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Author's Note

Chapter 1—Stevia

Havoc was troubled. He had won a grest political battle and had been roundly confirmed as
King of Charm, but was unable to relax and enjoy it. For one thing, he did not want the office; it had
been thrust upon him, yanking him from his pleasant ignorant lifein Trifle Village, and he had been
balked from quitting by the persuasive threst of being executed for treason. For another, some
anonymous but powerful party wastrying to kill him. For yet another, the mystery of the changelings
remained; he had set out to fathom it, being a changeling himsdlf, but had been balked. But mainly, he
was distracted by the mentdl after-image of the Red Glamor.

He sat on the palace privy pot, not because he had anything redlly urgent to do there, but
because it was one place where he had some privacy to think. As King he was dmost dwaysin
company, and that grew wearing at times. He was a country boy, considered a barbarian, more at
homein thewild forest or teaching martid artsthan in the dense city. He would prefer to be done
most of thetime, or in the company of one or two trusted friends. Instead he was usudly in the center
of adeferential group who diligently attended his every need except isolation. So he had to stedl
moments of solitude, and this was the place.

"Red Glamor,” he murmured longingly. "Where are you?"
The lovely red woman appeared before him, swathed in afaint red aura. "I am here, Havoc.”

Startled, he was suddenly aware of his exposure. His pantaloons were down, his posterior bare.
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"Embarrassment,” he said, trying to cover his exposed crotch.

"What did you havein mind?" sheinquired as she sat on hislap. Her red robe became tenuous,
50 that hefdt her warm bare bottom on histhighs, and the curling tresses of her finered hair tickled

his exposed belly.
"Not thig" he exclaimed ruefully. "I thought | was speaking rhetorically when | named you.”

She twisted her upper body gracefully to face him. The robe outlined her perfectly formed
breasts, so closeto hisface. "It isas| interpret it to be, Havoc. You desre me.”

He could not deny it; she was rapture incarnate. But he knew better than to yield. "Glamor, |
beg you—do not take me." For he could not resist her, he could only plead to be spared.

"l know," she said regretfully. ™Y ou have other businessto attend to before | possessyou.”

"Yes Othewise—"

Shetouched hislipswith afinger. It fdt like akiss, sending aripple of delight through hisface
and head. "'l understand. But | think | will help you, in my fashion. | do not wish you to die beforell
have my way with you."

"Glamor, you can have your way with me at any time. | am powerless before your magic beauity.
But | am unworthy, because | did not believein you. | thought the Glamors were merdly folk taes. So
| made up atae of my own, meaning no affront, because—"

"And therein you named me, evoking my interest. Now comes the consequence of that interest.”

"Will you toy with me and discard me?”

"Of course, a my convenience. But for the moment there are other concerns.”

Havoc wasn't sure whether to be relieved or disappointed, assuming she was serious. "'l am at
your mercy."

She touched his mouth again, and thistimeit fdlt like ad ap, though without punishing force. "I
will help you to adegree. Not to accomplish your mission, but to do what you believe you need to."

"lan't thet the samething?"

Her lips made the pretense of akiss, and hislipsfdt it strike. "No. Y our understanding is limited.
But you must follow your course asyou seeit, until you come of age. Thisproject will giveyou time.”

She wasindeed toying with him, and on onelevel he resented that, but the rapture of her
presence was such that he craved more of it. "Lady Red, what do you want of me?"

"What do you want of afair but innocent girl you encounter?"

Was there hidden meaning here?"Many things, perhaps. But alwaysthereisthe desireto have



her body inlove, if sheisnot otherwise committed and is amenable. | would not seek to hurt her,
physically or emotiondly, yet | would want to enjoy her if | could. It isthe mdeway."

"And so | with you. But you are otherwise committed.”

"l love Gale," he agreed. Hisfascination with the Red Glamor was quite gpart from that, and did
not interfere with it. Love was one thing, passion another.

"That ds0. Y ou have your missons.”
"So you spare me as | would spare afair girl | could take but should not.”

"For now," she agreed. "Hereisthe limited help | offer: seek soon and secretly in seven places.
Firgt four, then two, then one. Thelast of them may be the completion of your interest.”

"Thelast? Why not makeit thefirg, then?'

Shewaggled a cautionary finger a him, and hefdt like an errant child. "Clarification: Y ou must
seek in dl, to obtain what they have. Seven ikons. These will assemble to make the thing we need.”

"Apology for my ignorance,” he said, humbled.

"Itischarming. Thestesaredl at volcanoes, seven Chroma.”

"At volcanoes! These are dangerous even for Chromafolk."

"Agreement. Do not go done. Here are the coordinates.” She spoke them clearly.

Havoc's eidetic memory caught the list and filed it. "1 will need help to cover such scattered Sites
soon. May | usemy friends?"

"Yes. But you may not take any friend with you persondly, for thefirst. Y ou require the service
of oneyou do not know, who has no known prior association with you. Thisistrue aso for your
friends”

"But in that case, how—"

Sheflexed her buttocks, ingtantly distracting him. " Go anonymoudy to arandom section of the
city of Triumph. Ask any you meet there to go with you on awearing, dangerous, and perhapsfutile
mission. Take the one who accepts, and tell that person everything, in reasonable stages so asto
avoid confusion. Go directly on your mission, bypassing the palace and dl who may recognize you."

"But | have secrets| must not betray.”

"This person can be trusted, and must be advised, so asto be able to assst you accurately.
Similarly for your friends. they must conced their missonsfrom dl but their selected companions,
whom they may inform if they choose"

"A random person? Glamor—



"Within the hour, Havoc."
"Within the hour! 1 can't possibly—"

Thistime she leaned forward and kissed him lightly with her red lips. There was a soft explosion
of infinite pleasure that blanked out al the universe. All except her divine mouth on his, her exquisite
breasts againgt his chest, and her phenomena bottom governing his midsection. Ecstasy wasa
woefully insufficient term to describe hisfeding. He floated in rapture, his body and mind utterly
committed to her will, whatever it might be.

When he recovered, the Red Glamor was gone. He was Sitting on the pot with arigid erection.
She had obvioudy had her way with him, but he had not had hisway with her.

Hewould do as she had directed. The potent kissleft him no choice.

* % *

Havoc reassembled hisrobe, emerged from the privy, and went to his bedroom. He removed
his crown, set it on the bureau, and changed to aminstrel's ouitfit.

There was aflicker inthe air before him. He put out one hand and intercepted it. Swale, | need
you, hethought.

The presence expanded. 1n what host? sheinquired in hismind.

Not sexually, hedarified mentdly. Asa courier. Carry this message to Gale: 'We have new
missions, courtesy the Red Glamor. Choose one from among these sites to check yourself, give
one other site to Throe and one to Symbol. Set aside three sites for now, and inform me of the
one that remains. Have Spanky cover for you and go anonymously within the hour. Return
when your siteis done, and tell the same to the others." And to Berm: 'Cover for me now.' You,
Swale, serve as liaison between the parties, informing none of the activities of the others, only
that they are well or not well. Use your judgment.

What of Ennui? The older woman, his oath friend, had become his most trusted personal
secretary and generd center of communications. Swale wasright to verify her involvement.

Inform her only in general. She must room with a golemfor now, as must Chief.

Serving you is hell on relationships.

Hell on my own, too. Sail, succubus.

Sold, she agreed, punning on sail as sale, and was gone.

Havoc completed his change, strapped on his knife sheath, donned his emergency traveling
pack, took his staff, and snesked out his private exit. Thiswas nominally alaundry chute, and indeed

it served as such, but also as a secret passage.

Helanded in apile of soft sheets, holding his saff doft so that it would not bang into anything.



His ear buzzed warning. He tossed a sheet over himself and hunched down. He heard the footsteps of
amaid. When they passed, he lifted his head. Receiving no buzz, he clambered out of thelaundry bin
and made hisway slently to an exit. Soon he wasin the city proper, walking among strangers who
took him for aroutine entertainer on the way to an assgnment.

He paid no attention to the levels and passages of the city of Triumph, deliberately losing himself.
When he was satisfied that he had no idea where he was, he commenced the next part of the Red
Glamor's assgnment.

He spied ayoung hedlthy green man carrying abarrel of fresh radishes. "Gresting, laborer.”

" Acknowledgment, mingrd."

"1 need acompanion for awearing, dangerous, and perhaps futile misson. Will you go with me?!
The man did not bother to critique such awild request. "Parting.”

As expected. The next person was alovely young silver woman in areveding cloak. " Greeting,
courtesan.”

"Parting, mingtrel." She was evidently on business without time to waste. Too bad; she could
have been fun to trave with.

The next was agrandmotherly straight human woman. " Greeting, matron.”
"Acknowledgment, mingre," shereplied, interested.
"1 need acompanion for—"

Shelaughed. "A virile young man like you can find better companionship than me! | have no
money and lessdesire. Parting.”

The fourth person was adightly heavyset young gray woman in matching peasant garb.
"Greeting, maiden.”

" Acknowledgment, mingrd."

"I need a companion for awearing, dangerous, and perhaps futile mission. Will you go with me?’

"Wes"

Havoc was already starting to move on beforeit registered. She had accepted!

Or wasthis aflirtatious game? He tried to read her mind, but her thoughts seemed oddly fuzzy.
"Immediatdly,” he said. "Beyond the city. No time for partings from friends or conclusions of other

errands.”

"Thereisno need, mingrel. | live done, and my room s private. I'm thrilled to be asked. | will
be understanding if your effort fals short, and will do my best to completeit.”



She thought he was soliciting secret sex with a stranger, having suffered some incapacity with his
usud partner. "Misunderstanding. My words are literal. Thismay be along and difficult trek, suffering
privation.”

"Better yet." Shetook hisarm with one hand, as she touched the buttons of her gray blouse with
the other. In amoment afull gray breast showed. "I am yours, mingtrel, no fault.”

And he was obliged to accept her, according to the Red Glamor's directive. Had hismission
gone wrong dready? Hetried again to fathom her thoughts, but was unable to get afocus on them.
Either she lacked mental coherence, or there was some kind of interference.

Swale's shimmer appeared. He put out a hand to touch her. The unclaimed missionisa site on
anidland in a pool in Blue Chroma, among the amorous merfolk. Here are the coordinates. She
gavethem, and Havoc immediatdy highlighted that set in hismemory. It seems the others do not
carefor the social aspect. Then shewas gone, with asilent chortle. She loved agood sexud joke.

"What wasthat?" the peasant girl asked, brushing back agray tress.

"Wemust be donebefore tell you," he said.

"That'snice." Shewas certainly an amenable type. Hetried athird timeto read her mind, ill
with no success. Was helosing his power of telepathy? " Thisis beyond the city? | see your staff and

pack.”
"Yes, far beyond. Do you havetraveling gear?'
"Of course, mingrd. Thisway."

So they went to her smple chamber, where she quickly assembled agray supply pack,
obvioudy the one she had brought from her home Chroma. She was efficient, at least.

They made their way out of the city, catching a shuttle ferry to the land. Havoc |ooked back at
the huge floating wooden pyramid. Here he was just beginning to get used to city life, and he had to
leaveit for thefield. With anignorant gray peasant girl. Was Red having fun with him?

When they were on the road away from Triumph, the girl spoke again. "Introduction: | am
Stevia, of Chroma Gray, orphaned peasant employed in drudgery | long to escape.”

What was he supposed to tell her? The Red Glamor had said everything. Havoc sighed inwardly
and took it literdly. "I am Havoc, King of Charm, in disguise.”

She laughed. "That must be alovely role, mingtrel! But please, if | am to go far with you, | would
like to know your underlying identity."

Perhaps he should have anticipated this. He tried once more to pick up her mentd activity, but
the blur remained. There was definitely something about her. "Why do you doubt me?"

"You have no crown."



Oh."l amindisguise," he repeated. "The crown would be a giveaway."

"If you say s0," she said, smirking. "And what was that shimmer you touched in the hdlway?
Yousadyoudtel me”

"That was Swae, asuccubus | know—atraveling spirit without abody. She kegps mein touch
with others™

Stevias head turned to look at him obliquely. Obvioudy she found this no more credible than his
kingship. "A sexud spirit? | thought they only invested women. What does she want with you?"

"| did her afavor, and now she servesme."

"That kind accepts only one kind of favor, and thereafter takes the man's soul. Y ou do not seem
ulless”

"| arranged for her to have another body."

She considered that amoment, evidently dubious. "If she comes again, let metouch her."
"Agreed.”

"Wherearewe going?'

Havoc looked around. "1 am required to answer you in al things, but | am concerned about
being overheard. An anonymous enemy istrying to kill me, and to balk my project.”

"All this, and paranoiatoo!”

"Redlity," he said doggedly. "If that enemy should overhear my plans—

"Y ou need have no concern about that."

Havoc was dightly nettled. "I assureyou, it isagenuine threat.”

She amiled at him. "Have you not picked up on my Chroma?"

"Gray," hesad. "The onewithout magic.”

"Not precisely. We have what we need or want. Gray isimmuneto magic.”

"Immune,” he agreed. "So you are unable to practice it, and must depend on other Chromafor
magical produce or effects. Y oursisthe poorest of the mgor Chroma."

"Approximately true, which isone reason | sought refuge in the greet rich city of Triumph. But
our effect isnot entirely passve. At close range we actudly interfere with other magic.”

"S0 | have heard. This makes you unpopular € sawhere.”



"So it does. Other Chromals magic operates only in itsown color, or in the presence of
concentrated matter such as a gem stone. Ours lacks flash, but operates throughout the Planet of
Charm, within or gpart from other Chroma. We are unable to escape the effect.”

"Itislike gravity," Havoc said. " Consdered the weskest of the fundamental forces on the smal
scae, yet the dominant force in the universe on the large scale, because it extends outward without
limit."

Sheamiled. "l like that andlogy. Y et among full humanswho have no magic, it haslittle
consequence. Thisisanother reason | cameto the Pyramid. But in this case it may be useful to you.”

"Usful?!
"Otherswill not be able to spy on you magically while you are closeto me."

Suddenly he saw it. He was unable to read her mind because her Chromainterfered with the
magic. If he could not fathom her thoughts, neither could anyone else. This suggested reason for the
Red Glamor to have sdected her to help him. "Excellent! | apologize for being dense. What isyour
range of effect?’

"When | firgt left my Chroma, it was asfar as| could reach on either sde. Now my color is
fading, and with it my magic. | suspect it operates only quite closeto my body."

Havoc considered. "I do not wish to embarrass you, maiden, by pressing too closgly to you."
"Press closaly, mingrd; | do not mind. Y ou are ahandsome man."

And she was not alovely woman. Her features were plain, her torso thickset, and her uniform
grayness made her seem older than shewas. "I have no untoward designs on you."

"More'sthe pity. | would gladly oblige your ardor &t any time. It isseldom that | have accessto
acomely man. But | do understand; your reaction istypical.”

That gave him atwinge of guilt. He was reacting exactly as other men had, isolating her. She
seemed to be anice person, and not stupid. Just not sexudlly attractive. "l gpologizeif | have been
unkind."

"Be not so, mingtrel. Perhaps propinquity will in due course change your mind. | do not require
any commitment; | am amenable to passing interest of whatever nature. In the darkness you might
mistake me for amore lithesome morsd.”

Havoc had had more than enough of thisline of didogue; it was merely enhancing hisguilt. He
did not like to perceive himsalf as shallow, but the fact was that he was attracted to pretty women and
not to plain ones, and he ordinarily had severa quite pretty women at his beck. "1 will tell you my
mission.” He stepped close and put his arm around her, suspecting that physica contact would
strengthen the effect of her magic interference. "We go to asitein aBlue Chromaregion, onanidein
alake”

She snuggled close, unashamed to show her delight in the contact. "That's nice. | understand



they do marvelousthingswith animas.

"They do. But thereisasocia aspect.”

"What isthat?"

Thisjust might make Stevia change her mind about accompanying him, showing that she was
after al the wrong person and giving him achanceto try for another, so he did not mind telling her.
"The Blues of the wet hinterlands are wont to require relationships with those who traverse their
territories”

"Oh, | remember! Men have to make out with their women, and vice versa. That should befun.”

So much for that. This relationship-starved woman was eager to get close to any man.
"Perhaps," he agreed with an inward sigh. If thiswas redlly the person the Red Glamor intended as his
companion, Red was crudly teasng him.

They walked on, for without the use of magic, waking was the most practica way to get
anywhere. They followed the winding road that led in the general direction of the indicated Blue

Chroma.

"] don't want to be critical,” Steviasaid, "but | am not used to walking such adistance. Could we
get aride?'

Havoc did aquick menta calculation, and felt uncomfortably stupid. Walking a areasongble
pace would require about thirty daysto get them to the Site, and similar time on the return. That made
it an excursion of at least two months. He lacked the patience for that, epecialy with dull company.
They did need to get trangportation. "We should do that,” he agreed. "Buit if it ismagic, won't your
neture interfere?’

"Notif | draw into mysdf, and use my hair."

"Useyour hair?'

"It can shiddd me, sothat | am not disruptive.”

"Oh—an agpect of your magic? Limiting theimmunity, asit were?'

"Asit were. But it'sredly adifferent type of magic, that may be useful in other ways."

"] think | am missing something. | understood that you, asa Gray Chromawoman, are immune
to magic. How can you have magic hair?"

"] shall be glad to explain, and demongtrate, if we can rest for atime. My legs aretired.”

Havoc suppressed hisimpatience. He was used to traveling far distances by foot, but of course
he was not a soft city woman. "We shdl rest.”

Steviawent to a spreading shade tree and sat beneeth it, leaning againgt the trunk and lifting her



knees comfortably. Her thighs showed under the skirt. They wereinterestingly firm, not showing the
dumpier aspects of her body, but Havoc was determined not to let her distract him with portions of

her body.
"Reques.”
"Considered."
"l could use aleg massage to restore my vigor," Steviasaid.

Shewould not giveit arest! Y et her request was reasonable in the circumstance. Havoc
squatted before her and put his hands on her feet and calves, kneading her tired feet. "Tell mewhere
to stop,” he said, knowing that she would not. She was out to play agame of Tickle & Peek without
ever getting ticklish.

"l am not strong on theory," she said as he worked hisway upward past her ankles and calves.
"But | understand that the debate about the powers of magic of the severa Chroma has never been
settled. You arefamiliar with this?!

"Of course.” He put down another surge of impatience. She wastrying to extend the
explanation, to give him time to get beyond her knees. Indeed he was passing them now, reaching the
full firmflesh of her lower thighs. Her upper legs were actudly quite gppedling, and she made no effort
to conced ther juncture. "Some claim that al the Chromaare smilar in magic, differing merdly by
color, and that the specialization we seeis merely human convenience. So any color of magic can
perform in any manner, if appropriate effort and training are applied. What does this have to do with
your har?'

"My body ismagicimmune. My hair ismagic active. Thereisno conflict, snce asyou say, dl
Chromamay be ableto do all magics.”

Havoc paused to knock the dottle from his head with the heal of hishand. "1 think | have just
been stupid.”

"For akiss, | will forgiveyou."

Thiswas not a Guess & Pendty game, but perhaps there was an eement of it. He owed her that
much. He leaned forward, bracing himsdf with two hands on her firm thighs, and kissed her carefully
on the mouth.

She closed her eyes dreamily. "With luck, there will be other pretexts for forgiveness, you virile

She was hardly shy about her interest. How sad that she was not prettier. He removed his hands
and withdrew, concluding that he had catered to her enough for now. He sat beside her. ™Y ou have
explained. Y ou were also going to demonstrate?"

"Observe my hair."

Hewatched her hair. Gradually the gray changed texture, becoming amost liquid. It flowed



across her head and down around her shoulders, rippling. It reached the ground and trickled acrossit.
One strand intersected hisleg. The wetness soaked into histrouser leg.

Havoc put down ahand and touched it. It was water!

Then hisleg turned cold. The water was freezing againgt it. He reached forth to touch her
shoulder where the stream of hair coursed, and it was solid ice.

In amoment theice puffed into vapor and floated away in adisspating cloud. Hisleg was dry
agan, and Stevias hair wasitsorigina dull gray.

Shelooked at him. "It can do more, but maybe thisis enough for now."
Havoc nodded. "I have never before seen magic likethat."

"Appreciation. | am rather proud of it. | labored long asachild to train my hair, and it is ussful
on occasion. Isthere any way this can be hepful in obtaining transportation?’

"Oh, yes! We could do amagic show for favors, and buy ridesto anywhere. Except that it
would bring more notoriety than | care to have, preferring to remain anonymous.”

"That isaproblem,” sheagreed. "l am sorry | am not more useful to you.”

Shewasfishing for another compliment on her hair magic. He was cautious about giving it. "But
there may beaway. Y ou could support mein aminstrel show."

"Gladly. Tdl mehow."

