herself. Wen
she wasn't being suicidal

The rightness becane so strong that Col ene realized that they nust be at the verge of the
anchor. But they weren't physically onit; they were to one side. Were was it?

Wth horror of another kind she realized that it had to be up on one of the nesas. They
had to clinb to the top. But how could they? The sides were so steeply angled that they were
clifflike.

"Cone on!" Col ene cried, hauling Proves after her as she circled the nost pronising
mountain. It wasn't big around the base, but they did cross several reality boundaries in the
process.

Then Col ene found what she had hardly dared hope for: |adder steps. There were people
here, and they did cone down off their platforns sonmetines, so they had made notches in the stone.
In fact there were parallel series, so that one person could clinb while another descended.

"Up!" Col ene cried, shoving the womman at the right-side |ladder and taking the left
hersel f. Colene clinbed a few rungs. "Up! Up! It's the only escape!"”

Provos stared at her vaguely, preoccupied by the tornent within. Colene tried again. She
put all her strength into trying to project her thought nmentally. Up! Escape the nonster! Up

It got through. Provos grasped a rung and haul ed. Once started, she noved rapidly; she was
used to vertical houses and in good condition for clinbing. Colene had to scranble to keep up

Gaspi ng, they reached the top. The nesa was only a few feet across, roughly circular, and
it was enpty. Had they cone up here for nothing? No, the anchor had to be here.

Col ene took Provesl arm She stepped to the center of the circle.

Real ity changed. Not on this nesa, but on the adjacent one, whose top was about sixty feet
away across the chasm between them |t now had a house. Or perhaps a castle, girt by a small
forest.

Col ene stepped toward it, still holding Provos, passing through the anchor. Suddenly the
horror in Provos' mnd abated. They had escaped the nonster!

But that nonster would surely catch Provos again if she stepped back into the Virtua
Mode. They had to hide here for a while, until the thing lost interest.

Where coul d they go? They could not reach the |arger nesa, unless they clinbed down the
cliff and wal ked back through the crystalline valley. They were already bleeding fromtheir prior
tangle with those crystals.

But this was Darius' reality. Magic worked here. There woul d be people who could help. A
she had to do was get their attention. She hoped.

Col ene waved at the other mesa. "Hel p!" she cried.

To her gratified surprise, it worked. A man appeared at the brink of the other nesa,
| ooki ng across at her. He seemed surprised. She could pick it up in his mnd as well as his
expr essi on.

"I"m Col ene!” she cried. Then she had a better idea. "Darius!"

"Darius!" the man echoed. And di sappear ed.

But in a noment he was back, with a wonan. The woman studied them and Cotene felt an odd
but not alien touch on her nind.

The wonman consulted with the man. Then both of them junped across the gulf to land on the
small mesa with Col ene and Provos. Magic, indeed!

"I"'m Col ene, Darius' friend," Colene said. "This is Provos, also his friend. W are trying
to help him but need help ourselves." Could they understand her? She feared they could not,
because that wasn't their kind of magic. But they should know Darius, and know about the Virtua
Mode.

"Col ene," the woman echoed. She was perhaps forty, but in good condition. She wore a
tunic, and under it showed the bul ge of her huge diapers. G own wormen wore di apers here, Col ene
renenbered, to conceal their sexual attributes. "Provos." She did understand that nuch. Then she
pointed to the man: "Cyng Pwer." And to herself. "Prinma."

"Prima!" Col ene echoed. The one whom Darius had rescued fromthe captivity of the dragons,
and whom he would narry, so that Col ene could be his mstress. Odd as it seened, this was no
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rival, but an inportant and vital friend, for marriage to Darius would kill Col ene.

Prima brought out a little figurine that was nmade up to |l ook |ike herself. The Cyng did
the sane, with his | ooking Iike
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hi m Then each brought out another doU, a blank one, and quickly doctored themto resenble
Col ene and Provos. Colene obligingly provided a hair, sone spit, and a breath, and Provos did the
sanme. This was a type of magic they understood.

Prima took Col ene's hand, and the Cyng of Pwer took Provosl hand. Provos, freed of the
attack by the m nd-nonster, was now renmenbering her com ng experience in this reality, and
under st ood. Perhaps better than Colene did. Prima and the Cyng noved the figures.

There was a wrenching, and Col ene found herself standing on the |arger nesa. This was
Darius' way, all right!

They wal ked into the Cyng's castle/house. There pretty young wonmen canme to attend to the
visitors. Colene and Provos were taken into a separate chanber, stripped, washed, touched wth
unguent, and magically healed of their cuts. Then, dressed in local tunics, slippers, and diapers -
- Col ene knew better than to balk at this, apart from Provos acceptance of it -- they energed to
join their hosts.

O rather, to separate. The King of Power was seated in a confortable chair, and Provos
went to join him Prima | ed Col ene outside. Col ene glanced once at Provos, saw that she was
satisfied, and knew that it was all right. They would rejoin and resurme their travel in due
course. They were sinply being offered separate accommodati ons.

Prima took Col ene's hand and icon, and conjured the two of themto another nmesa and
castle. "Cyng H ahtar," she expl ai ned.

The residence of the King of Laughter! This was where Darius lived -- and where Col ene
woul d al so, once she and Darius both got here. This was fascinating.

The current King of Laughter was a huge red-bearded man. He was actually the former Kking,
who had returned to take Darius' place while Darius was on the Virtual Mde. Hi s nane was Kubl ai

Then Col ene | earned that Prima was Kublai's wife, but not his love. H's |love was his
former wife, Koren, who was a beautiful young woman not a | ot ol der than Col ene, and whose barely
conceal ed bitterness i nmedi ately endeared her to Col ene. Koren had had to give up her husband,
whom she | oved, so that he could return to being the King of Laughter and marry Prinma. This was
because it was necessary for the king to deplete the joy of his wi fe, eventually discarding her
when she
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had no nore joy to give. Prima could handle it; Koren could not. Koren thought that Col ene
was |uckier, and she resented it.

That was one thing Col ene could deal with. She understood Keren's situation a whole | ot
better than the other wonan thought she did.

Col ene approached Kubl ai. "Please, Col ene, Koren, put us together," she said. "Mnd to
mnd." She knew it wasn't the same as what Seqiro did, but there were aspects of simlarity. "Show
her nmy joy."

Kubl ai | ooked at Prima. Prima said sonmething in their |anguage. She evidently had a notion
what Col ene was aski ng.

Kubl ai nodded. He cane to enbrace Col ene. Col ene focused on her internal state, making no
effort to suppress the several facets of her feeling: her depressive state, her love for Darius,
and her somewhat bitter conpromse with her dream she could |ove but not marry Darius, for he
woul d marry Prina.

Then Kublai drew fromher. It was a terrible, sinking feeling, and Col ene thought she
woul d die, literally. In an instant he restored what he had taken, alnmost. She felt like living
again. This was what he did: he took what feeling was in a woman, nmultiplied it, and sent it out
to everyone, including that woman, so that all shared her joy. Except that Col ene had not joy but
depression to give.

Kubl ai stepped away from her. That was all. He had done it. Koren understood exactly how
Col ene felt, because she had received it.

Koren stared at Col ene. Now she knew their situations were exactly sinmlar. Only their
men differed -- and those men were to have the sane wife, Prima, whom neither |oved. The two young
worren were not rivals or enenmies, they were victins of the situation. They were sisters in msery
and | ove.

The tears started so suddenly that it was as if sonmeone had dashed a tiny cup of water in
Keren's face. Col ene hel d open her arns, and Koren stepped into them huggi ng her

After that, it was easy. They had no common | anguage, but hardly needed it. Col ene was
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able to pick up what she needed fromtheir ninds to get along. She made cl ear by signals and nods,
sonetimes twenty-questions type, what she was doing: going home to her reality, to get information
she needed to rescue Darius from being stranded in yet another reality.
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Wth, she added sourly, a |lovely wonman and Col ene's bel oved horse.

Koren becane positively friendly. She had not before had any acquai ntance who under st ood
her situation so perfectly, and it was a great relief to her. She hoped Cptene woul d succeed in
bringi ng Darius safely back, not just because that would allow Kublai to retire and marry Koren
agai n, but because she wanted to be Colene's friend and conpanion. Co-lene liked that notion; it
woul d certainly make her life here easier. But she doubted that anything so nice and sinple could
conme to pass. The Virtual Mde was a sterner taskmaster than that.

But Prima, too, was friendly. She remained nost grateful to Darius for rescuing her, and
she liked her role as wife to the nman she had | oved in her youth. That was part of Keren's
probl em she suspected that Kublai's marriage was not quite as loveless as it was supposed to be
The whol e busi ness of Darius' departure and Prima's return nmessed up her fornerly idyllic life,
and she wanted only to get it put back together the way it once had been. But Prima was reconcil ed
to her situation, and knew how much worse it would have been had Darius not ventured on the
Virtual Mbde. She had wanted to be the King of Laughter herself, having the special ability for
it, but had been denied it because she was a woman. Now she had a portion of it, and would retain
that portion if Col ene cane here. Col ene, being depressive, represented |l ess of a threat to her
t han anyone el se.

Koren took Col ene out to see the sights: the many nmesas, with their separate domcil es of
all types, and their el aborate gardens, and the col ored cl ouds which came to nourish those plants.
The nyriad crystals of the |ow ands, reflecting and refracting multicolored splays of light up
The forms of synpathetic magic, which enabled the folk to conjure things or thenmselves to famliar
pl aces. The animals and birds peculiar to this region.

"I love it!" Col ene said.

But all this was in her future. First she had to return to Earth, and then to Oia. She
had to enable Nona to bring the anima. Only then could they all cone here to this marvel ous
magi cal land and live happily ever after. Wo could say that the authorities would not suffer some
change of heart, and allow Prima to assunme the role for which she was qualified,
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freeing Darius to marry Col ene just as Darius' return would free Kublai to marry Koren? It
was worth dream ng about. If she could just acconplish her present m ssion

She slept in a pleasant bedchanber by herself, declining the offer of a handsone young nman
to be her conpanion for the night. Even this aspect of this society was clarifying for her: |ove,
sex, and marriage were three different things, and not necessarily found together. Col ene was
Darius' |ove; neither of the other two changed that. She had net Ella, Darius' bednmate on off
ni ghts; she was pretty, pleasant, bouncy, enthusiastic, and not phenonenally smart. So if Darius
married Prima and took off Ella' s diaper, Colene would still be his | ove. That was what counted.

In the norning, she bid farewell to Koren. "I hope we neet again," she said. She | ooked
around. "The sane for everything and everyone here. It's a better world than mne."

Then Prinma conjured her back to the residence of the Cyng of Pwer, where Proves was
wai ting. Proves was in her normal outfit, but Colene had elected to stay with the |ocal clothing,
even the diaper. It made her feel closer to Darius.

They went to the anchor and ventured cautiously through, ready to retreat if the m nd-
monster still lurked. It was clear. The nonster nust have given up and sought other prey. It mght
return, but with luck they would be well clear by then. They were on their way again, this tine to
Eart h.
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-- CHAPTER 10

RABBLE

T"}ARIUS blinked, acclimatizing to the gloom They were in a cave or tunnel that seened to
be the continuation of the hole of the giant mandolin, |eading straight on into the rock. Perhaps
they had sinply passed through the petrified back of the mandolin, which had bl ocked the passage

It was dark, but the darkness was not total. As they wal ked, the |ight brightened
somewhat, until they had no trouble seeing their way.

"But where is your contact nmind?" Darius asked the horse.

It retreated in alarmas we arrived. But there is another approaching, f can not read it,

I only sense its presence. It is fenale.
"Did you read anything in the original nind?"
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No. It was stupid. | reached only as far as its eyes, to help you conjure us.

"Keep working on the new mind. First test for hostility, and warn us. W want only to hide
safely until Colene and Proves return.”

"You nust be ready to use your magic here, Nona," Stave said. "The rabble may be
danger ous. "

"You call themrabble?" Darius asked, not amnused.

"That is what we call them" Nona explained. "All the people and creatures who have been
banned fromthe surface

because they lack even illusion nmagic. There are stories that they have an awful society
in the center of the world, and live only to break out and slay all those on the surface. Both the
despots and theows watch constantly to be sure that there is no escape for them"

"They may not be friendly, then," Darius remarked with irony.

"Yes," Stave agreed. "But there nay al so be too many for us to oppose physically. Since
they do not have nmgic, Nona should be able to protect us against them?"

"I wWill try," she agreed. "But | depend on Seqiro to alert ne to danger."

She is here.

They paused and | et the wonan approach them She was young and conely in a belted brown
tunic. She sniled and spread her hands, show ng by gesture that she intended no harm Her hair and
eyes were the same shade as her tunic, a nice match.

"This is a bani shed i nhuman nonster?" Dari us inquired.

7 can not yet read her mnd, but she is alone and seens friendly.

"I had gathered as nuch,” Darius said wyly.

The wonman cane to him She said sonething

"I can alnmost neke it out," Nona said. "I think she said she | oves you."

Dari us snapped a glance at Nona. "This is hunor?"

"Maybe | misunderstood,"” Nona said.

The woman put her arns slowy around Darius, enbraced him and tried to draw his head down
for a kiss.

"But | don't think so," Nona added

He resisted. "But | don't know her!" he protested. "And Col ene woul d be upset."

"I will try to explain to her," Nona said. She spoke to the wonman, and because Seqiro
continued to translate her thoughts, he heard it as his own | anguage, "Wnan, this man is taken."

The woman clung to Darius, speaking enphatically.

/ can get only a glinmer. The thoughts are not com ng through, but the fringe of the
enotion is.

"There is no other," Nona said, translating.

"Yes, there is," Darius said firmy. "Her name is Col ene, and she is ny |ove."
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Seqiro's thought came again, while Nona tried to get through to the woman.

That enotion is not love as you feel it. It is not quite lust. She desires to breed with
you, but for sonme reason other than your physical appeal. She wants to foal your offspring. | can
not fathom why.

The horse was not conscious of irony. Seqiro was not insulting Darius, nerely admtting
that the woman's notive for choosing this stranger was uncl ear

Meanwhi | e the woman was answering Nona. Nona was catching on to the variant of the
| anguage.

"She says that when you cone here, you are hers."

"She can say what she chooses. | amnot hers."

The wonman finally let himgo. She turned and wal ked ahead of them down the tunnel. Darius
found her retreat as intriguing as her advance. He glanced at Stave and saw agreement there. The
brown tunic was as close-fitting in back as it was in front. Watever the wonan was, she was no
physi cal nonster

"Do we foll ow?" Nona asked. She too was watching the rabble woman, and her expression was
just about what Co-lene's would have been: assessnent and margi nal resentnent.

"There seens little else to do," Darius said.

They followed. The wonman rounded a turn and di sappeared, but in a nonent they saw her
again as they rounded the same turn. She was waiting for them and now stepped forward to enbrace
Dari us agai n. She said sonet hing.

"Her nane is Potia," Nona reported. "She says you nust breed with her."

This is odd, Seqiro thought. / thought | was naking progress, but it has becone harder to
reach her m nd.
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"She nust realize that something is happening, and be closing her mnd,". Darius said,
gently pushing the woman back. "To what | say as well as to your probing."

A second worman approached. She too was in a brown tunic, but her hair and eyes were
yell ow. She was as pretty as Potia, but in a different way. She approached Stave.

"Hey," Nona protested as the worman enbraced Stave.

The wonman spoke. Darius was beginning to recogni ze the patterning of the |anguage. This
worman was saying the sane thing to Stave that Potia had said to him Darius.
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Stave | ooked at Nona. "May | tell her that you are ny |ove?" he asked.

"I's there any danger in that?" Darius asked. "Could that worman decide to get rid of Nona,
if she sees her as a rival ?"

There does not seemto be hostility, only urgency. She is interested only in Stave.

Nona was hesitating. Then Darius realized, as he felt the underlying enotions Seqiro
pi cked up, that it was not just a matter of safety, but of uncertainty. She was not in love with
St ave.

"Perhaps | amnot," she said apol ogetically.

St ave spoke to the wonan. "I am not | ooking for |ove at the nonent."

The wonman hardly paused. Her nane, she said, was Keli. He had to breed with her. She
clarified this by taking one of his hands and placing it on her full bosom

Stave, intrigued, neverthel ess demurred. After a nonent Keli wi thdrew, disappointed, and
joined Potia, |eading the way on around the turn. They di sappear ed.

"Again we follow " Darius said, somewhat benused by this pattern.

As before, the wonen were waiting for them as if surprised that the party had not kept
up. Each enbraced "her" nan again, despite |ack of encouragenent.

They are not hostile. But their nminds are odd. | have |ost progress again. There is
sonet hi ng strange about this situation

Darius and Stave | aughed. There certainly was!

Then a young man approached. He was in brown, too, with brown hair and yell ow eyes, and
qui te handsone. He approached Nona.

Both Darius and Stave noved to block himfromher. "No, let himcome," Nona said. "These
folk seemto have their way of greeting us."

They did indeed! Darius and Stave noved out of the way, and the man came to enbrace Nona
He sought to kiss her, but she turned her face aside. "I amLang," he said. "I amto breed with
you. "

"Not yet," Nona said, disengaging much as the nen had. "But thank you for the offer."

He | et her go, though evidently disappointed. He joined the two wonen in brown and they
I ed the way on down the curvy passage, wal king quickly.
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"This grows famliar," Darius said. But he did not rush to keep the pace, know ng that the
three would wait the nmoment they got out of sight.

So it was. In a nonent they rounded the bend and rejoined the three, who were waiting
expectantly. This tine all three stepped forward to enbrace their chosen people, as if long
separated fromfriends. Darius, Stave, and Nona subnmitted with resignation

"All we are missing is a mare," Darius nmuttered as they followed the rabble folk on down
into the planet.

There was the sound of hooves.

It was a brown mare, with brown eyes and yell ow mane. She nuzzl ed Seqgiro. She seened to be
ready to nate.

Her name is Bel, Seqgiro thought. But her mind is as obscure as the others. It seens to be
of simlar intelligence. She will soon be in heat.

"These encounters are no coincidence,” Darius said. "They saw us com ng. They nust be
trying to lull us by suggesting that they find us attractive for breeding purposes. But what is
their real object?"

/ can not fathomthat in any of them

"But as long as we are sure they are not hostile, we can go with them" Nona said. "If
they remain friendly | ong enough, we shall be able to endure until Colene and Proves return with
our informtion."

"I think I would rather have encountered vicious nonsters,"” Darius said. "Then we could
have settled with them and known where we stood. These folk may be friendly, but let's not reveal
the several powers we have until such tinme as we have to."

"l was thinking the same thing," Nona said. "They won't expect magic in a woman."
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"Or in nen who have been exiled," Stave said.
"Or in a horse," Darius added.

Agr eed.
"Are we sure we have nmagic here?" Stave inquired. "The rabble are confined because they
are subhuman, having no magic at all, but that might be because no magi c works here."

That could account for ny difficulty getting into their mnds, Seqiro thought. My ability
islimted in range on the surface, and perhaps limited in depth here.
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"W had better test it,"” Darius said. "The nonent the natives give us another nonent by
oursel ves."

"Which is right now," Darius said. He brought out his icon of hinself, invoked it, and
lifted it slightly. He felt his body being tugged upward. His magic still worked.

Meanwhil e a picture appeared on the wall, of the four of them That neant that Stave's
power of illusion was functional. And a | oose stone on the floor lifted, hovered, circled, and
dropped. Nona's levitation renained.

"Qur powers renmin," Darius said. "So probably yours does too, Seqiro. After all, you have

been nmind-tal king with us throughout. But the mnds here are hard for you to get into. Once you
fathomthem they may be as easy to read as ours are."

There is something el se, the horse thought grimy. / start to penetrate the ninds, then
| ose ny way. That has never happened before.

They wal ked on around the turn. There were the four rabble. The three human ones cane to
enbrace, and the nmare to sniff noses. There certainly was sonething odd; why did they al ways
repeat these actions after such brief separations?

Now t he tunnel opened out into a |arger system There was a broad center passage, with
many intersecting tunnels. This m ght be the equivalent of a village.

Still the four who had introduced thensel ves di sappeared and reappeared, just stepping
monentarily out of sight as the group wal ked on. Finally Seqgiro figured it out: They are changi ng
creatures! Every few mnutes we are in the conpany of four new ones who | ook, sound, and snell
i ke the others.

"Now, that's interesting," Darius said. "That accounts for your inability to penetrate
their mnds: you're continually working on new, unfamliar ninds. But what is the point?"

If I could focus on a single mind for a | onger period, | should be able to di scover that.

"Then we rmust help you to do that. How can we prevent one of them from changi ng?"

"By preventing her from stepping out of our sight,” Stave said. "I think I could do that,
but I'm not sure how you woul d feel about it, Nona."
"I am nervous about being ignorant in this place," Nona said. "If you can hold yours, do

it."

So Stave proceeded to do that. \Wien the next group
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came to enbrace, he welconed it, and did not let his yellow haired-and-eyed woman Keli go.
I nstead he ki ssed her again. "Maybe you are right," he told her carefully in her dialect. "Mybe
we had better breed."

Nona faced away, protecting her expression. Now she understood why he had thought she
ni ght object. Neverthel ess, she made a running translation for Darius; she westled with the
variants of words, and as she managed to grasp them Seqiro relayed the neanings.

Keli was delighted. "Now " she exclainmed, tugging at her tight tunic.

"Maybe not right now, for we of the surface have peculiar conventions. We |like to be al one
for such activity."

"I will take you to a private chanmber!" she said eagerly.

"But we also like to get to know each other first," he continued. "W prefer to have an
enduring relationship. That takes tinme."

"But that is not needed for breeding!" she objected. "You cannot renain with ne after
breedi ng. "

"Now, this is interesting," Nona nurnured. "Wonen who prefer to breed and run?"

"That is not the way the wonmen of ny world feel," Darius said.

But it is for ny kind

Both Darius and Nona snil ed.

"It is the way it nust be," Keli said. "You nmust not stay with the one you have bred."

"Why not?" Stave inquired. The other rabble folk were noving on ahead, but he held Keli
who seenmed quite willing to remain. "I mght want to do it again with you."

"Ch!" She was shocked.
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Meanwhil e the others disappeared. But Keli, despite her distress, remained. She could not
change wi th anot her who seenmed exactly like her.

"I amfromthe surface, and ignorant of your ways," Stave said patiently. "You will have
to explain to ne why | can not breed with you repeatedly, if I like you."

"Because you nust be shared," she said.

"But | want to share only with you."

"No! Wth a thousand wonen!"

This surprised themall. "Wat?" Stave asked
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"You nust breed with a thousand wonen before you can settle with one," she explained. "It
is the Way."

"It is not ny way. | want only one."

Their party, still walking, caught up with the other three. They had changed, but Keli had

not .

/| amgetting into her mnd, Seqiro thought. She is not trying to mask her thoughts.

"I think none of themare," Darius said. "They nerely keep changing, for what reason we
hope to learn.”

Stave enbraced Keli as the others enbraced their own. "Maybe after the thousand," she
said. "Then you will be free."

“"I'mfree now," he said.

Now her | ook was sad. "You are not."

"But I am If | do not like it here, I wll |eave."

"You can not. You nust breed."

She is speaking the truth. She believes we are captives.

Dari us | ooked around. They were coming to a central garden spot, where nany men were
wor ki ng. The plants were unlike those of the surface, which had a superficial resenblance to those
of his reality and Colene's. These didn't bother; they were weirdly fractal, with branches
radi ating out into further branches, but no obvious roots or stens or |eaves. Sonme seened
kal ei doscopi c, and sone |ike assorted fish eyes, and yet others |i ke bunches of feathers. Sone
were squares piled on squares, or fragnments of squares, beconming crystalline, rem nding nun of the
val |l eys of his hone. There seenmed to be an infinite variety, but he could not see how they grew or
how t hey were used.

"That is not a thing that can be dictated by others," Stave said. "It has to be by
choi ce. ™

"I't's nice when by choice," she said. "But it nust be, regardless.

Trut h.

Darius liked the snmell of this no better than the others did. Wiy was there this
i nperative for mass breeding?

"I must learn nmore of this," Stave said. "I am/learning your dialect. Let us go sonewhere
private and talk, and conme to a nore perfect understanding.”

"WIl you breed with ne?" she asked eagerly.

He gl anced again at Nona. "You're a man," Nona said, resigned. "Do what nmen do. We need

the information." It seenmed that their nornal dialect was indeci pherable to the
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rabbl e; Seqiro's help enabled themto understand Keli. Thus they could continue to talk

anong thensel ves, wi thout giving away the fact of Seqiro's mnd-talKk.

"I may breed with you if | cone to understand the necessity," Stave said.

"Yes! Here!" She drew himinto a side passage, and thence into a private chanber.

Darius glanced at Nona. They had been | eft behind physically, but not nentally, for Stave
remai ned within range. What were they to do while Stave worked on getting them what they needed to
know?

Then Stave reappeared, holding Keli's hand. This was not affection so much as making sure
she was not switched for another Keli w thout his know edge. "My conpanions," he said. "They nust
be fed, and have a place to rest, while we talk."

| mredi ately, the three other rabble folk, who had changed out several tines during this
di al ogue, responded. They led Darius, Nona, and Seqiro to a table where objects of assorted shapes
were piled. This was food?

Potia picked up a branching stick and proffered it to Darius. He gazed blankly at it. Then
she put it to her nouth and bit at the fringe. It broke off, and she chewed on the fragnent.

Darius took it fromher and tried a bite hinself. The stuff was brittle, but nelted as
soon as it touched his nmouth. It had a sweet aronma and taste. This was indeed food.
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There were al so vessels of |iquid: bubblelike shapes with projecting blisters, which in
turn had projections. When a person bit off a small projection, he could then sip the liquid
nectar within.

So they ate, and while they did so, they tuned in on Stave's dialogue with Keli. She was
feeding hima simlar repast, but in a suggestive nmanner: she caressed hi m sonewhere each tinme she
gave hi m sonething. He was beconing interested, for she was a fine-|ooking wonman. But the point of
it was what they were saying to each other

"I do not understand about breeding with a thousand wonen," Stave said. "On the surface, a
man breeds with one woman, and if he considers doing it with another, the first is upset.” As Nona
woul d be, if he let this creature seduce him his thought cane through clearly. Darius understood
the situa --
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tion well enough. He gl anced across at Nona, and she net his gaze briefly. Her thought
canme through: she and Stave were close, but not possessively close; it was Stave's right to do as
he chose. Had she wanted to reserve himfor herself, she should have done it before, and she had
not .

"W rabble want nost of all to return to the surface world," Keli replied. "But we can
not, for we have no magic, not even illusion. But if we breed with those fromthe surface, our
children may have nmagic, and be able to return. So we long instead for that, and do our utnost to
breed with those who are fresh fromthere. It is our rule: any person fromthat real mnust breed
with a thousand of our folk before being free to do what he prefers. Hs only choice is with whom
to breed. W will not let you go until you have done this."

Stave was beginning to appreciate the enormity of this requirenent. "But Nona -- the wonan
of our party -- she could never succeed in doing this!"

Darius felt Nona stiffen beside him This was beconi ng unconfortably personal

"Yes, she could,"” Keli answered. "She could breed with twenty nen in a day, and finish in
fifty days.”

Nona did not seemreassured by that estinate.

"But she would not have a thousand babies!"

"But she woul d have one, and have given a thousand nen the chance to sire that one."

So that was it: a fair chance for every one of the rabble. It was beginning to make sense.

"But a man could not do that," Stave continued. "He -- naybe several in a day, but not
twenty, and not for long."

"W know. So it will be one a day, for a thousand days. Starting with nme, for you."

"But you m ght not conceive!"

"But | will have ny chance. Some will conceive. There will be sone babies who can go to
the surface. That is all we ask. A thousand attenpts with a thousand folk. It is not so nmuch,
because we take good care of you."

"Suppose | decide not to?" he denanded.

"I wWill try nmy best to persuade you," she said. "Like this.” She drew off her tunic, to
reveal a body that struck Darius as it did Stave. Stave's mnd was relaying a nental picture:
perfection. It would be no chore to address that body.

But Stave, |ike Darius, knew caution. He knew that the
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ot her rabble fol k had been changi ng every few ninutes, though they |ooked the same. He
wanted to know why, but hesitated to ask

/ have found it, Seqiro thought. These folk are formchangers. Each can assune any form
human or animal, though they can not change their body nmass, so it is not true nagic. Form does
not matter much to them it is a convenience of the nmoment. They are giving as many of their
nunmber as possible a chance to breed: each has a set tine to make an inpression, and then nust
give place to another. Kelt is the nane of that form not the person; but the person in that form
when Stave took an interest is allowed to continue, and to breed with himif she can

Dari us whistled soundl essly. Formchanging and the desire to breed with the newconers:
that accounted for everything. It also showed an extrenmely fine-tuned program Surely these folk
did know how to prevent their visitors fromdeparting, and howto force themto breed if they did
not do so voluntarily. This was a trap of an unantici pated nature.

Nona, receiving his thoughts, |ooked pale. How were they going to handle this?

"Coul d they even assune our forns?" Darius asked.

They coul d.

"Then we had better develop sufficient nental touch to know exactly with whomwe are
dealing," Darius said.
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/ know the difference between your minds and theirs, the horse assured him / will keep
you inforned. They are not aware of ny ability, so are taking no precautions against it. M
difficulty in reading their mnds is purely because they are constantly changi ng fol k, and new
m nds are hard to address.

They continued eating, while Stave continued to fend off Keli's advances wi thout actually
rejecting her.

Then Nona stood. "Is there a private chanber for personal matters?" she inquired.
"Ah, you are ready to breed with me?" Long asked, pleased.
Qops. "Not yet," she said. "I nmeant for -- | have eaten and drunk, and -- "

"I will show you," he said quickly. Meanwhile Seqiro confirmed that such conventions were
simlar here to those of the surface real m

Nona departed. But then things got interesting. They are trying it, Seqiro thought. The
worman who returns to Darius will
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not be Nona, and the nman Nona returns to will not be Darius. | can not be sure, because
Keli is not thinking of this, but | suspect that they believe that Darius and Nona are interested

in each other.

"A nice ploy," Darius mnuttered.

After an interval, he saw Nona returning. "Oh, so they didn't try it,"'

That is not Nona.

Darius | ooked again. It was Nona! She was identical, and she noved the same way. She had
been a perfectly beautiful young woman, and she renained so. In fact she cane to sit beside him
and she kissed himon the side of the face, then caught his head to turn his face to hers for a
full Kkiss.

But Seqiro relayed her thoughts to him and they were inpenetrable. They were not the
t hought s of the woman he knew, but of an alien. He had been nisled by her appearance despite the
horse's warning; wthout that warning he woul d have been entirely fool ed. Except for his surprise
that Nona should act this way. She had ki ssed hi monce, when confused after a conjuration, but
otherw se been nore reserved. Ronantic aggression was not her way. In that respect she was quite
di fferent from Col ene.

Potia got up and left. Wuld that have tipped himoff? He wasn't sure.

Then Nona's thoughts cane, Darius? But | was about to return to the table. Wiy are you --

he sai d.

oh!

"He's not Darius,"” Darius mnuttered.

Darius? This isn 't you? It | ooks exactly like you, but you never tried to touch ne like
this.

“I'"'mnot your man," he said without nmoving his lips. "There's a wonan who | ooks just |ike
you here with ne, and she's kissing ne. What's he doing with you?"

He must think we are |overs! she thought indignantly. That seenmed to be sufficient answer.

"Do we reveal that we know their ploy?" he asked soundl essly. The Nona emrul ati on was now
pressing his captured hand agai nst her full bosom "If we do, they nmay proceed to sonething we
like less."

If we don't, we are going to be lovers by proxy, she responded. / would prefer to be with
the real you. She meant because she trusted him but her thought did not exclude the aspect of
|l ove. That startled himfor another reason. Her
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thought carried an added nuance: the | egendary Earle, in the story told on Jupiter, had
| ooked |i ke a cross between Angus and Darius. She had recognized this, and suppressed the
realization.

"W had better get together," he said. "But let's not reveal what we know. Seqiro, guide
us."

Foll ow nmy thought. A picture showed a hall |eading away.

He di sengaged far enough to stand. The enulation stood with him She did sonething to her
red tunic that enabled himto see down inside its front. He knew she wasn't the real Nona, and
knew t hat every action of hers was calculated to danp down his logic and fire up his passion, but
it remained an effective view. The nore so because she did not wear the halter undergarnent Col ene
had arranged for the real Nona.

"A private chanber,"” he said aloud. "Maybe we can find one." He | ooked around.

Nul | - Nona | ooked al so, evidently understandi ng hi mwell enough. She spied the entrance to
a chanber, and urged himthere.

"Where are you, Nona?" he asked silently.
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"Down the passage." Seqgiro renewed the nmental nap, so that the two of them knew where they
were with respect to each other.

"I don't like this one," he said aloud. "Let's find a better one." He headed down the
passage toward the real Nona.

Nul | - Nona caught his arm alnpbst turning himinto another chanber, but he persisted. "Not
good enough. But down here, maybe -- " He noved on despite her

Desperate, Null-Nona pulled off her tunic to reveal her naked body. It was a shock; in
Darius cul ture wonen wore bul ky diapers under their exterior clothing to conceal their alluring
contours, lest any nale who spied them be overcone by lust. Even his encounter with Colene's quite
different attitude had not been enough to reverse a lifetinme's conditioning. Cccasional gl ances
down necklines or up skirts were one thing, for they never showed as nuch as they seened to; the
complete array, w thout warning, was another. He experienced instant desire.

She enbraced hi mardently, and sought to draw himinto another chanber. The irony was that
her passion was surely genuine; she wanted nore than anything else to breed with him
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But she was not the wonan she seened to be, and he would be in trouble if he bred with
either the enulation or the real one. So he resisted, though in other circunstances he woul d have
been glad to cooperate. It was a considerabl e chall enge.

Meanwhi |l e Nona's thoughts were coining to him He is trying to get me into a chanber.
can not resist further wi thout revealing what | know Yet if | enter that chanber --

"Enter it," he replied. "But guide ne in. Then we shall see what we shall see."

Don't take |long, she thought urgently.

Now you know what | am experiencing. Stave's thought cane. /, too, would rather be with
you, Nona.

Then have your paranour assune ny form she snapped nentally. Darius, you nmust get here
i medi ately, or | nust use ny nagi c on your image.

VWi ch woul d nmean that the rabble would know her power. Darius put aside the irony of her
two thoughts involving Stave and hinself -- in concert they inplied that Darius was her |over --
and haul ed her distractingly exposed i mage along the hall to that chanber. "This one," he said.
"This one seens right."

