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Roger Zel azny. Love Is an | magi nary Numnber

They shoul d have known that they could not keep nme bound forever
Probably they did, which is why there was always Stell a.

I lay there staring over at her, armoutstretched above her head,
masses of nessed blond hair fram ng her sleeping face. She was nore than
wife to ne: she was warden. How blind of nme not to have realized it sooner

But then, what else had they done to me?
They had nade ne to forget what | was.

Because | was |like thembut not of themthey had bound nme to this tine
and this place.

They had nade ne to forget. They had nailed me with | ove.
| stood up and the | ast chains fell away.

A single bar of noonlight lay upon the floor of the bedchanber. |
passed through it to where ny clothing was hung.

There was a faint nusic playing in the distance. That was what had done
it. It had been so long since | had heard that mnusic..

How had they trapped ne?

That little Kkingdom ages ago, sone Qher, where | had introduced
gunpowder-- Yes! That was the place! They had trapped nme there wth ny
QO her-made nonk's hood and ny cl assical Latin.

Then brai nsmash and binding to this O herwhen.

I chuckled softly as | finished dressing. How long had | lived in this
pl ace? Forty-five years of nmenory--but how nmuch of it counterfeit?

The hall mirror showed ne a niddle-aged nan, slightly obese, hair
thinning, wearing a red sport shirt and bl ack sl acks.

The nusic was growing | ouder, the rmusic only I could hear: guitars, and
the steady _thunp_ of a |eather drum

My different drummer, aye! Mate ne with an angel and you still do not
make me a saint, ny conrades

I made nysel f young and strong agai n.

Then | descended the stair to the living room noved to the bar, poured
out a glass of wne, sipped it wuntil the nusic reached its fullest
intensity, then gulped the remainder and dashed the glass to the floor. |
was freel

| turned to go, and there was a sound over head.
Stella had awakened.

The tel ephone rang. It hung there on the wall and rang and rang until |
could stand it no | onger.

"You have done it again," said that old, fanmliar voice.

"Do not go hard with the wonan," said |. "She could not watch ne
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al ways. "

"I't will be better if you stay right where you are," said the voice.
"I't will save us both nuch trouble."

"Good night," | said, and hung up

The receiver snapped itself around ny wist and the cord becane a chain
fastened to a ring-bolt in the wall. How childish of them

| heard Stella dressing upstairs. | noved ei ghteen steps sidewi se from
There, to the place where ny scaled linb slid easily fromout the vines
| ooped about it.

Then, back again to the living roomand out the front door. | needed a
nount .

I  backed the «convertible out of the garage. It was the faster of the
two cars. Then out onto the nighted highway, and then a sound of thunder
over head.

It was a Piper Cub, sweeping in low, out of control. |I slamred on the
brakes and it canme on, shearing treetops and snapping telephone lines, to
crash in the mddle of the street half a block ahead of ne. | took a sharp

left turn into an alley, and then onto the next street paralleling ny own.

If they wanted to play it that way, well--1 am not exactly without
resources along those lines nyself. | was pleased that they had done it
first, though.

| headed out into the country, to where | could build up a head of
st eam

Li ghts appeared in nmy rearview mrror.

Thent?

Too soon.

It was either just another car headed this way, or it was Stella.
Prudence, as the Greek Chorus says, is better than inprudence.

I shifted, not gears.

I was whipping along in a |ower, nore powerful car.

Again, | shifted

I was driving from the wong side of the vehicle and headed up the
wrong side of the highway.

Agai n.

No wheels. My car sped forward on a cushion of air, above a beaten and
dil api dated highway. Al the buildings | passed were of netal. No wood or
stone or brick had gone into the construction of anything I saw.

On the long curve behind ne, a pair of headlights appeared.
I killed my own lights and shifted, again and again, and again.

I shot through the air, high above a great swanpland, stringing sonic
boons |ike beads along the thread of ny trail. Then another shift, and
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shot | ow over the steanming | and where great reptiles raised their heads |ike
beanstal ks fromout their wallows. The sun stood high in this world, like an
acetylene torch in the heavens. | held the struggling vehicle together by an
act of will and waited for pursuit. There was none.

I shifted again..

There was a bl ack forest reaching alnpbst to the foot of the high hil
upon which the ancient castle stood. | was nmounted on a hippogriff, flying,
and garbed in the manner of a warrior-mage. | steered nmy nount to a |anding
within the forest.

"Becone a horse," | ordered, giving the proper guide-word.

Then | was nounted wupon a black stallion, trotting along the trai
whi ch tw sted through the dark forest.

Should |I remain here and fight themw th nmagic, or nove on and neet
themin a world where science prevail ed?

O should | beat a circuitous route fromhere to sone distant O her
hopi ng to el ude them conpl etel y?

My questions answered thensel ves.

There canme a clatter of hoofs at ny back, and a kni ght appeared: he was
mount ed upon a tall, proud steed; he wore burnished arnor; upon his shield
was set a cross of red.

"You have cone far enough," he said. "Draw rein!"

The blade he bore upraised was a wi cked and gl eani ng weapon, until |
transforned it into a serpent. He dropped it then, and it slithered off into
t he under brush.