"We could narrate and demondtrate an entertaining skit that would pay our way with a caravan
traveling our way."

"Alas, | am not good at invention."
"Fortunatdly | am; that'samingtrel's profession. Y ou have merely to be my assigtant.”
"Gladly. Tdl mewhat to do.”

"1 think | can adapt the story of the boy and the ghost girl. He sees her changing her clothing,
and—

"A ghost wears clothing?'
"Rather than go naked. Clothes can make a considerable differencein effect.”

She nodded. "1 have not seen a ghost, but that makes sense. But | fear | am not very
insubstantial, let done ghostly.” She glanced down at her chubbiness.

"l am impressed by what you can do with your hair. | think that can make you ghostly.”



She clapped her hands. "Oh, yesl We must rehearse.”
They reviewed it, and practiced with the hair, until Havoc was satisfied.

Then they resumed walking. Havoc knew of astaging point for floating caravans not far dong
theroad.

"Y our massage helped,” Steviasaid. "Y ou have good hands."

"Appreciaion.” Then he thought of something. "Question.”

"Acknowledged.”

"How isit you are able to do active magic between Chroma? Normally magicislimited toits
own color." Which was why nonChromafolk generaly stayed clear of Chroma: they werenot at a

disadvantage there.

"l have agray garnet,”" she sad, lifting her right hand. Indeed, she wore aring with alarge sone;
he had not noticed it before because it merged with the color of her hand.

"But such stones are depleted when invoked beyond their Chroma. My crown has ten Chroma
gems, protecting me from magic mischief by any Chroma, but each timeit countersmagic, it loses
some power, S0 the stones must be replaced periodicaly.”

"Depletionisdight for light magic,”" shesaid. "My hair magicismostly illusion, which draws only
atiny fraction of the power that an act of substance magic would.”

"My foot got wet! That wasnoilluson.”

"Yesitwas. Touchilluson."

Havoc reconddered, redizing that it could betrue. "Awe." He was complimenting her ability.

"Gratitude." Then, after apause: "Question.”

" Acknowledged.”

"What brought you to my part of the city to solicit acompanion?”’

Havoc reminded himsdlf that he was supposed to tell her everything. He was not easy about this,
but the Red Glamor surely had reason. "I was visited by the Red Glamor. Shetold meto goto a
random section and take the first person who agreed to come with me. That turned out to be you."

"Thet isgreat fortune for me. | thought Glamors were creatures of folklore."

"SodidI. But when | told astory that featured the Black and Red Glamors, both showed up
and helped me vanquish my enemies. Then the Red Glamor cameto me done and told me."

"1 shdll try to live up to her expectation. But | think | have much the best of thededl. Thisis



aready more adventure than | have had in along time.”

Surely 0, if she had been limited to adull job in the city. They walked on.

"Obsarvation,” she said.

"Acknowledged.”

"l am coming to believe that you redly arethe King."

"Apprecigtion.”

"Did you truly not want to be King, and they had to force you?'

"Affirmation. My choice wasto servefor at least ayear, or be executed for treason. Anger.”

"Comprehension. Sympethy."

Havoc found himself touched, as she was evidently sincere. Her name suggested enormous
sweetness, and it seemed apt. "Gratitude. | am trying to do the best job | can. That means not only
governing responsbly, but fathoming the mysterious enemy of Kingswho killed my predecessor and
istrying tokill metoo."

"Admiration."

The road curved between Chroma, avoiding the colors of magic, because norma human beings
were uncomfortable in the presence of powers beyond them. But asit skirted abrown region, Havoc
indicated a path that led directly into it. If they wanted magic help to travel, they would have to get
into amagic region.

They reached the staging area, which was not far from the edge of the Brown Chromarterritory.
A caravan wasthere, evidently about to take off. "We can catch it!" Steviasaid.

But there was a negative buzz in Havoc's ear. "Not this one.”

"Asyou wish, of course," she said, disappointed. They walked instead to arest areathat had
shelters and water for travelers. They settled down under abrown pole barn. "But what iswrong with
it?"

"I don't know."

"But—

Hewould have to explain, though hewasloath. "I have adragon seed. It warns me of danger or
wrongness. It warned me againgt this"

"A dragon seed!”

"Y ou know of them?"



"l have heard stories. They are very hard to come by. How did you?”

"1 befriended an injured dragon in childhood. We made oaths of friendship so we could trust one
another, exchanged names—we caled him Mentor—and Gae and | brought medicineto heal him,
and he gave us dragon seeds.”

"WhoisGde?'

"Sheismy betrothed. | love her, and want to marry her." He hesitated, but knew she would ask
anyway, so he went ahead with therest. "But we are changelings, more closdly related than siblings,
SO must not marry."

"Frudtration.”
"l find it 0," he agreed wryly.
"What isachangding?'

Havoc had tended to forget that the average person did not know dl the things he had been
recently learning about the hard way. He schooled his patience and answered. "When women are
infertile, they may goto pray at atemple. They may subsequently conceive—but the baby may not
actualy be sired by the man of thefamily. It may be aspecid oneimplanted by the Temple, crafted to
be superior in dl things human. Thisisnot generdly bruited about, because families might take
exception. Those babies differ in details such asfacid features and gender, but are extremely similar
to each other, so should not intermarry. | have learned that | am a changeling, and so ismy beloved
Gde, and so ismy associate Symbol. The prior King Ded was dso one. He may have been killed
because of that; now | am the one being hunted. So | need to hide my identity, and to locate the
source of the changdlings, and to identify our nameless enemy. That isthe object of thismission,
though it isonly one of seven smilar missons™

"Y ou are certainly asmart and strong and handsome man,” she said. "But maybe you are cursed
by smilar token. | will hdpyou dl | can.”

"Appreciation.”
Shewas not through. "How did King Ded die and why, if he was a superior changding?'

"He died because he was achangeling. | mean in two ways. he wasinvestigating the origin of the
changdlings, and | believe hewaskilled for that. But he was killed by theinvocation of aligbility only

changdingshave."

She gazed at him. "l perceive no particular liability in you, gpart from the evident savagery of
your namelessenemies”

"Thisisakind of switchin the mind of changdings, that can be flipped by asgnd from
esawhere. After welearned of it, | went with Gale and Symbol to the menta professionals of the
Tranducent Chromato haveit nullified. They said it was inherent, but they were ableto bridge across
it so that it no longer operates. We can't be stunned that way, anymore.”



"That isardi€f,” shesad.
"Agreement.”

She glanced sdelong a him. "'l meant that | am glad you can gtill be stunned in some other

"Confusion."
"Look at my chest."
Helooked. In amoment her shirt opened to revea the twin heaving mounds of her gray bosom

and the deep valey between them. It was afar more impressive sight than he might have expected;
her breasts were large and well formed.

"Likethat," shesaid.
"Quedtion?"
"Y ou have been several minutesin stasis, and did not observe approaching company.”

Havoc hauled his gaze from the valley and looked around. Others were indeed approaching.
”Am@_"

"Needless. It isapower | vaue."

To stun him with the sight of her breasts. "Point made." Of course he would not have dlowed
himsdlf to be diverted had they been in any immediate danger; thiswasidletime. But why tell her that,
when she 0 enjoyed hisfascination? Still, the views she had so willingly given him of her l[egsand
breasts were persuading him that her body was not after all chunky so much as voluptuous. Perhaps
she had not wanted that to be evident until she knew him well enough to wish to seduce him.

She closed her shirt, satisfied. "1n due course | will show you more of them. But now we have
other busness."

"Agreement." Havoc had seen breasts before, and of course liked them, but Steviahad areal
ast there.

Enormous brown men tromped from the darker region of the Chroma. They were golems, far
larger than any living men could ever be, magicaly animated. They picked up the coaches of the
caravan and carried them rapidly across the landscape, just above the treetops.

"That'simpressive,” Steviasaid. "l know it'stheir speciaty magic, but they remain considerable
figures”

"Y es. Brown Chroma golems can be made to emulate living people, too,” Havoc said. "I have
had one to emulate me, and another to emulate Gale."

"But they are not dlive. How could they fool anyone?!



"They can do so, when properly crafted and animated. Their hard flesh can become soft and
wam."

"Do you mean they can be sexud?'
"Definitdy."

"Thisis something that intrigues me. If acompetently animated golem man took meto bed,
would | know the difference?’

"Not if the animator did not wish you to, unless he or she became careless.”
"A woman could animate amae golem?”
"If shewished."

She shook her head. "It ssemsthere are horizons | have not yet dreamed of." She smiled. "But
you will certainly do for now. | trust your member is not wooden."

"Not unlessyou makeit s0."

Shelaughed. "Not yet."

No other caravan arrived. They would have to wait the night.

"1 will make us comfortable,” Steviasaid. She jumped up and set about doing that, picking
brown fruits and gathering brown wood. They, as non-Brown Chromavisitors, could not do Brown
magic; that waswhy the rest area catered to non magica tastes. It was not just straight humans who
could not do magic here; visitors of any type from any other Chromawere smilarly limited.

Another vigtor appeared. He was agreen man. "Gresting!" he called.

"Acknowledgment,” Havoc replied politely.

"Request.”

"Conddered.”

"Mingtre—may | join you in peace?'

Havoc shrugged. "Welcome, Green.”

The man cameto St by Havoc. "I am Gerund, aschool ingtructor, en route to an assgnment in
another Green Chroma" Thiswastrue; Havoc verified it in hismind.

"l am Hayseed, aMingtrdl, traveling with a companion to a Blue Chroma."

Steviareturned, and introductions were repeated.



Gerund doffed his green pack. "I havefood to share, in return for your fire and company.” He
brought out green bread, green jam, and aflask of green wine.

Havoc made asmal pyramid of brown sticks and twigs, and used hisflintstoneto light it. Soon
they had anicelittle brown fire.

Steviabrought chunks of hard cheese and pebble candies from her pack and passed them
around. Havoc provided pemmican. All together, with the fresh brown fruits, it was afine med, with
the strong wine providing them a pleasant buzz. They chatted inconsequentially, then located bushes
to fertilize and settled down under ashelter for the night. They shared alarge brown blanket, Stevia
degping between the two men, their body warmth fending off the cool evening air.

At dawn Havoc rosefirst, walked to the nearby brown stream, stripped, and splashed himself
clean. Then as he exercised hisarms, warming and drying, Steviagot up, stripped, and bathed hersdlf
and her clothing. "Y ourstoo?" she asked Havoc.

"If youwish."

Shetook his clothing and washed it dso. By thistime Gerund was aso up, and shedid his
clothing too, while he splashed clean and ran about, warming. Then Steviaemerged, hung the clothing
on brown bushes where the danting sunlight caught them, and returned to the shelter. She added
gticksto thefire, and it blazed up anew. Then she went to gather more fruit.

They regjoined her for abreakfast of fruit, squatting naked around the fire. No one commented or
stared at bodies, though Havoc noted privately that Stevia's body was exactly asit had seemed when
clothed: weighted around the center, and therefore not completely sexually agppeding. She made no
effort to mask it with her hair, and he redlized that she did not want the third person in their party to
be aware of her magic. He dso redlized that she had showed off portions of her body before with fair
skill, causing hismind to imagine amore appeding continuation than actudly existed. He appreciated
the craft of it.

In due course they fetched their partly-dry clothing and dressed. Just in time, for a caravan was
arriving. Six-legged horses were drawing wheeled coaches dong the road, and the servants of the
merchants were carrying bundles on their backs. They would have come from anearby landing Site at
the edge of an adjacent Chroma.

The wagons parked in the camping area, forming acircle, and the people spread out to gather
fruit, wash, and rest under the shelters. The horsemen departed with their horses.

Havoc, Stevia, and Gerund approached the foreman. "Gresting," Havoc said.
"Acknowledgment.”

"We arethree travelers going to two locations,” Havoc said. "May wetrade for alift?"
"Yes, if each payshisway. Y ou and your woman will entertain?'

"A mere skit," Havoc agreed. "But with nice effects.”



"Badcingruction for children, or refresher for adults,” Gerund said. "Manners, Geography,
Cdculdtion, whatever."

The foreman nodded. "' Present yourselvesin one hour within the circle. Show your wares, and
the merchantswill vote, Parting.”

"Parting,” the three of them said together as the man moved away to seeto other matters. They
had won afair hearing. If they did not meet expectations, they would not be alowed to join the
caravan.

In an hour they entered the circle of wagons. The merchants and many of their assstantsand
servants and families were there, with severd children, seated in asmdler circle. Folk were dways
eager to be entertained or educated, and to expose their children to interesting new things. But by
similar token, they could be choosy about the qudity of the presentations. Good mingtrels could live
well; poor ones might have to eat the fruitsthrown at them.

Gerund went first. He stood in the center of the circle. "Greeting, dl," he said.
" Acknowledgment, Green," the audience replied.

"l am Gerund, aschool ingtructor. | will not bore you with any detailed lesson, but will offer a
sample, and will amplify for any individudswho wish it aswetravel. At thistime | addressthe
children, though others are welcometo listen." He paused briefly, looking at the children, who were
Seated in thetightest ring. "Héllo, children!”

"Hello, Green," they chorused cheerfully.

"l will teach you some Manners, though | see you aready know some. Y ou know that when you
meet a person you say 'Greeting' and reply "Acknowledge.' But do you know who should be thefirst

to speak?’

The children glanced around at each other, perplexed. He had negtly identified an area of their
ignorance. Havoc could see that the man knew hisbusiness.

Gerund smiled. "I give you three guiddinesfor convenience. The man before the woman, the
€lder before the younger, and the one who most wishesto initiate adialogue. That is, to start talking.”
Y oung brows had furrowed at the larger words, but cleared with the clarification.

"For example," the green man continued. "I greeted dll of you first, because | am aman, older,
and | want to tell you something." He paused just amoment. "But what if you met me on atrail and
wished to talk with me?' he asked alittle girl.

She looked blankly back at him.

"L et ussay that you are lost and need guidance home," Gerund said. "'l am about to pass you by,
having no interest in you. What do you do?"

She remained blank though interested, as dl the children were; thiswas relevant, because they
did not want to be lost.



"Remember, | said it can be the one who wantsto talk. If | were about to greet you, | would
sgnd by lifting one hand abovetheleve of my waist, s0." Heraised hisright hand to chest level. "But
since | am passing you by, | do not do that. What do you do?*

The child smiled, catching on. Shelifted her hand to her chest.

"Very good!" Gerund said, asif she had performed amarvelousfeat. "And when | ook at you,
so you know | see you, then you may greet me. Because thereisno point if | don't seeyou.”

The children laughed.

"Now let'stry it." Gerund turned away from the girl, walked afew paces acrossthe circle, then
turned back and approached the girl, but did not look directly at her.

Shelifted her hand. After amoment he spotted her, and looked directly at her. "Greeting,” she
sad.

"Acknowledged," Gerund said.

The children broke into applause, and the girl blushed, pleased. It had worked!

Thereafter Gerund described some of the other conventions of Manners, such as Parting,
Apology, Appreciation, and Expletive. That last made dl the children react again. "We shall pretend
your parents and friends are not listening,” the green man said serioudy. At thisthe adults sitting
behind the children formally averted their faces. ™Y ou must never use that term carelesdy. But there
aretimeswhen it is necessary.” He took a step, tripped, and sprawled on the brown ground.
"Expletive! he exclaimed ferocioudy as he dusted himsdlf off. The children laughed, but dso
understood. The averted faces returned, heads nodding; they had of course seen it coming.

The head merchant stepped into the circle, hand raised to waist level. Gerund glanced a him.
"Admiration,” the merchant said.

"Gratitude."

The merchant glanced around the circle, receiving nods. " Ride with us, teacher, and welcome.”
"Appreciation.”

"Parting."”

Gerund nodded and departed the circle. He had given agood lesson, and they all knew it.
The merchant faced Havoc, lifting his hand. "Greeting.”

"Acknowledgment,” Havoc said, stepping into the circle. Steviafollowed.

Havoc addressed the audience, rotating as he did so, so as not to miss any portion of the circle.
"Gregtingto dl of you."



"Acknowledgment,” they murmured. Normally the conventions of manners were abbreviated or
omitted in established circumstanceslike this, but they were following them precisely after the green
lesson, for the benefit of the children.

"| am Hayseed the Mingtrel. That's my working name, of course; my real name would not be
entertaining. Thisis Stevia, my assgant.” Steviamade alittle circular curtsy. "We shdl demondrate
thetale of the Boy and Ghog."

There were some nods among the adults; they were familiar with this story, but that was no
liability. Somefolk liked to compare the performances of different minstrelson similar tales, judging
fine points. Havoc knew they would discover thisvariant to be origind in at least one detall.

Havoc took alight blanket and covered Stevia as she sat on the ground, so that she became an
anonymous hump. He brought out his blue dragon scale and played an eerie chord. Music was a
maingtay of mingtrels, aswas arepertoire of familiar tales. He was quite well prepared in both. He
favored the audience with another circular glance, and began.

"There was once, on the Planet of Mystery, aBoy," he intoned, glancing up &t the huge colorful
sigter world, the Size of aman'sfigt at arm'slength, where many stories were set as a convention of
supposed anonymity. A number of the children glanced up; Mystery, or Counter-Charm asit was
also cdled, was an object of perpetud fascination.

"ThisBoy lived with his parents, but they were very busy and never told him al of what he most
wanted to know," Havoc continued. Severd children nodded; they had experienced that.
Conventions differed from Chromato Chromaand from village to city, with some being quite open
about natural functionsincluding sexud expression, and others being restrictive, but no child ever had
everything he wanted. "For onething, he did not yet know al of what he might want to know, so
could not ask theright questions. His house was somewhat set apart, so he had no close neighbor
childrento play Tickle & Peek with." That was a popular game wherein little boys and girlstook turns
tickling each other in prescribed fashion, and peeking at normally hidden parts of anatomy when the
other reacted violently to thetickling. It was a standard way to learn essentia gender distinctions
without openly snooping. The most popular children were extremely ticklish, and very quick to catch
on to the pretense of seeing and not-seeing secret things.

Havoc played an innocuous background melody, signifying that this was preparatory materid.
"Boy was extremely curious what agrown girl looked like under her clothing, but there seemed to be
no way to find out, so he was unhappy." There were more knowing nods. "Then one evening ashe
was walking home from the village he was caught by a sudden storm. The cloud was huge and black,
and he feared the magic it might have, so had to get under cover rapidly.” Now he played a somber
and dightly dissonant theme, Sgnifying thejustified fear of black magic. "But the only house close by
was a deserted one. Its owners had died in an unfortunate accident half ayear before, and new folk
had not yet moved in. It was arather frightening place, for there were said to be ghosts therein.”

Severd children looked nervous; they had heard about ghosts.

Havoc played an eerie melody, and put concern on hisface. "But Boy had no choice, so heran
to the house and got inside just before the first black raindropsfell. The roof was not tight, and black
drips oozed through the ceiling and fell to the floor, where they dowly dissolved it into dark pits. He
had to move to the bedroom to avoid the sinister dripping, for he could not afford to be touched by



that Black Chromamagic. There he huddled beside the bare bed, waiting for the storm to abate. He
was absolutely till, fearing both the rain and the interior of the house." Havoc looked apprehensively
around, playing aquiet and nervoustune. The smaller children were evincing fright, while the larger
oneswere gppreciatively amused.

"Therain beat relentlesdy on the roof and againgt the windows, and he dared not go out." Havoc
turned, once again scanning the audience surrounding him, asif seeking some escape. He was pleased
to see that not only were the children rapt; many of the adults were getting into it. There was nothing
like agood spook story to hold attention.

"Then he saw afaint light in the chamber. Something was there in the room with him!" He played
adarm music and stared at the mound that was Stevia: it was beginning to glow faintly under the
blanket. "He gazed, frozen where he hunched, staring at the glow. There seemed to beillumination
from an invighblelamp, and the light showed a dresser with amirror, and reflected in the mirror wasa
shape the size of awoman, though there was no such shape in the chamber itsdf." Havoc walked
dowly tothe dill figure. "And lo, it was aghost!" He whipped off the blanket to revea the woman,
whose hair had grown so long that it covered dl her body. It wasradiating gray luminescence, atruly
eerie effect. There was a satisfying gasp of surprise; thiswasthe original touch.

He gave the audience amoment to assmilate the living tent that was the gray woman, continuing
his evocative music. "Infact it was aLady Ghost, who did not redlize that the Boy was there. She had
formed just this moment, and was before the mirror to perform her toilette.” Steviagot dowly to her
feet, her hair cascading like a silken garment, keeping her modest. " She brushed her hair—Stevias
hand came up, and she used agray brush on her hair, stroking down past her shoulders and on
toward her knees. "She had very pretty hair." Indeed, the gray tresses were reflectively glossy.

"Boy stared, hisfright for the moment abated. The ghost was beautiful!” Steviaturned alittle, her
hair thinning tranducently, giving the impression of a svete figure beneath. Havoc augmented the
impresson with lovely music.