Nul I - Nona forgot herself to the extent of speaking. "No! No!" Her sentinment would have
been evident in any |anguage. She w apped herself around him trying to bear himdown right in the
passage. Anything to gain the breeding before he discovered the truth.

They stunbled into the chanber. There was the real Nona, in a simlar state of dishabille
except for her underclothing, alnbst exactly as exciting, with Null-Darius clinmbing on her

"Ha!" Darius cried with righteous anger. He threw Null-Nona away from himand cl apped a
hand on Nul | -Darius. "Wo are you?"

Nona stared at Null-Nona with feigned astoni shnment. "Wo are you?" she echoed.

Darius took a closer look at Null-Darius. He let his mouth drop open, as if just realizing
the man's simlarity to hinself.

"He | ooks just |ike you!"™ Nona said.

"There are two of you!" Darius said. He hoped that his interest in their deliciously
exposed bodi es woul d be taken for surprise. They were |ike identical twi ns, one half undressed and
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the other conpletely so, and he would have |l oved to dream of a situation |like this.
Provided either were truly his to dream of

The two enul ations were not stupid. They affected the sane surprise as the real ones,
trying to confuse the real ones. But Darius cut through that. "Say sonmething in your own
| anguage, " he told the two Nonas.

That separated them nore surely than the partial clothing. Only one even understood his

words -- though it was the nmental translation she grasped -- and so only she coul d answer
appropriately. "I am Nona," she declared. Then: "And you nmust be Darius, because you spoke
correctly." The rabble could not distinguish one | anguage fromthe other well enough to realize

that they were being partly deceived.

Dari us and Nona enbraced. They were now confirmng for the two enulations that they were
i ndeed associating with each other, for this was better than being subject to the breedi ng program
of this realm Darius felt guilty, knowi ng how Col ene woul d resent this particul ar byplay.

Then they turned to face the other two, who were enbracing each other, still trying to
pretend. But their gane was |lost; they could breed with each other if they w shed, gaining
nothing. It was clear that they understood that the visitors had stunbled on part of the truth,
and needed an expl anati on.
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"Tell us what this nmeans,"” Nona said to them "Wy did you try to deceive us? Had we not
happened to see you together, we mght have been fooled." Thus protecting Seqiro's secret.

"You nust breed,” the man said. "But you nay choose with whomto breed. W wanted to be
first."

"You can change form" Nona said as if just realizing it. "You can initate us!"

"W thought it would nake it easier for you," the woman said.

/ have stalled as long as | can. Stave's thought canme. Either join me, or let ne have her

"It is better to maintain a united front," Darius said. "W nust protect himtoo."

"We rnust unify our party,"” Nona said, so that the rabble could understand. "W nust be
together, so that no one can fool us again. Wiere is Stave? Wiere is the horse?"

"We nmust find them" Darius said.

They marched out, followed sonewhat hel plessly by the
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emul ations. Apparently it was bad formto change appearance in the sight of others, so
they were | ocked in.

They wal ked down t he passage, peeking into chanbers as if searching each for their |ost
conpani ons. It would have been a hopel ess quest, for there were nmany chanbers, had they not been
gui ded by Seqiro.

They found the horse still at the table, with Bel the yell ow maned nare. | have no
obj ection to breeding, he thought.

"Hold off for a while," Darius nmuttered. "W may need your full attention.” He put his
hand on the horse's back, as if giving a command, and Seqgiro obliged by | eaving the mare and
foll owi ng him

They continued to explore chanbers, trying to make it seemas if they were about to find
the right one by chance. / have |l earned that the creatures here are not conpletely human, Seqiro
thought. Neither are they animal. They may be reckoned as animal with human intelligence, and the
ability to assune the fornms they desire. By ny definition they are the equivalent of the folk on
the surface, and not inferior

"Then why are they so eager to breed with us?" Darius asked.

They believe they are inferior, because they |lack magic. They do not consider form
changi ng to be proper nmagic.

"This is foolishness!" Darius said. "They should be satisfied with what they are."

To a horse, many human conventions seemsinmilarly foolish

Darius knew better than to argue, but Nona didn't. "Wat conventions?" she asked, as if
addr essi ng Dari us.

Confining your breeding to a single stallion or mare. You should breed with the nearest
feasi ble creature of your species, when in season

"That does seemto be what the rabble want," she admtted. "So it seens that they are as
much ani mal as human in attitude as well as body."

Here is the chanber.

Nona entered it. "Wy, Stave!" she exclained. "Wat are you doing?" As if there could be
any confusion on that score.

Keli was chagrined, but not because she was naked. "He is breeding with nme," she said. Her
words were now clear to themall, because Seqiro had penetrated her mind and was
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translating freely. "Can't your business wait another nminute until we are done?"

But Stave, abashed despite his know edge that this interruption was incipient, was hastily
strai ghtening out his blue tunic. In any other circunmstance he woul d have been nortified to have
Nona di scover himin such state with another wonan. In this case he had begged her to do just
that. Still, his enbarrassment was striking all of them nmentally.

Darius did what he could to restore equilibrium "W have learned that these folk are able
to change form One assuned the |ikeness of Nona, and another the |ikeness of ne, so that we were
al nost fooled." He indicated the two figures behind him who still |ooked exactly |Iike hinself and
Nona. "W decided that we need to renain together as a group, so that we can no | onger be fool ed
this way. @ herwi se we night be hopel essly divided, and never be able to | eave this place."

Stave | ooked at the enul ated Darius and Nona. He was inpressed. "You are right. | night
never have found you, if you had not found ne."

"Then stay together,"” Keli said. "But breed nme now. "

"Much as | would like to, | nust go with ny friends," Stave told her with real regret. Hs
feelings were still coming through: he very much wanted a relationship with Nona, but knew t hat
this was probably dooned for reasons not related to whatever feeling she had for him Thus the
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of fer of a beautiful creature like Keli, or of a creature in the exact |ikeness of Nona, had
consi der abl e appeal

"But they too nmust breed,” Keli rem nded him "A thousand tinmes, each one."

"What ?" Nona demanded. This was information they had had only via Seqiro, so it was
necessary to establish this i ndependent source of information

"The rabble has this requirement for visitors fromthe surface," Stave expl ained. "Each
must breed with a thousand rabble, before being free. This is to enable nore children to have
magi c that will allowthemto return to the surface.”

The rabbl e are gat heri ng.

"We had better get out of here," Darius said tersely. Then, to Stave: "W do not accept
any such requirenent. They can not hold us to it."

"We do not accept this," Nona translated for Keli, with Seqgiro maki ng sure the wonan
under st ood.
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They stepped out of the chanber, and paused.

The passage was now filled with people and creatures. It was apparent that their snal
group of four was not going to be able to go anywhere unless the rabble allowed it.

-- CHAPTER 11

"THE wal k was reasonably routine, considering. They did encounter a dragon, but avoi ded
it, and simlarly avoided sonmething that seened to be a crossbreed between a scorpion and a
tractor. They crossed a sea nade of jelly solid enough to walk on -- that was nervous business,
because it mght change to thin water at any boundary -- and passed a region in which the ground
seemred wooden and the trees were nade of stone and earth. They did not pass any realities with
telepathic aninmals; that would be in the vicinity of Seqiro's anchor, perhaps on the opposite side
of the Virtual Mbde.

It was, however, a longer journey, requiring several days. Provos' supplies were adequate;
she m ght not remenber details of the many realities they would cross, but she had known how | ong
their excursion woul d be.

Col ene di scovered that she rather |iked being with Provos, who had many sterling qualities
despite being hard to talk with and of another generation. Col ene w shed that her own parents had
had more such qualities. Scratch a suicidal girl, she thought wyly, and you found a foul ed-up
fam ly. Provos seenmed to have no evil habits. Had she ever married? It was hard to tell, but
Col ene suspected not, because her house was too clean and uncl uttered.

What woul d Provos do on Earth? Col ene hadn't thought of that, but now it worried her
Col ene herself had a hone,
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such as it was, but she couldn't take Provos there. In fact, maybe she couldn't take
herself there; she had been away for a nmonth or so, and there m ght be awkward questions. But what
were they going to do -- throw her in prison? She could naybe hide Provos in Dogwood Bunshed, her
hi deaway. It wasn't as if she were going to stay any |length of tine.

But Provos herself could help. Al they had to do was give her tine to get her nmenory
straight, and she woul d know what pitfalls awaited them That and conmon sense should get them
t hrough, Col ene hoped. She really hadn't been thinking of the possible conplications of her home
reality when she blithely said she could get the fractal information

ON the fifth day of this leg of the journey the territory began to look faniliar. They
were coming to the Earth Col ene knew. She experienced a certain bitter nostal gia. She had not
| oved her life on Earth, yet it had had its points. She had gone over sonme of themw th Seqiro, in
a fashion expiating emotional events, but there were others. Her feelings were nixed.

She coul d have used her bicycle here. But that had been lost to the despots, who had
surely been nuch perplexed by it, and anyway Provos didn't have one. So they pl odded on al ong
besi de the increasingly stable highway.

They found Col ene's town, and wal ked the street toward it. Cars blinked in and out on the
road as the two of themcontinued to cross realities. Colene had left this place at dawn, with
little traffic, so it had been sonme tine before she had realized exactly how strange the Virtua
Mode was. Now it was afternoon, with plenty of traffic, and the way the cars popped hi and out of
exi stence was startling. Trees were stationary, and animals generally slow nmoving, so the eye

could reorient on them But the cars were traveling, sonme of themat high speed -- if there was
any driver in Cklahoma who even knew what the speed limt was, he concealed that information -- so
that they shot through the ten-foot section of whatever reality Colene stood in |like the
proverbial bats out of hell. Provos was al armed, but adjusted as Col ene reassured her; they were

reasonably safe on the sidewal k.
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Then they reached Col ene's house. It was the wong design and col or and had the wong
trees in the yard. But these details kept shifting as they approached, until everything was pretty
cl ose.
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Col ene | ed the way around to Bumshed, which was where the anchor actually was. Until they
passed through it, nothing really counted; even if they saw people, they would not be in the sane
reality, and a mss by even one thin reality would be a whole lot nore significant than a m ss by
amle.

They entered the shed and passed through the anchor. Suddenly the things Col ene had | eft
behi nd appeared: crunpled bl ankets, a covered privy pot, her teddy bear, Raggedy Ann doll, books,
and her guitar. And the knife. Al the things she had gathered together here when she planned to

kill herself. Only she hadn't had the guts to do it -- and then the Virtual Mde had cone, and she
had grabbed the anchor and gone off to seek Dari us.
She stood looking at it all. There was her | ocked box, containing her instruments of death

and her diary addressed to Maresy Doats. There was her picture of Maresy, grazing in a nice field.
There was the artificial carnation flower saved fromthe prom And there, tucked in between the
pot and its cover, was her farewell note for her fanmily

Hadn' t they checked here? Hadn't they seen that note? It couldn't be that they had never
even m ssed her!

She stooped to pull it out. She read it. DEAR FOLKS: DONT WORRY; | AM FINE. | JUST HAVE
SOVEWHERE TO GO. COLENE.

The sheet blurred. She was crying.

Proves put her arms around Col ene and held her close. It was a confort Col ene needed.
Sonehow she had hardly thought of this, of what she had left here. It was as if she really had
sliced her arnms and bled into the pot until she died, |eaving all her precious things around her
body. Now she had returned fromthat death, and they had faithfully waited for her

But she couldn't afford to waste tinme noping. She had a job to do, so she could rescue
Darius and Seqiro.

Even as she canme to that conclusion, Proves was letting her go. The wonman began to put the
shed in order, nmaking roomin the center and fashioning a kind of cushion by a wall. She knew she
woul d have to stay here while Col ene went out, because there was no way Proves could get by in
this reality.

But Col ene had to do sonme organi zing of her own. This was afternoon and her fol ks shoul d
not yet be hone fromtheir jobs; she had tine to get inside and change to local clothing. It

woul d never do to parade around here in a tunic and gi ant di aper

She opened the door and | ooked out. Al was clear. Nothing in sight but the house and the
little dogwood tree. Was she really in her honme reality? To nake sure, Colene went out and wal ked
ten feet: nothing changed. But of course it could be a very simlar reality. So she picked up a
pebbl e and wal ked back. The pebble didn't di sappear. She m ght look like an idiot doing this, but
she needed to be sure. This was her honme, all right.

Everything in the yard | ooked just about the sane as it had been when she had left it. The
grass needed nmowi ng, but it always did. Things |looked a little browner, but that was because the
fall season was another nonth al ong.

Proves energed fromthe shed. "But you nmustn't be seen!" Col ene protested.

The woman wal ked toward the house. Colene realized that Provos' future nenory had taken
good hol d; she renmenbered that no one was hone at this hour, and she wanted to see the house.

Col ene ran to catch up. She went to the back door. It was |ocked, but Provos was already
fetching the key fromunder the mat. She gave it to Col ene, who used it to open the door. Then
Provos put it back under the mat. Cbviously they had done this in the future.

"Well, this is ny old house," Col ene said, showing off the cluttered kitchen and living
room It didn't seemto have changed an iota. Hadn't her absence nade any difference at all? This
was wei rd!

They went upstairs to her room This too was unchanged. It was as if she had gone out this
same norning, and returned routinely this afternoon. As if the entire nonth she had been away was
only a day here, so she hadn't even been nissed yet.

Could that be? Could time on the Virtual Mde be different? No, because it had evidently
passed in normal fashion for the folk of Darius' reality. Probably for Provos' reality too; the
wonan had shut up her house for the duration, being well organized, so it didn't much natter

And there was a signal of her absence: a little pile of letters on the stool near the
door. Her parents did not open her mail; they left it in her roomfor her to handl e when she re --
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turned fromschool. None of it was personal; she had |earned the hard way not to trust
others, and never to put into witing what she did not want wi dely known. Maresy Doats was her
only truly personal correspondent, and those diary entries were kept |ocked up, and sonetines
witten in oblique fashion to confuse any possible snooper. So it was all junk mail, both with her
name and wi thout, because anything that related to books, records, or novelty catal ogs was in her
bai liw ck.

Proves was [ ooking. "This is nostly Carrot Sort," Co-lene told her. " 'Cause that's what
it looks like: CAR RT SORT. Means they parcel it out to every house on the route. Maresy says
maybe they figure there's a big rabbit here. | say that if they drop any nore of this junk on ne,

I"lI'l drop nmy Bonb of G lead on them" She touched the little jar of ointnent nearby, nmarked
G LEAD. "That's really "balm' but | go for the violence."

Proves sniled, but probably not at anything Col ene had said, as she wouldn't renenber it
even if she understood it. The woman was nerely curious about Col ene's strange residence. She
wal ked here and there, exam ning w thout touching, perhaps getting her upcomni ng nenories straight.

"I gotta change," Colene told Proves. She went to her closet and rumuaged until she found
bl ue jeans and a dark bl ouse. Also regular panties and sneakers.

She pulled off her tunic and undid her diaper, while Proves continued to | ook around,
evidently intrigued by this strange house. Col ene went to the bathroom and had a qui ck washcl oth
and dab cl eanup. She got into her home-reality clothes, which fit her perfectly. Somehow she had
al rost t hought they wouldn't. Maybe she had just hoped that her bra would be a little tight,

i ndicating that her breasts had grown. No such luck. It would be a long time, if ever, before she
had a tape neasurenent |ike Nona's.

Then she had anot her thought. Provos shoul d change too. Then the wonan woul dn't have to
hi de; she would look like a local visitor. She turned -- to find Provos al ready picking out
sui tabl e cl ot hi ng.

Col ene's jeans and blouses didn't fit Provos. Both were too short and | oose. Wen it cane
to tape neasurenents, Provos wasn't in it. But a long dress and sl eeved shirt adjusted nicely
enough.

"But that hat will have to go," Colene said -- even as the
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worman renoved it. Provos |located a kerchief, and tied that around her graying hair; it
seened that she did not feel confortable with a naked head. She | ooked reasonably normal now.

Then Col ene heard sonething. A vehicle -- and it was pulling into the drive! It was her
not her's car. "W've got to get out of here!" she cried. "Before Momcones in!"

But Provos refused to be rushed. She seenmed unconcerned about discovery. Col ene rem nded
herself again that the wonman remenbered the future; she nust know it was going to be all right.

Still, there was a protocol to honor. "I've got to face Momfirst," Colene said firmy,
and hurried to the stairs.

Col ene was there in the living room watching the TV, when her nother came in. Just as it
al ways had been. She would sinply pretend that nothing had happened, and see how it played. She
hadn't thought about this aspect of her return before.

It didn't work. "Col ene!" her nother screaned, dropping her packages. Then she swayed,
seem ng about to faint.

Col ene junped up and got to her before she fell. She got her nmother to the couch, where

they both coll apsed. "I'm okay, Mom" she said consolingly.

Her nother clutched her, crying. She rem nded Col ene of herself, in Bunshed with her
things and their sudden nenories. Suddenly her nother seened ten years older, and frail, and
Col ene just wanted to hold her and reassure her. But sonehow that wasn't what cane out.

"You never checked Bunshed," she said reprovingly. "I left a note."

"We did!'" her nother sobbed. "Your note -- it said you were fine, and had sonewhere to go.

But it didn't say where or why!"
"But nothing was touched,"” Col ene protested.

Her nother gazed at her with a tear-ravaged face. "W were afraid you -- there was a knife
-- all your things were -- we didn't dare -- "
"You thought | -- " Colene started. She had never even hinted to her fol ks about her

sui ci dal nature. She thought she had fool ed them conpletely.

"That sonebody had cone and taken you fromthe
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shed, " her nother said. "Made you | eave a note. That you were raped or dead -- oh, thank
God it wasn't so!"
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They didn't know about the rape scene either. "It wasn't so," Col ene agreed. "l just had
somewhere to go, Mom It wasn't as if it would matter nmuch here. You have your beverage and Dad
hasliis social life." She was speaki ng euphem stically. Her nother got drunk al nbst every evening,
and her father had a m stress who nonopolized his free time. As famlies went, theirs was nostly
char ade

"Not matter! Oh, ny dear, | haven't had a drink since we |ost you! And your father has
been hone -- "

Then, seeing Col ene's disbelief, she got up and urged her to the kitchen. She opened the
cupboards. There were no bottles there.

"You really -- ?" Col ene asked, alnost daring to believe.

"My precious child, we did not have an ideal marriage, but we both |oved you. That was the
one thing we had in common. Didn't you know?"

Colene felt the tears starting again. "No."

Now it was her nother who held her. "You were always so smart, so good, so well adjusted,
despite everything. You were our joy. Only sonehow we got distracted by things. Wen you left, it
shocked us to our senses -- too |late."

CGood? Wl | adjusted? Col ene had gone through a series of shocks, beginning with the rape,
and had sought to kill herself. Her exterior |ife had becone an act, covering her suicida
depression. She had cut her wists daily and watched them bl eed, daring herself to do it, to die
She had been on the verge of it when Darius had made the Virtual Mde and given her a chance to
find him

"But not hing changed!" Col ene protested. "You lived the sanme way w thout ne as you had
with me. | didn't nmake any difference." There was one of the fundanental bitternesses of her
exi st ence.

"Everyt hing changed," her mother said. "W -- we were so afraid of what m ght have
happened that we denied it. W didn't report you as a runaway, we didn't make any fuss, we just
told the school that you had gone to visit relatives in Al aska, that an emergency had conme up
there and they needed you, and no one questioned it. But between ourselves we denied it. W didn't

touch anything of yours. W put the note back and pretended you were still with us. That you were
up in your
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room or out in your shed, or at school, or visiting a friend down the street. Because if
we ever admitted it, then it mght becone real, and we couldn't face that. W -- we pretended to
be the famly everyone al ways thought we were, with you included, and neither of us dared to break
the spell -- in case you did cone back -- so as not to drive you away again -- "

Col ene was appal | ed. Her departure had refornmed her parents! They had covered for her, and
acted perfectly, just in the hope of having her back. Al the rest had di sappeared when she went.
They really did | ove her!

"Now you are back,"” her nother said. "Qur prayers have been answered! W will be all the
things we never were before, so you can have a famly worthy of you. We had to believe that you
woul d return!"

How was she to tell themthat she had not cone to stay? Col ene had just wal ked into a
guilt trip she had never antici pated.

So she avoided the issue. "I -- have a friend," she said.

Provos appeared. There was no comon | anguage, but Provos had an unerring nenory of what
was appropriate, and there were no slips. "She -- | traveled to a, a strange place,"” Col ene said.
"And net several people, and right nowl'mtraveling with Provos. W have to -- to do sonething
here." It was all awkward, but it didn't seemto matter. Provos, an old woman, was a reassuring
presence. No one could believe that Provos woul d ever be involved in anything oddball. In fact,

soon Provos was helping to fix supper

Then the other car pulled in. Soon Colene's father entered the house.

"Baby!" he cried, spying Colene. There was relief and gladness in his face, and tears
shone in his eyes.

In a monent it was clear that what her nother had said was true. The fanily had becone
normal, cleaning up its act in a hurry. Al because she had gone. Wat was she to nake of that?

Try as she might to be cynical, she could not deny it: she did |Iove her parents. Maybe
that was what had made her hol d back, and never quite actually kill herself Maybe she had known,
deep down, that there was after all a foundation, however dil apidated the superstructure.

They had supper together, naking a good inpression on Provos, and on each other. Col ene
expl ai ned that she woul d
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have to go into town tonmorrow with Proves, to get sonething done, and this was not
chal  enged. They didn't want to do anything to drive her away.

The guilt was grow ng. Col ene had given her famly no consideration at all, deemng it a
| ost cause. Now she saw how wong she had been. But there was still no way she could stay here.
Not in this reality.

They wat ched TV after supper. Proves was fascinated by this too, as she was by the purely
nmechani cal cooking and sanitary facilities.

Proves was satisfied to sleep on a mat on the floor of Colene's room There just seened to
be no problens with her presence, or Col ene's return.

Col ene | ay awake. Al this seened too good to be true. Had she m ssed sonething? Was this
sonme kind of a drean? Should she try to penetrate through to the reality?

Then she remenbered the guilt, and was norbidly reassured. It was too good to be true --
because she was the fly in the ointnent. She was the one who nmade it untrue.

Dam! She wi shed it had been otherwi se. She felt like a clod of horse manure.

NEXT day they were ready to get down to business. Col ene had enough noney for a taxi, and
called to have one cone. It wasn't as if she would have any use for noney |later. Proves was
intrigued by the bills and coins, which were not her type of noney.

They went to a sl eazy gam ng center known to be the hangout of borderline-crimnal types.
Now Proves' future-nenory becane inval uable. Col ene, knowing that the type of information she
want ed was too conplicated to research in the local library, had decided to make a deal with
Slick. Slick was a chance acquai ntance she thought could hel p. Chance acquai ntance was a good
description: it was chancy to deal with him He was called Slick because he cut throats for a
living, slick as a razor. A dangerous nan -- but she believed he would treat her fairly. Maybe her
intuition was foolish, but there had been sonething about him the way he had treated her, that
suggested that there was decency in himas well as nurder.

They wal ked t hrough the center. This was norning, and there were few ganmers there. But
there were sonme. Col ene nmade ready to approach the first one she saw
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Provos hel d her back. For once the wonman's conposure was frayed; sonething truly bad would
cone of that introduction.

Col ene bypassed that one and approached the next. Again Provos held her back. But the
third one was acceptabl e.

This was a burly man who | ooked as if he would like to chop up young girls for breakfast.
But his expression changed when he heard the nane. "Slick? Yeah, | know him™

"WIl you tell him Colene wants to deal ?" she asked.

The nan gl anced at Provos. "You and who el se?"

"It doesn't matter."

The man nodded. This type of answer was acceptable, in this type of conpany. "Wait." He
went to a pay phone and dial ed a nunber.

He returned, inpressed. "He's on his way. He says to take good care of you. Cone on."

Col ene gl anced at Provos. Provos was al ready nodding. So they went with the man.
Apparently Slick's word counted.

The man bought them nil kshakes. This was one nore novel experience for Provos, though she
seermed to like hers well enough. "It's maybe not mny business," the man said gruffly. "But there's
a story about a little girl, real cute, went with five nmen about a nonth back, and when they cane

out, not one would say what happened, but she'd never been touched and they said she showed 'em
sonet hing they'd never seen before."

“I"'mthe one," Colene agreed. Real cute? She liked-that.

"Listen, | said it's not my business, but -- " He shrugged, evidently quite curious.
"Those guys nust've seen everythi ng about any woman who ever opened her -- uh, whatever. So
how. .. ?"

"I challenged one to a duel,"” Colene said, enjoying this. "One on one, with knives.
won. "

He nodded. "I guess you did. But you know -- well, those guys were good with knives. So --

"It was a bleeding contest. | cut ny armwith Slick's razor and let it bleed into a
bucket. All the other guy had to do was cut hinself and outbleed ne. But he forfeited. | guess he

had a generous nature."
The nan stared at her. Then he shook his head, not saying nore.
In due course Slick arrived. He was a dark nman of aver --
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age height, undistingui shed, but the others in the center knew himand turned away. He
didn't say a word; he handed a bill to the other man, who departed. Such was the oblique
comuni cation between crininals: never a paper trail, hardly even a verbal trail. Just tacit
under st andi ngs.

Proves stood and wal ked to Slick. She hugged him The man's nouth fell open. So did
Col ene's. What did Proves renenber?

Then the worman rel eased the man and returned to her seat. Slick shook off his confusion
and took the vacated chair. Perhaps he assuned that Proves was trying to nake it look like a
fam |y meeting i nstead of busi ness.

He | ooked at Colene. "You sure, girl?" he asked. Again, no actual statenent; they knew
they weren't here for tid-dlyw nks.

"I have to have help," Colene said evenly. "It's nothing illegal, it's just that |I don't
have nuch time and it's sort of technical. Something | have to find out, that maybe a math prof
woul d know. | hope that you know how to get |egal things done too."

Slick snmled. He seened relieved, oddly. "Let's go where we can talk."

He drove themto a surprisingly nice country house. Col ene rem nded herself that one thing
that successful crimnals had was noney. Slicing throats nust pay very well. The funny thing was
that Col ene sort of |iked the man, maybe because she knew sonet hi ng about slicing flesh and naki ng
bl ood fl ow. She had scratched her wists rather than cutting throats, but the principle was
simlar. She had the feeling that Slick |iked her too, maybe for the same reason

Was she fooling herself? She didn't think so, because she was | earning to read m nds, and
even when she couldn't get the words, she got the enotion. The |onger she was with this man, the
nore her conviction grew. not only did he |like her, there was sonething he wanted fromher, and it
wasn't sex.

“Your friend," Slick said as they sat in easy chairs. "She knows ne from somewhere?"

Proves was al ready noving purposefully to a wall.

"She's fromanother world," Col ene said. "She remenbers the future. She doesn't speak our
| anguage, but if you signal what you want to know, |ike maybe a test question, she can show you."
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He turned to | ook at Proves. She put her hands to a franed picture, and pushed it aside to
reveal a wall safe behind.

"I was going to ask -- he said, staring

"Where the safe was," Col ene finished. "You open it later in this session, right? Wile
we' re here? She renenbers. Take ny word, Slick -- she has nothing to do with this world, and we
hope to leave it tonorrow. You can trust her because she'll be gone."

"You're into heavy stuff,"” he said.

Proves set the picture straight and went to a chair, where she gazed benevolently at
Slick. This nade hi m nervous, though he tried not to showit. Colene was an old hand at reading
ner vousness.

"Look, you don't have to believe ne," Colene said. "lI've been traveling in other worlds --
other realities -- and Fmnot crazy. My nan is trapped on one of those worlds. It's fractal. |
need soneone who knows how to nane the parts of the Mandel brot set. That's a mathenatica
construction.”

"Let me check," Slick said. "A math prof, you said?" He fetched a cellular phone.

"I think. He's got to know all about the Mandel brot set, and Julia sets, fractals, that
sort of stuff, and be able to explain it to me. And he's got to be right. No guessing."”

Slick placed a call. "Gve ne the prof," he said. "No, no nane, sister. Just get him"
There was a pause. Then: "You know who. | got a deal. You know the Manbrot -- right, Mndel brot --
you can tell all about it? You can explain it to a teenager? Yeah, she's smart. Naming the parts?
kay, you satisfy her, and it's paid. Tonorrow. Day after?" Slick gl anced at Col ene, who nodded
"Ckay. Day after. No, no catch; it's just something | want. 1'll bring her to you. Noon." He ended
the call.

"Just like that, a math prof?" Col ene asked, inpressed.

"He owes the syndicate. A lot of good citizens do. I'll have them cancel the balance. It's
a good deal, for him™"

"And what's the deal for me?" Col ene asked, knowi ng that there would be a real price to
pay, and that she would have to pay it. Slick mght Iike her, but this was business.

"Good deal for you too. She's in the sane city as the prof. Sis works for the university
there." He turned a hard glance on her, and Colene felt a trill of fear. Slick was being nice, but
he was a killer. "First, you don't tell anybody."
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Col ene ran her finger across her own throat. No tal king. "Wo's 'sheY

"Second, you really have to try."

"Sure I'Il try. But what? | don't want to get into --

"No sex. No blood. Just find out sonething for ne."

"But you're the one who finds things out!" Col ene protested.

"Not this time. She's my niece -- ny sister's child. About your age. Maybe the one good
thing inny life, only sheisn't inny life; Sis won't |let me near her. You know why. | think
she's going to kill herself. | want to save her. You talk to her. Find out what's with her. Wo's
meki ng her hurt. Gve nme that name."

And if that nane had to be killed, it would happen, Colene realized. Slick was a

prof essional; he thought in terns of killing problenms. So the girl would have no nore trouble.
"Slick, 1've got to tell you, killing won't solve some problenms. |f she's suicidal -- "
"You know about suicide," he said.
"Yes. But what | nmean is, once a girl's been, say, raped, killing the man won't make that
rape go away. | might find out sonething you don't want to know. "

"Then find out how |l can nmake it right for her. Anything. That girl's got to be set right.
I"mdirty, but she's got to be clean."”

"She may be dirty too," Col ene said.

"No. She's clean. Like you."

"Listen, Slick, I'mdirty! | got had by four men, and | can't ever wash that filth out of
me. It's not so much ny body, it's ny mind. They shit on ny innocence."

"I know it. But you're a fighter. Esta's not. You talk to her, help her be clean. Tell ne
how. How | can fix things for her."

"This may be like fishing a snowball out of hell. I"'mafraid of what 1'lIl have to tel
you. "

"“You want that Mandel brot info?"

Col ene sighed. "Well, | warned you. She may be as far into her situation as you are in
yours. She may not even talk to ne. All | can promise is to try."

"You try," he agreed. "That's the deal ."

"That's the deal ."

"You may need noney," he said. He wal ked to the pic --
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ture, pushed it aside, and worked the combination to the safe. Col ene saw Proves wat chi ng.
This was what she had renenbered

He gave Colene a wad of bills. "Save Esta,"” he said.

Col ene stared at the wad, her eyes refusing to focus on the bills. It had to be nore nobney
than she had known existed. "Slick, what is this? You hardly know ne, and -- "

"l know you're the gutsiest little girl this side of hell," he said. "The nmoney doesn't
matter any nmore. Just do the job, and you can keep that roll or throwit away."

Col ene shook her head. "There's got to be something I'mm ssing. You could hire an arny of
psychiatrists for this! You don't need ne."

He gazed at her a nmonent, considering. "I'Il level with you, kid. | don't have nuch tine.
I made a m stake, and there'll be a contract on ne before long. | have to go far away. So | can't
mess with others, and | can't stay here to watch ny niece. | have to nake it right for her now,
while |I can. Your showing up right now -- it's alnost |ike a nessage from God. Maybe He knows this
is ny only chance to do sonme good before | get blown to hell.”

Blown to hell. He was not speaking figuratively. He expected to be killed, and to be in
hell. H's "m stake" nust have been to kill a wong person, maybe a ranking nobster. It mi ght take

the nmobster's henchrmen a while to figure out just which hired hit-man had done it; then they would
act, and it wouldn't be pretty. So this really was Slick's last plane out, as far as helping his
ni ece.

It was a notive Col ene could trust. She knew about wapping things up inthis life, before
leaving it.

"Let's go." Col ene hoped that Provos would be able to help in this too, because it
promi sed to be difficult. She knew just howtricky it could be to talk about suicide to a suicida
girl.

Slick took them back to his car and drove for an hour, to the city of Chickasha. "Take a
hotel roomfor the night," he said. "Two nights. As long as you need. Bring her there, if you have
to."

"But what about you? Does she know you? | nean -- "

"Kid, I'munder court order not to see her. | love her, and | watch her, and | help her
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how | can. Her bike's broken, so she has to wal k hone from school, and no one rnugs her
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They know. But if | get near her, she's in trouble, and I don't want that."

Col ene considered. "Let ne nake sure | have this straight. You know her, she knows you,
you never nolested her -- "

"I never touched any child," he said. "My business's ny business, but |I'mno pervert.
That's why | was glad to see you get off last nmonth. | couldn't interfere, because it was your
chal | enge, and you showed you were savvy, but | kept thinking of Esta. But ny sister -- | can't
bl anme her for not wanting her daughter to associate with the |ikes of ne."

"COkay. But mmybe Esta woul d be better off with you than what she's in now "

"Not with ny business! She doesn't know about that, and | don't want her to. She thinks
live too far away to see her. And | do -- but not in distance."

Col ene was intrigued. She suspected she shouldn't push her luck, so she did. "You figure
you're not good enough for your niece?"

"I know it," he said seriously.

"But suppose naybe, just maybe, you could, well, take over, and be her parent-figure, and
she'd be |ike your daughter. You'd have to take her to the dentist and foot the bills for her
braces and see that she got in fromdates by el even pee emor be grounded and go to PTA neetings
and nake her keep her grades up -- all that dull stuff parents have to do -- and finally she'd
grow up and get married and nove far away and you'd only get postcards from her any nore, but her
kids would call you Granddad when they visited. How d you feel about that?"

He spread his hands on the wheel. "That would be heaven. |'ve never had a life like that,
and never will. I'mlocked into what | have. I'mgood at it, but | don't enjoy it. |I'd have quit
long ago, if | could." He sniled grimy. "And now !l wll, only nmaybe not the way | wanted."

She was surprised. She had assuned that he did what he did because he liked it. O at
| east because he liked the noney it paid. Yet now it seemed that he envied ordinary people their
routine lives. Sonmehow he had gotten trapped, and could only dream of change. That had been the
case with her, before Darius cane, and the Virtual Mde.

"Where can | reach you?"

Slick gave her his business card. It had no nane or
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address, just the phone number. "Just say your nane when you call,"’
your message through."”