"You were saying...?"
"Why don't you give up?" he asked. "Join us, or quit trying?"

"Wy don't _you_ give up? Quit themand join with me? W could change
many tines and pl aces together. You have the ability, and the training..."

By then he was close enough to lunge, in an attenpt to unhorse nme with
the edge of his shield.

| gestured and his horse stunbled, casting himto the ground.
"Everywhere you go, plagues and wars follow at your heels!" he gasped.

"Al'l progress demands paynent. These are the grow ng pains of which you
speak, not the final results.”

"Fool! There is no such thing as progress! Not as you see it! Wat good
are all the machines and ideas you unloose in their cultures, if you do not
change the nen thensel ves?"

"Thought and mechanism advances; nen followslowy," | said, and
di smounted and moved to his side. "All that your kind seek is a perpetua
Dark Age on all planes of existence. Still, | amsorry for what | must do."

I unsheathed the knife at ny belt and slipped it through his visor, but
the helm was enpty. He had escaped into another Place, teaching ne once
again the futility of arguing with an ethical evolutionary.
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I renounted and rode on
After a time, there came again the sound of hoofs at ny back

| spoke another word, which nounted ne upon a sleek unicorn, to nove at
bl i ndi ng speed t hrough the dark wood. The pursuit continued, however.

Finally, | came upon a small clearing, a cairn piled high in its
center. | recognized it as a place of power, so | dismunted and freed the
uni corn, which pronptly vani shed.

I clinbed the cairn and sat at its top. | lit a cigar and waited. | had
not expected to be located so soon, and it irritated me. | would confront
this pursuer here.

A sleek gray mare entered the clearing.
"Stellal"

"Get down from there!" she cried. "They are preparing to unleash an
assault any nonent now "

"Amen," | said. "I amready for it.

"They out nunber you! They al ways have! You will |ose to them again, and
again and again, so long as you persist in fighting. Come down and cone away
with ne. It may not be too late!"

"Me, retire?" | asked. "I'man institution. They would soon be out of
crusades wi thout ne. Think of the boredom-"

A bolt of [lightning dropped fromthe sky, but it veered away from ny
cairn and fried a nearby tree.

"They' ve started!"

"Then get out of here, girl. This isn't your fight."

"You're mnel"

"I'"'mmy own! Nobody else's! Don't forget it!"

"l love you!"

"You betrayed ne!"

"No. You say that you |ove humanity."

"l do."

"I don't believe you! You couldn't, after all you've done to it!"

| raised nmy hand. "I banish thee fromthis Now and Here," | said, and
was al one agai n.

More |ightni ngs descended, charring the ground about ne.
I shook ny fist.

"Don't you _ever_ give up? Gve ne a century of peace to work wth
them and 1'Il show you a world that you don't believe could exist!" |
cri ed.

In answer, the ground began to trenble.
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I fought them | hurled their lightnings back in their faces. Wen the
winds arose, | bent theminside-out. But the earth continued to shake, and
cracks appeared at the foot of the cairn

"Show yourselves!" | cried. "Come at nme one at a tine, and 1'll teach
you of the power | wield!"

But the ground opened up and the cairn canme apart.
I fell into darkness.

I was running. | had shifted three tines, and | was a furred creature
now with a pack howing at nmy heels, eyes like fiery headlights, fangs |ike
swor ds.

I was slithering anbng the dark roots of the banyan, and the
long-billed criers were probing after ny scaly body..

I was darting on the wings of a hunmingbird and | heard the cry of a
hawk. .

I was swi mm ng through bl ackness and there came a tentacle..

| broadcast away, peaking and troughing at a high frequency.

I met with static.

I was falling and they were all around ne.

| was taken, as a fish is taken in a net. | was snared, bound..
| heard her weepi ng sonmewhere

"Why do you try, again and ever agai n?" she asked. "Wy can you not be
content with me, with a life of peace and |leisure? Do you not renenber what
they have done to you in the past? Were not your days with ne infinitely
better?"

"No!" | cried.
"I love you," she said.

"Such love is an imaginary number," | told her, and | was raised from
where | |ay and borne away.

She foll owed behi nd, weeping.

"I pleaded with themto give you a chance at peace, but you threw that
gift inny face."

"The peace of the eunuch; the peace of |obotony, |otus and Thorazine,"
I said. "No, better they work their wills upon ne and let their truth give
forth its lies as they do."

"Can you really say that and nmean it?" she asked. "Have you already
forgotten the sun of the Caucasus--the vulture tearing at your side, day
after hot red day?"

"I do not forget," | said, "but | curse them | wll oppose them until
the ends of When and Werever, and soneday | shall wn."

"I love you," she said.

"How can you say that and nean it?"
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"Fool!" canme a chorus of voices, as | was laid upon this rock in this
cavern and chai ned.

Al'l day long a bound serpent spits venominto ny face, and she holds a
pan to catch it. It is only when the wonan who betrayed ne nust enpty that
pan that it spits into ny eyes and | scream

But | _will_ come free again, to aid long-suffering mankind wth ny
many gifts, and there will be a trenbling on high that day | end ny bondage.
Until then, | can only watch the delicate, unbearable bars of her fingers

across the bottom of that pan, and scream each tine she takes them away.
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