"Her hair in order, the ghost prepared to change her clothing. She drew off her blouse'—Stevia
made the motions, but her canopy of hair concealed her torso. In amoment she produced agray
blouse from beneath the hair, having shown nothing of substance. Havoc, however, playing the role of
Boy, was staring, hisface evincing awe. "Shewore afull hater beneath." The rough outline of it
showed through thefilter of hair. "Then she undid its fastenings as she turned.” She dowly rotated.
"And saw the Boy." He played a crashing chord, and silenced the instrument. The audience was
completely quiet.

"For amoment the two stared at each other, mutualy astonished and dismayed.”

Then the Ghost spoke, as Steviaassumed her role. Y ou're amae child. Y ou shouldn't be
watching me change.”

"Oh, please, Lady Ghost," Havoc said for Boy. "I have no sisters and have never seen awoman
bare, and I'm unbearably curious, and you are so beautiful. Please, please let me watch.”

The Ghost considered, her hair rippling brightly. She was evidently flattered by Boy's description
of her. "But | am long dead. | am not areal woman. Y ou are supposed to be frightened of me.”



"l am! At least | was. | thought ghosts were ugly and awful, but you arelovely and nice. Please,
please—

Shewaswavering. "Y ou redly have no one el se to snesk apeek at?'
"No one!l" Boy swore.

"l suppose there would be no harm done, since | have no substance. But perhaps it would be
better if you did not tell anyone else. That would protect my modesty.”

"Peek and No Tell!" Boy agreed eagerly, taking a step toward her.

"Reman whereyou are" she said sharply. "If you occupy my space, | will vanish. That'smy
neture."

"Apology,” Boy sad, retreating abashed.

"1 will pretend you are not there." Then she resumed her toilette, removing her hdter and skirt
and washing herself with atranducent gray sponge. She turned dowly around as she did so, so that in
the course of the event every aspect of her was revealed.

Boy stared with open mouthed appreciation, findly seeing al that had been secret. But somehow
the glowing hair managed to mask the details from the audience, so that mere hints of bared breasts
and buttocks and thighs manifested. It seemed that a phenomendly beautiful woman was being
displayed, if only anyone beside Boy were able to see the ghostly body clearly.

Findly the Ghost wasfully garbed in her new ouitfit. By that time the storm had passed. "'l must
go, for | am late getting home," Boy said.

"Of course," the Ghost agreed sensibly.

"Observation.”

"Accepted.”

"l think | loveyou."

The Ghost laughed. "1 think that's the nicest thing anyone has said to me since | died!”
"May | vigt you agan?'

Shelooked surprised. "Whatever for?'Y ou have already seen everything.”

"Y ou have been niceto me. | like your company. | promise not to try to touch you."

The Ghost shook her head ruefully. "Y ou have already donethat, | think. Yes, you may vist
agan, if you comedone. | will tak with you."

"Oh thank you, lovely Ghost!" Then he thought of something else. "May | know your name?"



"Y ou redly want to destroy my anonymity! But | will tell you. | am Peril. Inlife | was caled Purl,
for | was killed as aknitter, but that no longer fits."

"You are apearl tome," Boy said. "Perfect in color and nature.”

"That, too, if you wish. Now go, before you get in trouble.” She blew him akiss. The music was
blissul.

Havoc addressed the audience. "And so began alifetime and deathtime friendship of some
duration,” he concluded. "Can any of you tell mewhat it means?'

The adults smiled, not volunteering the mord. The children looked confused. Findly onelittle
boy lifted his hand. "Greeting," he said when Havoc looked at him.

"Acknowledgment.” In agtuation like thisthe ritual was not necessary, but therewasno harmin
honoring it.

"Maybeit's not to judge ahead? To—to give someone a chance, even aghost?'

"Affirmation. Congratulaion. Be cautious, but open-minded, for aghost is not necessarily evil.”
The children nodded, understanding.

The merchant stepped into the circle, glancing around. "Welcometo join our caravan, Mingrd,"
hesad."You and your girl."

"Appreciation,” Havoc and Steviasaid together. They were in—not that Havoc had had any
doubt of it.

"That'ssome hair,” the merchant remarked. "I never saw magic like that before.”

"Gratitude,” Steviasaid. "It ismodtly illuson." Shelifted her hand, showing the gray garnet. In
that manner she reassured the merchant that she was not some weird creature masquerading asa

person.
The giant brown golems returned, or maybe thiswas anew group; it was hard to tell them apart,
asthey were pro forma congtructs animated by magic. The three travelers were given bunk roomina

covered wagon, crowded but sufficient. Thiswas not after all aholiday cruise, but ad hoc basic
transport.

"That was avery nicerendition,” Gerund remarked. "Y ou can surely have regular caravan
employment hereif you desreit.”

"We seek richer pastures,” Havoc said. "Wewill run our errand in the Blue Chroma, then return
to thelarger audiences of the greet city."

Gerund nodded. "Rich pasture indeed. Perhaps you will achieve aroyd audience.”

"We hope s0."



They looked out at the brown terrain passing rapidly below them. The golemswere striding
hugely, setting their feet in marked spots. They carried the wagon with hardly atremor.

But after atimethetravel became dull. Their incidenta didogue lgpsed. Steviaturned to Gerund.
"Propogition.”

"Confusion,” the green man replied, surprised.

"| crave entertainment, and thereislittle here. Would you like to share bodiesfor atime?”
Gerund glanced at Havoc. "l assumed—"

"Wetravd together," Havoc said. "I am committed esewhere.”

Gerund nodded. "No fault?

"No fault," Steviaagreed. That meant that there would be no implied commitment; it wasto bea
connection of the moment.

"Inthat case, affirmation. Desire. Y our performance was evocative." Indeed, she had come
across as alithelush form. The Green man had seen her as she was, but had evidently been turned on
by what she had made herself seem to be. This sort of thing was great for spot passion.

"l will seewhat elseisto be seen," Havoc said, and climbed out of the bunk space to get on top
of the wagon. He was granting them privacy.

He found a spot beside the golem's great hand that held an anchor point of the wagon.
"Greseting," he said, not expecting an answer.

" Acknowledgment,” the golem responded, surprisng him.

But that turned out to be the extent of its ability to communicate. It was not being animated by a
living person; it was a programmed creature, doing arote job.

Havoc sat by the hand and pondered Stevia's action. She had done afine job in the skit, and
had indeed evinced sex gpped. She was not an unattractive woman; he had smply been spoiled by
thelikes of Gale or the King's servants, selected for their esthetic apped. The ordinary man would
find Stevias body attractive enough despite itsimperfections. All three of them had shown each other
their bodies when they washed in the morning; by the convention of traveling companions, they had
taken no overt notice. But covert notice had been taken, of course; it was expected. So Gerund knew
exactly what was being offered. Stevia had expressed interest in Havoc before, and he had demurred.
Was she raising the ante by tackling another man in his presence? Trying to incite his own desire?
Perhaps so. Did he care?

Thefact was, heredly didn't care. But she was the one assigned to help him by the Red Glamor,
and that meant that he must need her in some more substantiad manner. Hewould do well to avoid
dienating her. Did that mean accepting her sexud interest?

Havoc didn't like being too directly steered by anyone, even aGlamor. He decided to maintain



his neutrdity. Hewould bed Steviaonly if she became sexudly appeding to him, not merely to
maintain her cooperation. That matter decided, he felt better.

Soon he saw the edge of the Brown Chromain the distance. Beyond it was afaint sheet of
ydllow. They would soon have to park and march across another interstice of low magic to get fairly
into the next Chroma. The huge golems had transported them what might have been aday's foot
travel, in an hour. That waswhy it was worth riding with acaravan.

He climbed toward the entrance to the interior. "Landing ahead,” he cdled, aerting the othersin
case they were unaware of his approach.

He paused amoment, then climbed down. They were both back in order. It was clear from
Gerund's mind that they had had amost ardent and fulfilling sexua encounter. Steviahad been
amazingly passionate, and in the dusk of the wagon'sinterior her body had seemed lithe rather than
chubby. She had not been fooling about desiring such interaction with aman. The teacher had been
impressed and gratified.

Neither spoke of the encounter; it was as though it had not occurred. That was the nature of
no-fault; it was virtualy anonymous, carrying no commitments overt or implied. But they would
remember, and do it again if convenience and desire obliged.

The golems set the wagon down in the park site and departed. The foreman rented more horses
to haul the wagons across the null-magic boundary between the Brown and Y ellow Chromas. The
three travelers got out and walked. The Green man and the Gray woman did not touch each other
physicaly, but there was a benign mood; they had had the pleasure of each other.

There was another wait at the Y ellow Chroma camp. Gerund gave another samplelesson, this
time on Geography, which of courseincluded spacid aswell as planetary. "Mankind cameto Charm
athousand years ago," hetold the children. "The shipsthat brought us sailed the space between
worlds and stars. They departed and never returned, but we have prospered. Thisiswhat istermed a
double star system. Vivid isthe bright star, and Void the dark gtar. It iswhat we call aBlack Hole: an
object o dense that light does not come fromiit. Instead it sucksin light, and anything €l se that comes
near. Thereisno return from VVoid."

He paused as a child raised his hand. "Like a Black Chromavolcano!" the boy said.

"Similar, perhaps,” Gerund agreed. "It istrue that Black Chroma vol canoes erupt inward,
drawing in their surroundings, in contrast to the other colors. We are not sure that \VVoid operateson
the same principle, but it may be." Then he returned to the lesson. "The bright star and dark star orbit
each other, and Planets Charm and Counter-Charm orbit both in what is called an dlipse. That islike
asguashed circle, or an egg. For part of the year we are closer to Vivid, and that makes a hot
season. For another part of the year we are closer to Void, and that makes a cold season. But not
aways." He paused, inviting aresponse.

"When Void flares," achild said eagerly. "Thenit'sburning hot!"
"Exactly. Thus we have five seasons, which weliken to the eements: Fire, Water, Earth, Air,

and Void. But none are perfectly predictable, because of theirregularity of those flares. Meanwhile
Charm and Counter-Charm are orbiting each other on asmaller scale, and that so affectsthe



climate. These devioudy interrel ating motions and forces cause the planets to be extremely
volatile—that is, they change quickly. New volcanoes are constantly appearing, and old onesfading,
S0 that no permanent maps can be drawn. The Cartographers are constantly checking, but even they
can not be certain that what they find will remain for long. Since each Chromais magic, and the
different colors of magic do not cooperate with each other, this makesfor arather confusing
geography. But we do the best we can.”

The lesson continued, but ended before the children became bored. Then Havoc and Stevia
came on. Thistime Havoc played hisinstrument and sang standard folk songs while Stevia put on an
illugtrative hair show. It worked well enough, and both children and adults were satisfied.

The Y dlow magicians arrived, and soon the wagons floated up above the yellow tree tops and
salled rapidly acrossthe yellow land. Thistime they covered what might have taken two or three days
by foot in hardly more than two hours. The travel ers even caught a passing glimpse of the centra
Y dlow Chromavolcano, the source of the region's magic. It was quiescent at the moment, with only a
few ydlow fumes showing; had it not been, the caravan would not have been alowed to passthis
closetoit. Volcanoes were dangerous, for dl the benefits they provided the Chromainhabitants.

Y dlow specidized in Fire, so an eruption might be a phenomend blaze.

When they landed, it was evening. The travelers shared the caravan food; that was part of what
they were paying for by their performances. Then they settled down under ayelow shelter. The
caravan would resumetrave in the morning. They shared ablanket again, without other interaction, in
the traveling convention. One no-fault episode of sex did not imply another, unlessthere were alonger
agreement, and in any event it would not be courteousto do it in the presence of the other man Stevia
was traveling with, Havoc. So they werelike brothers and asister, for this occasion.

In the morning horses appeared, and the wagons were hauled across to the next Chroma, which
was Green. "Thisiswhere| get off,” Gerund said. "It has been nice traveling with you. Perhapswe
shdl meet again.”

"Perhaps," Havoc agreed.

"It wasnice," Steviasaid. That was her only reference to the encounter the two of them had had
in the Brown Chroma

"Parting.”
"Parting.”

Then the green man stretched out hisarms and flew into the air. Hewasin his natural color now,
and could do magic again. Flying was his most convenient mode of travel within thisregion.

"Sometimes | miss my home Chroma," Steviasaid. "It was convenient being ableto fly."

"1 missmy homevillage of Trifle" Havoc said. "That's between Chroma, but we could venture
onto the fringes of three colors, and many of the plants had magic properties. We knew nothing of

red magic."

"Y ou found comfort in ignorance?'



"Y es. The Planet of Charm isfar more complicated than | like."

"But there are S0 many advantages to magic. Theway Gerund smply flew, needing no other
ad—wouldn't you like to have that power for yourself?'

"No. Magic brings as much danger as convenience, and sometimes can be downright
inconvenient.”

"How 07"

He was supposed to tell her everything. He remained uneasy with this, but obeyed. "I am
magicaly telepathic. That can bring meinformation 1'd be satisfied not to know."

"Teepathic! Mind reading?’

"Mind reading,” he agreed.

"1 should think that would be interesting. What information did you not want to know?"
"Likethe details of your liaison with the green man."

She made apartia amile, evidently not redly bdieving. "For example?!

"When he closed his eyes, and you made him guess which breast you were using to tickle his
nose."

She nodded. "Y ou got that from my mind?"
"No. | can't read your mind. From hismind."

She laughed. "I thought | had you there. | know you can't read my mind. No one can. | forgot
that Gerund was not smilarly protected. How did you, anonChromaman, come by such magic?'

"It wasactudly anillness. A disease. It wasincapacitating people, because dl their thoughts
were going out to others, and the thoughts of al otherswere coming in to them, like continuous
shouting from al sdes. But | have trained my mind, and helped my associatestrain theirssimilarly, so
that we could project or mask our thoughts and not be overwhelmed. Now it isavery useful ability.”

"How can it work out of Chroma?"
"That's something | don't properly understand. | think it isthat telepathy, likeilluson, isvery
Inexpengve magic, involving only thoughts, so it can operatein the trace magic between Chroma

Zones, and can operate within zonessamilarly.”

"Likemy illuson," she agreed. "That does make sense. Havoc, you continue to be afont of
urprises.”

"Gratitude," he said humoroudly, pretending it was acompliment.



"Y ou sound dmogt atrifle jeal ous of my liaison with Gerund.”

"Almog atrifle," he agreed.

"That's progress. | will keep working onit.”

In due course the caravan was ready to travel again. Thistimelong green tentacles reached out
from huge green trees and lifted the wagonsinto the air. They swung each wagon across to another
tree, which caught it without dip or jolt, and movement was smilar to what the brown golems had

provided.

They sat a the front of the wagon, their feet dangling down. "1 remain impressed by Chroma
magic," Havoc said, gazing out. "'l remain an ignorant lout from the backwoods at heart.”

"1 have been out of strong magic long enough to find it refreshing,” Steviasaid. "For ashort
while. But | think | shall soon be bored again. Why don't you Sit beside me, put your arm around me,
and take hold of my breast under my shirt while you gaze at the passing landscape, while | hesitate to
protest lest others take note?"

"1 will gpareyou that harassment.”

Therewas afaint edgeto her words. "It isafair offer in the circumstance.”

"Y ou know | am committed to Gale."

"I know nothing of the kind!" she snapped. "Y ou said you can't marry her because you both are
chengelings™

"Contrition," he said, taken aback. "Y ou are correct.”

"And you know that traveling companions are default no fault. Y ou can do anything with mewe
both might wish, without being untrue to your home commitment.”

"Embarrassment. Y ou are correct again.”

"So at this point, failure to act becomes rgjection. Is there some other diversion you would
prefer?’

Hewasindeed being tacitly offensive, in the face of her expressed interest. "Apology. | have
been spoiled, and will indulge with you in penitence.”

"That's not theway | want it. Just give me afar chanceto seduceyou if | can, and if not, not."
"Agreement. We shdl make it agame for the leisure hours.™
"Sdidfaction."

He nudged closer to her, put hisright arm around her body, infiltrated his hand under her shirt,
and did it across her breast, cupping it. The breast was full and warm and smooth, perfectly shaped,



and it sent a continuing impulse of sexua discovery back to hisbody. "Actualy, | think | would like
to—

"No, thisisenough for now. | prefer to tantdize you."

Hehadtolaugh. "You dowant it al!"

"And | meanto getit dl, in good time."

She surely would succeed. Already he was thinking of her body as voluptuous rather than
chubby, as he had before seeing the whole of it naked. But one thing bothered him. ™Y ou said no
fault”

"Agreament.”

"But your gpproach suggests a desire for commitment.”

"How 0, when | have set alimit?'

"Immediate sex would abate the interest and alow usto separate, as was the case with you and
the Green man. Instead you are engaging mein limited but progressive manner, guaranteeing alonger

and more thoughtful association.”

Stevia considered amoment. "Chagrin. | am ahypocrite. | do have an urgeto bring you to
commitment. | will disengege.”

"No need. | like your breast, now that | am acquainted with it. | amwilling to be led in your
direction. But | do seeit asano fault relationship.”

"Acquiescence. | will proffer full sex and acquittal now, in gpology for being devious.”
"That's not theway | want it," he said, smiling.

She turned her face to him. "Thank you for playing it out, Havoc. | have never had afull
relationship, and this provides the semblance.”

"Welcome, Stevia" Then hekissed her. The combination of her lips and her breast was potent.
He dso liked the way she had cooperated in the play and song skits. He would never love her inthe
way he did Gae, but she had become an intriguing traveling companion.

Her hair rippled liquidly. "If you do that again, | will not be responsible for the consequence.”

He nodded. "We have agreed to agame, an emotiona challenge. It would be ashameto cut it
short now."

"A shame," she agreed.

So he did not kiss her again, because it had too much effect on them both. He continued to hold
her breast, and they talked of inconsequentias as the trees and vines swung them onward. Certainly



Steviahad accomplished much of her objective, winning him from indifference to strong interest.

After they crossed the Green Chroma, they came to a Blue Chroma. But it was not the one
Havoc sought; that was severd more jumps away. So the wagons were lofted magicaly, and floated
swiftly over the blue landscape, and the ride became dull again.

Thistime Stevia spread her skirt and sat on Havoc's lap, tempting him with her ample bottom.
"Tdl meabout your prior girlfriends”

"Thisis supposed to be no fault,” he reminded her. ™Y ou're not my girlfriend.”

"Correction: | am an ad hoc girlfriend, aterm relaionship, for the duration of thismisson. | have
aright to be possessive while it endures.”

She was pushing it, but she had acase. "Briefly," he said. "No salacious detail.”

"Oh, but | want the salacious detail!"

"Negdtive"

"Threat: | will make you remove your trousers.”

And that plush bare bottom would make short work of hisresistance. It was alover'sthrest,
redlly a premature consummeation. He had to yield, if he wanted to maintain the dow development.
"Capitulation.”

Hetold her about Gale, one year hisjunior, alovely fellow changding he had loved since
childhood. They had played Tickle & Peek, but it had soon become academic asfull love devel oped.
But when he had gone on a public mission, and Gale had gone on a secret one, he had had to take the
sixteen year old mistress of the roya bath, Bijou, instead. She had been made up to resemble Gale,
and conditioned to believe she was Gale, so that others did not know that Gale was not with him.

"Averson,” Steviasad. "That wasadirty trick to play onthegirl.”

"Agreement. Soon shefigured it out, and was angry. Next secret misson | took her for hersdlf,
and promised her afourth.” That was the convention that each woman had to bear three children by
her husband, and at |east one by another man, to maintain human diversity.

"A fourth! She was sixteen and aready had three children?

"Thefourth can comein any order,” he reminded her. "In this case it would be her firg, leaving
her freeto remain with her love thereafter and bear only his babies."

"Except that sheisin lovewith you."
"We were traveling companions. No fault.”

She merely looked at him, canny as women were about such things.



"Shelovesme," he agreed with regret. "Or at least with the idea of having afourth by the King of
Chroma."

"Shewill surviveit, aswill I. The fourth will be afine consolation for usboth.”
"l have not promised you afourth.”
"Y ou may not be ableto avoid it."

"I refuse—

Shetook hold of hishead and kissed him with surpassing expertise. She had evidently had good
experience somewhere. And she was correct: he might not be able to avoid it. She had already
demonstrated her ability to bring him to full sexual expresson when she wasready for it, and any such
act could befertileif the woman wished it to be. She was a good deal more woman than he had first
taken her for.

The wagon settled down to the landing at the edge, and they crossed to the next Chroma, which
was slver. During the pause as they waited for the next magicdl lift, they entertained the merchant
familiesagain. By popular request they repeated the ghost girl skit, and thistime took it farther: severd
years later, when the Boy was grown, he encountered awoman who for amoment looked familiar.
Then her hair fell before her face, shimmering, and he understood.