Col ene realized that any person who had to ask Slick's business wouldn't want his
busi ness. The man was a contract killer. Yet she liked him and if she wasn't fooling herself, she
was picking up his sincerity about Esta fromhis nmind. Al so, Proves was not protesting, which
meant that things would work out okay. In fact, Provos herself seemed to like him People with
what anounted to telepathy and precognition could wal k safely through the nost hazardous regions
and rel ati onshi ps.

Then anot her thought nmade her nervous again. This was the science reality. Magic didn't
work here. So how coul d Provos renenber the future? How coul d Col ene have tel epathy? Were they
fooling themsel ves?

But these things were working. She knew it. Provos had proved her ability, and Col ene knew
the difference between fancy and reality. Special abilities did not either work or not work in
different realities; they mght be partial or qualified. Seqiro's tel epathy was reduced in range
on Oria, but otherwi se conplete. Provos' future nmenory seemed to be constant no matter where she
was, limted only by her tine in a given reality. Darius had |ost his synpathetic magic in the
reality of the DoCon that they had escaped by freeing its anchor, but had retained sone of his
enotional transfer ability. On Oria he had lost the transfer and recovered his other magic. So it
was different for each person in each reality. It just had to be tested. Magic didn't work here on
Earth, but the nore subtle things mght.

The car stopped at a school yard. It was now early afternoon. "She gets out in ninety
m nutes," Slick said. "You can neet her when she wal ks hone. Maybe she will think you're a new
student, or one she hasn't nmet."

Col ene gl anced at Provos. "WII this work?" she asked.

The wonman seened to understand her question fromher menory of the future. She nodded
affirmatively.

Col ene returned to Slick. "But if you figure it's this easy, what's this busi ness about
nmoney for a hotel roonP"

"You need a base. Were you can tal k. Maybe not a hotel. | always take a room when |
travel . Whatever you need."

he said. "They'll put
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Col ene brought out the noney, which she hadn't really | ooked at before. The top bill was a
hundred dollars. Under it

218 FRACTAL MODE

were nore of the sane denomi nation. There could be several thousand dollars here That nade
her nervous for a new reason. She had never carried such an anmount before.

Then she got a notion. "Provos, you carry it."

The wonman's hand was al ready extended. She took the noney and put it out of sight.

Colene's mind oriented on the next problem "Maybe |I can walk with her, but | can't just
take her away with me. Her folks would miss her and give the alarm"”

"Latchkey," Slick said. "She's alone for three hours."

“"Then | can talk to her at her house."

"Maybe. What ever works."

Col ene nodded. She coul d nmake do. "How close is this hotel ?"

"Amle."

She still wondered why he thought she needed a roomfor the night. But it seened feasible.
"Ckay, let's get that room"

He started the car and drove themto the hotel. It was a fine nodern building, surely

expensi ve. The need for the noney was becomi ng nore credible.

Col ene and Provos entered the | obby and proceeded to the desk. Now it was tine for sone
busi ness Darius wouldn't have liked. But Darius didn't know a lot about life in this reality.

Col ene spoke to the clerk. "My aunt and | need a room She's from another country; she
doesn't speak English. She doesn't use banks either; just cash. You have any problemw th that?"

The clerk took it in stride. He accepted hundred-dollar bills for the double roomand gave
t hem change. He did not protest when Col ene gui ded Proves' hand for the signature on the bill. It
occurred to Col ene that sone of the criminal types might use this hotel, so the personnel had
| earned to cope. Money was nobney.

The suite was beautiful. There were two big beds, a bathroomfit for a sultan, and a huge
color TV set. A picture wi ndow | ooked out toward the school. "CGee, | hope we have reason to stay
here the night!" Col ene breat hed.

That nmade her think of Darius. How she would have loved to get himinto a roomlike this,
all sunmptuous and private, and tenpt himuntil he just couldn't stand it any nmore. O course if
she succeeded in seducing him she would | ose,
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because it wasn't sex she wanted, but |ove. Yet she had to keep skirting that thin edge,
ri sking what she feared. It was her nature. So she woul d have fought to nmake hi mget sexual, and
been happy in her frustration when she fail ed.

But the notion of his getting sexual with any ot her woman was another matter. There was no
tenporizing there, no confusion of feelings: she didn't want it. That Nona was too damed pretty!
But at |east her boyfriend Stave was there, and Stave was a sort of handsonme, sort of decent hunk
of young nman. So Colene didn't need to worry about that. And if there were denobns in that
underworl d they were going to, well, denons were ugly creatures. Maybe in fantasy a denpbness was
| usci ous and seductive, but she was pretty sure that wouldn't be the case in real life. And even
if the demoness was sexy, what would she want with an ordinary nortal man? So Darius woul d not be
facing any tenptation there. He might get cut to pieces and eaten for supper, but not seduced.

That was a relief.

A relief? Wiat was she thinking of? Darius had had wonmen galore in his home reality before
he nmet Col ene. She | oved hi manyway. She'd certainly rather have hi mseduced t han dead! She knew
he | oved her, and that was what counted. She could survive her own jeal ousy and frustration, but
she couldn't survive his loss. Al the sanme, she hoped there were no |uscious creatures down
i nsi de that world.

Provos was already stripping her clothes. "But we have to go see Esta!" Col ene protested
"We've used up nost of our free time -- "

The wonman ignored her. Then Col ene realized that this was her answer: they would be here
for the night, and she would go alone to neet Esta. Provos really had no business on that
excur si on.

"Ckay. I'lIl see you later,'
know not to go outside this room"

She heard the water of the shower running. Provos was handling Earth okay.

Col ene said. "I guess you know how to turn on the TV. And you

Col ene went back out to Slick. "Ckay, we're set. I'"'mready for Esta."
Slick nodded and started the car
i -- CHAPTER 12
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DUEL

MONA stared at the nultitude of the rabble. Directly

1 before her was the one who was enul ating her, still distressingly naked. Beside that one
was the imtation Darius, |ooking so exactly like the original that without the help of the
horse's m nd-nagi ¢ she woul d not have known the difference. |Indeed, she had not known, until it

becanme apparent that the imtations could not talk in the manner of the originals. Beyond these
was a nassive throng of people in brown cloaks, male, female, and aninmal. Sonme of the aninmals were
horsel i ke, and some were doglike, but others were unlike anything seen on the surface. \Wat were
the true forns of the human rabbl e? Wre they |ike those ani nal s?

One thing was clear: a physical escape was inpossible, unless certain conditions were net.
If the rabble chose to let themthrough, or if Seqiro penetrated their m nds and changed their
wills, or if Darius conjured themout, or if Nona used her magic to float them over the heads of
the rabble and away. But it was best not to reveal the nature of the assorted powers of the group
Not until it was a |last resort.

Keli came out. "W have tried to make you want to breed with us," she said. "It is better
if you want it. But you nust do it regardless. Please do it with ne now, because you woul d not
like it as much if we have to nake you do it."

"But surely they can't make us breed against our wll,K6"
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Nona said. Yet she feared that sonething like this was in the mnd of the rabble, for
attenpts had been nade to seduce each of the four of them

Stave gl anced at her. "The despots do."

"But even with the despots, a person has to agree, or suffer privation," she argued.

"They can nake us suffer privation," he pointed out. "They are nany and we are few, and
t hey possess the food."

Nona realized that it was true. If they |lacked the resources to escape without show ng
their powers, they also |lacked the resources to maintain their independence. They woul d i ndeed be
subject to the will of the rabble, in nmuch the way they were subject to the will of the despots on
the surface. The rabble did not possess superior nmagic, but did control the nether geography.

Still she argued against it. "A thousand breedings -- | do not want even one! |f | did, it
woul d be with Stave, not with any of these creatures.”

"Thank you," Stave said, and there was a surge of joy fromhimthat showed how strongly he
desired such a union. "But | fear they are about to use force."

Seqgi ro nust have translated that thought for Keli, because she responded to it. "Yes, we
shal | make you do it now. You nust breed.”

"You will starve us until we agree?" Nona asked. It would be a while before they grew
hungry, during which tinme they could plan their escape. In fact, she could nake food for them out
of hairs or fingernails; anything organic would do, to nake anything else organic. But if the
rabbl e di scovered that, they would take other steps, and those could be | ess confortable. The

despots, too, had ways and ways, and could break nbst peons to their will in tine wthout even
using magic, if they chose.
Keli | ooked at her as if she were naive. So, disturbingly, did both Stave and Dari us.

"What am | missing?" she asked, al arned.

Both nen turned away.

"You, Seqiro," she said. "Tell ne.

Col ene could tell you, the horse thought.

"But Colene is not here. You nust tell me, so that | know what we face." She did not |ike
t he nood here.

A picture formed in her nmind: Seqgiro was sending her the
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menory of an image. In it was a woman, a girl, garbed in clothing unlike that of Oia: not
a red tunic, but a two-part outfit with blouse and skirt. The concepts canme to her fromthe
menory, though she had never worn such itens. Then there was a nman too, closing the door to the
chamber. There was a bed; this seened to be a sl eeping chanber.

The girl had no clear inmage. Nona realized that this was because it was Col ene's nenory of
herself. She did not see herself from outside, but frominside; she was aware of what she wore,
but could not see her own face unless she gazed in a mirror. But apart fromthat, she was somewhat
fuzzy in the mind. What could account for that?

Al cohol, Seqiro thought. It is a drug that deadens the minds and sensitivities, so that
human fol k may do what they ot herw se would not do.

Someone had gi ven Col ene such a drug? Wy?
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Then the inmage abruptly clarified. The man had | ost his clothing, and he was naked, with
his menber erect as if about to indulge in sex. There was no nmenory of his change in appearance;
apparently it had happened during the girl's sonmewhat sleepy study of the room She was no | onger
sl eepy; now she realized that the man wanted something from her

She tried to go to the door, but the man caught her and spun her around and threw her down
on the bed. She tried to struggle, but was ineffective. He shoved up her dress, tore down her
alien panties, and clinbed on top of her. It was forced sex: his desire, not hers.

This is what she terns "rape," Seqiro expl ai ned.

The nenory faded. Nona stood benmused and horrified. She had lived a sheltered life, she
realized; it had never occurred to her that such a thing was possi ble. She knew that nen were
constantly interested in indulging in sex, but thought that they always persuaded their partners
to cooperate. But obviously a man could hold a woman down and do it. One of these rabble could do
the sane to her, unless she used her magic.

"But | amthe only one at risk for that," she said after a nonent.

"I don't think so," Darius said darkly.

"But a man -- his -- he has to -- if he sinply refuses -- "

"He can refuse to act, but he can not refuse to react/' Darius said. "If he is held down,
and a wonman then touches himto arouse him and then -- " He did not finish speaking, but
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the image in his mnd made the process clear. Nona realized that there were ways in which
a man coul d be raped too. \What bothered her even nore was the dark hint in his nmind that worse
than that was possible. She did not want to know any nore.

"Then we must use our powers to escape, imediately," she said. "W can return to the
surface and hide -- "

"No," Stave said. "The despots now know what we intend to do. They will be watching, and
will try to capture us imediately, or destroy us. Even if we hide fromthemfor a while, we wll
not be able to find the place for the anim. W nust energe exactly when Col ene returns, and hope
she has what we need."

He was right. But still she could not accept it. "Even if we agree to do what they want,
the rabble will keep us for years! Until we have each done a thousand breedings!"

"There nust be another way," Darius said. "Seqiro, does Keli's nind show any alternative?"

Yes. Their society allows a person to decline to breed, by dueling.

"Duel i ng! Do you nean individual conbat?"

Yes. But Kelt has no direct experience with that; she knows only that such a convention
exi sts.

"But suppose we get killed? How woul d that encourage breedi ng?" Darius seenmed as perpl exed
as Nona herself, which made her feel only slightly better

"Maybe that is how we avoid breeding," Stave said wyly. "By getting killed."

No, there does not seemto be death.

"Then we had better find out about it,"” Darius decided. Nona could only agree

She turned to Keli. "W prefer to duel. How do we do that?"

Keli | ooked so disappointed that Nona felt synpathy for her despite regarding her as an
enemy. "l do not know, but | wish it not to be."

"Maybe Stave can duel you," Nona suggested. "So that you retain your chance." It was clear
that Keli, whatever her real appearance, was both feral e and human in nature.

Keli brightened. "Yes! | have the right. | have been challenged."
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"Then find out exactly howit is done, and tell us. W will be here."

Keli wal ked away. Nona wat ched her go, surprised. Could it be this easy?

They entered the chanber and made thensel ves confortable, waiting. The massed rabble did
not try to cone in. But the two emulations did: Null-Darius and Null-Nona. They spoke but Seqiro
could not interpret their thoughts. He had not had enough tinme with themto get that far into
their m nds.

However, Nona had a notion. "Every one of these folks wants to breed with us," she said.
"They have an el aborate system of changing off so that as many as possi ble have a chance. Keli --

the one Keli that Stave fixed in place -- wants to breed with him Because we said we wanted to
duel, and she is the first to hear it, she considers herself challenged. So she will not change
off, and Seqiro can continue to know her nind. These two others nust want the same. If we
chal | enge them then they can not be switched out until they have finished the duel, | think."
Yes, | ambeginning to get into them the horse thought. / do have a head start on them

That is what they want.
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"Are we better off with folk Seqgiro can read?" Darius asked.

"Yes!" Nona agreed. "Because then we'll know what they are trying to do, and will be
better able to prevent it. The blank ones will find it easier to fool us.”

"Then let's make them happy,"” Darius said. He addressed Null-Nona. "I challenge you to ny
duel ," he said fornally.

Seqgiro managed to get just enough of that translated so that the worman understood. She
smiled and flung herself forward, kissing him
"Hey, not yet!" he exclaimed. Nona picked up his enbarrassnment at enbracing a creature who
| ooked exactly |ike Nona herself, naked. She appreciated the sentinment.
Three nore figures entered the room Potia, Lang, and the equine Bel. "You made Potia
" Nona said, alnost finding it funny.
"Sorry," he said. "But Potia kept changing too fast. It has to be Null-Nona."
H s reasoni ng seened sound. "My turn," Nona said. She
DUEL 225
wal ked to Null-Darius. "I challenge you," she said. "And don't kiss ne!"
He understood enough to smle, and not advance on her. But Lang scow ed. He knew he had

j eal ous,

| ost.
"Now pick yours," Darius suggested to Seqiro.

This Bel will do, the horse thought. / will not nmind breeding with her

They sat down again at the table where Stave and Keli had eaten. Their chosen opposites,
now cl ot hed, joined them Nona was struck again by the uncanny accuracy of the emrmulations; Null-
Dari us | ooked and noved exactly |ike Darius, and Null-Nona seened to be her own mirror inage.
Wthout Seqiro, they certainly could have been fooled, as long as no words were spoken. The
imtations did not act at all threatening; they seened |ike good companions. This could al nost
have been fun, were it not unfortunately serious.

Before long, Keli did return. She was the sane individual; Seqgiro verified that. "I have
talked with those who renenber,"” she said. "The duels will start imediately. First mne." She
advanced possessively on Stave.

"But we must understand the rules!" Darius protested.

"It will be clear," she replied. She did not seem surprised that he now seenmed to be
speaki ng her | anguage, because of Seqiro's translation. Probably the horse was al so sending a
reassuring feeling, so that she did not think to wonder. "Cone with ne."

They foll owed her out of the chanber and down the passage. She led themto a truly grand
cavern whose ceiling was so high that it was lost in gloom and whose sides were snmooth. Nona
wonder ed what aspect of what Col ene called the Mandel brot set this represented. Certainly it was
unli ke the surface, though there was enough Iight from hi dden sources.

There was a platformin the center. In fact there were several platfornms, rising in a
group. "This is like the daises of my own reality!" Darius exclainmed. "Everything happens on a
dais. "

That was what Nona was afraid of. But they had no choice now.

Each of themwas led to a separate dais. They could see each other, but not reach each
other, except by getting off one dais and onto another. Cbviously each dais defined the arena for
its particular duel.

226 FRACTAL MODE

The rabble were pouring in as word of the duels spread. "They do seemto |ike a
spectacle,” Darius nuttered. "Colene would have | oved getting up before this nob and steppi ng out
of her clothes."

"She likes to go naked?" Nona asked.

"No. She likes to nmake an inpression, and to take suicidal risks."

"And you chose this one to | ove?"

"No. Love chose this one for ne, and | am hel pl ess."

"I would like to know what such love feels like."

"You do not feel it with Stave?"

She paused, reconsidering. "I think not. Friendship, respect -- he is a good nan."

"But no fire," he said.

"No fire," she agreed.

Then they had to separate, to go to their individual daises. Hers was the closest to their
path. It was stepped around the edge, so was easy to reach

Nul | - Dari us nounted from another side, and stood waiting for her. Meanwhile the others
mounted theirs, until the four were filled. They were in a rough square, with space inside and the
massed rabbl e outsi de.
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Nona | ooked around, expecting sonme sort of announcenent, but there was none. "This was
supposed to be explained," she said, nettled.

"I wWill explainit,” Null-Darius said. As usual, his neaning was brought to her by Seqiro
so that she did not have to depend on her interpretation of his words.

"But you are ny opponent! How can | trust what you tell me?" But she realized that she
coul d, because once the horse penetrated a nind well enough to translate, he also knew the truth
in that nmind, and would provide her with it no matter what the person tried to say. Nona w shed
she coul d al ways have Seqiro with her, but knew also that this was not destined. He was conmitted
to Colene. As was Darius. Col ene was doubly fortunate.

"There is only one way to do a duel, and | have just learned it," the rabble man said as
if that decided it. "W have a day and a night fromthis point to decide. W nay eat, sleep, or do
anyt hi ng we choose, but we may not |eave this dais until the breeding occurs, and it is
Wi t nessed. "

DUEL 227

"Wtnessed?" But the horse was clarifying the nmeani ng al ready. This assenbl ed multitude
woul d watch it happen.

She had no intention of letting it happen, but she was norbidly curious. "Suppose it
happens early. Then what ?"

"Then we are free to | eave the dais."

"But not to leave this realm" she said.

"I can not, and you may not," he agreed.

"Suppose one of us has to -- to -- " She did not wish to speak it, so had Seqgiro send the
i mplication of a natural function being perforned.

"There is a bucket," he said, gesturing to the side. She |ooked, and saw it. "Wen one
asks, there will be a brief cessation for this purpose.”

And in public, she realized. She was not easy about this, but realized that protest was
poi ntl ess. The ways of the rabble governed here

"And what is perm ssible?" she asked. "How nuch can one be hurt?"

“"No hurt," he said. "The one who hurts the other |oses the duel."

Now, this was interesting. "But how does one w n?"

He shrugged. "We mnust breed or fail to breed. That is the only conclusion.”

"But if you try to breed with me, howcan | try to stop you, w thout hurting you?"

"You can tie ne with the ribbon," he said, gesturing to another side. There were coils of
light ribbon that was surely stronger than it | ooked. "And | will tie you with ribbon if I need
to."

So that was the way of it! If she nanaged to tie him he would not be able to do anything
with her. If he tied her, she would not be able to prevent him The ribbon would i nmobilize a
person without damage.

"When does it start?" she asked.

"It started when we came to the dais.”

"But you have not tried anything!" she said.

"There is tinme," he said. "Perhaps before the end you will decide to do it wi thout strife.
I would like that."

"I doubt I will change nmy mind," she said. "I do not want to breed."

"Perhaps you will reconsider after watching the other duels," he suggested.
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"Wat ching the others?" she asked bl ankly.

“I't would be pointless to have the breedings all together,'
know whi ch one to watch."

She still did not trust this. "Then let's watch all the others," she said. "You stay on
your side, I'Il stay on ny side, and no one touches those ribbons."

"I agree." He sat on the edge of the dais, his feet on one of the steps down.

Nona found this awkward to believe, but Seqiro reassured her. W are waiting too, he
thought. / will of course lose, by your definition, but it will happen in its turn

"Lose?" she asked.

The mare will come into heat, and | will have to breed her. Wth my species, breeding is
too inmportant to be left to individual whim But | will continue to support you in your foolish
resi stance, since your hunman attitude differs fromnine

"Thank you, Seqgiro," she nmurnured. There were indeed differences between human bei ngs and
hor ses.

Darius and Null-Nona were also waiting. The only active dais was the one to her left,

he said. "People would not
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where Stave and Keli were.

As if Nona's attention was the signal, the two started nmoving toward each other. Keli was
naked and Stave was clothed; it seened that this was a matter of individual choice. They net in
the center and touched hands.

Then Keli grasped his right hand. Stave resisted, but she was not trying to apply force.
She held his hand up and wal ked into it, causing himto caress her torso. "Can | not persuade you?
she asked. "I alnost did before.”

'To do what you want would alienate me frommy group,’
friends."

"I know you like ne, she said. "Can't you see that what | want is right? It wuld cost you
so little, and give ne so nuch."

Nona, watching and |istening, began to feel guilty. Not for the watching, because that was
part of the duel, but because she understood the position Stave was in. He was a man, and he
surely did want to breed with the worman, who was of exactly the contours that nen preferred. But
he did not want to do it in public, and he did not want to do it if it nmeant that he would then
have no chance with Nona herself. It was not a nice position he was in. She al nost wanted to call
across to
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him telling himto do it. But she feared that the first default to the way of the rabble
woul d begin the unraveling of their group, and then none of them woul d escape.

"Let ne kiss you," Keli said.

He l et her kiss him Nona saw the expertise of that kiss, and saw his hands slide down her
bare back; he was indeed tenpted. But he had resolved not to do it, and did not weaken. She felt
the warring currents within him relayed by Seqiro: the burgeoning desire and the denial. She was
di scovering, through this nental contact, how strong the passions of men were. No wonder they
tended to be irrational on this subject.

Keli drew back and shook her head with regret. "Perhaps you won't resist too nuch when I
try to tie you," she said. Then she wal ked to the edge and picked up a coil of tape.

But when her back was turned, Stave began his defense. Hs body seened to shinmer. Nona
knew what he was doing: he was Grafting an illusion of hinself, while he crafted an illusion of
not hi ng beside hinself. He stepped into the second illusion, leaving the first.

Keli returned with the tape. She took a | ength between her two hands and flung it over the
man she saw -- and the tape passed through himw thout resistance.

"Ch, no!" she exclainmed in perfectly understandabl e annoyance. "You have nmagic!" There was
a murmur of awe fromthe watching throng.

"I have magic," the illusion agreed. "I ama man of the surface." It was only technically
correct; illusion was not considered true nmagic, but rather a cheap variant.

Then Keli regrouped. "But that's why | nust breed with you. My child nust have magic, to
achi eve the surface and be human again." She now seened pl eased rather than displ eased, having
verified her rationale. And nore determined than ever

But Stave was now cl oaked by the illusion of nothingness and was in effect invisible. Nona
had to admire the quality of the illusion; some were better than others at it, and he was one of
the best. Perhaps there was a bit of despot blood in his ancestry. Keli had no such magic, and
couldn't see him

"But | will catch you, ny rare prize," Keli said. "I will have your seed." She stretched
her ribbon out between her two hands and wal ked forward, seeking the unseen presence. The ribbon
| ooked slight, but Nona was sure that it was strong enough to bind a person securely.
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The illusion followed her. "Here | am" it said.

"No, you aren't," she retorted, not | ooking.

"But | am" it said. "You will never find nme by casting at shadows."

Keli ignored himand continued to walk with her ribbon. She noved back and forth,
sonmetimes junping, so as to surprise an invisible man who nmight think he was beyond her reach

When this didn't work, she expanded her effort. Her arms extended, beconing inhumanly
long, still stretching out the ribbon between them She was a shape-changer, and no | onger
bothering to nmaintain her seductive appearance, since that wasn't working. As her arms | engthened,
her breasts dimnished; she was evidently drawi ng on their nass. Had she had nagi c, she m ght have

Stave replied. "I nust support ny

i ncreased her bulk, but as it was she was limted. Still, it was inpressive enough, for no one on
the surface had such power of self-changing.
When Keti still did not snare the invisible man, she extended hersel f again. She becane
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shorter and wider, her legs far apart, and her arns reached out alnost to the edges of the dais,
still holding the ribbon. She no | onger |ooked human at all. It was amazi ng.

Just how far could the rabble change? Nona had assuned that they could assunme the |ikeness
of any human being of their own sex, but this was far beyond that. Was Keli human at all? How was
it possible to know?

The rabbl e are cross-hunman, Seqiro thought. / amlearning their nature as the due
proceeds and | get farther into their minds. They have evolved not in size but in nmalleability,
and are now as different fromordi nary human beings as the despots are fromthe theows.

"But despots and theows are both hunan,"” Nona sai d.

Yes. But in nagic they are far apart.

"Because of the aninmus. But when that changes --

/1 will not affect the rabble. But the rabble is close enough to hunan to breed with
humans.

Nona remai ned amazed. O course she had seen the remarkabl e changes in size which were
possi bl e without |oss of the human condition; Angus was certainly human, yet could not breed with
the folk of Oria. So now she was adjusting her concept of human; the rabble differed | ess than the
sizes of surface folk.

The Keli creature started at one side of the dais and slowy crossed it with the ribbon
Now there was no way for an invisible man to avoid being intercepted. But Nona knew that this
wasn't going to work.

Because Stave had played a trick on the woman. Nona hersel f, distracted by the other

aspects of the contest, had not caught on to it inmediately. The key was this: illusion could be
visual or sonic or snell. Not all together. An illusion nman could | ook conpletely authentic, but
he woul d have to freeze in place for a noment in order to speak. Yet the Stave illusion was
speaki ng without interrupting his notion. That nmeant that it wasn't the illusion; the man had
returned to merge with the illusion, and was now being ignhored by the creature who nmost wanted to
catch him As a tactic, it was a stroke of gentle genius. It seened that Keli did not know enough
of the nature of illusion magic to realize the falsity of this particul ar exanple.

However, Stave was now in front of the creature, and woul d soon be caught even if she
didn't realize that he was real. How woul d he escape?

He did have a way. He fetched a ribbon hinself and stretched it out before him "I am
going to tie you," he told Keli. "You had better defend yourself, or you will be hel pless."

She paid himno attention. She was intent on her sweep of the dais, which she was sure
woul d be effective, and suffered oo distractions. She noved slowy forward.

Stave canme to stand directly in front of her. "This is your |ast warning," he said
sternly, threatening her with the ribbon

Keli took another step. Stave reached over her head, which was now at about half nornma
human hei ght, and made a | oop of ribbon. He dropped it on her and began wapping nore of it around
her .

It was a noment before Keli realized what was happeni ng. She had becone so accustoned to
tuning himout that she could not adjust instantly. But as the tape tightened about her, she did
catch on. "You're real!"

“You noticed." He was w apping | oops of ribbon around her extended arns now, maki ng spot
knots and pulling themtight. Her arnms were reaching out so far that she was unable to bring them
in quickly to grab him Then he ducked down to throw a | oop around her legs, pulling it tight. He
haul ed on the ribbon, hard. She had to fall, for her |egs were
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now bei ng bound together and she coul d not nove to recover her bal ance.

“You are tying ne!" she cried, surprised again, belatedly. She contracted her arns, but
they remai ned ennmeshed in the ribbon. Like a spider, he took advantage of her struggles to tie her
nmore securely.

She tried to extend her |egs, and they | engthened grotesquely, but renained tied together
Her shortened arns were bound to her sides. She could not shape-change her way out of confinenent.

"You fooled ne!" she accused him still changi ng shape.

"You fool ed yourself," he replied. "You will not be breeding with me this day.

Now she returned to her original form naked and vol uptuous. "Stave, you have ne hel pl ess!
You can do what you desire with ne. Breed with nme!"

The unfortunate thing about it was that he was tenpted. Nona felt his desire as he gazed
down on her fetching form Her very hel pl essness was seductive. She was trying to nake it seem
that his victory gave himthe right to breed, and though he knew better, and had seen how unhunan
she could be, he did desire her now
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But he | ooked across at Nona, and that stiffened his resolve. "No. | will wait until the
time has expired.”

Nona felt renewed guilt, denying himhis desire. The mnd-talk of the horse was giving her
a new perspective, and now she understood why nmen sought wonen so avidly. Their passions were
readi |y aroused by superficial appearances, but were very strong.

"Then let us be together for that tinme," Keli pleaded. "Keep nme tied, but lie here with
me, so that | may at |east enjoy your closeness.”

Nona realized that the duel was not yet over, and would not be over until the tine ran
out. Keli mght yet manage to seduce Stave.

But the nmain action of the match was over. It was tine for the next to become the focus.

That was Darius, against Null-Nona. This one interested Nona for a nore personal reason
She wanted Darius to win, of course, but it required sone nmental adjustnent to wi sh that the inmage
of herself should | ose. Despite that inmage's desire to breed with him which was not Nona's
desire.
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Nul | - Nona advanced on Darius nuch as Keli had advanced on Stave: naked and inviting. If
the creature succeeded in seducing him would that nake Nona hersel f cul pabl e? Because it was her
i keness that acconplished it? She w shed the rabble woman had assunmed sone other form or had
abandoned thi s one.

Darius accepted the wonan's enbrace. Nona marvel ed at that, because she knew that Darius
did not have the power of illusion; he could not fool the woman into ignoring him and he could
not render hinself effectively invisible. But she surely could extend her arnms and | egs the sane
way as Keli had, and could snare himwith them It was dangerous to enbrace her. He surely knew
that. So why did he do it?

Then Nona saw the doll in his hand. An icon! This was the nechani smof power for his
magi c. He had made several of them which he kept with himat all tines. This might be the one for
Col ene, which he could remake to address Null-Nona. Mdire likely it was a new one. He needed to
have the body, water, and air of a person for his icon, and he had to get close enough to obtain
those things. He was preparing his defense, even as he seened to yield to her blandi shnent.

Darius plucked a hair from Null-Nona's head. Intent on him she did not notice. She lifted
her face to kiss him while he used his fingers to apply the hair to the icon. There was the
essence of the body.

Darius kissed her. It was a | ong, deep kiss, npbst passionate and noist. She thought he was
bei ng affected, but he was not. For when it broke, he lifted the icon and put his nmouth to it
touching it with her saliva. There was the water

"Breed with me," Null-Nona breathed ardently. But all Darius did was hold up the icon so
that her breath bathed it. There was the air. He had conpleted his icon of her, and she did not
know i ts significance. Nona herself would not have known it had she not had experience with his
magi c. The rabbl e woman was about to |lose this duel, because she thought Darius was just another
surface man. She thought his nagic was illusion.

Darius put away the icon of her and brought out another. That nust be his own. "Let ne
show you sonething," he said, lifting his doll

For the first time, the wonman noticed the icon. She gazed
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at it with perplexity. A doll was the last thing she had expected to contend w th here!

Darius gestured. He was nmaking a designation: this is here, that is there. Then he noved
the icon -- and junped hinself, fromhere to there, away fromthe wonan.

Nul | - Nona's nouth dropped open. She turned to stare at Darius, who now stood across the
dais fromher. He waved. "Magic!" she said, in much the way Keli had, and there was a similar
murnur from the audi ence. That seened to be so rare a quality here in this nether world that it
awed those who beheld it. Al of them were desperate for sone of that for their offspring, and
Nona coul d not blane them They believed that they were subhuman, and that only conventional magic
woul d enable themto escape their status as well as their confinement. The truth was that they
were bound mainly by their belief; they had little need to escape.

"Catch ne if you can," Darius told her

She tried. She fetched the ribbon and stretched it out, advancing on him She did not | ook
strong enough to tie him but the rabble, |like the ribbon, m ght be stronger than their assuned
forns | ooked.

Darius waited until the woman was al nost in reach. Then he noved his icon again. Again he
hurtl ed fromone spot to another, |eaving the wonman gazi ng at nothing. She too seened happy to
tackl e the challenge, for this was the kind of magic she wanted her offspring to have.
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Nul | - Nona advanced on Darius again. This tine he brought out his icon of her, and invoked
it and noved it -- and she found herself back across the dais. This surprised her anew, his magic
worked on her. But it did not faze her. She sinply resumed her advance from afar

This time she threw a | oop of ribbon, surprising Darius and nmanaging to snare one of his
arns. The ribbon had not seened solid enough to hurl that way; the wonman knew how to use it, so
had won the advantage of surprise. Imrediately, she hauled on it, tugging Darius off-balance, as
she ran into him In this manner she caught himin .another enbrace, and this tine it was clear
that she did not intend to let himgo. In fact her arns were extending into bands that w apped al
the way around his body and cl asped behi nd her own back, and her |egs were doing the sane.

Darius conjured hinmself away. But when he | anded, the
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rabbl e woman was with him he had in effect carried her along. So he conjured her away --
and she carried himalong. She had found a way to nullify his magic; he could use it, but it did
not free himfrom her

Yet nerely clasping himwas not enough; Nona had | earned to her dismay how a man mni ght
rape a wonman, but that did not seemfeasible in reverse. For one thing, Darius was clothed. How
was the rabble wonan going to proceed?

That was al ready becom ng cl ear. The woman | ocked her |egs around him and unl ocked her
arnms enough to nmani pul ate the ribbon. She was slowy tying himup, so as to be free to do whatever
el se she wished without letting himgo. At the same tine she was drawing off his tunic. She surely
knew how to finish what she had started, now that she had hi m hel pl ess.

I ndeed, her effort was not limted to the physical aspect. "Whom do you | ove?" she
demanded, her thought conming clearly through to Nona.

"I love Colene," he replied. As he spoke, he formed a nental image of the girl, cute and
with evident intelligence and drive. Perhaps he thought that this would di scourage the wonan. But
it did not. Instead Null-Nona started to change to sonmeone el se. She did not release him

But Darius was not yet defeated. He struggled to nove his hands, and though he did not
have a lot of |eeway, he did nmanage to bring up the Null-Nona icon. How could that hel p? AH he
could do was nove them both together, as he had al ready denonstrated.

He brought the doll figure to his other hand. Then he seened to invoke it and touch one of
its little arms. What was he doi ng?

Nul I - Nona had been busy tying him ignoring the snmall notions of his hands. Now she
stopped. Then, unwillingly, she began to unwi nd the ribbon. She was freeing him

Then Nona understood. The icons had effect on the people they represented when they were
i nvoked. Normally they were used for |arge novenents, such as conjuring fromone spot to another.
But it seenmed that they could be used for small novenents too. He was noving her arns and hands,
forcing her to do his will instead of her own. He had reversed the ploy.

Slowy the woman untied him and then tied herself as well as she was able. Darius hel ped
at the end, directly instead of indirectly. She was now hel pl ess.
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Al nost. Her change of formwas now conpl ete. She | ooked exactly |ike Col ene.

"Conme to me, ny lovel" she cried in Colene's voice. She had picked even that up fromhis
mental inmage. It was just as if Darius' girlfriend were bound before him Wuld that nake him
succunb?

Darius stared down at her. Then he lay down with her, not putting his tunic back on. He
enbraced her, both of them naked.

Nona's heart sank. The man knew that this wasn't Col ene, yet he was doing it! Wat was
wong with hin? Was the |ikeness everything, and the reality nothing?

But Darius was not doing anything. He nerely lay there, enbracing the tied woman. She was
as confused as Nona was. "But my love -- " she said.

"My love is Col ene, whomyou now resenble,” he told her. "I amlying with you as | lie
with her."

"But is she not wlling?"

"She is willing and eager."

"But -- "

"She is underage, by the standard of her culture."

Nona under st ood the wonman's confusi on and amazenent. She had t hought she had won, then
| ost, then thought she had nmanaged to win another way, and now | earned that this too was a | oss,
for a reason she had not anticipated. It had been a m stake to enul ate Col ene, for Col ene was
sexual | y forbi dden by his code.

Now it was Seqiro's turn. The horse and the nare approached each other. They sniffed
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noses, and then tails.

Then Seqiro turned away. She is not equine, he thought. / have now reached far enough into
her mind to | earn her nature.

"Not a mare?" Nona asked. "But isn't she as nmuch a horse as the others are human? Isn't
she in heat?"

She is coming into heat. But her species is not mine. She is a horse-dragon crossbreed,
assumi ng the formbut not the nature of a horse. | breed only with ny own species.

Nona was pl easantly amazed. She had thought this contest lost, and instead it was won.
"But how did you not know this before?"

/ had not focused fully on her nind while dealing with the others. She seened |ike a horse
and snelled |ike a horse. But |
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require also the mnd of a horse, and her nmind is alien. Her odor has no further effect.

Bel was not ready to be spurned. She advanced on Seqgiro. He avoided her, stepping aside as
she came to him She turned to encounter himagain, only to find himnoving away again. He could
read her mnd; he knew what she was doing, and avoided it at the sane tinme as she did it. She
could not close with him

She gave up on the equine form and shifted to what seened to be her natural one. It was
i ndeed somewhat dragon-like, with a solid tail, short legs, clawed feet, and a |large head with
endl ess teeth. A fighting form

/ can not fight that, the horse thought.

"You don't have to," Nona said. "Call her bluff.”

Seqiro was surprised, but then read the concept in her nmind. He stopped avoiding the
dragoness and stood still.

She came at himwith her jaws wide. He didn't flinch, knowi ng what was in her mind. She
stopped, threshing her tail in annoyance.

It didn't matter, because hurting was not pernmitted in this contest. The visiting surface
folk were too valuable. Bel mght bite Segiro to death, but she couldn't force himto breed. She
could not tie himup and make himdo it, because he woul d be potent only when the snell and
species were right. He had won, really, by default.

But another day they will have a true mare here, Seqiro thought warningly.

"W will tackle that problemwhen it comes," Darius said. But Nona felt his concern. They
were w nning today by illusion and novelty. It would not be enough in other circunstances.

Now it was Nona's turn. Unfortunately she could not sinply decline the honor. She could
use neither illusion nor self-conjuration to defend herself.

But she coul d use her nagic, and now was the tine.

Nul | - Dari us advanced on her. She decided to take no chances; once he caught hold of her
she woul d have to do sonething desperate to escape, and if she hurt himshe would be declared the
| oser, which would surely mean sonmething she didn't Iike. OF the several types of nmgic avail able
to her, nost would not be effective here. Transformation of objects would eot hel p when there were
no objects to transform The sane
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went for conjuration of objects, and she couldn't do it with |living people. Healing would

not enter into it, because nobody was supposed to be hurt. Expansion or conpaction -- maybe she
could do sonmething with the ribbon, then transformit. But for right now, illusion and levitation
seened to be her choices, and illusion probably would not be very effective, because Null-Darius

had seen Darius use it.

So as the nan reached for her, she sailed up into the air and hovered above him out of
his reach. He gaped up at her, and there was another nmurrmur of awe fromthe throng. They really
appreci ated true magic!

But a conmotion devel oped. Surprise was beconi ng confusion. Wat was bothering thenf? They
were beginning to | ook at Darius and Stave, and show ng anger.

Then she realized that even here in the nether real mthey had to know that only despot nen

had such powers of nmgic, not theow wonen. They thought that a nan was hel ping her to duel. If so,
they woul d declare her to have forfeited. That could not be all owed.
"No," she said. "I amthe one. | amthe ninth of the ninth. I amhiding fromthe despots."

The rabbl e whose m nds Seqiro had penetrated understood her. They spoke to their
conpani ons, and in a nonent there was a babbl e throughout the throng as the news was relayed. Her
secret was out, but there had been no way to avoid it.

Then Nul | -Darius spoke. "You nmay be that, but that is nothing to us. The change of aninus
does not affect the rabble. You still nust breed. After you have finished with us, then you nay
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return to fulfill your destiny."

"Unl ess | defeat you," she replied evenly.

He shrugged. He wal ked to the edge and fetched a coil of ribbon. He returned, hefting a
| oop of it. The naterial |ooked thin and Iight, but she had seen how strong it was, and knew t hat
it had enough solidity to be thrown.

He hurled the | oop up at her. She flew up higher, avoiding it. He could not catch her that
way.

"But how |l ong can you hover?" he asked.

There was the problem Levitation mght | ook easy to those who had no magic, but it
required as much energy as running, and she was already breathing rapidly. Those who had practiced
it all their lives, like Angus, could float for a |ong
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time, but Nona had not had that opportunity. She could remain up for a while, but not for
a day and a night. Wen she had to cone down, tired, Null-Darius would be there.

She coul d not depend on avoiding him She had to incapacitate him That meant tying him
up.

But he was larger and surely stronger than she. He would renove any | oops she threw about
himas fast as they came. Unless she found a way to tie himquickly and effectively.

She consi dered as she hovered. Then she thought of a way. She was not sure it would be
effective, but it was worth trying.

She conjured the other coil of ribbon to her. It was not easy perfornming two types of
magi ¢ simul taneously, and it tired her nore rapidly, but she could do it. Then she fornmed a | oop
and used the expansi on nmagic that Angus had hel ped her to discover. The | oop becane enor nous and
heavy. She could not hold it up, and had to drop it. But she re-formed it into an open-bottomned
cage, and guided it to land on Null-Dari us.

It trapped himnicely. Wile he stared at it in surprise she transformed the bottom edges
of it into a flat plate that closed it under the man. Now he was sealed in.

She | anded, breathing hard. Had this not worked, she would have had to cone down anyway,
and he woul d have had her.

The man took hold of the bars of the cage, but she quickly hardened theminto steel-Ilike
strength, and he could not budge them He felt all around it, but it was tight, having been
adapted from one piece of ribbon. He was fairly caught. She had won.

He took it philosophically. "I would really have liked to breed with you," he said. "Not
only are you a real human creature, you are beautiful. But the nmagic that makes you so wonderfu
al so makes you unconquerabl e. "

"So now we are free," she said, satisfied. "All of us have won our duels."

"Until tomorrow, " he agreed.

" Tonor r ow?"

"When your next duels begin. You have won only the right not to breed with us whom you
have defeated; the remainder of your thousand have not yet been decided."”

Nona was appal |l ed, but the confirnmation was conming in fromthe others. The nman spoke the
truth. Indeed, this had
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been cl ear throughout, and others had remarked on it. She just had not let it register for
her own situation

They had al ways said that the requirenment was a thousand breedings for each of them That
meant that they were still trapped here for a long tine. They could fight it every day agai nst new
opponents, or submit to it wthout resistance, but they would not be able to | eave the nether
world to conplete their nission. The only way they could have the freedomto | eave their duel-
dai ses for parts of the day was to breed early, so that no further contests were necessary. In
short, to capitulate.

What were they to do?

-- CHAPTER 13

ESTA

TPHEY were just in time; school was letting out, and the

1 students were surging forth in waves. Slick let Col ene off on the sidewal k where Esta
normal |y wal ked al one toward her hone.

"111 be near if you need ne," he said.

Col ene watched the car pull away. She turned to |ook at the surroundings. This was a
typi cal suburban nei ghborhood. It rem nded her of her own -- and of how she, hardly nore than a
month ago, had spied a man in a gully, and hel ped him and that was Darius. How her life had
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changed, because of that one encounter! O course nothing like that was in the offing now, but it
did give her a certain perspective.

The girl appeared, crossing the street at the intersection. She was snmall and thin, her
hair reddi sh and somewhat frizzed. Slick had said she was thirteen; she | ooked el even. Youth was
supposed to be the tine of carefree innocence; Col ene knew better than that, and the sight of this
approaching girl was further evidence. Esta's head was bowed, her body sl unped, and her clothing
was careless. A runpled dark green skirt, an olive-green shirt -- a bad conbination. This was a
nothing girl; It showed all over. She surely had no friends.

Slick thought she was suicidal. He could be right. Wat reason woul d such a person have
for living? Col ene herself had been popul ar, yet possessed of a deat hwi sh. How nuch easier it nust
be to fade away if one's prospects really were bl ah
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The girl passed wi thout pausing. Colene, surprised, hurried to catch up. "I nust talk to
you. "

"No." Esta wal ked on

"Look, | know you don't know ne, but | really need to -- " Col ene broke off, because the
girl was ignoring her.

This was a problem Col ene hadn't quite anticipated. But she regrouped. "I'mnot exactly a
stranger. | know your nane. Esta. Just wait a nonent."

"Anybody coul d have told you

"Just listen a nonent. Are you okay? | nean --

"Not supposed to talk to anyone. Go away."

This wasn't working. Colene was starting to feel desperate. So she took a chance. "Slick,"
she said. "Slick sent ne."

Now Esta reacted. "Uncle Slick," she breathed.

"Qops," Colene said, with partially feigned chagrin. "I wasn't supposed to say that. He's
under court order not to see you."

The girl abruptly halted. "Court order?"

"You didn't know? You thought he didn't care?"

Esta stared at her, and Colene realized that this was exactly it: the girl had not been

the girl said, not breaking her stride. "Leave ne al one."

told. So she rushed on. "He |oves you, Esta, but he'll be arrested if he's caught close to you. So
he just sort of watches fromafar. But none of your folk know ne, so | can be with you, if they
don't catch on. Talk to me, Esta; | can be awful good conpany when | try."

The slight hunmor of her phrasing was lost on the girl. "Wiy can't Uncle Slick visit me?"

This was definitely not the tine for the whole truth. "Your nother thinks he would be a
bad infl uence."

Esta made a sound. It was, Colene realized, a laugh, but it was so forced and pai ned that
it sounded nore |like a cross between a bark and a whine. Col ene had never heard such an utterance
before, but she recognized it instantly: it was sheer msery. This was indeed a | ost soul, and
there was absol utely nothing funny about it.

"Esta, we really have to talk," Col ene said.

But the girl had recovered her isolation. "No. You're just nore trouble. Go away."

Time for another desperation ploy. Col ene kept pace, unw appi ng the band of cloth around
her left arm She held it up before the girl's face. "See what | am" she said.
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For there were the scars of her nature: many thin white welts across her wist, and one
great |long one on her inside forearm The average person mght nistake their significance, but
Esta shoul d recognize it

The girl's eyes w dened. "But you're pretty!" she exclai ned.

Now it was Colene's turn to laugh. "Do you think that matters?"

Esta shook her head. "I guess not." But she kept wal ki ng.

Col ene foll owed up her opening. "Ckay, so you' re not supposed to talk to anyone. | don't
want to get you in trouble. But your uncle really wants to know how you' re doi ng, and now | know
he has reason to be concerned. Look, | don't have to go in your house or anything; we can talk
outside -- no, | guess not, because people would see. | know. your bike! |I can naybe fix it. |
know about bikes. "

"Flat tire," Esta said. "Keeps |leaking air. Overnight, or in the day."

"I know something that'll stop that," Colene said eagerly. "Tire sealant. | can get it at
a hardware store. |s there one near here?"

"No. "

So nuch for that. But Col ene refused to be bal ked, now that she was naki ng progress. She
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| ooked around.
Sure enough, there was Slick's car parked around the corner. He was wat ching.
She beckoned to him Meanwhile, to Esta: "Pretend you don't see anything.”
The car glided up. The wi ndow rolled down hal fway. "Bike tire sealant," Col ene said. "One
package. We'll wait."
The car glided away. Esta's eyes were round. "That was --
"Remenber, court order," Colene said. "You didn't see anyone."
The girl was inpressed. "You really are from-- "

"Afriend," Colene finished. "Let's just walk slowly. No one'll care if you have conpany
one day." She realized that this was a good break; it verified her authority.
"Ch, God, | wish -- " Esta started, but didn't continue.

"l don't know if | can help," Colene said. "But tell ne.
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|"ve got a notion what it's all about.'
girl wanted to die.

But Esta was silent. Colene saw the fear in her. She didn't dare talk to any stranger
about it, however well connected that stranger m ght be. This was understandabl e.

"Let's do this," Colene said. "Let's just wal k around this block, waiting for that tire
sealant to get here, and I'll talk and you listen. Ckay?"

Esta didn't answer, but she did turn the corner when Col ene did, wal king down the bl ock
i nstead of crossing the street. She was |istening.

"I"l'l tell you about Vincent," Colene said. "He's one of ny favorites, for all the wong
reasons. He was the son of a pastor, and he was sort of restless and noody, so he didn't succeed
in anything. He was a salesnan in an art gallery, a French tutor, a theol ogical student, and an
evangel i st anong the nminers. Al he did was get nore depressed. So at age twenty-seven he tried
painting. He figured he wouldn't |ive nmany nore years, so he might as well do what he could while
he coul d.

"The truth is, he wasn't nuch. Hs first paintings were dark and sonber and rmaybe son of
crude. He was trying to express the msery of the poor miners he had seen. But he kept plugging
away, though no one cared, and he turned out a lot of stuff, sonmething |ike sixteen hundred
sketches and paintings in ten years. But he seened pretty crazy to the neighbors, and nobody much
want ed the paintings. He tal ked another painter, Paul, into joining himfor a while, but then he
got nmad at Paul and threatened himwith a razor. Then he cut off his own ear. No question about
it: he was mad, and they put himin a madhouse for a year. Wen he got out, he painted seventy
pai ntings in seventy days, standing out in the hot sun

"But he was having hallucinations, and he couldn't stand it any |onger, so one day he took
a gun out to the field. He went behind a pile of manure and shot hinself in the chest, naybe
figuring that manure was all he was worth. But he nessed up again, and didn't nake a clean job of
it. He staggered back to the house. He snoked his pipe through the night, then got a bad fever,
and the next night he said, There is no end to sorrow,' and died. He was thirty-seven."

"There is no end to sorrow," Esta repeated.

Col ene gl anced at her. The girl was |listening, but her

ESTA 245

expression was inscrutable. Grls were good at hiding their feelings, when they had
reason, even fromother tornented girls. Colene realized why her own parents hadn't understood
her; she had been too good at hiding. She continued with her story.

"But that wasn't the end of it, quite. Later they figured out that maybe he wasn't nmad, he
just had a bad ear infection. The pain was so bad he cut off part of his ear trying to get at it.
And his paintings really weren't bad. In fact some were pretty good. In fact he was later credited
with being the 'Archetype of |npressionism' which was the idea of being enotionally spontaneous
in painting. Hs paintings nade it into the best nuseuns, and finally one sold for about eighty
mllion dollars. So maybe poor Vincent Van Gogh should have hung on a little longer. He wasn't the
failure he thought he was.

For surely Slick's worry had substance, and this

"I came to know himsort of by accident. There was this print on the wall, titled Van Gogh
in Aries, and it was |ike the dabbling of a child. I nmean, I'mno painter, but | could do as well
as that. | saw the guy had just spread bands of col or sideways across the canvas, and then dabbed
spl otches of color on to represent flowers. He didn't even try to shape them they were just
bl obs. He had part of a house to the side, and a tree. | figured he spent maybe ten m nutes on the
whol e thing. But here it was on the wall, so sonebody nust have liked it. So, well, |I'msort of
ornery, and | wanted to know what was in this painting that woul d nmake anybody want to hang it on
awall. It's Iike not getting the joke when everybody el se is |aughing; maybe the joke's not worth
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getting, but still your nose is out of joint because you don't like feeling stupid."

"Yes," Esta breathed. She was conming to life.

"So | looked at that painting a lot. And you know, it changed. Wen | caught a glinpse of
it fromafar, those splotches really did ook like flowers; ny inmagination filled themin the way
| thought they should be, and it was better than neticul ous detail would have been. And | saw that
what | had figured was a supernatural red ocean beyond a white beach with a blanket on it was
really the roof of a house, and the beach was the wall with wi ndows. Wat had | ooked like a
sail boat was a vent in the roof. But | also saw that the tree | ooked sort of like a nonster with a
trunk, maybe an extinct el ephant. And sone of those carelessly scraped lines forned
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tulips. It was really a very nice garden, and |'d have loved to be there, instead of in ny
own dingy little life."

"Yes!"

"So | knew |I'd m sjudged Vincent, and he was a good artist. He just wasn't wasting energy
on unnecessary frills; he was going for the essence. Maybe a critic would see only the quickly
clumsy brush strokes and the places where bare canvas showed through, but a real person can see
the garden and just about snell the flowers. That's the difference between critics and real folk:
the critic sees only the hole, while the real person sees the donut.

"But the point is, it was a tragedy that Vincent killed hinself. He was a genius in his
own peculiar fashion, and no one knew it then, but now they do. | wanted to kill nyself, but |
hung on just a little longer, and then | got into such a wonderful adventure you wouldn't believe.
It would have been a real shanme if | hadn't lived for that. And I know your life may not stemlike
much now, but -- "

"I'"mnot suicidal," Esta said.

"Because you just never can tell what's around the corner, and -- " Col ene paused. "What?"

"Well, I've thought of it, but | don't want to die, really. | just wish -- " She shrugged.

They had conpleted their circuit of the block, and now the car was gliding up. A hand
extended fromthe wi ndow, holding a package. Col ene took the package, and the car went on without
st oppi ng.

"Let's go fix your bike," Colene said. She realized that she had bl undered, going on an
assunption. Esta showed all the signs of being severely troubled, but there were other ways to be
troubl ed.

"But maybe the way Vincent thought he was nmad, when it was in his ear, I'mlike that,"
Esta said. "I guess it really hurt in there."
"I guess it did," Colene agreed. "I had a pinched nerve once, and it laid ne up for three

days. If he had sonmething like that in his head, maybe he was hearing things and hurting and
getting dizzy, and it was all just that bumnerve in his ear. If it could have been treated, he
woul d have been all right. But they didn't know about that sort of thing, so they just called him
mad. Maybe he wasn't suicidal either, but there just wasn't any other way to get away fromit."
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"Yes. There is no end to sorrow." It was evident that she related well to that thought.

At | east she was responsive now. The story about Van Gogh mi ght have been m spl aced, but
it had evoked several reactions and seened to have broken the ice. Col ene chatted about
i nconsequential things as they conpleted the distance to the house. It turned out to be an ill-
kept place with an un-nmowed | awn and peeling paint. Col ene knew how it was; her fol ks both worked,
and when they were hone they had other -- not better, but other -- things to do than keep the
grounds in order. So they did the mininumto keep up appearances.

The bicycle was in the garage. It was a standard ten-speed nodel, with a fiat rear tire.
That was al ways a nmess, because the derailteur got in the way and it was hard to take off, and the
adj ustnents were always out of whack in little invisible but critical ways when it got put back

t oget her.

Col ene turned it over and spun the wheel. There was no visible danage. "This will fix it,"
she said. "I just have to take out the valve core, here. Do you have a tool ?"

"A what ?"

Evidently not. "Then tweezers will do it." The girl found tweezers, and Col ene used them
to twist the core out of the valve. Then she shook the bottle of sealant, and opened it, and
squeezed its thick yellow juice into the tube via the valve. She screwed the core back into the
val ve and spun the wheel around. "See, this gunk clogs up the pinprick hole, and presto, no | eak
It's like magic. Got a tire punp?”

Esta didn't answer. Col ene | ooked at her, and caught a | ook of horror on her face. \Wat
was there about fixing a tire that bothered her? "Got a tire punp?" she repeated.
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Esta found one. It was inefficient, but they took turns punping until the tire was firm
It did hold air now "And it shouldn't go flat overnight," Colene said. "Mne didn't. It's the
easiest leak to fix, and it won't puncture again soon, unless it's really bad."

“I't went down in half an hour," Esta said. "I barely nade it hone from school .’
to have recovered fromher horror of the tire repair.

"Well, then, you can try it now, and if it's still solid after half an hour, you'll know.
You have tine?"

"He doesn't get hone until five-thirty,"'
Col ene picked up on. That
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woul d be the stepfather, and it was evident that the girl didn't like him

"Ckay, let's try it," Colene said. She wanted the girl to see that the bike really was
fixed, because that would indicate that Col ene knew how to fix things. Then maybe Esta would tel
her what was going on with that stepfather. Maybe it was just firmdiscipline, which nobody Iiked.
But Colene feared that it was nore than that, because of the girl's repressed state and weird
reactions. Slick wouldn't have been concerned otherwi se. Slick thought that maybe soneone needed
killing, and he just m ght know, because that was his business. So the job wasn't done yet.

They wheel ed the bike out to the street, and Esta got on and rode. For the first time the
girl seemed other than hangdog; the breeze of notion tugged her reddish hair out a little and her
green dress too. She alnost had a little sex appeal as her thighs showed. A couple years
devel opnent and conpetent nakeup might do a lot for her. But first she would need a sizable
attitude transplant. The way a girl acted, the way she felt about herself had a lot to do with how
she | ooked. A honely face wasn't necessarily a liability.

“I't's holding," Esta called, pleased.

"Well, it's too soon to tell. But it should be okay."

They took the bike back to the garage. "Look," Col ene said. "Your Uncle Slick is worried
about you. He thinks you're suicidal, and since |I"'msuicidal, he figured | mght be able to talk
to you. | guess we missed on that. But | can tell that something's bothering you, and I'd sure
like to know what."

Esta remai ned guarded. "Wy are you suicidal ?"

She seened

Esta said. There was a tightness about her that

Woul d candor bring forth candor? It was worth a try. "I think I'mjust a depressive type
But it got worse once | hit puberty. Maybe the hornones -- | don't know. But what happened to ne
didn't help.”

"What happened to you?" This was good; the girl was show ng interest.

"I got raped," Colene said flatly. "It was supposed to be a party, but | was the only girl
there, and these four guys -- | had sone of their drinks, and | didn't know how to handle it, so
was pretty dizzy drunk, and they just did it, all four of them | thought |I'd never get the filth-
feeling out of me, and | still feel like such a fool. My fol ks never knew. After that, well
things just sort of progressed.”
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Now they were sitting on the step leading to the house fromthe garage, out of sight of
the front. It was reasonably cozy. "l heard four nen talking, once, about it," Esta said. "I was

lying on my bunk in the corner of the roomand | guess they thought | was sleeping, but | wasn't.
They were friends of him" She didn't identify the last, but it had to be her stepfather. It was
as if she couldn't say the man's name

"Four rmen," Colene said. "They -- how old were you?"

"Six. It was right after Momnmarried him She was hi town, and he was baby-sitting ne. |
didn't Iike himeven then, but | knew | had to keep nmy nouth shut. So | was pretending to sleep
They had been hel pi ng hi mnove stuif in, and then they sat down and drank beer and tal ked, and
just kept on playing dead. He was on the phone, getting sonething straight, so they were just
waiting for him But it was interesting, | guess."”

"You guess? Now |'minterested!"” Because if Colene's nention of the gang rape had
triggered this nmenory, it mght be rel evant.

"I't was about wonen. The nen were all narried, and | guess they didn't nuch like it. The
first one said that his wife was fat, so that the thought of having candy with her turned his
stomach. She had been thin when they narried, but then she ate herself fat, and he thought she
must want it that way so he would | eave her alone. So he went sonmewhere else for it. The second
said that his wife picked a fight every time he nmentioned it and wound up shutting himout of the
house, so he had to go sonewhere else too. The third said that his wife always said no, and if he
got really tough about it, she suffered through it with such tragedy that he |l ost his taste for
it, so he went away too. The fourth one said that his wife arranged al ways to be away, busy, or
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asl eep, so he could never catch her, and he had to get it sonewhere else."
"l guess that's what nen say," Colene said. "But let nme tell you --

"I know. But | didn't know then. | thought those wi ves nust be really stupid not to give
t heir husbands what they wanted. | thought it was a box of candy they nmeant, and one wife got fat
fromeating it all herself, and another shut himout of the house so she wouldn't have to share it
with him | thought they should get two boxes so each could have one. | really sort of synpathized

with the nen, because their wives
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were all treating themso bad. | knew how good candy was, and ny nother never |et ne have
much of it either. So | hoped Mimwould | et himhave all the candy he wanted, even if | didn't
like him so he wouldn't be nad about it. Because | knew it wouldn't be any good if he got nmd.
That was the way it was with Dad, and he finally left for keeps."

"Candy," Colene said with irony. "Wen did you [earn what it was?"

"When | was seven. He -- | think she gave himall he wanted, but he got tired of it with
her. Then her job hours changed, and she was hone two hours after he was. He was drinking -- "

"I know how that is," Colene said. "My nother usually gets hone after ny dad." But the
pattern seenmed to have changed, because yesterday Col ene's nother had cone home first. Maybe to
spend nmore time with him

"I don't think so."

Col ene realized that something nore was in the offing. "What did he do?"

"He -- | can't tell. He'd kill nme. He said he would."
Col ene already had a notion. The way Esta had reacted to that tire repair -- it was that
oozing gunk fromthe tube! Sexual nolestation -- at age seven. That was sonet hi ng Col ene herself

had never suffered. This girl had reason to be unhappy! "So you didn't tell your nother?"

“I -- 1 tried to, after a year -- "

"A year! This went on for a year?"

"Every day. But Momsaid | was nmaking it up, and she would punish me if | ever tried to
tell such a lie again. She wouldn't listen."”

Col ene knew that this, too, was tragically typical. The woman m ght | ove her daughter, but
she was part of the problem "Esta, |'Il listen. Tell ne."

"But | don't dare!"

Col ene pondered ways and means, and cane up with sonething she hoped woul d work. "Esta,

heard sonewhere that depression is anger turned inward. You' re depressed. | think you have reason
I think you' re really angry, but you can't let it out, so you just get worse. |I'msuicidal. | know
how it is. Tell ne what it is that is naking you so angry you can't even talk about it. Only to
me. | promise | won't |augh and
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won't be angry. | just have to know. Because | think | can help you."

The girl gained sone courage. It was clear that she wanted to tell, and was waning with

her fear. "He hurt me --
"There," Col ene said, indicating her own | ap
"Yes, some. But nostly there." Esta indicated her chest.
"There?" Colene couldn't fathomthis. The girl had not yet developed in that region
"Yes. It hurts real bad. And | can't scream because -- "

"Because he'd kill you?" The horror of this was grow ng.

"Yes. And because | deserve it, because |I'mno good."

Enoti onal abuse. That was in certain ways the worst of all, because it destroyed the
victims will to resist. "You don't deserve it!" Col ene decl ar ed.

"Yes, | do! | know | nust."

Pointl ess to argue that case right now. There were still facts to ferret. "How did he hurt
you on the chest?"

"Wth a -- he snokes -- it -- "

A new horror dawned. "Show ne."

Slowmy, reluctantly, the girl unbuttoned her shirt. She wore no bra, but did have a band
of gauze around her chest. She drew away the gauze to bare her skin. Col ene stared, appalled.

There, where the breasts woul d devel op, was a mass of scar tissue. The girl had been
burned repeatedly with lighted cigarettes. Some of the burns were ancient; sone were recent.

"He's still doing it?"
"Every day."
Every day -- for six years. Torture. No wonder Esta had thought of suicide. This was so

much worse than Col ene had imagined that it took her a while to grasp it. "But why?"
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"Because |'m bad."

"Exactly how does he do it?" Colene hated delving into this, but she was afraid she was
m sunder st andi ng. She had to get it right.

"He -- he nakes ne take off ny clothes, and he says, 'Open up,' and then he does it."

Col ene questioned her further, conmpleting the ugly picture. Wat took shape was an
i ncestuous nol estation of such ugliness that Colene found it difficult to keep her face straight.
She did not want her reaction to make the girl stop talking; she had to get it all. Esta herself
did not realize the full significance
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of it; she thought she was bei ng puni shed for her continued badness.

"Didn't you try to tell anyone el se?" Col ene asked. "Wiat about a school counselor? Didn't
they tell you that this sort of thing is wong?"

"They did, but | didn't know who to believe," the girl said. "Maybe for good girls it's
wong, but for me -- "

"Did you ask a counsel or?"

"No. | didn't dare."

"So the school never knew. "

"No. Only, maybe..." Esta did not finish her thought.

"What was it?" Col ene asked sharply. She realized that she had assumed the authority of an
official in Esta's view, the girl was responding to her tone of command.

"I -- 1 wasn't doing well in school,"” the girl confessed, ashaned. "My badness was
showi ng. The teacher said | fit a profile. | didn't nean to!"

"Not your fault," Colene said. The profile of an abused child! "So what happened?"

"They nade nme go to a doctor. A psy -- psy -- "

"A shrink. And?"

"He was in his office, and so -- so --

"So sure of hinsel f?"

"Yes. And he said, 'Come on, girl, open up

"And you freaked out," Col ene said, recognizing the horrible coincidence of words. The
abuser had told her to open up, neaning sonething el se.

"I was very bad," the girl admtted. "The teacher was nmad. She said | didn't want help.

So it had come to nothing, because of people who were too quick to judge on the basis of
too little understandi ng. Col ene knew the type.

A decision was growing in her. "Esta, do you love your Uncle Slick?"

"Ch, yes! He's nice!"

"“You know he would never do a thing like that to you? O even let it happen, if he knew?"

"I know. "

"Pack your things. I'mtaking you to him"

"But | couldn't -- "

"Before your stepfather gets hone and does it to you again.”
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That persuaded her. Esta hurried into the house.

Col ene wal ked out to the street. She peered each way. Wen she spied the distant car, she
beckoned.

It approached. The window rolled down. "Slick, trust ne. It's worse than we thought. W' ve
got to take her out of there. Now. "

"I can't -- I'mnot set up to -- the court order --

"Listen to nme. Those don't nean anything. You're in trouble anyway, right? You have to go
away al ready. Take her with you."

"But | don't know a thing about --

"Slick, you're her only hope. Just take her. You can | earn what you need to. Right now,
she can conme to ny hotel room Believe ne, I'mnot joking. You sent me to find out, and | found
out."

"What is it?" Slick demanded. "Wat's with her?"

“I'"1l tell you when we have her safe. But you decide now. which do you want, vengeance or
to save Esta?"

There was a | ong pause. "Bring her out."

Col ene turned away, and the car noved on. Colene knew it would return the nmonment they were
ready for it.

She went to the house and hel ped Esta pack. "We'Ill get you clothes and stuff there," she
said. "Just take underwear and what you val ue nost."
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Esta took a doll and a picture of a nman who nust have been her father. She crammed them
into the suitcase with her underclothing. She seened eager to get out of the house, as if afraid
that something woul d stop her from escapi ng, now that she was taking the plunge, or that she would
| ose her fragile nerve if she paused.

They hurried out. The car approached.

Esta | ooked around. "My bike!" she cried.

"We can't -- " Colene started. Then she reconsidered. If they thought the girl had fled on
her bicycle, it nmight distract themfroma nore accurate search. "OCkay, if it'll fit. Go get it."

Esta shoved the suitcase at her and ran to the garage. Col ene went for the car. "Can her
bi ke fit?"

"On the roof." Slick opened the trunk

Col ene tossed in the suitcase. Then Esta cane with the bicycle, and Slick heaved that up
onto the rack on top and quickly fastened it down with a strap. They piled into the front seat of
the car.
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"Now explain," Slick said grimy as he drove.

"I don't think nows the tinme."

“I"'mtrusting you. Now you trust me. Wiy am | doing this?"

Col ene realized that he was as doubtful about this as Esta was. On her own authority, she
was drastically changing both their lives. She had to tell him w thout m ncing words. She braced
hersel f.

"Her stepfather gets his kicks from making her hurt,” Colene said evenly. "He has sex with
her every day, but it's not enough, so he burns her on the chest with a cigarette, and when she
stiffens in pain, that's what brings himoff."

Slick al nost drove off the street.

"Maybe you think I'mlying," Colene said. "Stop for a mnute, and I'll show you."
He drew to the side and stopped. It was just as well, because his hands were shaki ng.
Col ene turned to Esta, who was to her right. "It's okay, Esta. He needs to know. He won't

| augh or be mad at you. Show hi myour chest."

Esta obeyed the voice of authority. She opened her shirt and parted the gauze.

Slick stared. "Ch, nmy God, honey," he breathed. Probably for the first time in years, he
had been truly shocked.

"No killing," Colene reminded him "That'd bring themright to you. W have to let them
think she just ran away on her own. Anyway, she needs you with her. To protect her. You're the
only man she can trust."

"Killing?" Esta asked as she buttoned her shirt.

"Hyperbol e," Col ene said quickly, before realizing that the girl mght not know the
nmeani ng of the word. "I mean he's nad enough to kill, but of course he wouldn't do that." It was a
lie, and she felt guilty, as if she had betrayed Darius, but it was necessary.

Slick kept quiet. He resuned driving. H s knuckles were white agai nst the wheel

"I don't want to get Uncle Slick in trouble," Esta said.

"You have it backwards," Colene told her. "He's getting you out of trouble."

They arrived at the hotel. "But you know, this is only for one night here," Colene said to
Slick. "Tonorrow | have to see the professor, and you -- "
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"I will get tickets to far away,"” Slick said. "W'Il go right after you have your

i nfornmation." Then he thought of sonething. "My sister --

"She doesn't want to know. You can send her an anonynous note or somnething, saying Esta's
all right. Wiich she will be now Believe nme, your sister can't protect her, and Esta can't go
back there."

He nodded, appreciating the cruel |ogic.

They got out and unl oaded the bicycle and suitcase. Col ene held up the roomkey so that he
could see the nunber, then realized that it didn't match the room Hotels did that to protect
their guests fromgetting robbed if they lost their keys. So she told himthe nunber. "Cone see us
as soon as you're ready. Esta needs you. Don't go near that house. When the cops investigate the
di sappearance, chances are they' |l catch on to what was going on. Then they' |l be on your side, in
a way. They'll nmake him pay."

He nodded. He got back in the car and noved out.

They went into the hotel and up to the room The door opened as they approached it; Proves
had remenbered their arrival

"This is Provos, my conpanion,

Colene said. "She's a little strange, but she's a good
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person. She -- "

But Provos was al ready enbracing the girl, who | ooked startled but not alarmed. Then the
wonan | ed Esta to the bathroom where new gauze was | aid out. Any expl anations would have to wait
until later, when the wonan did not renenber the girl.