"Youaeshe"

"Inamanner,” shereplied. "The girl liked your look, but could not approach you. She agreed to
give me occupancy if | could bring you to her."

"Oh, yed" he agreed. And so for the first time he was able, in afashion, to actually touch and be
touched by the woman he had cometo love. He embraced her and kissed her. delighting in the
contact. "But | till want to watch you change,”" he murmured in her ear.

"What do you think | am?' she demanded with feigned shock.

"My bedoved," hesad.

"But the woman whose body | borrow may not understand.”

"1 will marry her, if you say.”

"1 will et her speak for hersdlf.” The Ghost faded.

"Yed" thewoman exclaimed.

The children applauded, and the adults seemed satisfied. The lesson had been more than made:
ghosts could be more important than mere spooks. Whether awoman should so blithely marry aman

she hardly knew, when hislove wasfor the ghost within her, was a question for another session.

In two more daysthey cameto their destination Blue Chroma, and bid parting to the caravan.



"Satidfaction,” theforeman said.
"Pleasure," Havoc and Stevia said together.

They were now at the fringe of the Chroma zone, and needed to make their way to the interior.
They bargained with thelocad personnd, trading a brief entertaining show for animd transport. The
anima turned out to be ablue eephant: six legs, a prehensiletrunk, aprehensiletail, and consderable
intellect. It could understand and respond to full sentences.

Havoc gaveit the coordinates, and it set off, carrying the two of them in asmall tower mounted
onits back. They made good progress over rough terrain; this zone was mountainous. Much of it
seemed trackless, but the elephant set its huge feet carefully on secure ground, used itstrunk and tail
to braceitself on steep dopes, and occasionally made grandiose little legps across fissures. When
something hostile was in the way, it trumpeted warning, and the creature gave way.

In due course it brought them to the location. It used itstrunk to lift each of them down to the

blue ground. "Appreciation,” Havoc said. "Please check once aday at this spot for us, aswe shall
need you for our return.” The elephant nodded, then disappeared into the blue jungle.

They surveyed their situation. They were at the edge of amountain lake whose blue waters
wound irregularly through the valley between rounded pesks. It was a pretty monochrome scene.

"Y ou understand,” Havoc said carefully. "We both will have to take ad hoc partnersfor this
portion of the misson.”

"l am eager for it. It will warm me up for you on the return trip."

She was certainly open about it. The truth was, he was getting interested as he fathomed her
wider persondity. He wasn't sure whether her shape wasimproving, or hewassmply attuning toiit. "'l
am not sure how we get in touch.”

"Make acommoation,” she suggested.

Havoc smiled. He put his hands to his mouth and called: " Greeting! We are travelers needing
assigance.”

In amoment therewas astir in thewater. A blue head broke the surface. "Mae or femae?' a
woman's voice cdled.

"Oneof each."
"Areyou hedthy?
"YS"

"Perfect.” The head disappeared, but in a moment regppeared closer to the shore, with a second
head besideit.

Soon two human figures stood in the shalow fringe, male and femae. Both had webbed hands



and feet, with gill ditsintheir necks, but were otherwise well formed humans. The man had muscular
arms and chest, and the woman was spectacularly breasted, probably because of smilar muscle
underlying her mammaries. Their sexud anatomy was normd.

"I am Theme Guirl," thewoman said. "Thisis my husband Thesis Buoy."

So they had normd given names but watery gender identifications. "I am the minstrel Hayseed,"
Havoc said. "Thisismy companion Stevia." Steviagave the mer folk apleasant gray smile.

"Do you understand the protocol ?*

"We must keep sexua company with the two of you for the duration of our association.”
"Do you understand why?"

"We don't object, but do not understand why."

"It isfor the second.”

"The second?!

"Thefourth!" Steviaexclamed.

Theme glanced at her. "Y es, we are more closely interbred, so must breed out every second
time. | amin heat, and abreeding in the coming few dayswill surely take."

"l annot in heat," Steviasaid, somewhat sourly considering her norma sweetness.

Thesislaughed. "It doesn't haveto take, for you. It isour merfolk population we are concerned
about. But we buoys honor the convention in the same degree asthe guirlsdo. Fair isfair, withd."

Havoc smiled undergtandingly. Maes of human derivation typicaly liked to have sexud relaions
with as many young women as was feasible, while femaes preferred to avoid such variety. So the mer
guirl had to breed out, while the mer buoy did it for pleasure. Thesiswould perhaps be pleasantly
surprised by Stevids enthusiasm.

"Curiosty," Havoc said. "How can you maintain full water readiness as a subspeciesif you are
congtantly half diluted by landbound stock?"

"Our sdient qualitiesare dominant,” Thesisexplained. "Gills, webbed digits, and certain interna
adaptations. So we maintain breedability with the larger pool, while retaining our specidization.
However, on occasion an offspring will lack akey attribute, and will be confined to land. We do not
waste these individuass, they settle at the shoreline and serve as couriersto other settlements. This
facilitates species rapport. Should we have to contact the landbound authoritiesin Triumph City, for
example, we would not have to depend on non-merswhom we might not fully trust; we have our
own. There are dso certain chores like refuse disposal that are best confined to land.”

Havoc nodded. "Y ou have worked it out well."



"What isthe ass stance you require?’ Themeinquired. She was evidently the dominant member
of thisfamily, or perhgpsit was that she was the one who had to find asuitable partner for her
second.

"We must go to aparticular site, and fetch what isthere,” Havoc said. Then he gavethe
coordinates.

Theme and Thesis exchanged aglance. "That'sabad site," Thess said after amoment. "Closeto
the volcano, and the flow of water in that region would be from the volcano.”

"Strong magic?' Havoc asked.

"Uncomfortably strong. We shall haveto plan for arather swift, precise penetration, getting clear
promptly."

"Y ou should have no problem with that, dear,” Themetold him, though her smilewas abit
srained.

"Always nice to be appreciated,” the mer buoy said, spanking her bare bottom.

"Don't you touch me," she protested with more of asmile. "That belongs to Hayseed for the
duration.”

"Apology." He stepped forward and delivered asimilar spank to Stevia's clothed posterior.

Theme beckoned to Havoc with four webbed fingers. He stepped across and spanked her blue
buttocks. They were surprisingly firm and springy.

"Some ground rules,” Thesissaid. "Y ou will want to discard your clothing, as most of thetravel
will beinwater. In addition, you will have to accommodate animal ass stance, as we have some
distance to cover, and there can be strong currents. Finally, we had better rehearse breathing.”

"We can't breathe water," Havoc said.

"Precisdy. Therefore we shdl assist you with mouth bregthing. This takes some adjustment on
the part of the recipient, so some practice before need is advisable.”

Havoc and Steviaremained perplexed, but the clarification wasimmediate. Theme took Havoc
into the water, and Thesistook Stevia, and they swam down well below the surface. The mer guirl's
legs were locked together, her large webbed feet angling outward, so that they resembled atail, and
she used them in the manner of atail. Her long hair came down around her neck and across her
breasts like a cape, streamlining her upper torso. Her gillswere now concedled, but the water surely
was reaching them. It was clear that she was afar more efficient svimmer than he was.

Then Theme swam close, catching his handsin hers and drawing himin to her. She clasped
Havoc chest to chest and face to face, and put her mouth to his as she pumped with her tail,
propelling them both aong. She blew into his mouth, and her breath was like seawind, fresh and rich.
Then he exhaled into her mouth, having no choice, and felt her chest expand as she took his breath.
Shereversed it again, and he received her breath, recharged with oxygen. Shewas drawing it from



the water viaher gills, and ddlivering to him viatheir shared parcd of air. Gills and lungs coordinating;
they were separate systems, interrdlating rather than merely duplicating functions. In this manner she
was enabling him to bresthe under the water. Thesis was doing the same for Stevia.

Havoc began to get the hang of it, fastening his mouth perfectly to hers so that no air leaked ouit.
It was no kiss, but abusiness relationship, pumping the air back and forth. He would have preferred
to bresthe fresh air, but thiswas certainly better than drowning. He was impressed, these folk were

not fully adapted to the water, but had achieved a marvel ous compromise that made them able to
function well in either medium.

Theme released him and drew away, stroking smoothly for the surface. Havoc did the same,
now holding his breath. Their heads popped out of the lake almost together, and he breathed wild air
agan. ltwasarelief.

"Whenwetrave, | will show you how to merge sexudly smultaneoudy,” she said.

"Y ou have sex while swimming?' he asked, surprised.

"Whiletraveling. Youll see”

"Then what do you do a night?'

"We deep, of course.”

The other two heads popped the surface. Stevia gasped more air, though obvioudy she had not
drowned. Havoc knew how shefelt.

"They will need watertight bags," Theme sadto Thess.

The mer buoy nodded and disappeared under the water. Then Theme ducked her own head
and made aweird clicking call.

"Thisisinteresting aready,” Steviaremarked.
"They have sex whiletraveling,” Havoc said.
"Thet, too."

Thesisreturned with two trand ucent blue bags large enough to hold their packs and clothing.
Havoc and Steviatook them and put their thingsinside.

Two sea creatures arrived. They looked like blue dolphins, with fat deek bodies and strong
flukes. Thesis put hisface in the water and spoke to them. Then he beckoned Stevia, and Theme
sgnaed Havoc.

The dolphins were wearing harnesses that dragged large nets. Havoc and Theme got into one
net, heads pointing forward, with the bag at their feet, and he saw the other couple doing smilar.
Themetook hold of him and put her mouth to his, though their heads were not yet under water. Her
large breasts pressed againgt him, warming him and shutting the surrounding water out. Her web-feet



curved around his ankles, holding them secure. Suddenly the dolphins set forth, dragging the nets, and
they were moving swiftly down into deep water.

Havoc would have liked to look around, but two things prevented: his face was locked to
Theme'sface for breathing, and they were soon degp enough so that there waslittle light. So he
breathed, satisfied that he wasn't missing much.

Now she showed him what she had promised. Without disengaging from his mouth, she stroked
his body with her web-fingers, caressing his posterior. She reached between hislegsfrom therear,
catching his penisand kneading it expertly. In amoment it became firm, and asit did, sheintroduced it
to her cleft, so that he grew into her. Her legs had never parted, but there was enough of a channel
there to provide admittance. He had never before had sex quite like this. She clenched interndly, and
just like that he was gaculating into her. Neither their mouths nor their chests had changed position.
She had smply locked him in place and efficiently milked him. He had not even had any great dedl of
pleasurefromit.

His member shrank, but was not released; her flesh held him within her. Thusthey traveled,
locked together, buddy-breathing, and as securely connected at feet and crotch. She let him recover
for atime, then began to work him again, her vaginastroking his penisinto dow life and holding it
there, pending the next perigtaltic milking. It was not unpleasant, but neither wasit particularly
satisfying. The mer guirl wasal business, no joy.

In due course the dol phins dowed, and the nets went dack. Theme brought Havoc out of the net
without disconnecting, propelling them with flicks of her flukes. Only when their heads broke the
surface did she let hisface go, but held on to his member amoment longer, silently demondirating that
she dtill controlled this aspect. Then her muscles relaxed, and he did out. She had milked him severd
times, and he had lost all interest in further sex.

They werein amoderately Szed caveilluminated by faint blue light. Havoc and Steviagot on the
shore. The air was comfortable, and there was some food stacked there. "Wewill return in the
morning,” Theme said, and the two mer folk disappeared under the water.

"How wasit for you?' Steviainquired.

"| thought sex with amer guirl would be fun. | was mistaken. Y ou?'

"Contrast. He was most ardent and potent and sengitive to my interest. A greet lover, overal.”

"Surprise. She was so thoroughly businesslike it was an extraction, achore.”

"Sheisnow aformer girlfriend. Tl medl the detalls.”

Havoc had to smile at that. "Sheisacurrent sex partner, not agirlfriend. She smply clasped me
to her, put mein her, and milked me of whatever | had. | wanted to rest, but she would not et me go;
she had her will of meat her leisure, repeatedly. | am utterly drained.”

"Oh, let me see" she said, intrigued. In amoment she verified that his member waslifeless. "You
poor man." But she was suppressing asmirk.



"Thesis had to remain as close to you as Theme was to me, his mouth and body locked to yours;
how did he makeit interesting?’

"Confession: | wasteasing you. He did much the sameto me. He put it in and locked it there;
soon it was asif | wereriding adead post. | was afraid it was going to chafe. He may have had
satisfaction of me, but | had none of him."

Havoc found this perversaly reassuring. "Why were you teasing me?"

"To make you jedous, of course, so that you would be more ardent for me. It was awomanly

wile

Helaughed. "1t was wasted. It will be hours before | have any further interest or capacity for
X, and then the guirl will milk meagain.”

"To be sure. At least we can have companionship without the distraction of sexud interest. | am
no moreinterested in it than you are, thisnight. | don't even want to kiss, my mouth israw.”

Havoc agreed; hislips were bruised.

They ate of their pack rations, caught up with naturd functions, and lay together on the cavern
floor. They did not bother to unpack their clothes; the cave was warm enough. Stevia's hair became
thick and soft, providing aplace for himto rest his head. They talked of inconsequential aspects of
their lives. They embraced without kissing or sexua response, making each other comfortable. Stevia
was warm and soft, nice enough to be againgt. Perhaps it was the position, but she definitely seemed
thinner about the middle, without having lost any breast or thigh.

"Do you know, | am getting to like you," Havoc said. "With neither romantic nor sexud
titillation.”

Sherolled over and hugged him, pressing her breasts againgt him without proffering either mouth
or genitd. "Y ou do me great kindness. Thisisthefirg time aman has ever been thiscloseto me,
naked, without sexud inclination.”

" think itsthefirst time | have been like thiswith a young woman without sexua purpose.”

"But when we recover our sexudlity, | mean to have yours."

"Youwill surdy getit."

They laughed together, and dept.

In the morning the mer buoy and guirl arrived. "From here we go deeper into the ground,”
Theme said. "Therewill be some current, and the passages are too smdll for the dolphins. There will
a0 be strong magic.”

"How will that affect us?' Havoc asked.

"Uncertain, snce you aren't of the Chroma. Y ou may be untouched. But our own quadities will



intengfy. We shdl haveto get in and out swiftly, lest there be mischief.”
"We understand.”

Theme took Havoc, and Thesistook Stevia, as before, and locked mouths and brought them
down through the blue water passages. Havoc hoped the guirl would not bother with sex thistime, but
he was disappointed; she clasped him close, set hismember in her, and milked him as she propelled
them with flicks of her flukes. It was evident that she intended to capture al the seed he could
generate. He appreciated the irony: she was a shapely woman who wanted only one thing from him,
and he would rather have had far less of it.

Their progress was dower than before, but actudly faster than he might have swum on hisown;
her flukes were effective. He felt the power of her legs channeling down into the webbed fedt,
indefatigably. He made amenta note: never annoy amer person in the water; they were supreme.
They were moving through narrowing passages againgt an increasing current, forcing her to work
harder, but she was up to it. Hewas awe | conditioned martia artist, but in this medium he was not
closeto her match.

They came abruptly into air asthe passage hit a pocket. Theme released him so they could walk.
Thess and Steviawere there ahead of them. "Y ou will have to leave your bags here,” Theme said.
"Thetunnd'stoo tight."

"But if we need to est—"

"We can regurgitate some honey for you."

Havoc exchanged a glance with Stevia. He hoped the guirl wasjoking.

They moved on where the water resumed, and once again Theme possessed him and milked
him. He had logt dl interest in sex, but her body was able to force an erection and siphon out its
content. The experience was on the verge of becoming painful, but he literdly had no choice.

The surrounding water warmed. In fact it grew hot. And Theme's body and bregath turned coal,
enabling him to handleit. He was coming to appreciate the extent of the mer folk's adaptation to their
environment. It seemed they could generate body heat or coolness, as required.

A tentacle touched them. Havoc was darmed, but Theme lifted one hand and made some sort
of gesture, and the creature retreated. Whether it was chemical, magical, or somekind of sgnd of
friendship wasn't clear, but it was effective. Score yet another one for the guirl.

They cameto another dry section. "One more hop," Theme announced. "But thisoneis difficult.”

"Canwe handleit?' Havoc asked. If shefound it achalenge, it was surely formidable.

"l hope so. Well get the two of you to the site, but then you must accomplish your business
within seconds, or be overwhelmed by the effects.”

Havoc nodded grimly. He was sure she was not being facetious. "Comprehension.”



"Keegp us closetogether,” Steviasaid. 'l may be ableto help him."

"Agang the massed magic of the Blue Chroma Volcano?' Thesis asked dubioudy.
"Maybe just enough to enable him to perform histask more quickly."

The mer buoy shrugged. "That would help.”

They returned to the water, and Theme took possession of Havoc's parts again. Shewas
certainly making sure she got value for her breathing air! If she did not get her second, it would not be
because Havoc had held anything back. But he suspected that she had aready nailed that aspect, and
was merdly draining the cup, asit were, so as not to waste asingle drop.

The mer folk were right about the difficulty. Not only was the passage tight and the water hot,
there was an intensifying blue color in both water and rock. It made Havoc's skin tingle
uncomfortably. He knew it was the ambiance of magic flowing from the volcano. Hefdt atremor, and
worried that the cone was about to erupt, but knew that was unlikely. Any active volcano had
continuing effectsin itsimmediate vicinity. Full eruptions were not frequent; months could pass without
one. But tremors and spot flows of water, gas, or magma could occur at any time.

Then something unpleasantly odd happened. Havoc knew it was aresult of the potent magic, but
that did not make it easier to bear. He suffered avision in shades of red.

Hetried to close his eyes, but it made no difference. No only did the vison remain, it developed
sound and touch. It fdlt asif he were done, no longer attached to the mer guirl, just drifting through
viscous plasma, embraced by its encompassing whorls.

It was astorm looming ferocioudy asit closed in on him. He stood by or in avast sea, with no
place to seek shelter. Tendrils of cloud descended to touch the surface of the water, sucking up fluid,
becoming waterspouts. Two of them circled each other, and then three, doing adeadly dance. Then
they were shoved aside by amassive funnel that drove acrossthe water, lashing it into red froth. The
surface of the sea disgppeared; now al wasagiant spinning wall of water, keening piercingly. Thin
films of spray whipped out ahead, knifdikein their thrust.

It struck. He cowered, unable to help himsaf—and hisfeet dipped off an unseen shelf. He
dropped down, sinking beneath the surface of the sea, but found no reprieve; the storm was here too,
roaring, battering a him without mercy.

The noise of the storm was deafening; he dipped, and dipped again, disoriented as much by the
noise asthe ssorm around him. Finaly hisfeet found aledge with crevices, and histoes dug in, hating
the dippage. He spied adreadful red seamonster coming after him, hissing asit opened its giant jaws.
He had to step off the ledge, into the depths. For a sickening moment he plunged.

Then it was as though he floated a hundred feet above the ground, and he could see everything.
He saw trees and animals, but they were weird. One was agiant snail with three antenna, diding dong
at arespectable speed. Another was awelird creature with five legs, each ending inawhed. It lifted
one or two whedls at atime over obstructions, aways having good baance on three wheels on the
ground. Therewas dso aflying creature that seemed to have one wing whirling overhead, supporting
itsflight. He had never seen anything like that on Charm; could such things exist e sewhere on the



planet?

It changed again. Now he was awoman, with breasts. Another woman was kissing him, seeking
further closeness. She was astrong Trand ucent Amazon, and had hold of him (her?), and he lacked
his male muscle, and could not escape. Nor did he want to. He was female, yet he yearned for sexua
fulfillment—with another woman.

Wil love could be eternal, but sex tended to abate when exercised. Woman to woman was not
normally his style, for rather more than one reason, but he thought he could do it when he had to. If
that enabled them to make it through this sege, why not?

Hereleased hisfemale passion, and kissed the woman back. They clasped each other, and soon
wereinto serious lovemaking. They rolled on the ground, embracing, stroking, squeezing, licking,
bypassing clothing, overcome by the passion of the sege. And when the culmination came, they lay
for amoment, savoring it.

"Better than aman,” the woman whispered.
Hewas hardly ready to concede that. Still—
"Havoc!"

It was Stevia, pressing close to him, embracing his head with her spreading gray hair. Shewas
fending off the blue magic, enabling him to recover hisequilibrium. The vison of the red sorm was
gone, and theweird dien creatures were fading, but the female passion intrigued him. "Recovering,”
he said. "For the moment.”

"Fetchit fagt," Theme sad tightly. Her blue form was scintillating, and not with joy; the intengty
of magic was paining her.

Havoc looked around. They werein asmal cubic chamber, accessible only by the water behind
them. Therewas akind of ater carved in the blue tuff, with aflat surface from which eighteen buttons
projected.