Col ene got on the phone and ordered a good neal for three. She wanted to eat early, in
case things got conplicated later. She had proceeded as if Esta's presence were routine, but knew
that she was technically guilty of abduction. She didn't think that Esta's fanily would be able to
| ocate her within a day, but it was best not to ganble.

Room Service delivered the nmeal. The three of themwere conpleting it when Slick returned.
He had two airplane tickets to Mexico City. No doubt he had contacts there, and it woul d be al npbst
i mpossible to trace his route thereafter. He also had a snmall collection of conmic books. "I
thought -- | didn't know what you mnight |ike, honey," he said to Esta, pushing them at her
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The girl gazed up at him "Are you really going to take ne away?"

"I have to, honey. If you stay anywhere near here, they'll find you and make you go back
I'"m breaking the law just being with you now. "

"But you live here! You'll |ose your job!"

He shook his head, smiling grimy. "Honey, | didn't really like nmy job anyway. Maybe | can
get a better one, and just take care of you, and we'll never speak of the past. Wuld you I|ike

t hat ?"

She stood. "Ch, Uncle Slick, just hold ne."

They enbraced, somewhat awkwardly. Esta was nervous about being close to a man, even this
friend of her childhood, and Slick did not know how to hold a girl who was a rel ative. But Col ene
knew t hey would work it out. Each of themwas the one good thing in the other's |ife. Each could
have a better life with the other

Then Esta | ooked at one of the books he had brought. She smiled, accepting it. Col ene saw
the title: Mrning Becalns Electro. That was probably hunor. Better that than horror.

"I have to call ny folks,"” Colene said. "Don't worry, | won't tell themwhere | am"”

She went to the phone. Proves wheel ed the dishes out to the hall, renenbering how it would
be done in the norning. Proves' |ack of concern was a good sign; it neant that there would be no
trouble in the night. Slick and Esta shared the couch and tal ked, seem ng happy to get better
acquai nt ed.

Col ene' s father answered the phone. That was probably best, because it neant he was hone,

rather than out with a wonan. "Dad, | won't be hone tonight,” Colene said. "Something came up. But
I'"mokay, and 1'll be back there probably tonorrow afternoon."

"Back to stay," he said.

The guilt welled up again. "Dad, | can't stay. | have conmtnments. This is just a visit."

He was persistent. "Wiere do you have to go that's nore inportant than your famly?"

"You woul dn't believe it, Dad."

"Try me."

Wy try to lie, when the truth would not be believed? "I have to go on the Virtual Mde.
That's like a path across realities, and every few steps | cross into a newreality, until |
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get to another anchor site. | have -- | have a nman fromone of those other worlds, and a
tel epathic horse. Provos is fromone of those realities. But there's trouble, and our friends are
caught in a reality where we don't want to stay. So | had to cone back here to -- to get

sonet hing. To help them get back on the Virtual Mde. And |I'm goi ng back. You and Mom are better
of f without ne anyway. Just forget ne."

"How do you get on this path?"

Was he actually believing her, or just hunoring her? Did it matter? "My anchor is in
Dogwood Bunshed; that's where | step through. That's where | got on the Virtual Mde, and where |
came back here. It's ny connection."

"You just go in your shed and di sappear?"

"I guess | do, really, the way it nmust |ook fromhere. Because | step into the next
reality. | know it sounds crazy, but that's the way it works. The next reality |ooks the sane as
this one, but the people are different, | think. Some of the other realities are really weird, and
sonme are dangerous. Magic works in sone of them But | don't expect you to believe any of this,
Dad. Just take ny word that | have sonmewhere to go, and | can't stay here."

"I understand. We'll see you here tonorrow, then."

Col ene | aughed. "Yes. | have to go there, to get to ny anchor. Bye for now, Dad."

"CGoodbye, honey."
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She hung up, struck by the sinilarity between the way her father addressed her and the way

Slick spoke to Esta. A girl one cared for was "honey." It meant so little, and yet so nuch. Wy
did it nake her feel so horribly guilty?
Her father had taken it surprisingly well. He had really seened to believe her, or at

| east to accept it for now. He hadn't tried to argue. Yet he had seened to care. Maybe he figured
that he would be able to talk her into staying when she showed up there.

She | ooked up. The others were watching her. They had overheard her description of the
Virtual Mdde. Mybe they thought she was crazy. Except for Provos, of course.

"I guess you'd have to be there," she said. "I know it sounds crazy. My father nust think
I've gone over the edge."

“"You're like ne," Esta said. "Nobody knows what's in your mnd."

"Cl ose enough," Col ene agreed.
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Slick stood. "I have things to do," he said. "I'll pick you up in the norning."

"Remenber, no -- " Col ene started.

"I have to arrange for funds to be where we're going. And to put ny house on the market.
You have changed ny life, little girl." He left.

"Whi ch one of us did he mean?" Esta asked.

Col ene considered. "Both of us. But nostly you. | think you nay be doing as much good for
himas he's doing for you."

Esta | aughed, unable to believe that. But Col ene suspected it was true. She renmenbered her
brief dialogue with Slick on the notion of being like a father. Now it was happeni ng, and she knew
he wasn't faking his desire for it. There had been truth in himas he spoke. Unl ess she was
fooling herself about her ability to read ninds, a little, here in this reality.

There were two beds in the suite. Provos had taken one, so Col ene decided to share the
other with Esta.

They slept, but in the night Col ene dreaned. A bal ding man was approachi ng her, taking her
onto his lap, telling her to "open up" her legs, and she was terrified of what was com ng but
unabl e to resist. Suddenly her chest was bare. Then she saw the burning cigarette. She tried to
scream but couldn't open her nouth. The pain started.

She snapped awake, shaki ng and sweating. Esta was withing beside her, nmaking little
strangl ed nobans. It was Esta's dream she had shared!

Col ene caught the girl's hand. "It's gone," she said, trying to project the thought to
Esta's mind. "It's over. Never again. He can't touch you any nore. It's just a bad nenory, and it
will fade. You'll have a nornal life."

Esta slowy rel axed. Col ene continued to hold her hand and project calnmng thoughts. She
knew t hat the victins of abuse could suffer post-traumatic stress, much the way soldiers and the
victims of torture did. In fact Esta was a victimof torture. She had suffered all three forns of
abuse: physical, sexual, and enotional. Systematically. Before she was ten years old, and
continuing thereafter. She had nassive horror to work out of her system Could just going away
with her uncle be enough? Col ene herself had suffered much | ess, yet renmi ned somewhat foul ed up;
how nuch worse it was for Esta

Yet what else could they do? Slick would try his best to make a good life for them both.
That woul d have to be enough
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Col ene rel axed herself, still holding Esta's hand, and drifted back to sleep

Only to have her own bad dream She saw a weddi ng, and heard the Bridal Chorus, a piece of
musi ¢ she had al ways | oved; pursuing its origin she had | earned of the Gernman conposer Richard
Wagner, and become a passing devotee of his nusic. There was something about it that fascinated
her, and not nerely its beauty. But this was not an ordinary weddi ng; she knew it. She strained to
see the bride, but the heads of everyone else were in the way and she caught only snatches unti
she was past. Then she watched the bride's rear, noting how beautiful she was, how el egantly
sl ender yet full, her brown/black hair spreadi ng down across her back

The bride cane to the front, and Col ene saw the groom // was Darius! He was so sternly
handsonme it was al nost unbearable. Her love for him suffused her heart and burst beyond it, rising
up to her stunned brain and forging down to her genital region, infusing both with |onging. She
wanted himin every way possible, as nmuch as possible, as |ong as possible.

Then the bride lifted her veil, and Colene finally saw her face, so beautiful that there
was a nmurnur of awe throughout the congregation. She was absolutely perfect, and so was he, and
they made the nost wonderful couple. They kissed, and it was the fulfillnent of the |ifelong dream
of every man and every worman who had ever |ived.
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But Col ene watched with horror shading into grief. Because the bride was not herself. She
was Nona.

"Ch, Colene," Esta said as Col ene struggl ed awake, shaking. She had shared the dream
because of their |linkage. Tmso sorry."

"I've got to get back to the Julia universe," Colene said. "Before it happens for real."
But she was afraid it was already too | ate, because she was so hopel essly outcl assed. Nona had
everything: beauty, maturity, innocence, and terrific nmagic. How could anyone conpete? "If | could
even only play an instrunment the way she does," she added wistfully. "But her hamered dulcinmer is
like the nusic of heaven, while my guitar is |like strictly amateur." She sighed, experiencing a
whi ff of suicidal inclination. Maybe it had been too |ate the nonent the anchors changed and Nona
had appeared. Maybe this was her punishnent for getting themout of their prior predicanent by
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practicing deceit. Darius had come to accept what she had done, but did she accept it
hersel f?

"You're such a good person," Esta said.

"I wish," Colene said, echoing the girl's own expression

r -- CHAPTER 14

DEAL

sai d.

FNARI US wat ched Nona neatly cage the pseudo-Darius, w nning her duel. "So now we are
free," she "All of us have won our duels."

"Until tonmorrow, " the rabble man said

Then it was clear: this was not a duel to elimnate their .obligation to breed, it was
only for the first of a thousand required breedings. They had won the day -- and only the day.
Nona | ooked chagrined: a feeling Darius understood. Wat were they to do?

He | ooked at the wonan he had tied, who now exactly resenbl ed Col ene. But she was not, and

that made the difference. He had won his own match -- but had to endure the rest of the day and
ni ght, assum ng that they had ni ght here, before being done. He | ooked across at Stave, who had
Keli simlarly tied. And at Seqiro, who was now i gnoring his dragon. Al of them had won -- but

what difference did it nake, with years of sinmlar contests to follow? They couldn't even get free
of their ;four separate daises unless they agreed to breed; only a breeding finished a duel

If they were to do anything, they would have to do it together. They woul d have to consult
and organi ze. But they could not get physically together, or have privacy.

But they didn't need to. Seqiro's mnd-magic sufficed. Al (they needed was sonmeone to
take the initiative.
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"Stave," he murnured subvocally. "Nona. Seqgiro. W nust consider our options."

"What options?" Stave asked. "W are confined here whether we fight or breed, a thousand
days. "

"W do not have a thousand days!" Nona protested. "Colene and Proves will return in just a
few days, and if we are not there to join them what will happen?”

"Seqiro can tell themwhere we are," Darius suggest ed.

Only if | amclose to the anchor, the horse thought. | can not reach that far from here.

"l could conjure you to the spot where we entered this realm" Darius said. "But | fear
that woul d not be wi se. The despots may have a trap set there, awaiting our return.”

"I mght verify that,” Nona said. "If | could tame a fanmiliar there. But | don't think ny
magi ¢ reaches beyond this place. There is sonme sort of barrier that prevents the surface folk from
seeing into this realm and surely I will not be able to see out."

"Then we rmust find sone other way out," Darius said. "W nust escape the rabble and energe
where the despots are not watching. At exactly the right time."

"But we can not even |eave our daises," Stave said. "W will forfeit our duels when we
do."

"That is why we need to consult and plan strategy," Darius said. "W nust decide exactly
what we are going to do, then do it swiftly, so that the rabble can not stop us."

"And with wonderful Seqiro, we can consult w thout noving," Nona said, nonmentarily
pl eased.

"Yes. | think we had better settle down for the day and night, waiting out our victories.
We can ask for food, and use the pots."” This rem nded Darius of his tine in Col ene's shack
keepi ng out of sight. He had had to use a pot there and let her enpty it. It had been a sonewhat
hum | iating necessity. But she had taken good care of him and taught himher |anguage, and he had
cone to | ove her.
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They do not know that we can comune nentally, Seqiro thought. Kelt does not suspect, and
so the others do not.

"And that is our strength,” Darius agreed. "They now know of our other powers, but nust
think they have us isolated, so that in tine we nust do their bidding."

Yes.

"But even if we can plan, what can we do?" Nona asked.

DEAL 263

"It is too soon to return to the surface, and we can not hide fromthe rabble while we
remain in their realm’

"Could we hide farther inside the world?" Stave asked.

"I's there any space there? Isn't it solid to the core?"

"Not according to our |egend," Stave said. "There should be caves bel ow each rad,
extending ultimately to the center. |If you can conjure us through the wall, as you did to get us
into this chanber.”

"But this is a network of chanbers," Darius said.

"Ch, it is not," Nona said. "It is one big chanber, which the rabbl e have adapted, just as
we surface folk have adapted the natural contours to fit our needs."

"Li ke ants maki ng nests?" Now he realized that the small chanbers had i ndeed been
artificial rather than natural; there had been no stalactites. "This big chanber is the natura
one?" He gazed up at the rounded ceiling.

"Yes. Above it should be the nuch larger central chanber at the heart of the world."

"Above it? Above it is the surface of the planet!”

"No. Qur heads are toward the center, not the surface."

"That is not possible! Gavity doesn't -- " Then he renmenbered the other inpossible things
about this reality: gravity the same no matter what size the world, giants on big planets and
m dgets on little ones, all perfectly human. Starlight fromfernlike patterns that ranged in size
fromglobal down to infinitesimal. At the same tinme he was receiving confirmation from Seqiro:
this was the worl d-view of these folk, and they had nore experience with it than he.

He shook his head, bermused. "Hollow planet," he said. "At |east that explains why gravity
doesn't change with size, by ny logic. The nass | thought was there wasn't. This is one strange
uni verse!"

"The one you hail fromis different?" Nona asked. "I mean, in the underlying nature, as
well as inits magic?"

"More different than | had appreciated,” he agreed. He gl anced up again, know ng that the
wat chi ng rabbl e woul d not understand why. In fact, nost of themwere departing, know ng that the
excitenment was over. But some renmined to keep watch. They were not fools.

Nona asked for food and it was brought to her dais. She had them bring food al so for her
caged opponent, to whom she handed it in. Darius, guided by her, did the same, except that
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he actually had to spoon-feed Null-Colene. He didn't dare rel ease her arns. Stave did the
same with Keli. Seqiro did not need to feed Bel; she was able to feed herself.

Ni ght closed at the nornmal tine. The light sinply faded until the cavern was dark

That was a relief to Darius, who was now able to use the pot in privacy. But he wasn't
sure what to do about Null-Colene. He didn't feel right about |eaving her tied, but did not dare
untie her. Finally he brought the other pot, picked her up, set her on it, and left her there for
a suitable interval. His nenory of his experience in True-Colene's reality returned, nore
strongly; this was turnabout.

True- Col ene: he nissed her, and hoped she was well. They had spent so little time
together, since their first acquai ntance and separation! Had he been correct to refrain from
sexual relations with her? It was true that she was underage by the standard of her culture, but
they were no longer hi her culture. He would have to ask her how she felt about it, and try to
judge the sincerity of her answer. It would certainly be nice if that barrier between them could
be abolished. It was not that he desired sex, though he did, but that he regretted any probl em
bet ween them of any nature.

He wanted to sleep, but feared that Null-Col ene woul d manage to work her way free in the
night and tie him The duel was not yet over! If he forgot that, he could | ose, even now

The others had simlar msgivings. But Seqgiro resolved the problem he was now able to
tune in on all their opponents' mnds, so that if sonething went on in the night, he would know
and could rouse themw th an inperative thought.

The rabbl e provided bl ankets and pillows. The duel was not supposed to be an act of
privation, merely a contest of wills. The participants could have anything they wanted and agreed
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on. It was presuned that Darius would not agree to letting Null-Colene have a knife with which to
cut her bonds. But he did agree to warnth. He spread a bl anket over her and tucked a pill ow under
her head, then wal ked to the other side of the dais.

Darius settled down to sleep. "Darius,” Null-Colene called in that too-famliar voice.

"Sleep with ne. | will be soft and confortable for you."
"And try to tenpt ne to breed with you," he retorted
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"Yes, of course. But if you can not resist that when | amtied and hel pl ess, then you do
not deserve to abstain."”

The funny thing was, that |ogic nade sense to him He knew what she was and what she
want ed, and he had her hel pl ess. The horse would warn himif she becanme a threat. He did not |ike
| eaving her tied and alone for the night. She might be a rabble woman, but she had intelligence
and personality and deserved better. Al so, she did remind himinfernally of True-Col ene, as she
i ntended, and it was hard to treat her unkindly.

He went to join her. He lay beside her and put his arns around her, outside the bl anket.
He arranged his own bl anket. He closed his eyes and rel axed.

"Thank you, Darius," she said. "You are kind to nme." Sonmehow that nmade himfeel guilty.
But he stifled the feeling and slept.

HE woke as the light brightened with his head on her bare bosom For a nmonent he was
afraid she had gotten free and managed to tie him but she remai ned secure. She had nerely worked
her way around so as to nake of herself a pillow for him He was now under both bl ankets with her

"How did this happen?" he asked.

"I amable to nove a little," she said. "I amtrying to seduce you."

"“I'f you can nove enough to rearrange the blankets, why can't you nove enough to get out of
your bonds?"

"I amnot sure," she confessed. "I did want to, and thought | could, but somehow
didn"t."

/ di ssuaded her, Seqgiro's thought cane. / dissuaded all of them | thought it best.

"You were right," Darius said, realizing that he would i ndeed have | ost the duel had the
horse not been on guard. He had been lulled by the rabble wonan's affectation of subnission, and
her Col ene aspect. Col ene he could trust, to a degree, because he had come to understand her; this
one he could not.

"Ch, Darius," she pleaded, tears in her eyes. "I did not do anything to you in the night.
We are under the bl ankets. No one will see or know. It will cost you nothing. Please breed with
me! "

This enulation was conmng painfully close to the original! She had found the way to work
on his desire.
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Though he knew better, he treated her as he might have treated the real Colene. "I bear
you no malice. | would not mind breeding with you. But | can not commt to a thousand days of
this. | nmust leave this region in a few days, and return to ny true friends. Therefore | nmay not

do this with you or any of the others."

"I understand," she whispered. But her tears soaked her face. His feeling of guilt
magni fi ed. She was doing an excellent job of that. Had he not known that it had not been her
restraint that had prevented her from overconm ng himwhile he slept, he mght have succunbed and
given her her victory.

And how were the others faring? Seqiro obviously had no problem and Nona had her opposite
securely caged. But what about Stave?

He slept with Kelt, as you did with your opposite. He asked nme to nullify his sexua
interest, and this | was able to do. Even so, it was an effort.

Surely so! Stave was not part of their Virtual Mde group, and Nona did not |love him so
he had no special reason to hold out. Hi s passions were those of the normal young man. The
tenptation of a beautiful and eager wonan woul d be enormous for him He was holding out only to
support the others, especially Nona's effort to bring the anina.

If Keli had appealed to himthe way Null-Col ene had appeal ed to Darius --

Darius got up and | ooked across at the other dais. There was Stave -- and there was Null -
Nona.

No, it had to be Keli, who had assuned the form of Nona. Just as Null-Nona had assuned the
formof Colene for Darius. These folk were amazingly proficient. So Stave had been tenpted exactly
as Darius had.

How rmany nore days could they hold out, even if they nmanaged to tie up their opponents?
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They had breakfast on their separate daises, the three human beings feeding their confined
compani ons. The food seenmed to be of vegetable origin, as it had been the evening before, but of
no type he recogni zed. It was a grainy green porridge that tasted better than it | ooked. But this
was routine; they were actually holding a nental conference and planning their escape.

The first element of this was for Nona to find and tane a suitable faniliar. That would
enabl e her to give Seqiro a
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di stant pair of eyes, and the horse could show Darius a suitable ' site to which to
conjure them This system had worked well enough on the surface, and should work here. It would
enable themto get away fromthe rabble folk. But then they would have to go to the inner chanber,
across the barrier they assunmed the rabble could not cross, to avoid recapture.

There were several key stages. Nona brought up the first: "How are we going to get away
fromthe dai ses wi thout causing an i medi ate al arn? W rmust be conjured away one by one, for we
are not a close-touching group, and the noment one of us disappears the rabble will sound the
alarm and close in on the others."

/ "That we can solve," Stave replied. "W can use illusion. | can nmake illusion figures to
take the place of the four of us, so that the rabble will not know we are gone. Nona can nake the
illusion of nothing, to cloud each of us as we go to join Seqiro. Once we are together, the
conjuring can proceed."

"Yes, that would work," Nona said. "If you can maintain the four illusions |ong enough.”

"I'l'lusion is one thing | amgood at," Stave said. "I once made ten illusion figures, just
to see if I could do it. O course they were fuzzy and did not nove well. | can do a perfect job
on only one at a tine, but if |I concentrate | think | can nake four adequate ones for a while."

"If they aren't noving, perhaps," Darius suggested. "If 11, we all sit and wait for the
end of the duels, not only will we be X still, the rabble won't be watching us closely." k "Yes,
that makes it feasible," Stave agreed. 1 "I can nmake four nothing illusions,” Nona said. "But \

not while I"'manimating a famliar at a distance. It is difficult to do nore than one kind of
magic at a tine."

"Can you hold a fam liar once you have tamed it?" Darius asked. "So you will not lose it
whil e you do other , magic?"

“"Yes, | can do that. It is the tam ng, and the using of its senses, that require ny ful
attention at first."

"Then our first step nust be to find your famliar,
you can use?"

Darius said. "What is there here that

"I need sone snmall creature who can travel readily with-it out being noticed. | need to
bring it to ny hand, to tane it. But :I | have seen no small creatures here."
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Darius realized that he hadn't either. Was it possible that only the human rabbl e had cone
her e?

There does seemto be only one variety of life here, Seqgiro thought. / have quested
t hrough mnds, and though | can not read many, | can tell that all are human variants. Even the
dragons have hunman intelligence, evincing their origin.

"What about plant life?" Darius asked. "There should be bees to attend to pollination, and
other insects with it."

There is no plant life either. No insects.

"Then what are we eating? This is sone kind of grain or tuber.'
nmout hful of the green gl op.

That seens to be yeast or nold. A thing which grows in the dark, and has nany varieties.

"Ml d." Darius considered, and decided not to argue the case. It nade sense; the absence
of sunlight -- or what passed for it in this reality -- down here made such an alternative
reasonable. But it did nean that there was no need for bees. That in turn | eft Nona w thout any
sui tabl e subject for a fanmliar

There is small life, Seqiro thought. The children

“"The children!" Nona thought, appall ed.

Darius tackled this. "W need sonething, and we are not going to hurt it. A child can go
freely around, if it is old enough. Wy not tanme a child?"

"Because it has never been done!"” Nona protested.

"How do you know what the despots do?"

She took further stock. "I don't," she admtted. "Maybe they do use children. | suppose it
is possible.”

Dari us took anot her
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“I think it is necessary," Stave agreed. "ls there a suitable child we can borrow?"

Yes. There is one unattached, watching the duels. | shall see if | can get into his mnd

"But he can't just walk up to Nona," Darius pointed out. "The others would realize that
sonet hing is going on."

"I can craft an illusion of nothing around him" Nona said. "But he will have to be quiet,
and not speak, because the illusion of silence is a different nagic."

/ can cause himto be quiet.

In a short while the horse succeeded in getting into the child' s nmind. Darius did not see
the child, because he did not |ook; he did not want to give away what they were doing. Nona | ooked
only enough to craft her illusion of nothingness.

They continued eating, which took extra tine because they were feeding their opponents
too. There was a certain canaraderie between each person and the opposite. Null-Col ene expressed
great appreciation for Darius' help, and never asked himto free her, and continued to | ook
amazi ngly wi nsone despite her |ong bondage. It did nake himwant to pat her on the head and breed
with her. He was sure Stave was reacting simlarly. Even Nona seenmed to wi sh she weren't treating
her opposite so crudely. A lot of interaction, acquaintaince-ship, and reconsideration could occur
in a day and a night together. Friendship could develop, and desire, and guilt. It was perhaps
well that the end of the duel was approaching. Darius wasn't sure how nmuch nore of Null-Colene's
confined |ikeness he could take. The real Col ene had sonme sharp edges that made her both difficult
and intriguing. This one was nerely intriguing. Wiile Null-Nona differed from True-Nona in the
absence of magic and her desire for breeding. That was surely ever nore tenpting for Stave.

Darius was not sure when the rabble boy arrived at Nona's dais, because even if he had
| ooked he would not have seen him H's curiosity was considerable. So he worked out a ploy.
"Rabbl e woman, are you ready to use the...?" he inquired delicately.

"Yes, thank you," she agreed.

So he walked to the rim glancing innocently around and seei ng everything including Nona
caged and Nul |l -Darius al one on the dais. Nona was | ooking out over the audience, her right hand
slightly extended. "I wish I could see hinml" Darius nmut-tered in frustration

As you wi sh. The figure of a child appeared in outline beside Nona. She was holding his
hand, tami ng himas she had the bat when they had fled the despots on the surface. She was able to
do two kinds of mmgic simultaneously now, perhaps because they related to the sanme subject, and he
was cl ose.

Dari us picked up the pot and brought it back to Null-Col ene. He had seen what he needed
to; their plan was work-ing. If they could get through the stages of it and naintain their freedom

"You are very understanding," the rabble woman nur-nured.

He hadn't even been thinking of her as he automatically .. lifted her. She was giving him
nore credit than due, and that
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gave himanother little twinge of guilt. "I have no bad feeling toward you," he said
gruffly. "I nerely can't afford to do what your people require.”

"But it isn't a difficult way," she said. "You can have the whole of your tine free,
wi t hout working, if you just breed one of us at the start of each day. W will take good care of
you. And at the end you nmay choose one of us to stay with, or depart, as you prefer. Can you bl anme
us for wanting to enable sone of our number to return to the surface?"

Darius thought of his simlarly benign captivity in the reality of the DoOon, just before
comng to the reality of Oria. There they had wanted new breedi ng stock too, though it had been
Col ene they had proposed to take it from They had given hima position as a space captain, with
three nost attentive ani nal - headed personal servants. The |uscious fenmale, Pussy, had had the head
of a cat and the body of a perfect wonman. At first he had sought to disnmiss her, but as he cane to
know her he had understood that Pussy was a fine person in her own right, a victimof the system
So it was now with Null-Col ene.

"Are you able to assune the head of a cat?" he asked.

"A cat? That is a surface creature?"

“"Yes." The rabble had |ived so | ong down here without aninals that they had forgotten they
exi sted. "Wth whiskers, and a furry face, and large round eyes." He formed a nental picture, but
it was of Pussy rather than an ordinary cat face.

The woman' s face changed as he wat ched, assuming the |ikeness of Pussy. It wasn't really a
cat face, but a hunan face highlighted by certain feline characteristics. Seqiro was guiding the
i mage, so that she got it right. The body followed. Now it was as if Pussy were bound before him

He kissed those feline lips. "That's perfect," he said.
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She smiled. "It is the first time | have been kissed in this situation," she said,
gl anci ng down.

Darius was not given to blushing, but he felt the heat comng to his face. She was stil
on the pot!

"Ch, | envy your true love," she said. "You are a man |ike no other."

By the tine he recovered normal color, the invisible boy was gone. Nona would | et him
return to visibility once he was away fromthis chanber, but would guide himto sone suitable
pl ace for themto go.

But the period of the duel was ending. "Soon | will go,
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and you will have a new wonman to oppose,"” Null-Pussy said wistfully. "I will not be
allowed to be with you until all the other thousand have had their turns. | plead with you

Darius, | beg of you --

"What woul d you have done had you succeeded in tying ne?" he denanded.

"I would have raped you." She sighed. "You have made your point."

But Darius experienced yet another surge of guilt. He knew that he would not be able to
endure a thousand days of this. He woul d soon be broken down, and have to do what the rabble
wanted. As the rabble surely knew, having had experience with prior captives. The whol e point of
this one, who was probably not even at her fertile tine, might be nerely to begin the process of
br eaki ng hi m down. Once he capitul ated, they would match himw th those who were ready to conceive
by him It was a practical system

"The familiar has found an isolated chanber,” Nona reported. "W nust gather together
before the duels end, or we will have to fight again before we can escape."

"None too soon!" Stave breathed. Darius knew exactly how he felt.

Nul | - Pussy gave hima direct glance. "I have one nore ploy, handsome nman. | have sharp cat
ears now. | can hear you talking to yourself, and it is in no | anguage | can fathom But when you
talk to me, | understand you perfectly, though you speak in that sane | anguage. You have the magic

of mind-talk."

She had m ssed her shot, but not by much. Darius did not answer.

"And you do not want others to know," Null-Pussy continued. "Breed with me, and | will
keep your secret."

Darius shook his head. "I wish | could make that deal."

She bowed her head, and the tears flowed again. "I will keep your secret anyway."
That destroyed his renmmining resistance. Darius took a step toward her

You nust not. Stave is ready to nmake the illusion of you

Dari us stopped. How cl ose he had been to | osing!

Now step quietly away.

He stepped to the side. He saw the image of hinmself still standing. But he could not see
his true body at all; Nona had
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crafted her illusion of nothingness at the same tine. It was as if his soul had left his
body.

After a nmonent, the image-Darius turned and wal ked away from Nul | - Pussy. Darius, watching
her fromthe side, saw her jaw clench. It had i ndeed been another ploy, conplete with tears, and
it had failed. She was cal cul ati ng, not subm ssive. He was gl ad that he had seen that tiny signal
it made himfee!l better. But he still w shed he could have done what she wanted. She m ght be
i ndi stinguishable in her malleability fromany of the other thousand, but she was quite a woman
anyway.

He wal ked slowy and silently to the edge of the dais, and down the stepped tiers. No one

saw him This was anmazing! The magic of illusion was a marvel ous thing, especially when cleverly
appl i ed.

He saw Stave and Nona on their daises, and knew by the somewhat regular nmanner of their
nmovenents that they were illusions too. In fact, the novenents of all three i nages were

synchronous; Stave evidently could not handle individuality in multiple cases. But only soneone
watching all three with that in mnd would catch on

He crossed between his dais and that of the horse. He clinbed. It remained eerie, noving
invisibly while his apparent self waited behind. He was accustoned to his own magic, but the magic
of others brought wonder.

He cane to the top. Was this Seqiro, or nerely his inmge?

/| amreal. Stave will not be able to mamintain the i nages when we conjure away, so there is
no point in nmaking one for me. W will depart together
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Darius renenbered the conplication that had occurred when Nona's bat was out of Seqiro's
m nd range. Nona could reach farther than the horse could, for this was her reality. But her m nd
reach was limted to her famliar.

Then sonething el se occurred to him She had just made a child a famliar. Could she nmke
a grown person a famliar too? If so, that nmight enable her to establish mnd contact beyond
Seqi ro' s range.

If she made nme her familiar, we night have considerable range, Seqiro agreed. Now the
others are coning cl ose

Soon they were all there, touching hands beside the horse. "The famliar is within your
range?" Darius inquired.

Yes.
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"G ve nme the inmge."

The picture of an enpty chamber appeared in his mnd. This was what the child was seeing
Nona was | ooking through his eyes, and Seqiro was relaying the inmage to Darius. Good enough

Darius brought out his collection of icons: horse, wonman, man, nan, wonman. He renoved the
| ast woman; that was Nul |l -Col ene. He held the others together in one hand and activated them He
fixed two positions in his nmind, represented by two circles: here and there. Then he noved the
handful fromthe first to the second.

There was the familiar wenching. Their surroundi ngs changed. And now they were all janmed
together, in the manner of his handful of icons. Darius found hinself plastered to Nona, both of
them firmagainst Seqiro's solid side, with Stave on the horse's other side.

"You are the real Nona?" he inquired gravely after he uninvoked the icons.

She | aughed. "I hope so. And this is Jud, ny four-year-old famliar."

She turned, and there beside her was the boy, now visible. H s eyes were big and not quite
focused. Darius realized that he remai ned under control, which was perhaps just as well.

"Go find us another enpty chanber,” Nona told the child. "Up near the ceiling." The boy
wal ked away.

"So we can conjure through to the central cavern," Darius said, nmaking sure he had it
straight.

"Yes. Before the rabble finds us here."

I ndeed, now there was a commotion in the near distance. The abrupt di sappearance of the
four captives had al armed the rabble. That was actually one real horse and three illusion figures,
but the rabble would not know that.

"My opposite, who assunmed several shapes, realized that | was using mnd-talk," Darius
said. "She said she would not tell, but probably she will. They will probably realize that we have
a nonverbal way to conmunicate with each other."

They do. But it makes no difference. They regard us as magical creatures, and the nore
magi c we show the better it pleases them because of the potential for their offspring.

"But they will be nore careful now"

"So we had better not get caught again," Stave said.

They are spreading out and checking every chanber. They
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are | eaving one person to continue watching each chanber, so that we can not conjure past
t hem

"So there will be no place here for us,"” Darius said. "But how are we going to conjure
through the wall to another chanber if Nona has no famliar there?"

/ will have to find a mind, and we shall have to go blindly again.

Dari us nodded. That was the necessity. But it was risky.

"He has found one,"” Nona announced.

That was good, because the sound of the search-pursuit was rapidly getting closer. They
clustered together, and Darius reinvoked the icons. Seqiro gave him Nona's image, and he conjured
themto the new chanber

This was a tiny one, and it did feel high, which neant it was deeper in the planet. It
nm ght be one of the |ast the rabble would check. But the pursuit sounds remai ned. The rabble would
not stop until every chanber was covered.

Little Jud stared at them pl acidly.

The sound of footsteps grew suddenly | oud.

St ave stepped toward the door opening. "I will block the way," he said
“"No," Nona countered. "I can do it better." She stooped to pick up a pebble. She flipped
it toward the doorway -- and as it flew, it grew, until it landed crunchingly as a boul der. She
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had used her expansi on magic.

"But | can help," Stave said. He concentrated, and a viciously fanged snake appeared on
the boul der, facing outward. The rabble m ght have forgotten what animals were, but they would be
wary of that one.

Still, Darius knew that neither stone nor illusion would hold the rabble back |ong. Even
if they did, the group would renmain trapped here, and have to make terns when they got hungry.

/ have found a mind.

"Then | will nobve us across,"” Darius said. "Brace yourselves; we don't know what we'l|
find."

They braced thensel ves, and he i nvoked and noved the icons. There was the w enching.

They | anded, junbled, in a cavern so awesonely large that it seened |like the surface.
Darius did not know how to judge an internal distance |like this, but guessed that it was
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perhaps a third of the planet's dianeter across. The ceiling mght well be the center of
the pl anet.

They were on a slope that rose into a pointed nountain peak on one side, and into the
great curved side of the chanmber on the other sides. It seened sonehow faniliar, as if he should
recogni ze this vast domain, but sonehow he didn't.

"The other side of the East Sea," Nona said.

That was it! This was the inside of the planet. The pointed nmountain was the pointed depth
of the sea at the base of the planet, viewed fromwi thin the planet. Wat an anmazi ng perspecti ve!
A sudden growl startled theminto | ooking around. The mind we oriented on, Seqgiro

clarified.

It was a snmall dragon. Nona quickly scooped up a pebble and transfornmed it into stone
ranparts that effectively barred the creature fromcharging them But its grow had alerted |arger
dragons farther away. One of them | aunched into the air and flew toward the intruding group. It
was so big that it mght have been a creature of Jupiter, and it |ooked hungry.

"I fear this is not a suitable place for us,"” Darius said. The others nodded agreenent.

"But if we go back -- " Nona started.

“I think we shall have to cone to terms with the rabble," Darius said. "Wat they want
with us is not nearly as deadly as what these dragons want. They are not bad folk; they nerely
have a need they nmust pursue, and they are doing so in a nmanner that is ethical by the standards
of their culture. If we negotiate again with them they should do so in good faith."

Trite. They tried to deceive us, but only to facilitate their desire, not to harmus. They
wi Il honor whatever deal they nmake with us.

To that Nona coul d not object, though she did seema trifle doubtful. Her objection to
requi red breedi ng was nore substantial than that of the nmales. But the approach of the dragon was
per suasi ve

They gathered into their tight group, and Nona found the m nd of her familiar. The boy
remai ned in the small cham ber, gazing at the boulder that partially bl ocked the entrance.

Darius invoked his icons and conjured them back. They | anded behi nd Jud, who heard them
and turned to gaze sol-emmly at them unsurprised.
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But in the interim the rabble had arrived. Now the four of themwere fairly caught.

BACK at the dais chanber, Darius faced Null-Pussy, who was now free but retained her |ast
form Apparently the rabble did not bother to change forns unl ess they had specific reason; they
sinply remained as they were. "I amtalking to you because | best know how," she said. "I have not
told the others your secret, but have told them | can bargain nore effectively with you than
anot her person might."

"True," Darius said. "I shall be glad to talk with you. I amnot the | eader of this party,
but the others will know what | say."

"W have no | eaders. W nerely follow our custom W require four thousand breedings from
you. We prefer not to have to duel for each one, as it is apparent that we can not either persuade
you or force you to breed. W don't want you conjuring yourselves out again where we mnight |ose
you. "

"We returned because we did not want to die," Darius said. "W would rather settle with
you than do that. But we can't remain for a thousand days. Is there any alternative?"

"If you can breed four thousand times in one day -- "

He | aughed. "W can not! But if we do not return to the surface when we need to, in
several days, the point of our retreat to this region will be lost. Could we go, and return to you
after Nona brings the ani ma?"
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“"I'f we let you go, you will never return,” Null-Pussy said.

"I fear that is true. But we may not find rmuch point inlife if we do not. You nmay hold us
here, but you can not keep us alive if we do not wish it."

"I'f you try to die, you will beconme weak. Then we can tie you and force you to eat, as we
force you to breed. You will not like it as well, and neither will we, but it is a way."

"Unl ess we die too quickly."

"We do not believe you really wish to die."

Darius knew that was true. "We prefer to find some other way. An alternative that
satisfies us and you. Do you have a suggestion?"

"W woul d rather have you breed voluntarily. If one anong you can not find a way to accept
it, the others could breed nore, to fill that person's quota."
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Now, there was a notion. "You don't care who breeds, as long as there is the allotted
nunber of breedi ngs?"

"The allotted nunber of breedings by surface fol k, who have magic,"” Null-Pussy clarified
"To produce offspring who may return there. We prefer that your mal es breed our fenales, because
there will be many nore offspring then."

That nmeant that Nona coul d npost readily be excused. That woul d pl ease her. "Then what you
really want is to return.”

"Yes, but we can not. We are barred."

There was another notion. "You are barred by the present society. By the despots.”

"By the aninus!" Nona said.

"And the anima. W are barred regardl ess, because we |ack magic."

"True," Nona agreed.

"Not true! You don't lack magic," Darius said. "You have a different kind of magic, as |
do. | can't do illusion, but |I can conjure. You can't do illusion, but you can change your shape
The despots can't do that."

"Shape-change is not nagic," she protested. "W all do that. You also mnd-talk."

"Seqgiro mnd-tal ks. He does not call it nmagic either, but you do. It is a matter of
definition. All you need is an adjustnent of attitude. Maybe because | amnot fromthis world |
can see what you do not. You are being barred for no reason. And naybe we can do sonethi ng about
that."

There was a nurnur of interest throughout the cavern. The rabble were picking up on this.

"What can you do?" Null-Pussy asked.

"We can change the definition. Nona is going to bring the aninma, and when she does she
will be queen, with authority to do that. Then you can be free to return." He | ooked at Nona for
confirmation.

"But shape-change isn't nagic," Nona said.

"Who says that? The despots?”

Her eyes widened. "If the despots |ose their power --

"Then you will nmake the definition,"” he said. "You will declare shape-changing to be a
type of magic, and open the gates. W have seen that the rabble are not evil folk; they have
treated us fairly by their conventions. They will nake reasonable citizens of surface Oria. The
rabbl e have good reason to
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hel p you, and to let you return to the surface so that you can conpl ete your m ssion."

"You woul d do that?" Null-Pussy asked.

Nona considered. It was evident that she had never addressed this question before: what

she woul d do as queen. "I don't know. There are so nany of you down here, and if you all canme out -
"Free four thousand," Stave suggested. "Instead of the breedings. They will be able to
breed on the surface, with anyone who likes their magic."
"Four thousand, spread across the surface,” Nona said, appreciating the parallel. "That
m ght be all right."
"Four thousand," Null-Pussy agreed. "Instead of the breedings."
"Then it is agreed," Darius said, relieved. "You will free us, Nona will bring the anina,
and will allow four thousand of you to return to the surface.”
"Alnost,"” Null-Pussy said. "W nust have assurance that this will be done."

"You will not accept her word?"
"W can not accept her word. She may be killed before she brings the ani ma. She may | eave
Oria. She may change her nmind. The others may not allowit. W nust be sure of our breedings if
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she defaults. W nmust keep sone of you here."

"But Nona may not be able to do it alone," Darius said. "The despots will be after her;
they are already on watch. | nmust go to help conjure her to safety, and Seqiro must go to keep us
in mnd communi cati on. W can not understand each other w thout him"

"Then Stave," the worman said. "He nust remain to do the breedings."”

"I will doit," Stave said, surprised

"Al'l four thousand?" Darius asked, amazed. "But | thought -- "

"Ch, Stave!" Nona excl ai ned, horrified.

"W will accept themall fromone of you," Null-Pussy agreed. "But it will take longer."

"It will take eleven years," Stave said. "If she does not honor the agreenent. But Nona
does not want ne, and if | can't have her, | might as well do her a favor she will truly
appreciate. It is not as if the | abor is arduous."”

Nona' s mout h opened and cl osed wi t hout sound. It was
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evi dent that she did not want Stave to do this, but saw no better alternative. Finally she
managed to speak. "I -- | had not decided about you, Stave. You are a fine nman. | nust not ask you
to sacrifice yourself in this manner -- "

"Beware," Darius murrmured. "Three of us free -- it's a good conpronise."

"But he will have to -- it is so -- every day a different -- suppose | fail to bring the

ani ma? El even years --

She views that nuch breeding with horror

Darius realized that sonme finesse was required here. "Stave is doing this for you, Nona,"
he said. "To enable you to conplete your destiny. O course you will bring the anima, and honor
the deal with the rabble, and he will then be free."

"But the risk -- "

"To make it easier for him the wonmen can assune your |ikeness,
al nrost forget -- "

"But I don't want himto forget!" Then, startled by her own adm ssion, Nona tried to cone

Darius said. "He m ght

to terns with it. "I don't want to give you up, Stave. But | think I rmust. If I fail to bring the
anima, | will be dead, and you deserve what confort you may find with wonen of my |ikeness. If |
succeed, then perhaps we -- "

"OfF course," Stave agreed, realizing that his best chance to win Nona's | ove was comni ng

about because of his conmmitment to breed with other wonen.

"Then it is agreed,” Null-Pussy said. "The three of you are free to go when you choose."
She turned to Stave. "You are not. You nust breed today, and every day until we know what is to
be. You may choose from anong us. WIIl you choose ne first?"

Stave gl anced at Nona, who averted her face. "Yes, you," he agreed.

"Then cone with ne," she said, going to catch his armin alnost predatory fashion. She
i ntended to make sure that her chance did not slip away again. "Wat |ikeness do you prefer to
have ne assune?”

"Nona's," he said.

"That is easy, for | have done that one before." She was changing as they left the dais.

Darius took the real Nona in his arns, to forestall her objection to what Null-Pussy-Nona
was doing. "It is best this way," he said. He hoped the rabble woman woul d not think of
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the Col ene likeness; he would feel uneasy about that. He did understand this aspect of
Nona' s obj ecti on.

"I will renenber Stave's sacrifice,"” Nona said, burying her face against his shoul der

THE next few days were easy. The rabble nade no demands on them and were friendly. Food
was provided, and a chanber for themto share. Though Nona showed no romantic inclination toward
Darius, she preferred to sleep close to himand Seqiro, to avoid any possi bl e confusion of
identities. For now a nunber of the rabble had assuned the |ikenesses of Darius, Nona, and Stave,
and these were encountered randomy. It seened to be a passing fashion.

Kel i approached them She had been the one who originally tried to seduce Stave. "I have
not been able to get close to him because of the press of supplicants," she said. "But | feel |
have a right to breed with him because | came to know himfirst. WIIl you intercede for nme?"

"What ?" Nona asked, shocked.

Agai n, Darius saw that diplonacy was best. "Perhaps Nona will, if you give her sonething
she appreciates.”

"I will do anything!" Keli said.

Darius turned to Nona. "You know Stave must be with a different wonan each day. It may be
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better to have himw th a known one than an unknown one, to the extent feasible."

"I have nothing to do with this,” Nona said stiffly.

"I was thinking that we do not yet know the extent of your nagic," he continued. "You have
abilities you yourself do not yet know. Perhaps there are new things you could do, if you had
gui dance. "

She | ooked at him "You are thinking of sonething," she said suspiciously.

"The magi c of these rabble: that might be an excellent talent for you. Then you could
conceal yourself on the surface without resorting to illusion. Since the despots can penetrate
illusion -- "

"But that is inherent,"” Keli said. "It is part of us. If it is not your nmmgic, you can not
do it, just as we can not do your nmmgic."

"How can you be sure?" he asked. "Nona has very special powers, and Seqiro can |ink your
m nds cl osely. Perhaps -- "

that --

DEAL 281 Nona's attention abruptly focused. "If | could |earn

"I will teach you!" Keli cried. "If | possibly can!™ "And if Nona learns this, she wll
ask Stave to choose

you next," Darius said, sealing the deal

Nona gl anced at him realizing that he had naneuvered

her into it. But her objection was tenpered by dawning realism

and a genuine interest in learning the magic.

-- CHAPTER 15

RADI CAL

/"OLENE and Esta woke together as the first |ight

"t"seeped through the heavy curtains at the wi ndow. Provos was al ready up and repacking
their things. She seemed to have taken part of one of the heavy drapes and cut it up; Col ene was
about to inquire about this odd behavior, but Esta touched her arm

"Is it true?" Esta asked hesitantly. "Am| really going to go away with Uncle Slick?"

"It's true," Colene said. "You'll go today."

"But Momw |l worry."

Col ene knew that syndrome. "You'll send her letters that can't be traced. Your uncle wll
know how to do it. And you'll never mention what has been. In tinme maybe you'll forget it
yoursel f."

"Ch, | wish!"

Col ene ordered breakfast, knowi ng that they would have tine to shower and dress before it
arrived. She was correct. Provos seened surprised when the food canme; this was her first
experience, in her nenory.

As they finished eating, Provos becane nervous. She peered out the wi ndow. Colene felt a
ment al uh-oh

Col ene picked up the phone and dialed Slick's nunmber. There was no answer; the line merely
opened. "Colene. Tell Slick we're ready now. Hurry -- and watch out."
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There was no response. Col ene hoped that she had done it correctly. "Let's get noving,"
she said. Then, glancing at Esta: "We'd better mask you. In fact, we'd better mask all of us,
because it could be ny folks tracing ny call or sonething, or yours. They'll have descriptions.”

Provos brought out three things. This was what she had made fromthe drape. She opened one
out and lo, it was a sort of cap or wig. She set it on Esta's head and pulled it snug under the
girl's chin, and Esta was transforned into a cross between a nun and a foreign dignitary.

"But that will stand out like a sore eyeball," Colene protested. "We'll hardly get through
the hotel |obby, let alone travel around town unnoticed!"

Provos came to her and put a simlar cap on her head, and fastened it. Col ene shut up
having to trust the woman's judgnent.

Finally Provos put one on her own head. Then she led the way to the door, carrying Esta's
sui t case.

Col ene and Esta followed. "Play along," Colene told the girl. "She knows what she's doing,
even if we don't." She hoped. This ploy seened farfetched and perhaps dangerous.

They went down to the | obby, where Col ene approached the desk and checked out. A different
shift was on, and the man affected not to notice the headdresses.

They wal ked outside. Police cars were pulling up to the hotel. Colene suffered a start of
appr ehensi on. She wanted to bolt and hide in the bushes, but Provos narched right toward the cars.
She approached the first cop as he strode toward the hotel, and said sonething in her own
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| anguage.

The policeman shrugged her off. "Ma'am | don't speak your lingo. W're on other business.
You'll have to go to your enbassy for a translator. Please stand aside." He resuned his advance on
the hotel.

Suddenly the sense of it registered. The police were | ooking for fugitives, not
conspi cuous foreigners! Provos had hidden themright under the pursuers' noses.

Col ene peered around for Slick's car, but didn't see it. He wasn't here yet. But it was
dangerous to linger |long. What were they to do?

Provos didn't hesitate. She wal ked right to a strange car driven by a bearded nman and
opened the rear door.
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"Different car! O course!" Col ene breathed. She and Esta piled in after the wonan.

Sure enough, the man in the cap and dark gl asses and fake beard was Slick. Provos had
r enenber ed

They pulled away fromthe hotel wi thout event. They had made a cl ean getaway. "Provos, |
don't know what we'd have done without you!" Col ene exclaimed. The woman nodded, renovi ng her
headdress; it had served its purpose.

"CGot your call," Slick said. "You played it close, kid."

"Vell, we didn't want to rush breakfast," Colene said. Esta tittered, and Slick sniled.

He drove several blocks, then parked. "Change cars," he said. This was the kind of
procedure he was accustoned to.

The other car was a rattletrap with a bad paint job. But when they got in and he started
the notor, Col ene recognized the sound of a racing nmachine. This thing could probably break speed
records, if it had to.

They drove to a | arge shopping center. "W have a couple of hours to kill," Slick said.
"The plane takes off after your date with the prof. This is a good place to hide, and we can
change your outfits while we're at it."

So they went shopping for clothing. Slick and Provos posed as the el ders, while Col ene and
Esta were the school-age girls. They wound up with nmatching dresses and shoes. Then Provos got a
new outfit, a sonewhat severe business suit. They had been transfornmed again.

They stopped for mlkshakes, which Provos |iked; she acted as if it were her first
experience, and for her it was. Then they returned to the car. It was tinme for Col ene's
appoi ntnent with the professor

Col ene, nervous about what could go wong, hardly noticed the university |ayout, despite
the fact that she had once hoped to attend it herself. The University of lahoma was known as a
football school, but this was the separate Science and Arts aspect, which was different. It was
ironic that here she was, to see a professor, but she would never attend this school

Soon they entered a building and found the professor's chanber, which was a cozy den
There was a | arge aquariumby one wall, but it did not seemto have any fish in it. Col ene had
sonmehow expected a classroom but of course this wasn't any regular class. The professor was
OGsborae Felix, and what he called recreational math was his hobby rather than his spe --
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cialty. He made them confortable in easy chairs, then focused on Col ene.

"I'f you don't mind," he said to her, "please tell me how you cane to be interested in
fractals. This will help ne to orient on your need." He was a man of m ddl e age and receding
hairline, but he did not wear glasses. Col ene was trying to adjust her expectation; she had
sonehow i magi ned all professors with spectacles.

Col ene shook her head. "You wouldn't believe it, Prof."

“Still, I would Iike to hear it."

"I've just come froma fractal universe," she said.

"Unsurprising. This is a fractal universe."

"Ch, you nean the way ferns formthe patterns and all ?"

"And all," he agreed. "W are constantly discovering new and subtle el enents of our
fractal existence, fromthe pattern of the distribution of galaxies in our universe to the
phenonena of quantum nechanics. But | presune that is not what you have in nmind."

He was patroni zing her. That made Col ene react. "For sure. | just canme froma world which
was shaped exactly like a Mandel brot bug. | need to find out howto find the ninth of the ninth."

"You are referring to a nodel of the Mandel brot set?"

"No, a world. The size of Earth. The rads are huge. And it's a satellite of a nuch bigger
world, which is the satellite of a still bigger one, and so on, nine worlds back. And the stars
give off light. The whol e universe is one nonstrous Mandel brot set."
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Prof essor Felix frowned. "I suspect we have a confusion about the nature of the Mandel brot

set."

"No, we don't," Colene said. "W just need to know how to nunber the rads."

Provos got up and wal ked to the aquarium Felix glanced at her, surprised. "You have heard
about my anal ogy?"

“"No," Colene said. "Let's have it, if it helps the nunbering."

The professor shrugged. "Perhaps it is best to begin at the beginning." He went to the
aquariumand turned on a light. It sent a strong beam down through the water. Then he turned on a
subnerged water jet, and the water began to circulate. "Note the shadow pattern,” he said.

Col ene saw that the ripples and swirls on the surface of

286 FRACTAL MODE

the water were al nbst invisible, but they cast shadows which were quite clear against the
white bottom of the aquarium There were circular patterns with dark centers, the shadow forms of
little whirl pools. These drifted outward fromthe region of the jet of water, becom ng snaller and
finally disappearing. But new and | arger ones formed cl oser in.

"Note that the entire pattern is three-di nensional, but the shadows showit in two," Felix
said. "W can not perceive the pattern as it truly is; we are as it were seeing a nere sil houette.
Yet even that is instructive. There is a regul ar procession of typical shapes, and by observing it
we can see the evolution of figures and derive insight into their nature. W can see that these
are not fixed outlines, but nmoving boundaries, guided by specific rules. The currents of water
move with certain anpbunts offeree, and friction with the stable water causes these currents to
split and curl, formng vortices. W can photograph the shadows, but we know t hese are not genuine
obj ects."

"But the universe | saw was genuine," Col ene said.

"“A universe," he said, disdaining her irrelevancy.

"Wth the equivalent of |and and sea and stars and people and | aws of nature, which are

magi cal

The professor continued as if he had not heard her. "Now consider the Mandel brot set. This
is a nmathematical construction. It is obtained by plotting vector suns of points on an Argand
plane -- that is to say, with one real axis and one inmaginary axis. It is a convenient way to
graph a conpl ex equation. That is, one with a conponent involving the square root of mnus one. In
this case -- "

"This is nmore technical than |I need,"” Col ene said. Actually she understood hi m wel
enough, but she didn't need basic theory, she needed a way to count rads.

"My point is that this is not a physical object," the professor said. "In fact, the
Mandel brot set is not an ordinary graph. It is that portion of the plane for which the sequence of
a mapped equation is bounded. So -- "

"Professor, it may be just a mathematical construct to you,
dammed physical to me. All | want is a clear way to nunber the rads!"

He focused on her. "Wuld you try to explain color to a nan who had been blind from

Col ene said. "But it's pretty

bi rt h?"
That set her back. "You're saying that first we have to understand the fundanental s before
we get specific?"

1
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"Yes. And to establish an analogy that will facilitate at |east a partial conprehension.”

She sighed. "Point nmade. | can't denand that you nane that color if |I don't know what
color is. But you know, Prof, | haven't got time for a senester course on the nature of light."

"Agreed. Are you conversant with the concept of Julia sets?"

"I named that reality Julia. But all | know of Julia sets is that they're sort of squiggly
shapes on the computer screen. | don't know what they nean. | figure that the Mandel brot set is

maybe one big Julia set.”

"Not exactly. The Mandel brot set hel ps define a particular famly of Julia sets. Each
point in the Mandel brot set is a nmenory location for a distinct Julia set, which can be of any
nature, generated by a fractal equation. But all Julia sets will be self-simlar in detail, and a
change of scale does not significantly affect the conmplexity of the figure. So it is possible to
tell the general nature of a particular Julia set by knowing its placenent on the Mandel brot set.”

"Say, | get it!" Col ene exclainmed. "Each point on the Virtual Mdde is a location for a
di stinct universe. And you can tell what that reality will be like, in general, if you know the
regi on of the Virtual Mde you're on."

H's brow furrowed. "The Virtual Mode?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%202%20-%20Fractal%20Mode.txt (136 of 158) [1/19/03 8:26:29 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%202%20-%20Fractal %620M ode.txt

"W're on the sanme wavel ength, Prof! The Virtual Mdde is to each universe as the
Mandel brot set is to each Julia set. And the universe |I'mtal king about happens to | ook just like
the Mandel brot set, but | guess it's really just a Julia set.”

Felix frowned. "If you can satisfy me as to your physical set, | will satisfy you as to
the designation of its parts,” he said. It was evident that he didn't believe her, and al so that
he was revising his estimate of her sanity downward. Col ene had never been one to take that sort
of thing without a fight. So she let himhave it.

"Ckay. Think of our universe as a series of dinnishing spheres. There's the 'Big Bang' at
the center, and clusters of galaxies flying out fromit, form ng the biggest sphere. Each cluster
forns anot her sphere, if it hasn't fallen apart. Each galaxy is a cluster of stars and dust
surroundi ng a ravenous black hole at its center. In the early days a |lot of natter was bei ng drawn
into that black hole, and as it got torn apart at the edge of that maw it gave off a lot of
energy, and we call that a
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guasar. Now that process has slowed, so we call them gal axies. They're still basically
spheres with centers, only instead of flying out they're spiraling in. Meanwhile there's a sphere
of dust and fragnents around each star; those fragnents we call planets. They're not flying out or
being drawn in, they're in orbit, but it's the same idea on a smaller scale. Then consider the
pl anets: each one seens to be a spherical congloneration of solid materials, with a nolten core.
Sane idea, again. Then |l ook at the stuff the planet is nade of, and we get down to nol ecul es,
which are |ike even smaller spheres, and then atons, which seemto be spherical shells surrounding
spherical nuclei. Down inside an atomwe can get into baryons, nade up of quarks: maybe nore
spheres. So each level of the reality we knowis sinilar to each other level, only different too,
never identical. Exactly as it is with fractals. This is a fractal universe, in essence."

She paused. She had gotten the professor's attention, and she could see his estimte of
her rising again, as if the mercury in a thernmonmeter had dropped with night and was novi ng up
again with the heat of day. But she had only begun

"Yet out of this assenbl age of dininishing spheres cones the world we nornally perceive,
whi ch consists of solid ground, |iquid seas, and gaseous air. O houses, cars, and next-door
nei ghbors. O life and death, |ove and hate, and parents and children, each sinmlar to its origin
yet never quite the sane. We don't even think of the spheres, we just eat and drink and | augh and
cry and wonder about the nmeaning of life. This is us. Even though we are so small, in terns of the
uni verse as a whol e, that someone view ng the universe from anot her di mension, seeing the whole
thing, would never even notice us. W're just nold on a fragnent circling a star on the fringe of
one bl ack hole anong billions. W're not inportant at all, objectively speaking."

She met the professor's gaze. She could tell that he was on the verge of being inpressed.
Good; she wasn't done.

"Worse yet, the entire universe we know nmay be only one per cent of the whole thing.

You' ve heard about the so-called Dark Matter, the stuff that no one can detect, yet it's supposed
to make up ninety-nine per cent of everything. W can't see it, we can't touch it, we can't catch
a sanple of it; it just doesn't seemto exist, as far as we're concerned. But it has gravitationa
ef fect, and our galaxies are affected by it, so we knowit's there.
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W just don't know what it is, or why there's so nuch of it."

"My friends in the physics department say nuch the sane," the professor agreed. "But this
hardly relates to fractals."”

"Ch, yes, it does! You asked ne for a physical set, and |'msetting up for it. Because the
way | see it, it's not one per cent of the whole shebang we can see, it's nore like a mllionth of
it. That gravity we see operating is just the trace that |eaks through to our reality fromthe
myriad other realities we can't see. Mst of it stays inits own slice of reality, but nothing's
perfect, and that tiny |eakage may account for the special effects which so nystify our
astrononers. Fromone reality there's hardly enough to nake a difference here, but frommllions

of realities it adds up. So | figure they'll never find a particle to account for all of it,
because sone of it's coming fromplaces that just don't exist for our scientists. Mugic places."
"Magic," the professor said, frowming. "I really don't believe -- "

"I"'mjust telling you how there can be a whole [ot out there you never dreaned of, Prof,"
she said. "You don't have to believe it. Just accept it theoretically, as a rationale for how
there can be a physical Mandel brot set, and follow nmy | ead. The way | guess you nake your students
do. "

He nodded. "I think | would Iike to have you as a student. | can see that you are an
unusual |y imagi native ninth grader."
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"That's not the half of it, Prof!" Colene was aware that his coment was not necessarily a
conpliment. She marshal ed her thoughts. "Now picture the Mandel brot set not as a construct of the
mappi ng of bounded sequences, but as an actual physical reality. Wth a nonstrous central figure
| ooking Iike a six-legged bug with hairs curling all around its body and a spike on its snout.
That's |ike the sphere of gal axies surrounding the Big Bang. Each little satellite bug is a
mniature of the original, like a galaxy. Each tiny satellite bug of a satellite bug | ooks nuch
the sane as its parent, but the pattern into which it fits is always a little different too. Ri ght
down to the quark level, and naybe beyond. Assunme that in that reality there is a buglet way out
on the fringe of nowhere significant that's the sane size as Earth, and occupies the sane place as
Earth, if you superinposed the two realities. That has people on it who | ook just
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about like us. If you stood on that planet-bug and talked to those folk, you'd hardly know
you weren't on Earth. Only if you had a microscope or a tel escope would you be able to see that
all the things of this reality, instead of being conposed of dininishing spheres, are conposed of
dimnishing iterations of the Mandel brot set. And because of this fundanental difference, science
woul dn't work well there, but magic would, with special rules of its own that nmight not make a | ot
of sense to folk of the spherical universe. And one of those rules was that to do just the right
kind of magic, you had to find the ninth of the ninth rad. How would you find it?"

It was a nonent before the professor spoke. Then he found a new way to approach the
problem "Accepting such a theoretical construct, | would go to the nost feasible nonenclature,”
he said. "Cone here." He walked to a table and brought out a small sheaf of papers.

Col ene went there. As she did, she saw Proves gesture to Slick. Slick was picking up on
the wonan's special ability, and joined her, and the two of themleft the chanber. Col ene wasn't
sure what was goi ng on, but she trusted Proves, whose nind she could read a little, and she didn't
want to al arm Esta, who seened benused by the dial ogue and the ongoing patterns in the water tank

Felix unrolled a large picture of the Mandel brot set. Every detail seenmed to be there, and
there were nunbers all across it. The black center part of it was divided into sections, as if it
were hollow with chanbers ranging fromhuge to tiny. "I think for this you do not want
conputeri zed coordinates,"” he said. "You are not in the business of calculating the set itself,
you nmerely want a way to identify the parts of it in a readily understood nmanner. As if you were
standing on its edge and figuring out exactly where you are."

"Right," Colene said. "Actually it's nore conplicated than this. The one I'mon is, pardon
t he expression, spherical. That is, three-dimensional. The rads are on the front and back as well
as the top and bottom"”

"But there can be no front and back," he protested, "because the figure is in essence a
sil houette, a nmere shadow -- "

"Of the reality," she finished. "The silhouette of a three-di mensional figure would | ook
like this."

He nodded. "In that case there will be a problem of nonenclature. However, let's first
define the existing designa --
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tions." He lifted a stylus and pointed to the nmain part of the figure. "This is the Body
of the Radical Master, or Rad Master, our primary figure." He pointed to the smaller disk on the
left. "This is the Head." He pointed to the Iline extending to the left. "This is the Spike." He
pointed to the depression on the right. "This is the East Valley." He pointed to the deep crevice
between the body and the head. "And this is Seahorse Valley." He glanced at her. "Are you with ne
so far?"

"Right with you," she agreed. "I knew those terns. Those crevices are filled with water
where |'ve been. But it's the rads | need to know. "

"We are conming to them Now for convenience we always orient the Rad Master this way, with
the Spike to the west, no matter which way it may be pointed as you see it. Thus the radicals,
each of which is a mniature of the Rad Master, are North above and South below. To clarify the
situation, we nust assign Radical nunbers: R for the Body, R2 for the Head, and the | argest
around the Body is the North Rad, which we designate R3. W descend fromthe larger to the next
smal l er for this purpose, never skipping down. Thus the only Rad larger than R3 is R2, which is
the Head, and the only Rad larger than R2 is R, the Body. You remain with ne?"

"I sure do! This is coming right onto what | need."

"I"'msure it is. Having proceeded east to reach R3, we continue east to reach R4, which is
the largest of all the radicals between R3 and the East Valley, here. Then on to R4, R5, and so
on, heading into that valley."

"Right down to the ninth, R9," Colene agreed. "But where is the ninth of the ninth?"
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"That would be the ninth rad on that ninth rad," he said, pointing to an al nost

infinitesimally tiny bunp on the small R9. "However, |'mnot sure that is what you want. Hasty
conclusions are often in error.”
He was getting entirely too professorish for her taste. "Well, maybe. But | think that's

it."

"But you see there are other R9's. For exanple, if you were to turn back at R3 and proceed
west, you would in due course cone to R3:R9, the colon indicating the change of direction. W
don't bother to mark R1: R2, because every sequence starts with those two. Consider theminplied."

"Change of direction,” Col ene repeated, renenbering
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the directions of nmagic indicated by the aninus and aninma. Her certainty faded.

"Per haps you should explain why you want this particular designation."”

"Ckay, you asked for it. But you won't believe it."

"I don't need to believe it. | only need to understand exactly what you want."

"There's this worman, Nona, who can do magi ¢ because she's the ninth of the ninth. She
needs to get to the ninth of the ninth rad to change things so that wonen can do the nmagic instead
of the nen, only she doesn't know where that is. So | have to find out, so | can tell her."

"She is the ninthborn child, of the ninthborn of her father's generation?"

"Not exactly. It's her nother, and her mother's nother. For nine generations back."

"That is quite a different matter. Ni ne generations! Those folk evidently run to | arge
famlies."

"Actually they weren't all large. It was the secondborn girl, and then the thirdborn. |
mean, if the secondborn was a girl, and then she had three children and the third was a girl, and
then she had at least four, with the fourth a girl, and so

on."

“Matrilineal, for this purpose. So your Nona is the ninth child in her famly, the
daughter of a woman who was the eighthborn in her famly, and so on back through the seventh-born
si xthbom and back to the firstborn."

"You got it. And they align nmagically with the Mandel brot bugs, a chain of satellites nine
| ayers deep."

The professor winced when she referred to the fornms as bugs, but shook it off. "I believe
I have it now. The ninth rad of the ninth rad would i ndeed be wong. It would need to be the ninth
rad of the eighth rad of the seventh rad, and so on. An entirely different address."”

Colene's nouth fell open. "You're right, Prof! You do know where you're going!"

"I't is ny business to know," he said. He seened to be better satisfied with Col ene than

before. "So let's proceed with the denouenent. | believe | can give you a specific address that
you can show your friend."

“I'mfor that!"

He pointed to the Head. "You will note that the Head
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has a head, and so on ad infinitum W now use a stash to designate a rad on a rad: R2/R2
for the head on the head, R2/R2/R2 for the head on that, and so on. Simlarly the next |largest rad
on the head, here, is R2Z/R3."

"We can nake a chain of rads on rads that way too!" she exclai med.

"Precisely. And this chain nore accurately reflects the nunbers of the births."

"It sure does. So then we go to the fourth rad on that rad on the head -- "

"R2/ R3/ R4," he agreed. "And so on to the ninth on the eighth. Unfortunately ny printed
di agram does not have that |evel of definition. | can use ny conputer programto anmplify it on the
screen, if you wish, but this will take sonme tinme -- "

The door opened. Slick and Proves entered. "Trouble," Slick said. "She put ne on to it.
The police nmust've located us. Do you have what you need, Col ene?"

"Just about," Col ene said. "But -- "

"Take this," Felix said quickly, handing Col ene an envel ope. "This is an i ssue of Anygdal a
with a good di scussion of nonenclature. You now understand the principles well enough to foll ow
it."

"Right," Col ene agreed. "You did the job, Prof."

"And your account is quit," Slick said. "I erased it last night. W don't know each ot her.
I f anyone asks you -- "
"This encounter never occurred," the professor said. "I have spent this hour review ng

fractals alone."” He |ooked relieved. "And | owe no one anything."
"Right," Slick said. He | ooked at Col ene. "Conme on." Provos was al ready hurrying Esta out
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t he door.

Col ene foll owed them out, pausing only |Iong enough to wave goodbye to Professor Felix. He
had in the end had what she wanted, and that was what counted. If she had hel ped hi mget out of
sone bad debt, naybe from ganbling, she was gl ad.

Then she reconsidered. She couldn't just depart wi thout nore than a wave; anyone could
wave. So she indul ged her propensity for risk-taking, ran back into the room caught the professor
by the shoul ders, and planted a passionate kiss on his surprised nouth. "You couldn't teach this
ninth grader nuch, Prof!" she whi spered, and stepped back

He was still staring with satisfying stupefaction as she closed the door on him
294 FRACTAL MODE
Provos was | eading the way out of the building -- but not the way they had entered. In

fact they used a fire escape. Then she led themto an unfamliar car

It was | ocked. Slick brought out a tool and jimred open the door. They piled in while he
reached under the wheel to hot-wire the ignition. They were stealing a car!

"But ny suitcase -- all my things are in the other car," Esta protested.

"We'l | get you nore," Colene said. "It's not like you had a lot to |lose."

"Duck down," Slick said, donning sone kind of nask. Col ene and Esta were in back, Provos
in front. Provos did not seemto be hiding. Wat was going on?

They pulled out as a police car pulled in. Col ene caught just a peep of it through the
wi ndow before she buried her head.

The car traveled slowy, as if the driver were conmpletely unconcerned about anything in
the nei ghborhood. The two in front renoved their masks; Slick seemed to have such things with him
as standard equi prent. The car turned onto a faster highway and accel erated. Then Slick spoke.
"No? Damm!"