He stepped forward—and immediately the magic swirled about him dizzyingly. Hefdt stifled by
it, unable to bresthe. He began to fall.

Then Steviawas touching him again. "Hold my hand,” she murmured. "1 can saveit off
somewhat, but must bein contact.”

Evidently s0. He gazed at the dtar, but now it was fuzzing into blue vagueness. "My eyes—can
you hdp?'

"I will try." Stevialifted her hair and put it over hishead, forming akind of hood. That did help;
now he could see clearly again. Her gray magic was potent.

They moved together another step to stand before the dtar. He reached out and pulled on the
leftmost button. It lifted, bringing up a cover. Beneath was asmall chamber. It was empty. He set the
lid down and tried the next: aso empty. So he continued, trying each in turn—and each was empty.



There was nothing in any of the chambers.

"Hurry!" Theme gasped.
Where could it be? There had to be something, yet there was nothing.

Then Havoc got anotion. "llluson!” Helifted thefirgt lid again, and thistime reached into the
chamber with his hand, feding its sdes and bottom. It remained empty, but he did the same with the
second, and the third. And the bottom of the seventh chamber wasiillusory; hisfingersfound asmall
stone modd of afive-legged insect. Helifted it out. Thishad to beit.

He had nowhereto carry it, so he popped it into his mouth, storing it between histeeth and
cheek. Then he stepped quickly back, colliding with Theme. She knew what to do; she wrapped her
arms around him, turned him to face her, put her mouth to his, and jumped feet first into the water.

Then they were moving downcurrent, avay from the dtar chamber. The mer guirl sought and
possessed his member as she propelled them back through the cave tunnel. They were on their way
back. His mission was successful—but he knew that he and Steviawould not be having any sexua
rel ations any time soon, whatever her origina intention had been. The mer guirl had wiped out any
desire he might have had, for at least the next week. It was surely asimilar case with Stevia. He knew
therewasno mdiceinit; it wasjust the way of the mer folk. He hoped Theme did get her second by
him. But he hoped never to come thisway again. He had not properly understood the reluctance of
othersto deal with the mers; now he did. At least he had the item—whatever it was. He had earned
it.

Asthey moved away from the blue cone, so intimately linked, Havoc's mind returned to his brief
vison of the sorm, and suddenly heredlized that it wasn't himsdalf who had beeninit, but Gale, his
beloved. She was braving storm and monster—and he was unable to come to her rescue. Someone
else was observing the weird creatures—probably Throe. And the female love—that could be
Symbol. Their adventures were as challenging as his own.

He had hisikon, and was on hisway back to Triumph City. But what of the others? Would they
succeed smilarly? Hewas not at dl sure.

Chapter 2—Dour

Gae bound her hair back and concealed it under a dusky cap, masking its luxuriant mass. She
donned peasant clothing, deliberately baggy so asto hide her firm figure. She put her hammer
dulcimer in aragged basket-purse, smilarly obscuring its quaity. She intended to come across as
exactly what she was: a barbarian wench with atalent for music. Definitely not the consort of the king.

She entered the loca office of the Cartography Guild. The man at the desk looked up without
Spesking.

"Greeting," shesad formdly.

"Acknowledgment.”



"1 must have aguidefor adistant and maybe dangerous misson."”

"And how do you propose to repay such aservice?'

"No fault association.” This bothered her, for she would have much preferred to do it with
Havoc, but shewas of course familiar with the convention. She could handle it, and thiswas a proper
occason.

Theclerk looked tired. "I think there would have to be something more than that.”

"But that isal | have. I'm just acountry girl."

"Precisdy.”

She had evidently masked her beauty abit too well. "If | can persuade a guide?"

He shrugged, evidently concluding that the best way to get rid of her wasto let her try. She
could have read hismind to verify that, but it was hardly worth the effort. "Then it becomes aprivate
arrangement.”

"Apprecidion."

He brought her to a chamber where severa men and one woman were a alarge table, working
on amap. "Digtant and dangerous mission. No fault.”

They glanced up, surveyed Gale, and returned to their work, uninterested.

Gale waked around the outside of the table, pausing at each person. Now she couldn't read
their minds, because anything more than asingle person was like severd taking a once: aBabe with
only fragmentary thoughtsintdligible. The overall impression was of mild curiogity and annoyance that
she should waste their time.

She considered asking the nearest man, but the dragon seed buzzed in her ear. That functioned
regardless of the number of people close by, but was far less specific, in this case merdly signaling
negation. That was what counted, though; somehow the seed knew, and sherelied on it. She cameto
the woman, and there was another buzz. She was relieved; she was a man-woman, not a
woman-woman, though she could play theroleif she had to. She got another buzz at the third person,
and thefourth, but not at thefifth and last. Thiswasthe one.

"Favor," she murmured.
"Averson," the man said without looking.

"Allow me one minutein private to make my case." She had two reasonsto get him isolated: to
read hismind to verify hissuitability, and to use her assetsto win him over.

The man paused, then stood silently and led her to an adjacent chamber. Heworea
comprehensive cloak, with an oblong shield dung across hisback, alarge hdmet, and carried along
stout staff. Apparently thiswas his uniform, though the otherswere not smilarly garbed.



Histhoughts clarified as he stood adone. He had tried to turn her down not because of hodtility,
but because he had little notion how to behave with women. He was intelligent and honest, and his
cartographic region was exactly where she needed to go. The dragon seed had indeed steered her
correctly.

She faced him. "No fault,” she repeated, and opened her shirt to show her unbound breasts.

Hisjaw dropped. He stared, not speaking. She did not bother to read his mind; she know what
any man would be thinking at this moment. She had one of the finest bosoms extant.

"Ded?' sheinquired.
Hefinaly spoke. " Joke?"

"Sincere. | need guidance and protection for adangerous mission. | am alovely woman and can
not safely travel done, evenif | were ableto navigate.”

"But I—" He broke off, then tried again. "l am ugly." He was correct; he was a powerful but
homdy man.

"Permission.” In aconfrontation likethis, that meant permission to touch him.

He opened his mouth, but did not manage to speak. She was picking up more of hisreaction
now. He was not aloof or arrogant, hewasin awe of her, afraid to presume that she wasn't cruelly
teasing him. Obvioudy no lovely woman had ever been interested in him.

"| take dlence as acceptance,” she murmured, and approached him. She put her hands on hisleft
arm, squeezing the muscle there. She touched hisface with her fingers, verifying that it was asit
appeared. Magical illuson was unlikely hereinthe city of Triumph, but not impossible. "May |
embraceyou?"'

"l would faint," he said, fiercely embarrassed. He looked much like awarrior, but she had
aready seen that he was extremey shy. "Please, lady, do not tease me further.”

"Then let me Smply speak to you. | am not teasing.” She put her two hands on his elbows, facing
him squardly. "'l see you are not accomplished with women, but | believe you are agood and
competent man. | can handle thison ano fault bagis. | will never intentionally be unkind to you, and
will beto you asatraveling companionis. Isthissufficient?'

Heworked again to speak. "1—I am no good with women. | would not—not know how."

Asshewd| knew. This put the relationship into her control, making it easier. "l will guideyouin
this, even as you guide me acrossterrain. | will make up what you lack, and perhaps leave you better
ableto ded with other women theregfter. Ded ?'

Hetried to spesk, and thistimefailed. Thiswas smply too much for himto believe.

"| take silence as acceptance,” she repeated. "I will take you from here.”



"1—" But he could not finish. Hismind wasin turmoail, because though he hated his own socia
incompetence, what she offered was beyond hiswildest dream. Not merely awilling woman, but a
lovely one.

She released one of his elbows and turned to stand at his side. She closed her shirt, becoming
plain again. She stepped forward, urging him, and he stepped with her. They went out into the main
chamber.

The others looked up, astonished. Gale marched the cartographer past them and out the door.
She had her guide.

When they were donein the hall, she broached the next stage. "Introductions.”
"Agreed." He was able to speak when the matter was neutral. About the rest of it he was numb.

"1 am Nonesuch, asongsiress. That ismy traveling identity, for no fault companionship. My
mission is private, not to be known by others™

He nodded, understanding that though travel companionship often was no fault, some preferred
to hide their red identitiesto avoid any possible socid taint. "1 am Dour Cartographer, competent in
my didrict.”

"Of course. That iswhy | choseyou." Actualy the dragon seed had selected him, but she trusted
it implicitly. Hisdigtrict included her site, and he would be able to do the job.

"Question.”
" Acknowledged.”

"Y ou pose asa peasant girl, but you are lovely enough to be aking'stoy. Why do you come
anonymoudy to me?"

"My misson and my lifemight bein peril if | were known to be doing this"

He nodded again. He was shy with her, but by no means dull about his business. "Y et you could
have taken a more advanced guide.”

"Not with anonymity."
"Understood. | will do my best. But asyou may suspect, | am not—not socidly apt.”

That was abundantly clear, even without her mind reading and his prior statement. "'l will
manage,” shesaid, amiling.

"Asamatter of professond integrity, | must adviseyou that | am likely to be an embarrassment
to you. | urge you to reconsder—"

"Dedined.”



"But to travel any distance—my company would become wearing. Better to change guides now,
before getting committed to a caravan or outdoor trek."

"No."
He hestated. "I am not sure you properly understand the nature of no fault traved. It—"

Gde caught hisarm again, making him stop walking. She caught his head with her free hand,
holding it in place. She stood on tiptoe to kiss him lightly on the mouth.

He wavered, seeming abouit to fall. She took firm hold of both his shoulders, steedying him. Ina
moment he clarified. "Apology. | fear | suffered a—avison."

"No vison. | kissed you. At night | will do more. Now conduct meto this address." She spoke
the coordinates.

"That isawkward territory.” He was a cartographer; he could visuaize exactly what given
coordinatesindicated in redl terms.

"Undergtood. It is chdlenging and dangerous. Y ou will take methere."

"1 will take you there," he agreed. "Y et caution requires meto advise you that—"

She squeezed hisarm warningly.

"You could diethere!" heflared. "And | would be blamed.”

Shewastired of hiswell meaning arguments. He was surely correct, but she had to go on her
mission regardless. She read hismind, verifying his confused sincerity. But she knew hisweakness.

She would have to seduce him now, to gain his unquestioning commitment. "Take meto aprivate
place.”

"Lady, | am only trying to—for your own safety—"

"Now."

He hesitated. "Y ou want me to stop arguing.”

"es"

"Nothing can change your mind?"

"Correct.”

"I think | should declinetodoiit.”

She brought him to another halt, faced him, and opened her shirt.

He had to look. Histongue ran around hislips. He was normdly oriented, but still could not



redly believe that anything of such nature would be offered to him. "Y ou are not being fair!"
She opened wider.

He capitulated. "1 am log.” Literdly true; she saw the vison of her breastsobliterating dl elsein
hismind.

Gde discovered that she rather liked playing the vamp. She had dways known she was lovely,
since capturing Havoc's love, but had preferred to play adightly demure role. Thiswas achange, and
fun, aslong as she knew it wasn't her red nature. Telepathy enhanced it; she knew the exact effect of
her display. "Wewill not have thisdiscusson agan.”

He now knew better than to attempt to protest that aspect. She could obliterate his arguments
with just atwitch of her shirt. "But you must let me choose the route. There are dangers—"

"Of course." Sheturned in place, closed her shirt, dipped her arm inside his and made them
resume their walk. He carried his staff with his other hand, upright. It was easy to control a shy man
whose thoughts were open to her. "That iswhy | need a man who can handle himsdlf well in
threstening Stuations.”

Hetook her to a caravan master, abalding older man. "Gresting," Dour said.

" Acknowledgment.”

"Wetravel to the third Red Chroma zone on your tour."

"Y ou are welcome, of course, Cartographer. Y ou have toured with us before. But the woman
must pay her way."

"1 will cover her."
"1 will cover mysdlf," Galesad. "l an asongdress.”

The caravan master studied her with an experienced eye. He recogni zed beauty when he saw it,
regardless of the clothing. "Y ou will dressfor the occason?’

He was asking whether she would show some flesh. Theoretically songs were their own object,
but an indifferent performer could win over an audience if shelooked good. "Agreed.”

"Then welcome, songstress. We depart noon tomorrow. Meet me here two hours before.”
Gaenodded. "Parting.”

They were back in thewooden hdl. "I have only my smal spare chamber," Dour said. "If you
wish to return tomorrow—"

"Negation." She pretended not to be aware of histhrill of excitement and fear at the news she
would night with him.



His chamber was indeed smal and spare, with little more than his bed and clothing. ™Y ou may
take the bed. | am used to the floor when | travel."

Gde amiled, reading his suppressed desire. "No fault has begun. | will shareit with you.”
"BUL"

"1 think we need to break theice. WEll do it now."

"1—I have never been with awoman.”

She had aready picked up onthat. "Then it is past time."

He stood there, staring at his stout shoes. His mind wasin turmoil; he wanted so much to have
sex with her, but was unable to take any initiative in this respect. So she undressed and stood naked
before him, no longer hiding the perfection of her body. She shook out her hair, letting the brown
tresses play about her shoulders. She smiled.

Hedid not look at her, though he wanted to. So she approached him and undressed him, taking
his gtaff and leaning it againgt awall, noting in passing that one end was metdlicaly pointed, the other
squared off like ahammer. Weapon and tool and walking stick in one. She lifted off his helmet, then
the shield at his back, and then opened and drew off his cloak while he offered no resstance. His
bared body waswell constructed and muscular; he was a powerful man, physically. There were scars
to prove he had fought and survived. He was probably atiger against an armed man, yet helpless
before awoman.

Then she brought him to the bed. He wasrigidly erect, and embarrassed about it; it was
obvioudy awe of her rather than incapacity that inhibited him. He truly did not know how to proceed.
Shewould haveto lead him throughiit.

She had him lie supine on the bed. Then she got on him, full length, and kissed him, preparatory
to setting his member within her. Hismind was awelter of disbeieving hope. No woman had ever
indicated interest in him, let done gpproached him like this. But then shefelt pulsing at her belly, and
redlized that he had aready jettisoned; the gpproach and contact had been too much. He himself had
not redlized it was happening until too late,

"Apology,” shesaid immediately. "I mishandled that." She got off him, fetched acloth, and
cleaned himup. "Well try againin an hour."

"My fault," he said, flushing furioudy. His mind was horrified; he feared he had thrown away his
only chance.

"No. You lack experience. | do not. | will makeit right, in due course.”

Helay there with his eyes closed, not knowing how to respond. She had to get his suffering mind
off thisloss. So shelay beside him, taking hishand. "If you led usinto atrap, and | died, you would
blame yoursdlf, for your expertisewould be at fault. Thisisin effect my areaof expertise, and | let you
die. Theblameismine. But | will mend it, and we will not spesk of it theregfter, to spare me
embarrassment. Agreed?'



"No, that is not—"

Sherolled over, coming to rest partly on him so that her breasts flattened againgt his chest.
"Agreed?' sherepeated with more emphasis.

"Lady, you know that—"

"Cdl me Nonesuch."

"Nonesuch. | have shamed mysdf.”

She moved again, diding across him to reach his mouth with hers. She kissed him. "Agreed?’

Heformed aragged smile, on oneleve appreciating theirony of the Situation. Hisinternal shame
was finally abating, in part because she evinced no embarrassment about his Situation. "Agreed.”

Sherolled off him. "l an redly avillagegirl, not & al alady. My upbringing is barbarian.”

"No, lady!"

"But blessed by appearance. | loveaman it seems| must not marry, but at least | can help him
by accomplishing this spot mission. | will do my best never to embarrass you in public theway | have
in private. Since men we encounter in the caravan are apt to wish to sire afourth by me, | prefer to be
fully committed elsewhere. | will be your woman, and | ask that you be ungraciousif the matter of a
fourth isbroached by any man."

He was supposed to be possessive of her, sparing her other attentions. It was bad form for a
man to decline to sire afourth when awoman requested it, but women tended to be more choosy
about sires. They could and did turn down offers. Shewasredly telling him that she intended to be
trueto him done, for thistrip. "I will try," he said, bemused.

They talked awhile longer. Well within the hour she saw that he was ready, so she proceeded to
the act before he could get charged up enough to loseit externally again. Shelay on him, and kissed
him, and squeezed him where it counted, and brought him to a proper culmination within her. It was
dow because he had lost his charge so recently before; thiswas atrick of management she had
learned with Havoc, when she wanted him to take histime. She was not close to achieving her own
climax, but she was quite satisfied with that; in this manner she was obliging Dour without redly
participating hersaf. Thiswas business, not love. This man lacked the sophigtication to redize that she
had not given him dl, and she hoped he would not catch on.

"Now that wasn't so bad, wasit?' she asked as he subsided. She knew the rapture she had
evoked in him, having received it from hismind asit happened.

"l loveyou!"
"No fault!" shereminded him sharply.

"Apology. No fault."



Thusthey had established it. Men did tend to get romantic about sex, but it had to be
understood that the two of them had no relationship outside of thistour. She would remind him of that
as often aswas required. His emotion probably would carry over beyond, but he would have no
illusion about any larger relationship. One reason no fault encounters could be mutudly ddightful was
that same lack of commitment; the future did not exist, only the joy of the present, that had to be
exploited immediatdly or log.

They cleaned up, ae from hislimited supply, then retired to the bed for the night. Gale
addressed the man again, preferring to take the edge off his resurging hunger so that she could get a
good night's deep.

"Y ou don't haveto—" he began. But his guilty desire was strong.
"When we arein thefidd, | will not question your judgment.”

Hewas slent, acquiescing to her minigtration. Thistime shelay on the bed and had him
approach her from above, taking more gpparent initiative. He was clumsy, but did find the place. He
hesitated to kiss her, so she caught his head and brought it down to hers. Soon he climaxed. That
would probably hold him for the night.

Shewas correct. She dept beside him, touching him, and he did not interrupt her deep with his
eagerness. But in the morning, to be sure, shetook him again. That should hold him for the day. She
wanted no awkwardnessin other company, or frugtration that might distract him from their mission or

sHety.

"l—I am not questioning your judgment,” Dour said. "But this—thisis much more than technicdl
compliance. It can't be because you are attracted to me."

Candor was best. "Correct. It isbecause | mean to ddliver full measure, completely satisfying
you, expecting the same of you in return. Y ou will know that | am completely yours aslong aswe
asociate. | will know that | can trust you with my life”

"I will dodl I can!"

She was sure he would. He was indeed aready in early love with her. Men could launch into
lovein aningtant, following their penises, in contrast to the more discerning nature of women. She had
known this could not be helped. All she could do was make sure that he had no expectation of
permanence. His mind indicated that he did understand.

They were at the caravan magter's station on schedule. Several merchants appeared. "So we
have a songstress,” one remarked, glancing appreciaively at Gae, who was no longer concealing her
prettiness.

"Thatisdl sheis," Dour said firmly.

"Of course, Cartographer.” But the merchant had been fishing for something else. Dour was
doing hisjob, being openly possessive of hislovely companion, exactly as she had asked him to do.

They |eft the pyramid of Triumph and proceeded to the staging area of the caravan. Gae and



Dour were given a curtained chamber in the lead wagon. They rode in style as the six-legged horses
hauled the wagonsto the fringe of anearby Tranducent Chroma

"The Water Chromaspecidizesin mind reading,” Dour murmured. "Try not to think clearly of
anything you wish to conced.”

"l will try," she agreed. She did not tell him that she was able to read minds hersdlf, and to mask
her important thoughts. Probably he could be trusted with the information, but there was no point in
spreading it without reason. For one thing, the ability of the Tranducent Chromafolk meant that the
Cartographer's secrets could not be kept from them. Actudly at thistime his private thoughts were dl
on her and their night together; others might marvel that she had given him so much, but would not
discover any of her secretsfrom him. Probably the very intengity of hisfocuswould distract mind
readers from her mind, especidly if she stayed close to him. Who cared what wasin alovely woman's
mind?

The caravan cameto a hdt just within the fringe of the Chroma. It was glistening wet, because
not only was Trand ucent the water magic, thiswas awater volcano, and its outflow wasfairly steady.
Thisfar out, the water had had time and space to thin and cool, so the appearance wasrather like
regular land after arainstorm. But this moisture was magic.

There was await while the Trand ucent contingent took note of the caravan and organized
transport for it. Gale and Dour got out and walked around. "Have you crossed Trand ucent before?
Dour asked.

Actualy Gae had; she had even had ano fault affair with a Trand ucent man, Placebo, and
retained afondness for that nice youth. But she did not want to go into that. "Not on land. The onel
vigted wasalake."

"Mogt Tranducent islake," he agreed. "But not dl. Thisoneiswater-covered land, with arather

pretty volcano." He was animated as he spoke of geography; it was of course his specidty. He knew
just about every aspect of hisregion, and would note any changes so they could be properly mapped.