Col ene and Esta lifted their heads. Slick now | ooked like an old man with a broad
must ache, and Provos | ooked |i ke another. Provos was pointing back the way they had cone.

"You better believe her," Colene said. "She renenbers the future, and | think you have no

future in that direction.” "But | was headed for the Cklahoma City airport,” he said as he sl owed
and signaled a turn. "That's where our plane |leaves. | was going to get you and Provos a taxi back
to anywhere you wanted to go."

"So they've got the airport staked out," Colene said. "So you'll have to drive instead.

It's better than getting caught." Slick nodded. "She's been right so far. She put me on to the
approach of the police, and to the one car that would not be missed for a day. She may not speak
our | anguage, but she's one savvy old woman." He lifted his right hand, and Provos lifted her |eft
hand at the sanme tine and touched his ringers. What got Col ene was the fact that neither of them
| ooked, but the contact was perfect.

They drove back through town, then southwest toward Col ene's hone. This was the opposite
direction the police would expect. But they would be watching Slick's house too.
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"You' d better just drop Provos and ne off near ny house and go on through town w thout
stoppi ng. W don't know how fast they'll spread the net, once they catch on that you're not at the
airport. Sorry you wasted your noney on those tickets."

"The noney's nothing, | just want to get ny niece clear of this country to where she'l

never hurt again. Start a newlife, maybe, for us both."

Esta smled. She wanted it too. She probably realized that her uncle was not on the right
side of the law, but she believed in him and so did Colene, in this respect.

A light started flashing behind them It was another police car.

Provos turned to Slick, making a signal of noMd-worry. But he, conditioned by years of his
busi ness, was already cutting over to the right. He swng out of the I ane, around the line of cars
ahead, and drove with two wheels in dirt until he squealed onto a small road intersecting at right
angl es. The rear end of the car slewed, giving Colene a scare before stabilizing. This wasn't her
i dea of fun driving.

The police car spun onto the road behind them Slick accelerated, but it was clear that
this car |acked the power of the other.

Col ene saw Provos concentrating, trying to remenber what happened next. She knew t hat
Provos' nenories were changing; Slick should have pulled over for the police car, and there would
have been no trouble. Maybe it was just a bad taillight. Qherw se Provos woul d have been
concerned. Now Provos was concerned, and needed to sort out her new nenories to see whether they
wer e accept abl e.

They were not. Provos pointed to the right, indicating that they should turn onto the next
crossroad. But Slick didn't see her. "Turn!" Colene cried, but by then they were past the spot,

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%202%20-%20Fractal%20Mode.txt (140 of 158) [1/19/03 8:26:29 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%202%20-%20Fractal %620M ode.txt

and Provos was | ooki ng confused again.

Suddenly there were two police cars ahead, turning sideways across the road to forma
roadbl ock. "They radi oed ahead,” Col ene said. "They're going to catch us. Because we acted
suspiciously when it was a routine check."

Provos got her nenories straight again. She jogged Slick's elbow This time he caught her
signal. She pointed to a trail leading off to the left, w nding around behind several farm houses.

Slick whipped the car onto the trail. A cloud of dust flew
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up. In a nmonment a police car appeared behind, stirring up its own dust. Wrse and worse;
this looked |ike a dead end, so that they would be trapped. Wiy had Proves brought them here?

Provos pointed to a dil apidated barn. She held up her flat hand in a stop gesture.

"CGod, | hope you know what you're doing, wonman," Slick nmuttered. He drew up to the barn
and st opped.

Provos gestured them out of the car. She herself was the first out. She ran back the way
they had come, through the cloud of dust, waving Slick back

The police car canme up -- and Provos stunbled directly in front of it. The brakes
screeched as it slid to a stop, barely missing her. She fell half over the hood, wailing.
There was only one nman in the car. He got out and caught Provos as she started to fall. He

didn't see Slick circle the car and come at himfrom behi nd.

Then Slick put one hand on the cop's head. He took a handful of hair and haul ed back. The
other hand held the open razor. It was barely touching the nman's exposed throat. "Now, take it
easy,"” Slick murrmured in the man's ear. "You better believe I'Il use this thing if | have to."

Provos straightened up and wal ked to the police car. Col ene and Esta foll owed. Then the
two nmen, wal king in | ock-step, cane too. The wi cked razor renmi ned poised. "You are going to

drive," Slick told the officer. "I have your gun. | will use it on you if you make a peep. You
will radio that you lost the car and are searching. You will acknow edge radi o contact w thout
signaling that anything's wong. Do this, and you will get out of this with your life and health
and car. Fail, and I will do what | have to do. Al | want is transportation. Got it?"

The nan nodded, slowy. A bead of sweat was trailing down the side of his face. He did
know who Slick was, and what his business was.

Provos directed Colene to the front seat this tinme. The others got in back, and the cop
took the wheel. Slick did have the gun; he lifted it as he withdrew the razor. It was ained at the
pol i ceman, through the seat back

The man made the report Slick had specified. He did not give any alarm Col ene knew t hat
Provos woul d have renmenbered it if he had.

The car started on down the trail, and then onto a better
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road. Provos pointed. "Turn left," Slick said. The man turned left.

Provos shook her head no. The nman's hand reached for the radio. "Don't touch it!"™ Slick
snapped before the notion was fairly started.

They cane to the highway where all this had started. Provos pointed right. "Turn right,"
Slick said.

At speed, they rel axed, because Provos had rel axed. She did know what she was doi ng.
Cccasionally she would signal themto slow, and Slick gave the order and the driver slowed. \Wat
m schi ef they avoided in this manner the others would never know, and that was just as well.

Then Provos signaled a stop. They stopped. She indicated by gestures that Slick should tie
the cop's hands behind him Slick used the man's own handcuffs for that. Then, follow ng her
directions, he |ooped cord through the handcuffs and tied the nan to a tel ephone pole, a short
di stance fromthe police car. Then they wal ked away. True to their word, they had left the man
alive and in health and with his car. But without his gun. Seeing that, the nan elected not to cry
out to any of the passing vehicles.

Provos waved to a pickup truck comi ng down the highway. It stopped. Provos gl anced at
Col ene.

Col ene took the initiative. She flashed her nost winsone smile at the driver. "W | ost our
car, and need to get into town. Can we ride in the back?"

The driver was a youth not a lot ol der than Col ene herself. He hesitated, staring down at
her fromthe cab. Colene realized that he was trying to get a glinpse down inside her blouse. She
| eaned forward and drew her head back just enough so that he could get that glinpse. "Yeah, sure,”
he said, probably not even aware that the eyeful had not been an accident. In certain
ci rcunmst ances, nen were easy to nanage

The others clinmbed onto the back, but Colene joined the driver in front. "Gee, this is
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real nice of you," she said brightly. Indeed, she felt positive; she enjoyed proving every so
often that her stuff worked. "We were really in a bind." She snuggl ed cl ose.

It was no trouble at all to reach her house. "W'I| get off here,"” she said. "It's been
great!" She kissed the youth on the cheek, then scooted out. By the tine he realized that he
didn't even know her nane, it would be too |ate.
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They wat ched the truck depart. "Ckay," Col ene said. "They don't know about me yet, so ny
house isn't watched. My fol ks won't be hone for another hour. So you can come in and phone for a
taxi, Slick, and get far away. Provos and I will disappear.”

Then things started happening. They heard sirens approachi ng, and knew that the police had
gotten the word. "Get out of here!" Colene cried to Slick. "They won't know where you are if
Provos and | distract themlong enough."

But Provos quickly caught hold of Slick's armand urged himtoward the house. Col ene was
astoni shed. "But you can't nmean -- " Yet suddenly it was falling into place. Provos had been
hel ping so actively; surely this was what she had foreseen. There was now little chance for Slick
and Esta to nmake a clean break; the pursuit was getting too close. No chance except the Virtua
Mode. "This is awesone," she finished

A police car appeared. They ran around the house, into the back yard. And Col ene paused,
appal | ed. Dogwood Bunmshed was gone.

Suddenly it came together: her father's understanding when she told hi mabout the Virtua
Mode and the anchor in the shed. He had believed her -- and had acted to prevent her from using
it. By having the entire shed renoved.

The back door of the house opened. Both her parents canme out. They hadn't even gone to
wor k! They had set this up, and lain in wait for her return. They neant to keep her here, whatever
way they coul d.

It was frightening, yet also touching. The nmenbers of her family did care for her; they
wanted her with them Yet they proposed to do it by force. It wasn't enough that they knew she was
wel | and hal fway happy; they wanted her here. So they had

betrayed her.

But Provos was forging right on toward the spot, seem ng not to have noticed that it was
gone. Policenen were appearing ahl around the property; they nust have been waiting in anmbush.
They woul d not only trap Col ene and Provos, they could catch Slick and Esta: disaster for them
both. What did it matter on which side of the yard they were actually caught? They were al
dooned.

Col ene felt tears of frustration and dawni ng rage com ng. She had worked so hard, and cone
so close, only to be balked right in sight of the anchor. Slick had faithfully per --
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formed his end of the bargain, and now he would be | ocked away in prison, or worse. And
Esta would be returned to her stepfather for her daily torture and rape.

"Damm it!" she swore. "It's not fair, it's not right! It's not supposed to be this way!"

"Cone on, honey," her father called. "W only want what's best for you. That nman's a
killer, and the girl's a runaway, and the woman is crazy. But you don't have to be. Gve up this
del usion. W | ove you."

What coul d she say? Deep down she did | ove her fol ks, but she hated themtoo, for all the
wast ed years, and for getting straightened out only in her absence, and for finally betraying her
like this. She could never trust themagain. She would die in their captivity. By her own hand.
She couldn't live without Darius and Seqgiro. And what woul d happen to them when Col ene didn't
return with the rad numbering information?

Now t he nei ghbors were coning, attracted by the comotion. Men, wonen, and children
staring curiously. None were hostile, but their presence helped seal this little party's doom
There would be no way to break through themall and escape.

Provos reached the spot of bare ground. She clasped Esta by the hand and stepped forward.
She di sappear ed.

The approaching police stared. Colene's parents stared. Col ene stared.

Then it registered: Bunmshed was gone, but the anchor wasn't. Only Col ene herself could
free the anchor. They coul d escape!

But the police were catching on that something strange was afoot. They charged across
toward Slick. Provos reappeared, grasped himby the hand, and hauled himw th her across the
regi on. They di sappeared.

They had nade it to the Virtual Mde! But Col ene hadn't -- and she was too far fromthe
anchor to make it. The police had already crossed that region, and were convergi ng on her. She
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al one woul d be trapped here.

Her father strode forward and grasped her arm "Cone on, honey, we'll take care of you.
We'll get you straightened out at an institution -- "

Col ene had an inspiration. Her hand plunged into her purse. She yanked out the roll of
hundred-dol l ar bills. She
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brought it to her nmouth and used her teeth to rip off the band. Then she hurled it into
the air.

The roll came apart. Bills started peeling off. They fluttered through the air, drifting
to the ground around her

"Money!" a child cried, diving for a bill

The policemen stared. "Those are hundred-dollar bills!"

Then there was a nel ee. Amazed, Colene's father let go of her arm Everyone wanted the
noney.

Col ene cranked up her legs and ran at top speed for the anchor. One of the few alert
poli cenmen made a grab for her, but she banged past himand got through. She dived for the anchor --

And everyone di sappeared. She | anded on green turf, alone. She was through! But stil
nervous, though she knew she couldn't be foll owed. She scranbled back to her feet and wal ked on

Suddenly the others were there: Provos and Slick and Esta. "Thank God!" Col ene cried, and
tried to hug all three at once.

Then she took stock. "What a pass this is! You folk probably didn't even believe in the
Virtual Modde, and now you're on it. And I don't know how we're going to get you off it, because
they'll be watching the anchor."

Esta fidgeted. Colene |ooked at her, realizing that she was shy about expressing herself.
Thus encouraged, the girl spoke. "Do we have to get off it? This seens nice."

"Well, this is alnost just like the reality you' ve always lived in," Col ene expl ai ned.
"The house and yard are the same, and nost of the city will be the same. But there's never been a
shed here, so you know there's no Col ene here, and probably no Slick or Esta. It's not your
reality; you never existed here."

"Then we could go out and establish our identities," Slick said. "I will have no crimnal
record, and Esta will have no abusive stepfather. W can nake it with a clean slate."
"Wy, | guess you could," Colene said, surprised. "You won't need to go to Mexico or

anyt hi ng! But won't you have trouble getting your |ID papers and stuff?"
"No, I know howto fake ID s." He | ooked at Esta. "But getting her back into schoo

wi thout records will be harder. We'Ill probably have to nmove to another state."

Col ene shook her head, disturbed. "I didn't see this com ng, but | guess | should have,
because now | see that Provos
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remenbered this all along and knew exactly what to do. She brought you both through the
anchor. Now that it's happened, | don't feel easy about just dunping you in a strange world and

| eavi ng you. Anything could happen, and it'd be ny fault."

Provos had been working with material from her pack. Now she approached Slick and
proceeded to tie a length of cloth around his left arm binding it securely to her right arm
Slick, surprised, did not resist.

"I think I have just been answered," Col ene said. "Wen Provos spends any tine in a
reality, she renenbers what will happen there. It seens you are coming with us.”

Provos tossed a cloth to Col ene. Col ene approached Esta. "You see, you folk can't cross
realities unless one of us holds on to you. If we let go by accident, you could get stranded, and
we m ght have trouble finding you. So we have to tie you to us, so we can't let go." As she spoke,
she bound her own left armto Esta's right, so that each was clasping the other's forearm and
| ocked in place.

"CGee," Esta said, intrigued. "You told Professor Felix that there was magic. WIlIl we see
dragons?"

"W may," Colene said grimy. "This isn't any gane, Esta. There's danger on the Virtua
Mode. W are traveling a route we know, but anything can happen when we cross boundaries. Let's
get noving."

They wal ked in step, retracing the route she and Provos had used. Thus conmenced what
woul d be a journey of several days. It was unconfortable, but necessary. Provos led the way this
tinme, though her nenory could be at best spotty across the realities, and her path deviated
somewhat fromthe one they had taken

Col ene was al arnmed, but then she realized what the woman was doi ng: she was headi ng
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directly for Oria. Because they had been away for too nuch time already, and God only knew what
was happening to Darius and Seqiro and Nona. Col ene tried not to think about what effect that
beauti ful woman mi ght be having on that man and that horse. Ri ght now she had to concentrate on
getting through the realities safely, and getting around that sea that bordered the anchor at
Oria, because they couldn't cross it. Maybe Provos had enough nenory of the future to figure that
out too. She hoped.

On the way, Colene talked with Esta, getting to know her better. She confided that she had
m xed feelings about | eaving
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her folks of the Earth reality. They weren't evil, just wong for her. So she knew Earth
was no place for her to stay, but still she felt guilty about | eaving.

“"You're so smart and pretty," Esta responded. "But you feel the sanme as | do."

"I guess | do," Col ene agreed. "But you know, where we're going, there are other things.

If Proves knows what she's doing, you'll wind up in a reality where you are as snart and pretty as
you want to be."
"But I'll always be ugly inside," Esta argued. "Just as long as | can renenber where

cane from'

Then anot her revel ation dawned. "Proves is taking you to her reality!" she exclai ned.
"Those fol k remenber only the future, not the past! If you get to be |like them nothing in your
past will count. And nothing in Slick's past. It will be an absolutely clean slate."

"And 1'll always be ugly here," Esta said, tapping her chest.

"No, | don't think so," Colene said. "Because it's a different culture. They don't judge
by the sanme things. And anyway, we'll be stopping first at Oria, where there's nmagic. Nona will be
abl e to heal your scars, and then later you'll develop and be a wonan, and you won't even renenber
how you are now. "

"I wish," Esta breathed.

"W're going to make it happen,” Col ene said, beginning to believe. Things had been so
conplicated, and now the future was starting to cone clear. Proves nmust have joined the Virtua
Mode for this: to go to Earth and help rescue Slick and Esta, and bring them back to her own
reality where they could live in peace. Proves had a spare floor; she'd probably put Slick there,
and | et Esta sleep where Col ene had, up on the top floor. In that manner Proves would get a
famly, for all anyone knew a son and a granddaughter. It was a nice world, and they would surely
like it. It all nade so nuch sense, in retrospect. And Proves had seen it com ng, of course.
"Sonetines wishes are granted,” Colene told her. "In ways we never expected. | think you have a
nice future com ng up."

But what of Col ene's own future? She had no guarantees about that, because she wasn't
going to settle in Proves' reality.
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She was headed, she hoped, for Darius' reality, and that |ooked very nice. So |long as
Darius hadn't changed his nmind in the interimabout just which girl he wanted to settle down with.
If he had, what then woul d be Col ene's fate?

-- CHAPTER 16
ANI VA
I T was working! Nona was thrilled. Wien Seqiro |linked her closely with Keli, and Kel

changed shape, Nona was able to catch a glinmer of what was happening. Day by day she practiced,
and bit by bit she learned. It would be a long tine before she was as good as the rabble, but in
time she would have it.

Then Seqiro's thought cane fromthe chanber closest to the surface. He had been spending
nmost of his time there, questing out through the rock to the anchor, convinced that though his
range was linmted, he could sense the one he loved fromafar. Nona wi shed he felt that way about
her. Col ene! | feel Col ene!

It was tinme. "W rnust go!" Nona cri ed.

"But first we nust tell Stave," Darius remi nded her

Oh. Yes. Nona had pronised. "Were is he?" she asked.

"l know where!" Keli said eagerly.

They went to the dais chanmber. There was one of the Stave enulations, eating a neal. "Are
you the real Stave?" Nona asked him

He snapped his fingers, and a ball of fire appeared there. It expanded and forned a face
The face winked. He was the real Stave. "Are you the real Nona?" he asked.

"Of course | am" she said.

He stood. "Then enbrace ne. Kiss nme. Strip naked."
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"I will do no such thing!" she said indignantly.

He nodded. "Then you are the real one."

That set her back. O course the Null-Nonas would be happy to do any of that sort of thing
he asked; they all wanted so desperately to breed. "Yes. Colene has returned, and we nust go. | --
| owe Keli here a favor. You nust choose her next."

He shook his head. "But that is not the real Nona speaking. You don't even have her face
perfect."

"I changed it," Nona said, realizing that she was at this nonment al nost a parody of
herself. So she proved herself: she flew up and hovered a body | ength above the floor

Stave nodded. "If the rabble could do that, they wouldn't need us. Very well: Keli it is.

Keli ran to him "GCh, thank you! | want you so nuch!"

"You al nost had ne, that first day," he told her

"Yes! And now at last it shall be!"

Nona turned away. This business disgusted her. Yet she knew that if Stave had not agreed
to do this, she herself would have had to be defending her body fromrape every day for a thousand
days. She knew she owed himher gratitude. It was just that sonehow she did not properly feel it.

"Nona!" Stave called after her. "Don't forget! You nust rescue ne fromthis!"

She turned back to look at him Keli was already out of her brown tunic, a fine figure of
a naked woman. WAs Stave hiding a snile? "Yes, as soon as possible,” she agreed grimy

THE three of them gathered at a chamber near the surface, but not the one closest to the
anchor where Col ene would arrive. The despots would be watching the place where they had been. But
they should have sonme brief freedomif they energed at a new spot.

Nona reached out, seeking the bat she had taned as a familiar. She had thought that she
could not penetrate the barrier between the nether real mand the surface, but had found that with
concentration and determ nation it was possible. She found the bat in the cave. She woke it and
caused it to fly to a forest thicket not far fromthe village. There Seqiro was able to reach its
m nd.

The bat flewto a glade in the forest. It flew around it, questing for danger. There did
not seemto be any person there.
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Darius and Nona clinbed onto Seqiro's solid back. Then Darius designated the circles,
activated the three icons, and noved them

They landed in the glade. They staggered, getting reoriented. They seened to have made it
wi t hout bei ng spotted.

"But the despots' familiars will be cruising everywhere," Nona said. "They nmay even be
wat ching for daytine bats."

"l know where the anchor is fromhere," Darius said. "W can go there i mediately."

"But if we go too soon, we shall have to wait there, and they will find us."

Col ene i s approachi ng the anchor. She has conpani ons.

Darius was startled. "Conpanions? Plural ? Not just Provos?"

Two others. Male and fenale. Their mnds are not yet clear to ne, but both seem unusual

"I's that good or bad?" This was a conplication Darius did not seemto |ike. Nona was not
easy with it either. Wiy woul d Col ene have brought nore people?

/( seens bad. The female is young, wth nmuch pain.

"Col ene nmust have reason,” Darius decided. But his unspoken thoughts, relayed to Nona,
i ndi cated that he was nervous about the girl's reasoning. It was not easy to bring others through
the Virtual Mdde; it was necessary to be tied to themat all tinmes, |lest they be |ost. Watever
Col ene's reason, it would have to be very strong. And why had Provos agreed with it? Wat future
had the ol d woman seen?

Darius' thoughts made Nona just as nervous. She had conme to know Col ene as an i npul sive
but intelligent girl. Wiat strange thing was going on?

They are com ng through the anchor

"Then we go!" Darius said.

He conjured themthere. Suddenly they were standing by the anchor, on the sl ope |eading up
to the sea and the giant stone instrunents.

Col ene appeared as she energed fromthe anchor. Then two other hunman figures, and finally
Provos.

Despots are approachi ng.

Nona | ooked around, but did not see the despots. She trusted the horse's awareness,
however. They had to get quickly away from here! But how could they do it with four
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extra people, two of themstrangers? It would take too much tine just to explain the
situation to them

"Darius!" Colene called, seeing him "Were's Angus?"

Seqiro sent out a thought: ANGUS

There was a nmotion high in the sky. It becane the formof the giant man, flying toward
t hem

Meanwhi | e Darius was forging toward Col ene. He swept her into his enmbrace. She nmet him
eagerly, kissing himon forehead, nose, and eyeball before finding the range. Nona w shed she had
been able to love Stave |ike that. "Conjure us out of here, stupid!" Col ene whi spered, her words
carried by Seqiro's mnd-talKk.

"But Angus needs to be told --

"Provos is handling that. | have to be with you. Mwve it!"

Nona hoped the girl knew what she was doing. Darius |lifted Col ene onto Seqiro's back
pressed close to Nona and the horse, and tuned in to the famliar-bat. It had noved, and now was
over a field. He conjured themthere.

"Ckay, folks," Colene said briskly. "I got the info. | know where it is, | think. The
despots' || be hot on our trail, so we'd better nove right along. But they don't know where we're
going. First, to the head."

"But it will take the fanmiliar time to get there," Nona protested

Col ene frowned. "Damm, that's right! Then we'd better use Angus after all. Can't save him
for a decoy."”

Angus!

The gi ant heard. He swooped down again

"Take us to the head!" Col ene cri ed.

Provos and the two strangers were on the giant's left hand. Darius, Seqgiro, and Nona went
to the right hand. "No, Nona -- you go with the others," Col ene said.

Nona did not argue. She went to the left hand and clinbed on.

Angus lifted themcarefully: four of themin one hand, three in the other, but one of the
three was the nassive horse. Angus flew up, high into the sky, |eaving behind any despot pursuit.
Then he leveled off and comrenced the flight west.

Col ene ki ssed Darius again. It was alnmost as if she was afraid he woul d di sappear if she
did not constantly denponstrate her feeling for him "I made icons for ny friends, and got
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their hair, spit, and breath. Here." She handed himtwo doll figures. "So you can conjure
themtoo, if you have to."

"Thank you," Darius said, bermused. "But why did you bring -- ?"

"I'I'l get to that." Col ene | ooked across the hands. "Nona, I'Il go over the stuff with
you. But first you have to neet my friends, Slick and Esta. Uncle and niece. From Earth. They're
going to Proves' reality.”

"Hello," Nona said to them as perplexed as Darius. What a whirlwi nd of activity Col ene

was!

Slick nodded, and the girl just |ooked at her. "They're not up on your |anguage," Col ene
expl ai ned. "And Seqiro hasn't fully fathomed themyet. But you don't have to wait for that. | can
transl ate. Esta needs your help." Then, to the girl: "Es, show her. It's okay."

The girl worked open her shirt and showed her chest. It was a mass of scars. Nona was
appal | ed. How could such nutilation have cone about?

"You don't want to know," Col ene said. "Just heal her as well as you can."

Nona t hought of the menory Seqiro had shared with her, of Colene's experience with rape,
and knew that Col ene was not teasing. It was best not to inquire.

She took the girl's hand in her owmn. "I nust touch you, to heal you," she said. Col ene
pi cked up her thought and spoke in the girl's strange | anguage.
Esta spoke. "Touch roe, | don't care," Colene translated. Nona realized that it was not

t he | anguage the horse understood, but the mind. Seqiro had access to Col ene's nind, but not
Esta's nmind, so Esta's words were neani ngl ess.

Nona sat behind the girl, her |egs spread outside, and drew Esta back into Nona herself.
This was what she had done with Darius, when healing his rat bite. She reached around and put her
hands inside the girl's shirt, against the bare scarred skin of her chest. She concentrated.

"Sonet hing i s happening!" Esta exclainmed, surprised. This tine Nona understood her
directly; perhaps their close contact facilitated Seqiro's entry into the girl's mnd

"I am healing you, with ny nmagic," Nona responded.
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"I feel it! | feel it! It feels so good!"

"I told you she could do it," Col ene said. "She heal ed Darius."
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"The pain -- it's going! Can you heal ny mnd too?"

“"No," Nona said sadly. "Only your body."

"But Proves can heal your mind," Colene said. "She will take you back to her reality,
where the folk remenber only the future. If you can be Ilike them you will |ose your past, and it
won't affect you any nmore. | think it will be that way, because the |onger you are in that
reality, the nore you will becone of it, at least in body and culture. That's why Provos cane for
you; she renenbered that you needed her."

"That's why she cane?" Darius asked, surprised. "But she can't renenber in other
realities. She has to be in them before she can renmenber."

"I know. I was with her. We went to her reality -- and to yours. She nust renmenber what it
will be like in her reality after she gets back. And she remenbers Slick and Esta being with her.
She knew them both, the nmonment she saw them She hugged themlike old friends. Like famly
menbers. " Col ene paused.

"Yes, of course," Provos said.

"I'sn't that so, Provos?" Col ene asked. Nona knew that the girl had deliberately tined it,
to let the woman answer before the question canme. "That you remenber Slick and Esta with you from
now on?"

"It is true," Provos agreed.

"Isn't it true that Slick and Esta have a happy life comng in your reality, with him
earning an honest |iving and her growing up and nmarrying a |local boy and bei ng happy ever after?"

Provos sniled, nodding.

"You have a family now," Col ene said evenly. "A son and granddaughter, as far as you know,
even if you don't renenber marrying or |osing your husband. But you | ove them and they | ove you,
and it doesn't matter where they may have come from™

"Yes, ny dear,"” Provos said to Esta.

Esta stared at Provos. She spoke. Colene translated in her mind as she heard the words, so
that Seqiro could send the neaning to the others immediately. To Nona, it was as if she now
understood Esta. "I will forget how | have lived? | will remenber what is to happen?"

The girl |ooked across at Colene. "It is a nice place? Were she |ives?"
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"A real nice place," Col ene assured her. "The kind of place you'll want to spend the rest
of your life." Nona understood fromthe peripheral thoughts that they had had this dial ogue
before, but that Esta needed repeated reassurance. The girl was horribly insecure, and afraid that
anyt hi ng good was illusory. She had suffered terribly, and could not quite believe that this was
over.

Nona rel eased the girl; her body had been heal ed. Esta crawl ed across Angus' hand to
Proves, who had al ready spread her arnms. They hugged.

Slick shook his head. "I never dreaned of such a thing. It's like magic."

“I't /5 magic, dummy," Colene said. "Get used to it. After flying across a planet on the
hand of a giant, you shouldn't find it all that difficult."

"A barber," Provos said, |ooking up.

Col ene smiled. "What kind of job will Slick have?" she asked the woman. Slick choked, and
Nona wondered why, until she caught Col ene's thought: Slick had nmade his former living by slicing
peopl e's throats.

Slick recovered in a nonent. "I wonder whether there will be a woman for me," he nused
"She is a hairdresser," Provos replied.
Col ene sniled. "That's not your answer. Here, I'Il do it. Provos, what kind of job does

Slick's wife do?"

Nona smi |l ed. That showed how the two woul d neet.

"Beautiful," Provos said.

This time Slick put the question hinself. "Wat will ny wife |ook |ike?"

Darius interceded. "You had better |eave sonething to discover, or you will be bored
before it happens."” Then he turned to Colene. "You visited ny reality?"

"We sure did," Colene replied, pleased. "I net Kublai, and Prim, and Keren. Keren and |
we really understand each other. And Ella.” She fixed himwith an irate gaze. "You won't be taking
of f her diaper any nore once | get there, you damed horny man."

Dari us | ooked abashed, but Nona did not fathomthe reason. A diaper was for a baby, but
Ella didn't sound like a baby. Then Col ene | aughed, and hugged him Whatever it was, it was al
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right, or at least tolerable.

So it was that they passed the time, conming to know each
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ot her better, while Angus carried themwest toward the head. After a while Col ene settled
down to business.

"I have the stuff on the rads," she told Nona. "But it's a bit tricky. Let nme see if | can
make it clear."”

Col ene concentrated, and a picture formed in Nona's mnd. It was an outline of Oria. with
its body, head, and rads. "Wat we want is RL/R2/R3 and so on up to /R9. Don't worry about what
it's called; |I figured it out by studying the newsletter the prof gave ne in ny reality. R is the
Body, /R2 is the Head, and /R3 is here." On her nental picture the largest rad on the head gl owed.
"Then we clinb onto /R3 and | ook for /R4 on it." The rad expanded in the inmage, until it filled
the mental screen. The /R4 that now gl owed on that was about hal fway between the small head of /R3
and the large curve of the surface of /R2. "We'I| keep getting farther around on each next rad,"”
Col ene said. "But we'll get there. The ninth rad on the eighth rad is going to be pretty small
t hough. "

"Just so long as you know the way!" Nona said, thrilled at this confirmation that the
girl's quest for information had been successful. It seemed so sensibl e now

"Just so long as the despots don't know the way," Col ene said. "Because if they do,
they'Il stop us."

"But we must succeed, because Provos remenbers that we do," Nona said.

"I"'mnot so sure of that. Provos renenbers what's in her own reality, because that's where
she'll return to settle. But she's just passing by this one, and naybe what she renenbers is
subj ect to change."

"But surely her nenories of her own world are fixed, because she isn't there to change
things," Nona protested, though she wasn't sure of her logic. "So the right things nust happen
here, so that she and her friends can go there."

"I see Colene's point,"” Darius said. "Provos, Slick, and Esta may i ndeed be guaranteed
their arrival at her reality. But the rest of us are not destined for her reality, and so her
menory offers us no guarantee. She nmay take themw th her after we succeed here -- or fail. Nona
can pass just the three of themthrough the anchor, and the rest of us may be bound here, if the
ani mus continues."

That made unconfortabl e sense. There was i ndeed no guarantee for the success of her
m ssi on. Anything could happen -- including death for several of them
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They crossed the sea that circled Oria between the Body and the Head and fl ew across the
| esser mass of the Head. Nona renenbered the story of Earle and Kara, flying simlarly across the
worl ds. Woul d she herself soneday be the stuff of a |egend? Perhaps so, if she succeeded in
bringi ng the ani ma.

Ni ght cane, as the ninety-eight-ray star disappeared behind the world. The nyriad ot her
stars now showed nore clearly, large and small. It was beautiful, as it always was. Perhaps in the
pristine early days of the world all of the patterns of glow had been visible all the time, but
now nmuch of it could be seen only in the dark

Angus found an isol ated place and cane down to the surface. He was tired and needed to
rest, and the rest of them needed food and sanitary relief. Nona took the |eaf of a plant and
transfornmed it into fruit. Seqgiro accepted grain she nmade for him then wandered away to graze,
keeping in mnd-touch. He was alert for other human beings, especially despots. The despots of
this region would not be the sane as those of Nona's region, but they surely had spread the word.
No despot, anywhere on Oria, could be trusted to be other than an eneny.

They settled for the night, Angus stretched out between rads, careful not to danage any
trees, while the others fornmed a cluster in a glade. Nona nade material for a tent, which Darius
and Col ene and Slick pitched with reasonabl e success. She made pallets and bl ankets for them each
but Darius and Colene elected to share theirs, as did Slick and Esta. Proves slept alone, and so
did Nona. Surely it did not bother Provos, but Nona w shed Stave were with her. Yet had he been
with her, he would have been interested in sexual expression, and she was not. She could tell from
t he anmbi ence of their minds that Slick and Esta had no such interest in each other, being bl ood
relatives, and that Darius and Col ene did but were not indulging it. So there was cl oseness and
confort for others, but not for Nona. By her own choice, nostly. Yet it frustrated her too.

The fact was, she realized, that though she had been slow to commit to Stave, she had
expected to in time. The overwhel ming i nportance of the ani nma had governed her enotion; she could
not think of settling down with a man until that was done. If she failed to acconplish it, then
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she m ght be dead or inprisoned or exiled, and in no condition to marry. So she had suppressed
what feelings she mght have had. But now Stave
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was gone, and she knew that once he had tasted the endl ess bl andi shnents of seductive
rabbl e wonen, he would lose his interest in Nona. Wiy should he settle for one when he could have
any he chose, a new one each day, each nore eager than the |ast? She had realized fromthe part of
his mind that Seqiro shared that he was as lusty as the next man, and that his attraction to Nona
hersel f had been at |east as nuch for her appearance as for her position as the ninth. Wre she
not pretty, and not the ninth, he would never have noticed her. He was a good man, yet she was not
satisfied with this.

So it was best for her to break with Stave. They were not, in the end, right for each
ot her. She needed a different sort of man. But where on Oia was the kind she wanted? If she
brought the anima, she would be queen, the only one on the planet with nagic. After the visitors
fromthe Virtual Mode left. Wio would care to marry her? Who would she care to marry? She didn't
want to marry at all!

And there was the heart of it. She did want a social life, but she was not ready to settle
down. She preferred to have freedom and adventure, to experience a nystery of the future.
Marri age, babies, growing old -- that did not appeal at all. Not even if she were queen

But what el se was there? Her fate had been seal ed when she was born as the ninth.

Nona settled into an unhappy sl eep.

WAKE. The despots cone.

It was Seqgiro. Nona struggl ed awake, and heard the others stirring. Qutside the tent was
the noise of Angus getting up. It was still dark

"How cl ose?" Col ene asked.

You have tone to dress and make droppings.

Nona hurried to do those things. Then she transfornmed the tent material back to a piece of
string, and the blankets to tiny swatches of cloth, She was ready when the others were, with a
basket of fruit to hand out for themto eat on the run

Angus squatted and laid his two hands on the ground. Each person went to the hand used
bef ore.