There wasthewail of ababy, followed by severa more. A woman jumped out of aguard
wagon and ran toward it. Dour and Ga e happened to be standing besideit. "Greseting!" the woman
cried assheran by.

"Acknowledged,” Dour replied to her back.

"The mother?' Gale asked.

" Amazon guard.”

Gde had never met an Amazon. "Where isthe mother?'

He glanced sdelong at her. "There are no mothers. Thisisababy trading caravan.”

Gdedared a him, horrified. "Y ou didn't tell methat!" And she hadn't thought to look in
anyones mind.



"Isit rdevant?'

"Yesit'srelevant! | don't want to touch that business.”

"Itislegitimate," he said. "Thereis consderable demand. They take good care of the wares.”
"Wared!"

"They aretraders. Their wares are the babies and young children.”

"Obscenity! | don't want to be here!”

"But thisisthe one caravan that is going where you are going, and doing it now. There will not
be another for severa days."

And she needed to accomplish her mission asrapidly as possible. In addition, the dragon seed
had not buzzed to prevent her from associating with this caravan. She would haveto livewith this
arocity. "Apology. | did not specify type of caravan. Y ou chose appropriately, considering.”

Hewas out of sorts. "I did not know you objected. | would have spoken, but was distracted.”

She had given him little opportunity to formulate possible objectionsto her travel. She had
Seduced himingtead. It redly was her fault. "'l will makethe best of it," shesaid grimly. "1 will go see
the babies."

"That may not befeasible."

"Why the expletive not?"

"Babies are valuable cargo. They try to concea them, to prevent raiding.”

"Contempt!" Gale marched toward the wagon aperture where the Amazon had gone. The
dragon seed did not object.

Dour followed helplessy. ™Y ou must not!™
"Obliteration.”

The Amazon was there, with two others who must have come from different directions. Each
was holding ababy, and nursing it.

Gale stared. "Amazement!" She had assumed that the Amazons were single women.
"1 could not prevent her," Dour said gpologetically to the Amazons. "'l tried to explain.”

"Then she must participate,” an Amazon said. She drew her baby from her bared breast and
held it out to Gale.

"Averson," Gaesad. "l want no part of any of thisaffront.”



"Thresat," the Amazon said. "Take—or | drop.”
"Outrage! I'll accept no threat from you!™

The Amazon let go of the baby. It sarted to fal. Galedived for it, catching it beforeit hit the
ground. "Appdled!" But sheredlized that she had been bluffed out; the woman would have caught the
baby had Gale not done so.

The Amazon removed athin chain from her neck. From it dangled ared gem. She put it on over
Gaeéeshead, so that the gem fell down across her shirt. "Thisis ademonic freshening stone. It travels
with the baby, and goes with it to the adoptive mother." She opened Gale's shirt so that the gem
dangled between her breasts. Gale, holding the baby, was unable to prevent thisfamiliarity. The gem
seemed to reach out to fondle her breasts with warmth, making them swell urgently. It wasaweird
sensation. "Now nurse.”

"I will do nothing of thekind!"

The baby began to cry. The Amazon pushed its head so that its mouth collided with Gale's | eft
breast. It found the nipple and took it in. It sucked, satisfied.

Ga e stood openmouthed. "Impossible!™

"The Red Chroma specidizesin demons, ectoplasm, hedling, blood, and thelike," the Amazon
said. "The freshening stoneis designed to enable instant breast feeding. Y ourswill sirengthen soon.
Rdax and enjoy it."

Gale opened her mouth to protest this virtud rape, but discovered that there was indeed
pleasure in the nursing. The baby wasawarm little bundle of joy, and was abating the press of
substance forming in her breasts. It was as though she had birthed thisinfant herself, and was giving it
itsfirst wonderful feeding. There was an dmost sexua satisfaction in the process. She did not want to
stop.

"Now you understand,” the Amazon said.

Gdewas beyond arguing. "What gender? What name?"

"Femae, no name. The adoptive parents will seeto that. But we will take the best care until that
time"

"|—I don't want to give her up." Gale was surprised to hear herself say that, but it was abruptly
true.

"Understanding. That is more of the work of the stone. When you removeit, your passion will
fade along with your breasts, asmine has."

Gaeremained appdled that there should be such open trading in babies, but she no longer had
the will to condemn it openly. "Capitulation. Greeting."

" Acknowledgment.”



"1 am Nonesuch the Songstress.” The Amazon surely dready knew, but the formalitieswere
important.

"Anginathe Amazon."

That made Gde pause. Names were generdly descriptive in someway, aswas Gale's own: she
had been named after the strong wind she had claimed to have encountered as a child, when covering
up a secret matter. Havoc had been named for the havoc he wrought when taking vengeance against
bullying boys who had threatened Gade. But anginawas aform of physicd allment, painful spasms of
choking or suffocating, or even heart trouble.

The woman saw her confusion. She produced a short length of cord: agarrote. "I don't suffer it;
my opponentsdo.”

Oh. She was of course awarrior woman, and that was aweapon that did not require male
muscle. Gale glanced down at the baby shewas holding. "May | continue—this?"

"Granted. Y ou may take the baby to your wagon, if you wish, while wetravel."

"Appreciation. Parting." Gale turned and walked back to her wagon as she changed the baby to
her right breast, which seemed about to burst. Dour followed silently. He had, after dll, tried to warn
her.

"Chagrin," he said as he helped her climb into the wagon, for it was awkward with the baby,
who continued to nurse blissfully.

"Negation. | ignored your cautioning, and regped the consequence. It is, | discover, no bad
thing." Had the dragon seed known this would happen? Probably not; dl it knew was when there was
alieor athreat to her, and there had been neither.

The Tranducent Chromatravel contingent arrived. They were semi-transparent men and women
paddling large flat boats or barges acrossthe liquid terrain. They brought these to the wagons, and the
Amazons pushed one wagon after another onto the craft. When al wagons were loaded and secured,
the Trand ucents resumed paddling—and the boats moved forward. But the little paddles couldn't be
providing that much thrugt.

"Magic augmentation,” Dour explained. "The paddling ismainly guidance.”

"Comprehension.” Then she returned to the subject of the babies. "They do seem to be taking
good care, though | am amazed to see Amazon warriors doing it.”

"They areided dud purpose guards,” he explained. "They can fight ferocioudy to protect the
caravan and its cargo, but betweentimes can sustain the babies. No diminution of their defensve
prowessisimplied.”

"So | gather," Gale agreed, remembering the garrote. That was one wicked little wegpon,
capable of killing aperson quickly and slently, or of merely subduing him if that were the preferred
option. "But this business of salling babies—who would ever voluntarily give up her baby?'



"These arelegitimate," hesad. "But if raiders should get them, they would becomeillegitimate,
for criminas have no decent standards. Sometimes parents are killed, and neighborslack the
resources to take their orphaned children. Sometimes amother bears afifth, and can't support it. The
vaue of such ababy isenormous; that family can tradeit for asgnificantly more comfortable Stuation.
Some girls prefer not to marry, and to give up their babies. They apply for specid license, and may
produce eight or ten hedlthy babiesin the course of their fertile careers. They are doing the adoptive
parentsafavor.”

"Maybe," Gae agreed rductantly.

"Without this service, those children would go hungry or find themsalvesin adverse Stuations. As
itis, they go to familiesthat truly desire them and can sustain them. The baby merchants are
scrupuloudy screened; they abuse no babies.”

"l suppose” The nursing little bundle was changing Gale's mind about the business. She had
taken care of children in her family and village, but never before experienced this particular role.

The water craft were now moving swiftly acrosstheterrain. Theland was visble under a
thickening coating of water that followed its contours, impressive water magic. Gae had thought all
water had to beflowing in riversor flat in lakes; thiswas another interesting aspect. To the Side she
saw the Tranducent ChromaVolcano, a shimmering cone of water from whose gpex flowed an even
spread of fluid. No doubt an eruption would hurl water into the sky, and be dangerous, but this
quiescent flow wasnice,

Dour lifted his shield from his back, turned it around, produced a stylus, and began writing oniit.
"Thisisascroll?* she asked, surprised.

"Yes, initsfashion. It is standard cartography equipment. | see that the water terrain has shifted
somewhat, so | am making anote.”

"Of course.” It did make sense; the reason Cartographers were congtantly traveling was to keep
abreast of thelay of their territories. They were dways on duty, in this sense. He knew where he was
going because he had made notes before, keeping his geographic information current. She smply had
not considered the mechanism of it before.

He completed his note, which seemed to consst of coordinates and spot diagrams. "When |
return to Triumph City, | will post my corrections on the master chart, aswe al do," he explained as
he returned his shield to his back.

Then shefdt wetness "Complication.”

Dour sawv—and smdlled. "I must fetch an Amazon!”

"Negation. | am competent to change ababy. Seeif thereisabasin and afresh digper handy."

He checked behind them in the wagon, and in amoment found what she needed. This was after

al ababy caravan; baby supplieswere surely in every wagon. He dipped the basin in the surrounding
water while Galelay the baby on awater resistant surface. She washed the filthy bottom, needing to



rinse the cloth severd times, asthe excrement was liquid rather than solid. Dour kept changing the
water for her.

At last she had things dl the way clean, and re-digpered the little form, and resumed her seat
with the baby in her arms. The baby was no longer nursing, but deeping, so Gale could relax.

"Y ou are competent,” Dour remarked.

"l wasahig sgter. | learned how to handle babies. All except—" She shrugged, glancing down
a her bosom.

"Of course.”

Then she thought of something else. "I should be able to put the baby down now, for awhile, as
her needs of input and output have been satisfied and she should deep for at least an hour. | can't be
sure of that at night. So this may be the expedient time to be awoman to you."

"Dedined.”

She glanced at him, reading his mind. Thistime he was not being shy; he meant it. Surprised, she
explored farther, and discovered that heredlly liked the feding of being afamily man, traveling with a
beautiful woman and ababy. Asif they were married. He believed, probably with justification, that he

would never have such an experience again, evenin emulation.

She was touched, but did not want to revea her telepathic ability, so questioned him.
"Explanaion?'

He struggled for the words. "Y ou—you have been very—very good to me, and I—I hopel
can—can share your embrace again. But this—I| know | have no right—the baby—the feding—"

Hewasn't going to get it out, so she helped him. "It fedslike afamily?"

He nodded, blushing.

"That's sweet," she said, and leaned acrossto kisshim.

"You aren't angry?'

"At the notion of no fault travel marriage? No. Not aslong as you understand—"
"Thatitisdrictly aterm liaison,” hefinished. "I do."

"Would you like to hold the baby?"

Hewas surprised. "Y ou would alow that?

"I am no more the mother of this child than you are the father. We are dl playing roles.”

Hewasgratified. "Yes, | would liketo."



She gave him the baby, and adjusted his grip to support her properly. The infant stirred, waking,
but then burped and went back to deep.

The Tranducent paddler nearest their wagon glanced across a them, evidently picking up Dour's
mixed but highly charged thoughts. Gale leaned across again and kissed the cartographer on the
cheek, in the manner of an affectionate wife. There was an explosion of appreciativefeding. The
Tranducent smiled and returned his attention to his paddling. He knew the business of the caravan.

They passed close by the volcano. A puff of vapor rose from it, and there was an extra surge of
water from its brim, but thiswas merely aroutine fluctuation. The barges did down the descending
dope, alowing the paddlers some rest. It was an easy voyage.

Until the monster came. Suddenly a huge greenish head popped out of the water, and rose on a
long neck to survey the caravan. "Plesosaur!” a Tranducent cried, derting them dl. Therewasa
scramble to assemble defensive magic.

But it seemed that the monster was not predatory a the moment, merely curious. The head
could readily have swooped down to bite a a person, but it Smply gazed for amoment, then sank
slently back into the doping weter.

"Lucky for us," Gale breathed, relieved. Actudly the dragon seed had not buzzed.

"Thereptile knew the shiedd would stop it," Dour said. "1t would have gotten burned on the nose
if it cametoo close. Humans are not its naturd prey, and it wasn't hungry anyway."

"Y ou know the native life?' Gae asked, impressed.
"l haveto. | am not dways on aprotected boat."

She squeezed hisforearm. "That's nice. It was amazing how much private emotion such a
smple gesture could generate. He was enjoying thisminor role playing amost as much ashe had the
sex of the prior evening, dbeit in adifferent manner.

In due course they cameto the far Sde of the Trand ucent Chroma zone, and landed at a staging
point. Horses were ready to pull the wagons to the next zone, so there was hardly any delay. They
moved out of Tranducent and into the edge of acompletely black region.

"Black Chroma," Gale murmured with a shudder. But again, the dragon seed did not buzz. It
found no danger, though her prejudiced imagination did.

"No need to be concerned,” Dour said. The baby still dept peacefully on his shoulder. "The
Blacks know when there will be an eruption, and don't alow transport then.”

Shewasrelieved. She knew that the Black Chromavolcanoes, unlike the others, were inverted:
instead of blowing out, they sucked in. Anything caught within the range of their force was drawn into
the black hole in the center and obliterated. Any volcano was dangerous when active, but like most
people, she especialy dreaded thistype. The natives of course had their magic to protect them, but
nonChromafolk were vulnerable.



They circled the wagons at the staging area. "'| am advised that the coneisrestive," the caravan
master announced. " So instead of crossing the zone now, well night here and do it in the morning, if it
isclear. Fal out for functions, food, and entertainment. Do not |leave the demarked camping region.”

The travelers debouched. The baby woke when Dour got down, so Gale took her back and put
her to her breast. The freshening stone had remained active, and she was now more than ready to
feed the baby again. They walked to the separate sections marked for excretionary functions, and
Gae managed to perform hers without disturbing the baby's nuraing. Then shergoined Dour for the
midday med, gill with the baby. She saw anumber of Amazons doing the same thing; they were
taking good care of their charges. Now she understood why, on more than the intellectua plane.
Maybe it was mostly the magic of the red gem, but it was arare pleasure to be doing this. She had
condemned baby trading in her ignorance; she would not do so henceforth.

After the med, the caravan master approached Gale. "'Performance," he said.

She nodded. It wastime for her to pay for her transport. They had taken her on faith so far, but
now she would demondtrate that she was indeed a songstress.

But what was she to do with the baby? She did not want to return her to the Amazons, for fear
shewould not get the same one back later. That might be foolish, in view of the random nature of her
acquisition of the baby, and of course the time of this bonding was sharply limited anyway. But that
was the way of it. So shetried for an dternative.

"Favor," she said to Dour.

"Granted." He was completely smitten, and would literdly do anything for her.

"Join mein my performance.”

Hewas abruptly appalled. "On stage?' Suddenly it was clear that his shynesswas not just of
women; he was subject to severe stage fright.

"Y ou can do this. All you haveto do is hold the baby and ook at me."

"] don't know—"

"Fortunately | do know. Y ou will be perfect.” She held the baby in the crook of her left arm, put
her right arm through his left, and urged him forward, into the ring. He was reluctant, but unableto
resist her will. She had not changed to more reveding clothing, for this was not that type of show. She
expected to satisfy this audience with her competence rather than her flesh.

She brought him to the center and parked him there. "Greetings," she said to the audience that
surrounded them.

"Acknowledgment,” the people replied together.
"1 am Nonesuch the Songstress. My man will assigt. Cal usafamily.”

They nodded, understanding that she was about to do a song-skit. Those were popular.



She turned to Dour, who was frozen in place. "Take the baby, dear, for | have somewhat to say
toyou," she said clearly, and put the bundle into his hands. He had no choice but to accept. Hewas
aso half stunned by the appellation "dear," even in an open skit. So he stood holding the baby,
somewhat awvkwardly with hisleft arm, holding the staff with hisright, as the audience chuckled. How
many wives did exactly that, to husbands exactly as awkward about it?

Gale briefly embraced him and the baby, and kissed him tenderly on the cheek, the very picture
of domedticity. Then she stepped back a pace, faced him, and sang avery old, very popular love
song normally sung by aman to ayoung woman he was courting:

Bdieveme, if al these endearing young charms,
Which | gaze on so fondly today

Were to change by tomorrow, and fleet in my arms,
Likefairy giftsfading avay—

Therewas aripple of laughter, for Dour was anything but young and pretty. He was a somewhat
hulking ugly man, completely out of place in any such role. The humor was what made it a successful
skit.

But it was asong, and Gale knew hersdlf to be not merely adequate, but an excellent singer. She
had specidized in music, and was competent to teach it; it was unlikely that many in this caravan had
ever heard afiner voice than hers. Now she brought out her little hammer dulcimer, and put on her
finger hammers. She played a chord, demonstrating her complete competence with the instrument,
then accompanied hersdlf as she sung into therefrain

Thou wouldst till be adored, as this moment thou art,
Let thy loveinessfade asit will,

And around the dear ruin each wish of my heart
Would entwineitsalf verdantly still.

The laughter had faded, for the song was beautiful and so was she; they were listening raptly.
She continued, concluding with the ancient analogy:

Asthe sun-flower turns on her god, when he sets,
The samelook which she turned when herose.

And she favored the cartographer with alook of sheer feigned adulation, evoking alow moan of
appreciation from the audience. It wasdmost asif he were bathed in aglow of grandeur, like that of
the sun.

After amoment, the applause started. Gale glanced at the caravan master. He nodded. She had
earned her keep.

She went to Dour and took the baby from his unresisting arms. She gave him another kiss on the
cheek, then faced the audience and rocked the baby in the cradle of her arms. "Sleep my child, and
peace attend thee, All through the night,” she sang. There was another ooooh of appreciation from the
audience, for thiswas excruciatingly relevant to the situation of the caravan. Severd of the Amazons
rocked their babies, matching Gal€'s cadence. One did not: Angina, who had given her baby to Gale.
Gaeredlized that each Amazon had ababy to care for, and so this one now lacked hers. But Gae
couldn't bring hersdlf to giveit back.

She continued with other songs, and the merchants, families, and Amazonswere al much with



her. Sometimes she used Dour as a prop, and sometimes she didn't; it hardly mattered. Gale had won
thisaudience, as she had known she would. Thiswas, after dl, her true profession. When the show
concluded there was sustained applause, and Dour was no longer afflicted by stage fright. He had
become part of a supportive family, right there on stage.

Theresfter, the other members of the caravan were far more cordid than they had been. Part of
it was the baby Gale till carried and nursed and cared for, but more of it was the songs. They had
perhaps assumed that she would be a hack, depending more on her appearance than her skill with
music; now they knew shewasred. Among them was Angina. "Apology."

Gdedid not try to embarrass her by pretending ignorance. The woman had thought to put her in
her place, but instead Gale had won her respect. "Needless." She hoped the Amazon would not ask
for her baby back.

"Perhaps.” The Amazon departed.

That evening Gale did set the baby down and had sex with Dour, having read the desirein his
mind. "Y ou did well with the song,” she murmured.

"] wasfrozen."

"Typica maeresponseto the stuation.” Therewasjust enough truth in that to exonerate him.

"Oh, Nonesuch, you are so good to me!™

Shekissed him and received his pulsing. "Y our turn to repay me will surely come.”

In the morning the Black Chroma authority deemed the volcano to be sufficiently quiescent for
travel. Black men pushed the wagonsto alarge portd in the dope of ablack hill. Therein were huge
black bubblesthat surrounded the wagons, encapsulating them. Suction brought the bubbles rapidly
through along tube-tunnd. There was nothing to be seen, asthe tunnd walls were black and there
was no light, but they felt the motion.

"Black Chromafolk live mostly intunndls,” Dour explained. "That protects them from getting
sucked into the volcano when it implodes. They useresidua suction to move their bubbles through
travel tubes”

"It'sactudly quite comfortable," Gaesaid. "But I'll be glad to get to the next Chromazone.”

"l won't."

"Y ou like blackness?"

"I like every moment with you."

"No fault,” she reminded him again, thistime without sharpness.

"Thatiswhy | want thismissontolagt.”



She kissed him, and fdlt his rapture from the gesture. It was asintensein its fashion as his sexua
climaxes, but of another nature.

Soon the bubbles emerged at the far Sde of the zone, and the wagonsrolled out to the staging
area. There were horses ready for them, and the caravan st off for the next Chroma. "Which oneis
that?' sheinquired.

"White"

"That should be interesting.” For the White Chromas speciaty was the magic caled science, in
some ways rather odd. Of course al magic was odd to Gae, who had been brought up with only
marginal knowledge of it. She had learned alot in the past year.

The dragon seed buzzed. That meant danger, or wrongness, or that someone waslying. Gale
looked about, but saw no likely threat. The wagons were rolling aong the dirt road without
impediment.

"Thereisaproblem?’ Dour asked, noting her distraction.

"A foolish intuition, perhgps.”

"1 have observed little that isfoolish in you.”

"I worry that something bad may happen. Needlessly, it may be." But she knew there was
something, because the dragon seed was never wrong.

"Y our concernismy concern.” He drew his shield up over hishead and set it in front of him. He
gripped his gaff, looking right and | eft.

Suddenly there was shouting. Garishly garbed men appeared, brandishing hand wegpons.
"Yidd! Yied!" thelr |leader screamed.

"Expletivel" Dour swore. "Raiderg”

"What can we do?' Gale asked, alarmed.

"Not much, if the Amazons can't fend them off. They're after the babies."

"Negation!" Gale held the baby close to her bosom.

"They wont kill usif wegiveit up.”

Gdewasin afury of indecision. She did not want to give up the baby, but would be unable to
fight effectively while holding it. She had aknife and knew how to useit, but had to be free to move

rapidly and unpredictably.

The wagon lurched to a stop as it was surrounded by rough men wielding clubs. The horse was
confused, and the wagon ahead had stopped, so it had nowhere to go.



Raiders charged the wagon from either side. "Babe herel" one cried. Then, to Gale: "Hand it
over, dut!"

Gae knew the sengble thing to do wasto obey. Theraiders clearly outnumbered the defenders,
and were free to use their weapons effectively. But she couldn't. "No!" She expected the dragon seed
to buzz, but it didnt.

"Thenwell do it the hard way." The man lifted hisclub.

But another beside him stayed hishand. "L ook at that lasse! Got more than tits. Take her too,
for double duty."

Double duty: sex and nursing. Now it wastoo late to turn over the baby, even if she could make
hersdlf doit. Did the dragon seed regard robbery and rape aswrong, if she were not physicaly hurt?

"Got it." Thefirst man dropped his club and grabbed for Gale.

And hdted, for her knife was pointing at his nose. Some women were helpless, but Gale was
not. Thiswas as much bluff as substance, considering her situation with the baby, but at least she
could make him cautious.

"Okay, welll knock her out firgt," the second man said. He raised his own club. Gae knew she
would not be able to stop that, for it was alonger range weapon than her blade, and she had to try to
shield the baby.

Then the blunt end of Dour's staff rammed into the raider's forehead, hard. He was knocked
back and fdll to the ground, unconscious. The staff was dready reversing to knock the head of the
man on the other side of the wagon. The cartographer realy did know how to useit; he had hesitated
only because he wanted to give Gale a chance.

This of course meant trouble. Raiders swarmed in from both sides, yelling. Dour set hisshield
across Gale, protecting her and the baby. Then he struck with the staff again, knocking back two
more men. But two more were dready looming, their clubs lifted, and another man grabbed the staff,
nullifying it. Gale knew that they had logt, and that she would be clubbed unconscious and probably
raped repeatedly before she woke—if shewoke. Dour would smply be killed. She should never
have ressted, forcing theissue.

Y et the seed had not buzzed. It had given warning of the ambush, then remained quiescent.
Evidently it knew of someway out of thisdanger, if they could find it.

A knife appeared in the face of the man on Dour's Sde, and the one on Gale's sde fell back,
gagging. He had been garroted. The Amazon woman had come.

Gale stabbed a the hand of the man holding Dour's staff, forcing himto let it go. Ashedid so,
the staff lifted and jabbed him in the throat, and he fdll back, aso gagging.

Angina stepped clear of the men and legped onto the back of the horse. She dapped itsflank,
and it plunged forward, guiding around the wagon in front. The wagon bounced acrosstheterrain,
toward the white zone ahead.



The other horses saw this and dmost mindlesdy followed the leader. Soon al the wagons were
lurching dong, shedding raiders who were caught by surprise. Amazons aboard them immediately
took advantage of the Stuation to attack any raiders remaining on the wagons and dump them off. But
the others, after amoment of amazement, charged adong the sides, pursuing the fleeing caravan, and
they were able to run about asfast as the harnessed horses were. In fact they gained, and were
catching hold of the wagons, trying to dow them or get on them to take over.

Anginaglanced back, saw that, and urged their horse to afaster lumbering gallop. The wagon
gained speed, and with it the others did too, their horses keeping the pace. But it was an extremely
bumpy ride, because the road was not made for racing, and they were not squarely on it.

Ahead the land turned pale, and then white. They were gpproaching the fringe of the White
Chroma. But would that save them? None of them could invoke the White magic. So they might be
lost anyway, unless White Chroma residents showed up to help. So far there was no Sgn of them; the
white land was bare. Probably they would take an hour or two to show up, as had beenthe casein
the other Chroma. That wastoo late.

Indeed, that was the way the raiders saw it, too. They charged right into the white terrain,
surrounding the caravan. Severad managed to get ahead of the horses and make them stop by shouting
and waving their hands. So Anginas gallant effort had been for nothing.

"No more Mister Nice Guy!" the raider leader cried. "All we wanted was the babies, but now
well teach you alesson. WEell take your wagons too, and rape the Amazon duts before we kill them.”
Hiswild eye spied Gde. "And you started it, you lovely wanton; well keep you for apermanent sex
dave and milk spigot, until you wear out."

Dour lifted hisdeedly staff. "Y ouwill not," hesaid grimly.
Gaewasfrightened, but tried to caution him. "They should let you go, if you don't antagonize

them further.” She had no red assurance that the dragon seed would buzz if he were about to die; she
was the oneit attuned to.

"1 will not leaveyou.”

The leader considered. " Cartographer, eh? We don't need trouble with your kind. So welll let
you go, and therest isnone of your business."

"Gol" Gaewhispered urgently.

"Youwill not let me go,” Dour said to the raiders. He recovered his shield from Gale, jJumped to
the ground, and stood protectively before her. ™Y ou will not have this woman.”

Theleader shrugged. "Haveit your way, then; well just kill dl of you, so there's no evidence
what happened to you. Then your people won't have acase." He signaled, and agroup of men
approached, clubs ready.

Gale could not read the grouped minds; there had to be some reasonable isolation to get the
sgnd of asngle mind. But the group impact was overwheming: they were serious about killing him.
Why had heinssted on making atarget of himsdlf, when the Cartographers normaly had immunity to



civil disturbances and brigandage? He was smitten with her, of course, but had to know that he could
not save her or the caravan. Only if he got away could he report on this outrage.

Five men were coming at Dour, but they were getting in their own way. One stepped forward to
swing his club, but the Cartographer's staff legped out and clouted his head, knocking him back. Two
othersleaped in before the staff could recover position, but Dour's shield came up to intercept them,
shoving them back in atangle. The man redlly knew how to fight!

But the raiders kept piling in. Gale saw one dive for the shield, grabbing on to it, while another
swing vicioudly at the Cartographer's head. Gale screamed—

And a cord snaked out and wrapped around the club, yanking it to the sde. The Amazon had
re-entered the fray, saving Dour again.

Still the raiders came on, determined to overwhelm the cartographer. 1t seemed impossible to
hold them off much longer.

"Hdt!"

Gadelooked, and saw aman standing nearby, holding asmall object. He was obvioudy of the
White Chroma, because he was completely white, from clothing to skin.

The men around Dour paused. Theraider leader looked around. "There's just one of him! Take
him out!"

The raiders regrouped, orienting on the White man. They charged.

Therewas aloud bang, and a puff of smoke before the White man. A raider clutched hisbdly
and plowed into the ground. But the others continued their advance.

There were two more bangs, with more smoke, and two more raidersfell. What was
happening?

"Therésonly onel" theraider repeated. "Get him!™

There was another bang and smoke, and thistime it was the leader who fell. At that point the
remaining raiders broke and ran. In momentsal of them were gone.

Dour strode forward to meet the White man. " Greeting, White. Dour Cartographer.”
"Acknowledged. Sixgun.”

They shook hands. "Pleasure, Sixgun. | was afraid you would not makeit in time. We were hard
pressed.”

"We are thinly spread on thefringe. | heard the commotion and came as soon as| could.”

Gderedized that Dour had been trying to distract the raiders until White help could come. He
had been thisway before, and knew that help waslikely. He had gambled with hislife and won.



Merchants and Amazons were appearing at every wagon, starting to put thingsin order. It
seemed that most of the action had been at Gal€'s wagon, because of the resistance Dour had made,
and that had eased the attacks on the others.

Now a White wagon came down the road, moving rapidly. But there was no horse drawing it.
Gde dared.

The caravan master gpproached the lone White warrior. "Appreciation.”
"Accepted.”

"Confession: | feared we would not escape. That was aworse raiding party than any we have
faced before.”

Dour returned to Gale. She got out of the wagon and kissed him. " Gratitude.”
He shook his head. "Necessary."

"Y ou saved the baby—and me."

Anginaspoke. "And | saved you, Cartographer. Twice."

Hefaced her, nodding. "How may | repay you?'

"Sremy fourth."

Dour froze. The Amazon had just asked the one favor this man could not readily oblige. "I—I
can't—"

But he would haveto. "Thisis not arequest you can decline," Gale murmured to him. Then, to
Angina "Heis—awkward. May wetak?'

"When weride," the Amazon agreed. She went to see to other business.

In due course the Whites had piled the bodies of the raidersto the side, poured white fluid over
them, and et fireto it. There was an ingtant white blaze, consuming flesh and bone dike, making
sckeningly sweet smoke. They had no sympathy with criminas,

Each caravan wagon was hooked to one of the horsaless White vehicles, which then hauled it
exactly asthe horseshad. "Thisisweird magic,” Gale remarked.

"It is Science Magic," Dour explained. "It specidizesin machines of dl kinds, which need
governing by peoplein much the manner animalsdo.”

"How did the White warrior, Sixgun, kill the raiders?’

"Heheld alittle machinein his hand, that expelled smal metalic bals a grest velocity. They
punctured the bodies of the raiders, disabling or killing them.”



"Amazing."

Asthey moved dong, Dour brought his shield around again, and made another note. "Brigands,
he explained. "We track them aswe can, though they normaly don't remain long in any oneregion.
Still, the pattern of their gppearances can beinformative.”

"l hope s0," Gale said, shuddering.

Anginaappeared. She must have been at the back of the wagon, so was ableto join them while
it moved at rapid velocity behind the metal horse. "Now wetak," she said tersely.

Gae knew the dialogue would be up to her. "Dour isafine man, but he lacks experience with
women. He does not fed up to performing the particular service you require.”

"Heiswith you, isn't he? Hasn't he doneit with you?”
"He has. But I—had to lead him through it. It would be different with you."

"It surewould! I won't seduce him. All | want is his seed, nothing else. No swest talk, no
hendling.”

"He can't do it that way." During thisinterchange, Dour sat silent, unable even to addressthe
subject. But Gale knew that she was correct, hardly needing to read his mind.

"Let'sseeif | havethissraight,” Anginasaid. "He's asweak with women asheisstrongin
combat.”

"Affirmation.”

"Frudration! | can't doit either.”

"Then why do you ask for—"

"I've seen Dour before, on other trips. HeE's agood guide and agood guard. He never messed

with women, so | figured he liked men. His business. But when | saw him with you, | knew no woman
could lead him like that if she didn't have control of hislust. So he's a prospect. But it has to be dead

body, for me."

Now Dour managed to speak. "Why?'

The Amazon grimaced. "l guess you're entitled to know, if you'reto sre my fourth. But it's not
something | care to spread about."”

"Neither is Dour's hesitation with women something he caresto advertise,” Gde sad.

"Dedl. Private didogue." Gae and Dour nodded, and Angina continued. "I'mrealy a
conventiona housewife. | love my man, and he'sthe only one ever to touch me. He understands me;
he makes me soft as no other can. | had three by him, and that made me due for the fourth by some
other man, but | just couldn't do it. I'd freeze up, hating it. I'd have to be raped, and I'd kill the man



who tried it. So | refused. And my village banished me. Until | get my fourth.”

Now Gale understood. "Y ou have to submit to something you can't stand, or lose your man and
family.”

"That'sit. So | was never aweak woman, physicaly, and | became an Amazon for the past
year, and had no complaints. | could do both parts of thisjob.”

"l have seen you before too,” Dour said. Now that the subject was not his incapacity, he could
talk. "Y ou're atough fighter, but you never abused a baby."

"It'sthe closest | can cometo the family feding,” Anginasaid.

"And | took your baby," Gail sad, feding guilty.

"l gave her to you, to shut you up. | thought you'd give her back, once you understood.”

"Chagrin! | didn't know."

"It was better that way. | am not bereft; | have two others.”

"Two others?* Gale was astonished.

"Each Amazon has charge of three babies. She can nurse one at one breast, then nurse another
a the other breast while the first breast recharges for the third baby. Policy prevents more; even three
suckers debilitates her body in the course of the tour. We al have to eat well, but that amount of
nursing gets ahead of us. So you have eased my burden. It freed me to range more widely, guarding
the caravan. | saw you looking around and figured you knew something, so | watched more closdly.
But you weren't in with the raiders; you fought for the baby."

"Shock! | would never—"

"I couldn't be sure. Sometimestheresinfiltration, so we're careful. But you're no fake asa
songdtress, and then you fought, and made Dour fight, so | cameto help.”

"l wasnervous,” Gaesaid. "l thought there could be danger, but | didn't seeany. The very idea
of giving up the baby—"

"Understood. And when | saw you sing to Dour, with the baby—I knew | just had to get back
to my family, whatever the cost." She paused. "Confession: it'smy job to defend this caravan. | can't
demand afourth for doing my job."

Dour looked relieved, but Gale couldn't let it go. "1 took your baby, more than you meant.
Maybe | can give you something back. I'll help Dour do it."

Both Cartographer and Amazon looked at her quizzicaly.

Gdefdt hersdf flushing. She plowed on. "I know how to seduce aman. | can tell you, each of
you, what to do, if you wish. So you can—can get it done.”



"1 know how it'sdone" Anginasaid wryly. "l just can't do it on my own. My man—he knows
what to say, how to touch, and | love him. It'sawhole different Chroma."

"Dour knows the mechanicstoo,” Gae said. "Similar problem. But | got around it, and |
think—"

"Y ou have aface and body like the King's mistress. | don't.”

Gaewas momentarily startled by the andlogy. She was the King's mistress, or would beif only
she and Havoc were free to breed. But it was only an analogy. "It's not just appearance. It's actions,
and words. Words especidly. They fire the imagination, they signa desire and acceptance. | know the
words."

Anginashook her head. "Soundsweird to me. | shouldn't have asked.”

"Observation: | amwith Dour on amisson. After itisdone, | will go my way and hewill go his,
having no more ability with other women than you do with other men. He needsto learn how to be
with other women. Maybe even other Amazons, if they are interested.”

"Someare," Anginasad.

Dour jumped. "'l never—"

"Y ou're agood man, and Amazon duty getsdull. Others aren't limited like me. Nursing turns
them on, and they get hot for aman, but the merchants have their wives along, by no coincidence, and
the wagoneers are low types. Most women prefer sex with men they can respect, and any
Cartographer isthat, and you especidly. They'd meet you hafway, no fault, if you showed interest.”

"l could never—"

"I could spread the word. They would cometo you, as| did, only they would have more action.

Some liketaking theinitiative. They're not looking for fourths, just for fun. Y ou're not handsome, but
youred| man, and that'sided for diverson. All you'd haveto do isagree, and let them have their

way."
Thiswas an unexpected bregk. "Asyou let me have my way," Gae said to him.

Dour sat with his mouth open. "|—I can't believe—"

Anginalooked a Gae. "I think you're right. He needs practice. But how can you make him do it
with me, when | can't meet him hafway?"

"You're an Amazon. Y ou can follow orders.”
"Affirmative. But—"
"Let megivetheorders.”

"You'd beright there?"



Gde blushed again. "I think | would haveto be. To make it work."

The Amazon shrugged. "I'm gameif heis. Onetime. Moreif it works. It usualy takes more than
one shot to be sure of ababy."

"I'm not—" Dour started.

"He'sgame," Gaesad. "Well need aprivate place.”
"Next staging area hasrooms.”

"Done”

"But—" Dour said.

Galegnmiled. "Quigt, or I'll kissyou.”

"BUL"

Sheleaned across and kissed him.

"| couldn't do that,” Anginasaid.

"| think you could—in the dark."

"Thedark," the woman repeated thoughtfully.

The Cartographer remained out of sorts. "Darkness doesn't matter. The—the fedl unnervesme
asmuch asthedght.”

"It will belike asong skit. You'll know it isn't red, but you'll be able to perform.”
"A song skit." That registered, for he had been successful there despite his awkwardness.

"Theword that can happenisfalure” Gae said. "None of uswill betalking about it, so no one
will know."

"I'll bethere." The Amazon disappeared around the wagon.
Dour turned to Gale. "Thisisimpossible! |—you—you have captivated me. But anyone ese—"

"I'll be gone after the mission,” she repeated. "No fault. But you can have other women, if you
learn how. They dl have smilar equipment, especialy in the dark. Y ou won't need me."

"But you—only with you can I—"

"No fault,” she repeated. "Y ou may love meif you wish, but you can't keep me. Another woman
you might keep. If you learn how."



Helicked hislips. "I will try."

"Good. And you will have mefor the duration of this mission, after you are done with Angina. |
am not foigting you off on anyone; thisisapassng obligation. Y ou must give her alifefor your life that
she saved.”

Hewasslent, hismindin turmoil. Shelet him be, and nursed the baby.

Her own mind was not completely sanguine, however. Three babies per Amazon! No wonder
she hadn't seen the warrior women out and around much; if they weren't scouting ahead for danger,
they were in keegping up with their hungry babies. And she had felt the vaguely sexud pleasure of the
nursing herself; those women were getting heavy doses of it. Indeed, there was a market for Dour's
sexud passion. His future missions with this caravan could transform his success with women. She
would do her best to make it happen; that way she would not haveto fed guilt for arousing his
passion and then relegating him to aresumption of painful cdibacy.

The White engine hauled them to the far Side of the Chroma, where there was a staging area
with rooms, asthe Amazon had said. They made camp, joined in with supper and
entertainment—Gal e sang more songs—and the three of them took aroom.

"| redly don't think—" Dour said.
"Hesright," Anginasaid. "Thiswasabad idea."

"No, it'sagood idea," Gale said. "One of you needs ababy. The other needs experience. Let's
giveitatry."

Both looked glumly at her. Gale hersdf had considerable doubt, but suppressed it. "Well doit in
darkness. Woman on that bed, there, naked, supine. Man across the room, also naked. | will sing a
bdlad."

Amazon and Cartographer exchanged asilent glance. Both thought she was crazy. But both
were willing to cooperate to the extent they could. Both had formidable needs, with formidable
impediments. Gale was picking up the tenor of their thoughts. Normally she could read only one
person at atime, but their thoughts were smilar now, so the medley was roughly intdligible.

"Turn out thelight," Gale said. She pulled the string that dangled from the bright glassy bulb
suspended near the celling, glowing by the odd Science Magic of this Chroma. The brightness clicked
abruptly off, making the darkness suddenly complete. " Assume your stations, as described. Then
follow my song." Shefound the other bed in the dark, and sat on it, laying the deeping baby beside
her.

Neither protested, though both retained strong doubts. They stripped efficiently, and Anginalay
on the bed while Dour stood across the room.

Gale brought out her dulcimer and donned her little hammers. She played atune, beginning the
presentation. "Thisisthe story of the Sumbering Belle," she announced. Then she sang, going into a
song in her repertoire, aballad that described the manner awarrior woman of Planet Mystery had
been caught by aspell, rendered unconscious, stripped, and robbed of her clothing and possessions.



All except her primary weapon, the garrote, which was magic and dangerous for anyone dseto
touch. Gale was adapting, making it gpply to the present Stuation. The garrote was laid across her
neck; the brigand had dumped it there without handling it, and could not use it to throttle her. In this
position it did not choke her; its magic had adower effect, gradudly fosslizing her body without
actudly killing it, turning to living stone. Thus she became avirtud statue, ssemingly dead except for
her innermost core. She had been |eft in acave; now foliage grew up around her body, enclosing and
to adegree protecting her, hiding her from discovery. So her companions never found her; they
assumed she was deceased. But she wasnt, quite.

Gale tuned to the Amazon's mind as the story proceeded. Anginawas getting into it, finding the
role compdtible. Shelay absolutdly ill, feding her limbs and head become cold while her belly
retained some life. She could dumber for athousand years thisway and hardly notice the passage of
time

Meanwhile, Gale sang, an explorer, ahardy man dedicated to fathoming the unknown reaches of
the planet, had traveled widely but never penetrated this particular region. Hefound it intriguing. He
had never before seen terrain quitelike this, or foliage. It was asif it concedled some subtle
secret—and he was determined to discover what that might be. So he forged on, silently, carefully
avoiding the stinging nettles and grasping vines, using histrusty staff to test the solidity of the ground.

Gdetuned to Dour's mind. The Cartographer was in motion now, making hisway through the
darkness toward the bed. He too identified, finding the story compatible. Gale amended detailsto
make it more so, S0 asto turn him on increasingly to the wonder and challenge of it. Much could be
donein story, especidly when listenersidentified well with the leading characters. That was ahuman
magic that was independent of the Chromamagic of the planet.