"No, you come with us, Nona," Colene said. "This is Business Day."

It was i ndeed! Nona joined Darius, Colene, and Seqgiro on the right hand, while Provos,
Slick, and Esta got on the left.
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It was crowded, because of the nass of the horse, but Nona really liked being with Seqiro.
She was jeal ous of Colene in that respect: she had the nost fabul ous conpanion

Angus sailed up. As he did, several nen rose fromthe forest at sone distance; the despots
were flying after them

But they could not match the range and speed of the giant from Jupiter. Angus readily |eft
t hem behi nd. However, several birds maintained the pursuit: the famliars of the despots. How
could they escape pursuit by those?

Angus knows how. He can not use his nagic while concentrating on flying, but you can use
yours and | can use mine. Do you wish nme to stun then?

Nona pondered the matter. The despots now knew about her, but should not know about
Seqgiro. "W mnust keep your secret as |long as possible,” she decided. "You nmay need your nmegic as a
surprise. | will try to divert themby illusion."

So while Col ene gui ded Angus toward what she called / R3, Nona fashioned a massive pair of
illusions. One was of Angus, flying with his hands full. The other was of nothingness, where the
real Angus was. Stave had shown how effective this ploy could be; now she was doing it on a |arger
scale. But a large illusion was harder to manage than a small one, because there was so nuch
detail. Familiars would not be smart, but the despots guiding themwould be alert for tricks. This
had to be right.

She Grafted the two illusions, overlapping. Gadually she replaced the appearance of the
real giant with the illusion giant, matching detail to detail. She could not see his back, but
assunmed that it matched the normal male configuration. Wen she had it as good as she coul d nmake
it, she caused the Angus illusion to diverge fromthe nothingness illusion. This was the test.

Slowy they separated. Wuld the fanmiliars followthe illusion? It was only visual, so if
any were using snell, they would not be deceived.

Most of the birds followed the illusion. But Nona saw with dismay that one small hawk was
not being fooled. If its despot realized --
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Then the hawk dropped. Seqiro had stunned it. The despot would think that the illusion
gi ant had sonehow taken it out, perhaps by throw ng sonething at it. They were escaping.

But she could not maintain the illusion indefinitely. Mdst magic was close and |ine-of -
sight; only the faniliars could operate at a distance, because they had identities of their own.
Soon she would |l ose control, and the illusion would dissipate, and the famliars would cast about

until they found the smell of the original

"W need a better decoy," Col ene said, grasping the situation fromNona's thought. "Okay,
time for Phase Two. Angus, put us down -- Seqiro, Darius, Nona, and me -- then fly on with the
others as if you' re going somewhere. So the famliars will think it's the whole party, and w |l
follow them"

A faint illusion inmage of Angus appeared at the edge of his invisible hand, in nminiature
"But where shall | carry then?" he asked.

"Back to the anchor, of course,”
we mess up."”

And there it was, Nona realized with a shock: the manner that Proves' nenory of the future
woul d be correct, even if Nona's mission failed. It was com ng true.

Col ene gl anced at her, nmentally. Al of themwere nowinvisible, so there was no ot her
way. "Right. Qur guarantee is zilch."

No guarantee of success. Sonehow Nona had al ways believed that she woul d succeed, once she
had gotten together with the visitors fromthe Virtual Mde. Now horrible doubt |oomed. She
shi ver ed.

"Except that Nona will have to pass themthrough the anchor,” Darius said. "She nust
ei ther succeed or survive."

Bless himfor that revelation, nixed as it was! She could not fail utterly.

Angus descended, while Nona continued to concentrate on the distant illusion. If she could
only hold it Iong enough to let them separate...

The giant's feet touched the ground, gently. He stood, then bent down. The four of them
clinmbed of f the hand.

Nona turned back to enbrace a huge invisible finger. "If | don't see you again, friend

Col ene said. "So they can conplete their destiny, even if

Angus - -
The small illusion of himreturned. "It has been good with you, Nona. | will know if you
succeed. "
"You will not be able to conmune with the three you carry,’
to take them™

" Nona said. "But you know where

"I know.'
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She was out of words and full of enotion. "I w sh you had been ny size," she said. Then
she opened her arnms to the little illusion. He met her, and they kissed, in the nmanner of Earle
and Kar a.

It was too much distraction. The distant illusion of Angus disintegrated. But Nona
mai ntai ned the close illusion of nothingness. "Go, friend Angus,"” she said. "Wth ny thanks, and

nmy love." For suddenly, this instant, it was true: she loved the giant from Jupiter, who had
served her need so loyally. She knew it was a transitory enotion, and foolish considering their
sizes, but that part of it would always remain with her.

"For that | do thank you," the little inmage said.

Then the invisible giant flew up, and they were left on the ground. Nona concentrated on

the illusion, until he was too far away; then she lost it, and he becane visible. But he was at
that point in the vicinity of the prior giant-illusion, so that the fanm liars would assune that he
had al ways been there. He was still holding both hands up, as if still carrying a double burden

"The | egend!" Col ene excl ai med. She was visible now, Nona had had to let their part of the
illusion go when she focused on Angus. "You replayed it! That was beautiful."

"Perhaps | amdestined to I ove only the unobtainable,” Nona said sadly.

“"I"'mnot so sure of that. | dreaned you got married."

Nona | ooked at her. There was sonething dark about the girl's thought, but she could not
fathomit.

"W had better nove," Darius said. "If you can get a famliar, Nona, | can conjure us to
where it goes."

"How about directly to the nearest /R3?" Col ene asked. "If | nake you a map? There are
four of those rads, so we nust be hal fway cl ose to one."

He shook his head. "That woul d be dangerous. | need to see where | amgoing, or to knowit

fromprior experience. A familiar could show it much nore accurately."
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"Ckay. But we'd better get noving."

Seqiro searched, but found no suitable unattached birds in the vicinity. The despots
seened to have taken themall. But then he found a fox, and stunned it.

Nona had never tamed a fox before. But then she had sel domtaned any ani nal, because of
the need to conceal her nmmgic. The principle was the sanme. She touched the fallen
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ani mal, and Seqgiro enhanced her nmental contact. It was nore of a job than the bat had
been, but she was able to do it.

Then she sent the fox running toward the third rad on the Head. Wiile they waited for it
to cover the distance, she picked a berry and magnified it into a giant berry, so that they could
all have their fill of it, finishing their neal.

Despot s approach

That gal vani zed them Nona tuned in on the fox. It was nost of the way there. They
clustered around Seqgiro, and Darius brought out his magic icons and i nvoked them Seqiro connected
Darius' mnd to that of the famliar. Then they clinbed onto the horse's broad back, and Dari us
noved the icon.

Nona felt the awful wenching. Then she found herself sliding off the horse. She nmanaged
to get her feet under her before |anding on the ground.

They were al nost at the base of the towering bulk of /R3; the fox had made excell ent
pr ogr ess.

"CGod, that thing nust be three hundred nmiles tall,"” Col ene said, awed. Her nental concept
translated into approximately the right amount. "Sonmehow | didn't think they would get this big,
on this little planet."

"Can we see /R4 from here?" Darius asked.

Col ene studi ed the mountai nous outline. "Actually we can see one of its /R4's," she
agreed. She pointed. "See that twenty-nmile-thick wart there? As | make it, that's it."

"Then | should be able to conjure us there fromhere," he said. "Provided there is a safe
place to | and. "

"There they are!" soneone called in the | anguage of Oria. Nona junped.

"Dam!" Col ene swore. "They nust have lured the fox, or spotted it. They're on to us."

They ran for the cover of the nearby forest. The man who had call ed saw t hem but was sl ow
to give chase, as if waiting for reinforcenents. That gave thema brief respite, but was hardly
good news.

"They are becom ng nore apt at locating us,” Darius said as they passed beyond the first
trees. "They nmay suspect where we are going, and have many of their nunber in this vicinity
| ooking for us."

“I't may be that they know where the key rad is," Nona
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sai d, breathing hard as she ran. "They would keep it secret fromall theows, of course.
But now -- "

"Can the dial ogue," Col ene snapped. "Seqgiro, you take Darius and gallop the hell out of
here. Decoy them away. W'll get together again after.”

"But -- " Nona started.

"You and | will go alone," Colene said. "Invisible. Do it."

"It is too far for you afoot," Darius said.

"What do you nean, too far? | just wal ked across whol e worlds!"”

"I'f you take too long, the despots will catch you."

e

“I will conjure the two of you there before we ride away." He brought out his Col ene and
Nona i cons.

"Yeah, | guess you'd better," Col ene agreed reluctantly. She cane to stand besi de Nona.

Darius invoked his icons, and started to nove them

"There!" the nan cried, spying horse and nan.

Then the wenching, and the scene was gone.

They | anded tunbl ed on /R4. Col ene righted herself, |ooked around, and suddenly dropped to
the ground again. "God! |I'mfreaking out!" But the alien words neant nothing to Nona; they were
not out of Seqiro's mind-magic range.

Meanwhi | e Nona stood and gazed across at the ground of /R2 where they had been. She did
not see any sign of man or horse, but that was to be expected. At |east she had the confort of
knowi ng that the pair would be hard to catch, because the horse could do mi nd-magic and the man
could conjure themaway fromthe threat of capture.
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Then she | ooked down at Col ene, and realized that the girl was staring at her. Suddenly it
regi stered: Col ene was not used to being on a rad of this size. To her it |ooked as if Nona were
standi ng sideways on an al nost vertical cliff. For of course this rad projected from about the
m dpoi nt of the side of /R3, and they were on the side of /R4.

She tried to reassure the girl. "Do not be concerned. A person's feet are always toward
the center of the rad on which she stands. W experienced the sanme thing on Jupiter.”

"Yeah, but this is smaller and nore intense, and |'ve been away," Col ene said. "I haven't
gotten ny reactions rea --
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ligned yet." The words she spoke were unintelligible, but Nona was sure they related to
her concern about falling.

"We can not fall.'

Col ene screaned.

But of course Nona | anded imredi ately back on the surface. Col ene, seeing that, |aughed
nervously, then got up the courage to stand. She renai ned anchored to the rad. Finally she gritted
her teeth and nmade a little junp. She did not fly | ocose fromthe rad. She issued a shaky sigh

Nona was glad that the girl had cone to ternms with the nature of wal king on a rad, because
they woul d be noving to ever-smaller rads to reach the key point. She woul d have expl ai ned about
the way of it, before they left Seqiro, had it occurred to her. But now, alone with Col ene, and
not yet at the site for the anima -- they couldn't even talk to each other!

"Can. Sone."

The m nd-nmagic! The girl had been learning it. Her power was little conpared to that of
the horse, but far better than none. "Then we go," Nona said, speaking w thout vocalizing, to
concentrate her thoughts. "Now. To the next rad."

"CGo," Col ene agreed the sane way. "To Slash R Five." The designation was clear, because
they both knew it. Col ene | ooked around. "There." She pointed.

Then Nona saw the figure of a man. Was it a despot? She couldn't take the chance. Quickly
she fashioned a spell of nothingness to hide them both. She took Col ene's hand so that they could
remai n together w thout talking.

It turned out to be a fair distance, through fairly rough country, but they had no choice.
This rad was tiny conpared to its parent rad, and mi nuscul e conpared to the one from which they
had been conjured, but it was far fromthe smallest. Nona rel axed t he nothi ngness spell once they
were sure they were not being pursued, so that she would be free to do other magic. Wen they cane
to a difficult ravine, she held Colene in her arns and flew across it. She could not go far that
way, for the extra weight was extrenely tiring, but for this short hop it really hel ped. Mstly
they just wal ked, and tal ked. Col ene was getting better with practice, but Nona still had to
interpolate to re-create the full thoughts. The effort hel ped take her mind off her doubt about
her situation

"One thing | want to know," Col ene said approxi mately, though Nona was sure she had the
essence. "This world is in
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ani nus phase, right? It's a man's world. So how conme you can do naj or magic? Even
considering that you're the ninth."

"It is because of the flow of the current of magic,

To illustrate the point, Nona junped.

Nona tried to explain. It would have

been so nmuch easier with the horse present! "It originates at the center of the universe and fl ows
out along the filaments to every part of it. It spreads out at each world, in an unbra, a field,
with a current which the despot nen can tap and adapt. |, too, can tap that current, because of ny

special nature."

"But when you bring the aninm, then what happens?"

"Then the current changes, and flows the wong way for the despot nen. They flow al ong the
lines of the first of the first, but the anima will be the last of the last. The | astborn woman
instead of the firstborn man."

"So then why won't you | ose your power of mmgic al so, when they do?"

"Because | amthe key person, by order of birth and gender. | amthe opposite, in perfect
bal ance, able to draw on the flow fromeither side. Wen the flow changes, that other side will be
the primary one. No man will be able to draw on it any nore, except when there is a first of the
first for nine generations, who will be able to travel to the center of the universe and change it
as Earle did."

"Well, maybe," Col ene said, evidently not really understanding it. "But shouldn't the
reversal point be at the spike? W're headed off to the side."

“I't is not really a reversal, but a change," Nona tried to explain. "The main flow renains
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fromthe center of the universe to the rest, but the field around our world will be changed, to be
somewhat skew, in a manner only the lastborn wonmen will be able to address.”

"Like a reversal of the Earth's magnetic field!'" Col ene exclaimed. Nona found this
i nconpr ehensi bl e, so did not argue.

But in a nonent the girl had another question. "Angus -- he's of the aninus. So what
happens to himwhen it changes? Does he pitch headfirst into the sea?"

"Angus is not of this world," Nona explained. "He responds to the rule of his own world,
Jupiter. He did not |ose his power when we crossed that small anim world."

"Yeah, that's right. I"'mglad. He's nice. Too bad you couldn't have been his size."
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"A |l egend can have a happy ending," Nona said.

“You'll have one too. You'll be queen."

"True," Nona said w thout enthusiasm

"Well, I'lIl sure be glad when it's done and you're queen and | can go back on the Virtua

Mode with ny horse and ny nan."

The girl was wary of the effect another woman coul d have on such a horse and such a nan.
Nona coul d appreciate why. Nona herself renained upset by the thought of Stave and the rabble
wonen, though Stave would gladly have stayed with her if it had been possible. How nuch greater
must be Col ene's concern, for she had truly wondrous conpani ons. Darius was a man anmong nen, with
power ful magic, and Seqiro was a horse anmong horses, wonderful to be with. It had been a great act
of necessity and trust for Colene to | eave both man and horse behind while she revisited her own
worl d. She surely longed to reach the safety of Darius' world, and to settle there to be one with
hi mand Seqi ro. How well Nona under st ood!

They were near the /R5 rad when darkness cl osed, but not near enough. Nona nade tent
materi al and beddi ng material and an assortnent of foods, and they settled for the night.

"You're so beautiful and so talented and so mature and so nice," Col ene remarked. "You
have so nmuch going for you. I'mjealous. | really am"

She was j eal ous of Nona! What irony.

"Because both Darius and Seqiro |ike you and admre your nagic."

"l feel the same about them" Nona said.

"Because you are halfway in love with both of them" the girl continued.

"That's not true!" Nona excl ai ned, appall ed.

"Isn't it? You know that Earle in the Jupiter |egend | ooks |like a cross between Angus and
Darius, and Kara |l ooks like you. So it was a sinmulated romance between you and Darius, since Angus
is out of reach."

And Nona realized with expanding horror that Col ene was right. Stave -- it was not just
that he was indul ging his masculine appetite with other wonen. It was that Nona had found a stern
powerful, and magi ¢ man, and a conpl etely understandi ng and nentally enconpassi ng horse, and she
Il onged to be with both. She craved di stant adventure and pas --
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sion, and both nan and horse were creatures of exactly that, with their Virtual Mbde.

But neither was hers to claim "GCh, Colene, | would

never -- "

"l know you wouldn't. Seqiro showed nme how you feel and how you are. You're better than ne
in every way, especially decency. You have the kind of honor Darius has, and | don't. But the
choice nmay not be yours to nake. It may be theirs.”

Nona felt the tears on her face. "Colene, | -- "

"I dreaned you nmarried Darius, and |I'mnot fool enough to think it can't happen.”

Nona stared at her, stricken

"So | guess you can see why | don't want you on the Virtual Mde," the girl continued
relentlessly. "Because if you go there, |'m dooned."

"OF course. | will remain here. | will be queen.” But it was grief, not joy, in the
deci si on.

NEXT norni ng they reached the next rad. This one they would be able to traverse in
mnutes. It was only, according to Colene's alien measurement, about one mile in dianmeter. It
seermed to be roughly parallel to the hugely | oom ng grandparent rad, /R3, which was itself in a
simlar relation to R, the Body of Oria. But their feet pointed strai ght down toward the center
of /R5. Col ene seenmed to be adjusting, nmainly by not | ooking up.

There were trees and brush here, the sane size as on the nmamin planet. The sizes of things
were in scale with their worlds, but this was not a separate world, only a projection of a world.
They stayed under the trees when they coul d, avoiding exposure. Then, as they approached /R6,
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whi ch was about the size of the despots' castle at hone, they paused. For there, circling lazily
above it, was a buzzard.

"That may be a despot familiar,” Nona whispered.

"Well, they have to be watching the sites,"” Col ene said. "Probably just one despot each
so as not to use too nany personnel and give away the fact that there's sonething inportant
there." Nona was having very little difficulty understanding her now, because during their close
associ ati on of the past day and night their nmental rapport had been enhanced. The girl saw them as
rivals for a nman, but Nona |iked Col ene as well as
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she |iked Darius or Seqiro. She wi shed she could have themall for friends. She knew
Col ene woul d not understand that, however.

So she addressed the external probleminstead. "Yes, of course. But one despot male wll

be enough to counter ne. | had thought at first that Darius would be here to conjure himaway, or
Seqiro, to give hima bad mnd. Alone, | fear |I can not 'acconplish ny mssion."

"Well, you aren't exactly al one, you know. "

Nona | ooked at her. "I apologize; | did not nean to di sparage you. But you |l ack the magic

of the others, and | fear that only strong nagic will suffice."

"I have a little nmagic, renenber," the girl said. "W're talking, aren't we?"

"Yes, of course; you are getting the mnd-magic. But nmy mind is open to you, and we know
each other; we are attuned. Can you communi cate with a strange despot ?"

Col ene grimaced. "I don't think so. And I sure couldn't stop him anyway. So maybe |'m not
much use. But maybe | ean do sonething. If worse cones to worst, naybe we can get Darius back in
here to take out that despot."

"I'f his com ng doesn't bring other despots."

“"Yeah. Let me try." She concentrated, evidently reaching out nmentally.

Meanwhi | e, Nona nade a new spell of nothingness to cover them She could have changed her
own appearance somewhat, using the magic Keli had taught her, but that would not conceal them The
famliar would be able to snmell them so invisibility wouldn't be effective |long either, unless
she took out the bird, but it mght help against an inattentive despot.

"Good Cod!" the girl exclainmed. "It's Naylor!"

Nona was surprised. "The knave?"

"I must've tuned in to him sonme, before, without realizing! That's one joker |'Il never
forget. He tried to rape ne!"

Nona renenbered the nenory-vision of rape Seqiro had shown her. "That is horrible, Colene!
Then you are afraid of him"

"Afraid, hell! | want his ass on a burning-hot poker!"

The images were obscure, but the enotion canme through. It was not fear but anger the girl
felt. Unfortunately anger was not sufficient. If Knave Nayl or saw Col ene again, he would surely
use his magic to incapacitate her, and then he woul d
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finish what he had started before. And Nona still would not be able to conplete her
nm ssion, because he woul d be able to stun Col ene and then turn agai nst Nona. "W dare not approach
him™" Nona sai d.

Col ene was quiet for a while. Then she spoke with a grimmess that was al nost frightening.
"The way | see it, we have to get this job done. Because otherw se you won't be queen, and the
rest of us won't be able to get away fromthis reality. W'll be stuck forever in the universe of
Julia, and you will take ny man and horse fromne, no matter how hard you try not to. So |I'm going
to have to use ny nerve."

“Your nerve? Col ene, you may have courage, but that will not stop a despot! And this one --
surely he lusts for you yet, and is angry. You mnmust not |let himsee you."

"You got it backwards, sister. He must not see you. So he won't know you're here. He nust
see me. |'mperfect to distract him because of his grudge against ne. 1'll be the |ast decoy.

I"lI'l lead himoff the site, so you can go there and do your thing while he's trying to do his
thing with ne."

"But Col ene! He will rape you!"

"l1've been raped before," the girt said. "If | can fight enough to take his whole
attention | ong enough, you can finish. Then the power will be yours, and you can destroy him |
won't say it's away | like, but it's our best bet."

"I could not ask you to do that!" Nona protested. "It was bad enough when Stave undert ook
my breedings, and he -- he really wanted to be with those wonen. You don't want it at all. You

hate rape. Your |oathing and rage are coming through to ne. It is the worst possible risk for
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you.
"That's why it takes nerve," Col ene said. "Suicidal nerve. The truth is, | have a
deathwi sh, and it drives ne to flirt with death and destruction. And rape. Sanme thing, maybe. |
don't like it, but I can't help it. I'"'mnot nice like you. I've got to try this. But you'd better
be quick with your nission, because after | lose, you |lose too. He won't stop with one -- not when
the other looks like you. Not when it's the fate of all the despots on the line."

"But -- "

"Make e visible. You stay invisible. When | get himoff the point, you go there. You
don't need ne to count off, any nmore. /R7 will be the seventh around /R6, the way we' ve been

counting, and it'll be only the size of your two hands spl ayed.
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/R8 will be smaller than your little fingernail. /RO will be too small for you to see. But
you'l'l know where it is. Get on it, wonman."

Nona |iked no part of this, but was hel pl ess against the girl's deternination. It was a
possi bl e solution, and if she could act quickly enough, she m ght succeed.

Col ene, visible, walked to the crevice between /R5 and /R6, stopping at the edge of the
little ring-sea there. She reached up and touched /R6, then drew up her feet. In a nonent she was
standi ng on /R6, her head pointed toward /R5. She had | earned the way of it.

Nona, invisible, flew up toward /R7, landing a short distance fromit. Colene was right:
there was evil Knave Naylor, sitting on /R7 and | ooki ng suprenely bored. He was using his magic to
make ants float away fromtheir nest, struggling, to land in the puddle circling the base of the
rad. Every so often his eyes would go vague, and she knew he was draw ng instead on the vision of
the famliar, searching for anyone who m ght be approaching. He was hardly working at it, not
expecting anything to happen. But the nmonent he did spy anything, he would be form dable. The
knave might not be a nice man, but be did have passions.

There was a noi se. Nayl or | ooked, and spied Col ene.

"The alien theow bitch!" he exclaimed, amazed. The vulture veered and flew down. "Were is
t he man?"

"My man isn't here," Col ene said, but her words were unintelligible to the knave. "It's
just you and ne, you m sbegotten animal-part!" The last insult was beyond Nona's power to
deci pher, but she was sure that had Nayl or understood it, he would have been enraged.

The vulture flew near the girl, circling her, trying to sniff out any conpanion. But there
was none. Nona was on the other side, hunched am dst a copse of saplings, hoping the bird did not
snel | her.

Nayl or took a step toward Col ene. "No man? You're a decoy, then! He's guarding the theow
bitch at another site."

Col ene' s bravado becane seening fright. She retreated.

Nayl or strode after her. "You can't escape! You and | have unfinished business."

The girl turned and fled, running around the curve of the rad. Naylor extended his magic
and caused her to float up, her feet noving helplessly, and she still tried to run. He held her
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there, struggling in the air, while he took his tine wal king across to her. He was stil
wary of the possible proxinity of her man, with his terrible magic.

Nona had her chance, thanks to Col ene's suicidal bravery. She wal ked quietly to /R7. It
was a mniature of the rads they had been traversing. Its little head pointed up. She counted off
fromthe head, until she found /R8, which was down toward its inwardly curving base. It was about
the size of the head of a fancy ornanental pin

Col ene screaned. Nona junped, and | ooked to see the knave's hands on the girl. He was
ripping off her odd clothing, exposing her body, and she was unable to nove her linbs to resist.
Nona had to try to help her.

Stick to your business! The thought came through with surprising clarity. The girl might
be scream ng, but she knew exactly what she was doi ng. She was putting on a show for the man
keepi ng himdistracted. There was fear in her thought, but also rage, and determ nation. She was
going to nake this scene last as |long as she could. Nona could not be concerned with her, right
now, she had to get her own business done, in tinme to save Col ene and the worl d.

But now how was she supposed to find /R9? It was, as Col ene had warned, too snall to see
Even its extended fil anent was too snall

But Nona did not have to see it. She was the ninth: she should be able to sense it. She
extended her finger to the place it had to be, at the base of the head of the /R8 pin. Then she
extended her sensitivity, trying to tune in on it as she would with a faniliar

She felt a tingle. It was there! The key fil ament!
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"Nona!" It was Colene, calling verbally. "He sees you! You're visible!"

Nona gl anced back over her shoul der. Naylor had let go of the naked girl and was starting
toward Nona. He was about to use his magic on her. She had concentrated so intensely on the key
poi nt that she had | et her other magic go -- and now she could not use her nmagic in her defense
wi thout losing that delicately tingling connection.

But the knave was reorienting his nagic too. Col ene dropped to the ground behind him He
could not focus his magic on both Col ene and Nona, and he knew that Nona was the nore dangerous
one. But the girl would not let himgo. She

[
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bounded up i medi ately and | aunched herself at the man from behind. She tackled him
causing himto fall.

Nayl or cursed and tried to strike at her with his fist. But Col ene caught his hand with
one of hers, brought it to her nouth, and bit it. He yelled with the pain, for the nonent
forgetting about Nona. The girl was truly fighting him wth her suicidal fury, tooth and nail; it
was i nmpossible for himto ignore her. Col ene so desperately wanted to escape with her man and
horse to the Virtual Mdde, so as to be free of Nona, that she was absolutely fearless and without
restraint.

Nona concentrated on the tingle. She sent her spirit into it, and suddenly she saw t he key
filament, magnified enornously. It seemed to surround her, its power expanding.

A hand fell heavily on her shoulder. "Get away fromthere!" Naylor cried.

Nona realized that he nmust have used his magic to stun Col ene, and now was free to stop
Nona. She might fight himon an al nbst even basis if she let go of her contact with the filament.
But what would be the point? She woul d have saved herself at the expense of her destiny.

The hand was trying to pull her away. The fingers dug cruelly into the flesh of her
shoul der. But his nmagic was not fastening on her, to make her |ose her volition. Because he was
using that to keep Col ene suspended in air, still struggling; the girl was far nore dangerous to
hi m physi cally than Nona was, because of her determ nation and courage.

Nona wrenched her shoul der away and reoriented on the filanent. But he grabbed at her
agai n.

"You know your fanmily is gone?" Nayl or demanded of her. "W decl ared them nonproductive, a
burden on society, and they di sappeared. You are al one."

Nona was stricken. Her dear nother and father

"Don't listen to hinml" Col ene screaned. "He's trying to distract you wi thout magic!"

Because he was using his magic to restrain Col ene. He was using anything he had -- and he
nm ght be |vying.

Nona threw the rest of her being into the connection with the filanent. "Aninma, invoke!"
she cried with her voice and soul

She felt herself falling into it. She passed into the /RO filanent, and through the /R9
rad, and the /R8 rad, and on through the series of them so swiftly that it was no tine, yet
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al so nine generations. She expanded to enbrace the whole world with her being,

Then she was back in her body, at the seventh rad, and the nagic was off her, She stood,
throwi ng off Knave Nayl or's hand. She invoked her magic, and caused himto float hel plessly. He
had no magi c to oppose her.

The ani ma had cone.

But what was she to do with hin? She could not |et himgo; he would only attack soneone
again. He was a rapist.

Then she knew. The four of themhad visited just one of the many occupi ed chanbers inside
the worl d. There were many others, and surely sone were nore brutal than others. She had a pl ace
for him

Col ene | ay nearby, naked and bruised fromthe fight and the fall when Naylor's nagic |et
her go. Nona went to her and touched her, healing her. The girl sat up. "Did he -- ?" Nona asked,
but al ready she knew that the nan had not gotten that far. How could any man rape a spitfire |ike
t hat ?

"No," Col ene said. "Did you -- ?"

"Yes. It has changed. No man has mmgi ¢ now. "

"So the wonen have it?"

"No. But their daughters will. The age of the despots is over."

"And we can go back on the Virtual Mde," Col ene said.

"Yes. But first you nmust get dressed.”
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Col ene | ooked down at herself, and | aughed.

AFTER that it was straightforward. Angus returned to carry them back to Nona's hone
village, where the cel ebration was in progress. The despots were noving out of their castles al
across Oria, though they could have defended them The question was whether it was to be a
peaceful transition or a violent one, and the despots preferred to keep it peaceful. That way they
woul d not be sl aughtered when the nagic cane to the daughters and finally overwhel ned t hem

Riding for the day on the giant's hand, they discussed what was to be. "Wat will be your
first act as queen?" Col ene inquired.

"Ch, of course | will honor the deal we nade with the rabble, and allow four thousand of
themto energe to the surface."
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"Well, that was easy," Col ene said. "Wat about your second?"

“I will banish Knave Naylor to the nether region reported to have the ugliest and nost
aggressive wonmen. He will |earn about rape!"

Col ene | aughed so hard she nearly rolled off the hand. "The punishnment sure fits the
crine!" Then she sobered. "And what about the third?"

Nona consi dered. "Then | suppose | will have to choose a man to marry. It is expected;
there have to be of fspring."

"That's easy! You' ve got Stave."

"l suppose | do," Nona agreed. "I do owe himthat. He is certainly a worthy man." It
shoul d not be any worse with himthan with any other, she thought, considering that she didn't
want to marry at all.

What did she want? She wanted an i npossible dream She wanted to go with the bold girl and
the magi ¢ man and the nmagi ¢ horse, and explore the other universes. To be free, unbound, w thout
obligation to strangers. But she couldn't say that.

"So | guess you wouldn't even want to do anything crazy, l|ike bugging out on it all. Like
going on the Virtual Mde, where you wouldn't be queen, and maybe woul dn't even have any magi c,
and m ght get wi ped out at any tine."

The girl's words were in her own idiom but her neaning was clear, thanks to Seqiro's
translation. It was indeed her foolish desire. But Nona knew the girl did not want her along, for
excell ent reason. So she would not ask. She averted her face, trying to stifle the tears.

"Damm it, woman!" Col ene exclainmed. "Not only are you prettier than ne, and have way nore
magi c than | ever will, and you can play nusic the way | never could, you' re way nicer too! You're
everything I wish | was!"

"No, you have such courage and generosity," Nona protested. "You went back to your world
to get the information | needed, and you risked your life to fight a despot to give nme tine. | owe
you so much, and | would trade places with you, were it possible. You are the kind of decisive
person | will never be. You deserve to be queen, as | do not." In fact Col ene might even like it,
as Nona did not. "Perhaps |I could teach you some of my nusic, before you go. | have taught rmnusic
to a nunber of students. Seqgiro nakes it easy to tane faniliars, and per --

330 FRACTAL MODE

haps he can help simlarly with music. In just a few hours, perhaps --

“"You're the very last wonan | want near ny nman or ny horse! You could take them both from
me, just like that."

"I amsorry," Nona said. "But when you go, you can close down that anchor, and --

"We do need to close down an anchor,” Col ene said. "Because Provos and | found a bad
ment al nonster near Darius' anchor, and it may be lurking there again, so we won't get through. If
We take out an anchor, the realities will spin until we latch onto a new one, and then the Virtua
Mode will stabilize again, and it'll be all new paths, but we should be able to get through. W
hope. "

"Yes, | understand."

"But it doesn't have to be your anchor. Provos is going home; she's through with the
Virtual Mbde, and Slick and Esta will never want to go back to Earth. So that's the one to dunp.
After we go there with her, on the fanmliar route, to be sure she's safe. W don't want to change
an anchor first, because there might be a new sea or sonething cutting her off fromhers."

"I suppose that's true," Nona said. "You must do what you feel is best."

"So will you cone with us?"

Nona blinked. "You can not nean -- "

"Listen, | did sone thinking, and | realized that I'msort of right between you and Esta.
You're ol der and better than | am and Esta's younger and suffered worse than | ever did. |I'msort

of helping her to be nmore like me, to stand up for herself and know she's worth something, no
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mat t er what happened before. But neanwhile how do |I get better nyself? And what | realized was

that if | ever want to be anything like you, 1'd better start acting nore mature. It's no good to
torpedo soneone el se who doesn't deserve it. |I've just got to inprove nyself. To damn welt |earn
to be the kind of person | want to be. To study you. Darius and Seqiro |like you, and Provos
doesn't care, and | -- | thought you'd want to be queen, but Seqiro says you'd just about rather
die, and | know about that son of feeling. So |I want you too. Maybe it's ny suicidal nature again,
my deathwi sh, forcing me to flirt with the worst possible threats. | know how there's that
attraction between you and Darius. Because you're both great people, and | do like you
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too, and naybe | can learn enough fromyou to be what | want to be, and win himfair and
square, and if | can't, then | don't deserve him And in that case, there's nobody |'d rather have
marry himor whatever than you. So will you conme?"

Nona gazed at Col ene for a monment, nentally untangling her convol uted | ogic. She had
called the girl brave and generous. How right she had been! Then her last barrier fell, and she
di ssolved into tears.

THE two great red roses of the Megapl ayers' stone-hamered dul ci mer were gl ow ng. The
ani ma had cone, and changed them and the way was open

Nona held the hand of the girl Esta, for Nona was an anchor person and coul d conduct
anot her person across the Virtual Mde. Yet it was Esta who had the greater experience here, and
she was glad to share all she knew of it. Darius conducted the man Slick, |eaving Provos and
Col ene to show the way. Seqiro, |oaded with the supplies they had recovered fromthe forner
despots, including Colene's strange science-magi c bicycle machine, followed, keeping themall in
touch with each other. There were timd dragons and other oddities. It was exactly the kind of
adventure Nona delighted hi

Then they stood at Provos' anchor and watched the woman, man, and girl cross out of the
Virtual Mdde. It was done, and Provos had already forgotten alnpbst their entire association. She
saw no nore than the bright future for herself and her famly. Only Esta turned back nmonentarily,
to wave. Then Provos did the final thing, and the anchor |et go.

The forested world spun around and through the other forested real min which the four of
t hem st ood. Nona was awed, though she had been warned. Whol e sections of scenery collided wthout
colliding, and the nature of reality changed fantastically around them

Then it stopped. Things stabilized. Another anchor had been set. A new Virtual Mde had
forned. Before them stood the strangest nonster Nona coul d have inmagi ned.

"Uh- oh, " Col ene sai d.
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