Soon the explorer found the entrance to the cave, masked by the foliage. He made hisway
ingde, and discovered the Slumbering Belle. He touched her toe, and it was stone. He recognized the
Situation: she had been petrified. Sometimesit happened. He saw that shewas afair figure of a
woman who surely would be better off in the living state, so he was minded to save her. But there
were cautions. First, he saw the garrote still lying across her throat, and recognized it asthe
mechanism for petrifaction. It was magic, of course, and in this partid pogtion itskilling potency was
muted, so it Sunned rather than killed. Helifted it clear with thetip of his staff, but that did not restore
the Belle. She wastoo far gone. That meant that she had been here for sometime, asthe foliage
around her suggested. Her whole body was stone, except for the core.

The explorer conddered. There was only oneway to save afar-goneliving statue: an injection of
the essence of lifeinto her warm core. That would reverse the crudl course of petrifaction, and restore
her torso and then her extremitiesto flesh. But it was not necessarily safe to do. Shewas evidently a
warrior woman, trained and experienced in fighting and killing. If she woke, she would not be avare
of thelong interim of deep. She might think that he was the one who had stripped her and left her
thereto fossilize. Indeed, she might suppose he was raping her, and would fight back, possibly using
her garrote to render him into asmilar statue that would lie there for along time, waiting for some
kind woman to rouse him by addressing his core. So he would have to do it quickly and depart. She
would never know who had revived her.

Gderemained tuned to their minds. They werein harmony: the Amazon hoped the man would
save her from her stone age, while the Cartographer pondered how best to accomplish this safely.
Gad e encouraged them by singing more descriptively.



The explorer gazed at the Sumbering Belle and saw that she wasfair. Her breasts were like
young melons, her thighslike full wineskins, and her face like a perfectly carved emulation of a
Glamor. Shewas desirable, and it would be a pleasure to embrace her. (But the real Amazon wastall
and spare, not matching the description well. Gale amended her theme, increasing the sensuousness of
the music, so that it became easier to visudize the body as voluptuous.)

But she was cold stone, so he didn't want to touch her, asthat would ruin the effect. So he held
himself above her and addressed just the access to her core. His member touched only the one soft
part of her, the cleft between her parted legs, and nudged into the cool avenue there. (But the redl
Cartographer was suffering nervousness, not daring to complete such direct and persona action
without encouragement from the woman. Gale strengthened the urgency of the theme, attuning to what
increased his desire, making him potent.) It found the channel and did dowly inside, discovering the
lingering warmth of her core. Only when it was dl theway ingde did it pump out its essence of life,
(The music became gtrident, intensifying the urgency, the sheer need to culminate, until it had to
happen.) With thefirst pulse the core responded, animating, and the tightness eased. The warmth of
life soread out through the belly of the woman. Each subsequent pulse added to the effect, until by the
sixth one her arms, legs, and head were reviving. It wastimeto get away before she opened her eyes
and saw him.

Hejerked out and retreated just in time, for the warrior woman was indeed waking. She
grabbed her garrote, but the explorer was gone, fleeing the cave with nothing but arather pleasant
memory to show for hisact of restoration. He had done the right thing: he had restored the stone
maiden to life, and that was to an extent its own reward.

Gal€e's song ended. The deed had been done, and the seed of the Cartographer was within the
Amazon. Her song had sufficed to makeit possible.

"Appreciation,” Anginasaid. "That is exactly the way | needed to haveit.”

"Acquiescence," Dour said. "l did not think | could do it, that way, but that story—that
musc—medeit feasble”

"There should be two more times, to make connection more likely," the Amazon said.
" Perhagps—yperhaps the next time it will not be necessary to avoid touching therest. If that makesiit
esse.”

"It would," he agreed. "The—the breasts—if that can be tolerated.”

"How can a Satue prevent aman stroking or kissing her breasts or her face, if that ishis
indintion?'

"It would sgnd no interest on her part,” Dour agreed. "No lack of faithfulnessto her husband.
Sheisnot responding, merely enduring what she must.”

"Sheismerdy there," the Amazon said.
"Merdy there”

Gdewasrdieved. They wereworking it out, following this evident success, and the other acts



of impregnation would be easier, not requiring the song.
"Gratitude, Nonesuch," Anginasaid. Y ou enabled it. | shdl return to my family with my fourth.”

"Gratitude, Nonesuch," Dour agreed. "Y ou have shown methat it is possible to perform with
another woman, even onewho is completely passve.”

"Physicaly," the Amazon said. "Emoationdly | was much there. | wanted to be revived.”

"Acknowledged,” Gaesad. "l am glad it worked out. | can absent myself the next night—"

"No!" the two said together.

Thenthey al laughed. "Asyou prefer,” Gae agreed. "Now we should deep.”

At that point the baby woke. Gale put away her hammers and dulcimer and lay on her bed,
nursing. She waswell satisfied with this particular project. She was dso glad she didn't have to keep

up with three babies.

Soon Anginahad to go to feed her remaining two charges. "'l want it understood that | have duty
esawhere” shesaid. "I am not being driven from thisroom by the proximity of aman.”

"Understood,” Dour said. Galefdt his gppreciation for the Amazon's statement. She had implied
that she would have remained to share the bed with him, had she been freeto do so. It might be a
faseimplication, but the verba gesturewas nice.

"Asitis, youwill haveto settlefor me," Gde said, joining him with the baby. "Keep uswarm."
Thiswas agesture on her part, demonstrating that his act of sex with the other woman had not
alienated her. Indeed, she was pleased with the success of her ploy.

In the morning the horses came and hauled the wagons across to the fringe of the next Chroma.
Thisonewas Red, but it was not the one Gale was going to. They would haveto crossthisand
another Red before reaching the one she needed.

Something touched her. Gale recognized the touch. "Swale!" she said subvocdly. "Comeonin.”

The succubus spirit Sphoned into Gale's body viaher genita avenue and joined her mind.
Routine tour, she said voiceesdy. | am checking the four missions to be sure they are on track.

Mineis, so far. All iswell elsawhere?

| checked Havoc. He is traveling with a Gray Chroma girl, not one we know.
A new girl? How'd he find her?

Swae made afacdess smile. Random.

| don't beieveit.



Maybe not random, then. The Red Glamor visited him when he was on the pot—

On the pot!

| think she likes to tease. She made him hot for her, and vanished without completion. |
got that from his mind when | visited him. She told him to go anonymously to a section of
Triumph and accept the first person who agreed to accompany him. That was Sevia.

Sevia?

Very sweet girl. Her Gray Chroma magic shields him from magical observation. It was a
struggle for me to get close to him.

Gae nodded. Makes sense. Is she pretty?
Mediocre. But they're traveling no fault, of course.

Of course. Galefdt better. She preferred that Havoc travel with amediocregirl. Aslong as
he'sall right.

And you're traveling with an ugly Cartographer, Swae said. No fault. So you're even. And

Never mind.

But the succubus was areedy drawing it from her mind. Oh, isn't that something! Vicarious
sex!

Not exactly. It's a special situation.

You sang them together! The impotent man and the frigid woman!

They are neither frigid nor impotent. She'sloyal to her husband and he's shy.

What a tale! I've known a lot of sex in my day, but thisis a new one. She siphoned out and
departed before Gale could retort. Probably it didn't matter; Swale wouldn't relay the story to anyone
likely to encounter either of the participants.

"You arewdl?' Dour inquired.

"l wasthinking too hard. Was| inattentive?"

"Y ou were nodding your head asif talking with someone, but not spesking.”

"| get that way sometimes.”

The surroundings turned red. Gale had had sufficient experience recently, but still tended to be

bemused by the monochromatic effect as she entered anew Chromazone. Everything had beenin
shades of white; now it wasin shades of red. Thiswas the Chromaspecializing in demons. That made



her nervous—but of course just about any Chromamade her nervous. She remained at heart an
ignorant village girl, not quite trusting magic, other than her dragon seed. But she had to dedl withiit.

Red men and women came. They boarded the wagons—and the wagons lifted into the air and
floated forward, just over the red ground and red trees. The red man for their own wagon stood on
the front hitch, facing forward, until satisfied that the € evation and course were good. Then he turned
and nodded to Gale and Dour. "Greeting," he said politely.

"Acknowledgment,” they answered together.

"You | have seen before,” the man said to Dour. "But you | have not,” to Gale.
"Thisismy firg vigt to these parts” Gae sad.

The red man spoke again to Dour. "Y ou seem to have married.”

"Negative," Dour said quickly.

"Heismy guide,” Gae said. "And thisisnot my baby." She glanced down at the baby shewas
holding, who was deeping a the moment.

"Y ou do not look like an Amazon.”
Gdeamiled. "1 poked my nosein—and got this." She touched the red gem.
He nodded. "Now | understand.”

Therewas aflickering between them. Something touched Gale. It was weird, and she jumped,
waking the baby. Quickly she bared a breast and started nursing, to prevent crying.

"A demon," thered man said. " The stone attracts them. Thisoneis harmless.” He faced forward
agan.

The demon might be harmless, but it made Gae digtinctly uncomfortable. Sheignored it firmly,
and after afew more eerie touchesit drifted away, to her relief. She had no understanding of the
nature of demons, they seemed to be mere whiffs of mist, but they could be dangerous.

They passed in Sight of the central volcano, a massive red mountain-cone girt by intense red
clouds. It was quiescent at the moment; they would not have come this close otherwise. But it started
Galethinking: how wasit that each volcano had such purdy different magic? She knew that there was
constant convection in the depth of the planet, causing bubbles of molten substance to form, where it
became charged with magic, but what made it separate into distinct colors? Why couldn't a Red
Chroma person work Green Chromamagic? There was so much she didn't understand about her
world of Charm.

She glanced up at Mystery, now coming overhead, haf itsface deep in shadow, the other half a
medley of colors. Surely it was very similar to Charm—but were there people there? The legend had
it that only Charm had been colonized by the human beings from far-distant Earth, but how could
anyone be sure of that? There might be acolony on Mystery too, told that it was the only one. How



she wished they could communicate with each other and ascertain the truth.
"1 marvel too," Dour said, observing her gaze. "1 would give anything to visit Counter Charm.”
"If you ever find away, take metoo,” she sad fervently.
" Suppose we could go but not return?”

"Incapacity,” she said. Indeed, she couldn't answer. At times her curiosity about their Sster
planet consumed her, but there were things holding her to her own world. Such asHavog, if only the
way could be cleared for their marriage.

"We suspect the Glamors know," the Red man said. "That they can travel there and return. So
all you need isto be on good termswith one of them."

And Havoc had arelationship of some sort with the Red Glamor, appropriately. A woman who
could effortlesdy take his body and mind, if she chose. That, too, made Gale nervous. She knew
Havoc loved her, but no morta could oppose the will of a Glamor. How clearly they had seen that,
when the Black and Red Glamors had come to support Havoc as King.

"Glamors are dangerous, if they exist,” Dour said.

"They exig," the Red man said. "Human and anima and plant. They areindeed dangerous.”
"There are animal and plant Glamors?' Gae asked, startled.

"Webdievesn."

Gdewasdlent, thinking about that. It made sense; why should human beings be the only ones
with specia members? Assuming that the Glamorsredly were human. They might be native spirits
who assumed human form. In that case, they could also assume animal or plant forms. But if that was
true, those natural spirits had alot more power than human beings had ever credited. It would
probably be better if they gprang from human roots; at least then their affinity would be compatible.

They floated to the opposite staging Site, and horses hauled them across to the fringe of the next
Chroma: Brown. Dour made another shield note; it seemed the Site had shifted since hislast passage.
Here they camped for the evening and night.

And here, for thefirst time, ababy was adopted. A nonChroma woman approached the
caravan master. He summoned an Amazon. The Amazon came with ababy. When she saw the
woman, she nodded. She gave the baby to the woman, then took off her red gem and put it on the
woman. Galeredlized that of course the woman would need that, for she had not birthed the baby
and would not otherwise be able to nurseit. Baby and red gem had to go together. By thetimethe
gem's magic faded, the baby could be weaned. It was aviable system for adoption.

"But how can the Amazon nurse her other two babies, without the red gem?' Gale asked.

" She has two more stones,” Dour replied.



Oh. Of course. One per baby. She would don one when nursing, then leave it with the baby
when she was ranging out in defense of the caravan. Or having sex with Dour. Obvious, in retrogpect.

Gale sang her songs, earning her keep, but was distracted. When would she haveto give up her
baby? Would there be agood mother? Obvioudy the dea had been made before, and the baby paid
for inkind or service, on aprior loop of the caravan. The deal had to be completed. But she hated the
notion—not for her original reason of disapproving any trade in babies, but because she didn't want to
givethis baby up. She had red pain coming.

In the evening, Dour and Angina coupled again, and it was easier for them both. Gale was there,
and sang, but did not need to stress the key e ements; the two were able to perform their roles
without that encouragement.

"Next time," the Amazon said, "maybe without the song. Asourselves. Inthelight.”
"But you must not respond to another man,” Dour protested, unnerved.

"| seethat now as specious,” Anginasaid. "l couldn't respond to another man, so | put a
mordigtic face on it. But thefourth has to be from another man; everyone knowsthat. I—I would like
mineto befrom you. So | can nameit after you. If—if you careto do it."

The Cartographer hesitated, in the darkness. "Doit,” Gale murmured. "It'savery good offer.”
"But [—I cant—"

"1 will movemy body," Anginasaid with difficulty. "I will try to help. | will kiss—" Shegaled
out, her limit reached.

"Doit," Gderepeated. "Shewantsit red.”
"Red," heagreed. "l will try."

Gale saw in hismind that this surprising development pleased him considerably asits Sincerity
sank in. The Amazon knew hislimitation, and waswilling to help. And to makeit an actua affair,
instead of apretense in darkness and anonymity. To make it an open fourth, the Sire recognized. It
would a'so give him more of the practice he needed, being with awoman other than Gale.

The next morning the huge brown golems came and carried the wagons across the Brown
Chroma. Again the Cartographer made anote; it seemed that the details of the landscape were
congtantly shifting, and histrained eye picked up on it. At the next staging areatwo more women
camefor their babies; the caravan was now in the thick of its delivery route,

The following Chromawas Blue. Gale expected huge animals, but was surprised even so; this
time it was apython so large that the whedls of the wagons locked onto scales of its upper surface,
and it undulated smoothly but rapidly acrossthe blueterrain.

Thethird night Gale sat on her bed, neither singing nor playing her dulcimer, just nursing her
baby, while Cartographer and Amazon made love. Gale had tried to excuse hersdlf, but neither would
alow it; they wanted her present in case it went wrong. But it did not go wrong; the man approached



and embraced the woman, and the woman stroked and kissed the man, and they worked into afully
satisfactory mutual climax. It was amazing how well it worked, now that they understood each other
and had mutua experience of the basic dements.

"Grétitude," he said when it was done.

"Stay," shesad.

"BUL"

"Stay," Gdesad.

But then ababy cried, and it was one of Anginas. She jumped up.

"l will fetchit," Galesaid. "I will fetch both to you here.” She now knew which oneswerethe
Amazon's.

“Apprediation.”

Gdefetched the crying onefirgt. " Anginas getting her fourth," she explained as she picked up
the baby boy. "I am taking him to her there.”

"Her fourth!" another Amazon said. " She got up the nerve?
"With Dour."
"Next trip hesmine," the Amazon said.

Dour and Anginawere sitting together, holding hands, when Ga e returned with the baby. "It'sa
red affair,” the Amazon said. "'l will tell my husband. Hell be pleasad.”

"Pleased?'
"He dwaysfedsguilty about sring fourths esewhere. Now hewill no longer."

It did make sense. Fourths could be adopted, or sired in sterile, non-romantic manner, or be the
result of full fledged extramarita affairs. Sometimes amarried man or woman had ahankering for one
outsde the marriage, and thiswas away to satisfy that interest legitimately. Anginahad let her
husband do it openly, but had not been ableto do it hersalf. Now she had done so, and would make
the most of it—and be true ever after to her beloved hushband, having proved her capacity. At first she
had wanted only an insemination; now she wanted the credit of an affair, so that it could be
documented and accepted. She had doneit properly.

Dour held one baby while Angina nursed the other. Then they exchanged babies. Gdefdt his
pleasure in this aspect; again he was emulating amarried man. In the process he was discovering that
he was not enamored of Gale so much as enamored of the role. He wanted to be sexual, to beloved,
and to be married, and to have three children by hiswife and let her have afourth by another man but
return to him with it. Now he was beginning to hope that it was possible.



"I bdievel have concaived," the Amazon said. "So thiswill do it for me. But | will tell the others,
and somewill surely gpproach you."

"l—I don't know," Dour said. "Gaeis so competent and lovely, she took meright throughiit,
and enabled meto do it with you. Then, after thefirst time, you helped. But—"

"Believe me, Cartographer, they will be competent.”

"One has aready expressed interest,” Gale said.

"But I'mwith you!"

Gale shook her head. "1 am paying for your service as aguide and protector; you know that. An
Amazon would seek you for afourth, or for yoursdlf done. If she offers, take her. Do it before you
part with me, so that if thereisaproblem, | can help. Then you'll know."

"I think you are going to be afamily man," Anginasaid.

"This—thisis so much morethan | ever hoped for!"

"Y ou hoped,” Gaesaid. "You smply did not believe."

" Acknowledgment.”

Dour remained with Angina, helping with the babies, while Gae dept done. Sheremained
privately thrilled by how well thiswas working out. She had seduced the Cartographer as amatter of
business expedience; now she knew she had done him alagting favor. She had aso freed him from his
obsession with her; he knew he could make it with other women.

The other Amazon did gpproach Dour in the morning, and took him to her own wagon that
night. That turned out to be just aswell, because Gale had a problem of her own: she had to give up
her baby. It was a the fringe of a Silver Chroma, and a Silver woman came. "Nonesuch,” the caravan

magter caled, and Gae knew her time had come.

She nerved hersdlf and walked to the center of the circle with her baby. "But you're no
Amazon,” the Silver woman said, surprised.

"The Amazon alowed meto carefor thisone," Gae said. She glanced at the infant, who was
nursing at the moment. " She gets alittle colicky sometimes after feeding, and needs to be soothed.
She—"

"Of course. My three were like that."

The woman held out her arms, and Ga e disengaged the baby and handed her over. Shefdlt
wetness on her face, and knew her tears were flowing; she couldn't help it. But she lifted off the cord
with the red gem and put it over the Silver woman's head.

"Apology,” thewoman said. "l seeyou redly care. | did not mean to be curt.”



"l—itsmy firg time" Gaesad. "I didn't know how it would be."

The woman started to nurse as her breasts freshened. "I can see you have taken excellent care
of her."

"She never left me" Galesaid. "'l just couldn't Iet her go."

"Gratitude. She did not have to share milk with two others, or spend much timeaone. | can fed
how well fed and hedthy sheis."

"She'safinebaby,” Gdesad, her vison blurred.
"1 will name her Nonesuch.”
"Appreciation." Gale was hafway overwhemed.

Back at the wagon, Dour tried to comfort her. "It isthe red gemstone,” he said. "It bonds you.
The effect will soon pass, now that you have removed it."

"The stone! | never thought of that!" But actudly she had been told; she smply hadn't realized
how deep the emotiona component was. Perhaps she hadn't wanted to know.

Hewas correct. Her emotion faded astime passed, and she no longer felt the sameintengity of
loss. But she knew she would never forget the experience.

The caravan continued, but Gale was hardly aware of it. Shewasin withdrawal from her baby.
Even the lessening of the attachment was painful in itsway, because it confirmed theloss. she was
losing her caring commitment. Still, by the time the destination Red Chromaarrived, she was pretty
much over it.

They bid parting to Angina. Y ou have given me morethan | can repay,” the Amazon said. "l
have my fourth."

"Y ou gave me the experience of the baby," Gade said. "Thisis repayment enough.”
"Perhaps.” But the woman seemed unconvinced. "May | kissyou?'

Gale had not encountered this convention before, but had heard of it. It did not suggest a sexua
or emotiond preference for woman, but a sincere moment of friendship. " Acquiescence.”

Anginaembraced her and kissed her firmly on the mouth. She broke. "Parting.” She turned
away, and in amoment was gone.

Gale was shaken. She understood the meaning of the kiss, but was startled by itsimpact. It had
been no token touch, but asincere exchange of feding.

"Y ou gave me even more," Dour said.

"You | owefor service" But Gale was sgnificantly moved.



They departed the Caravan at the edge of the Red Chroma. "'If you ever travel thisway again,”
the caravan magter told her, "we will welcome you. We have never had songslike yours.”

"Thank you. This has been an exceptiond experience.” An understatement.

They set out across ared desert. Theterrain wasflat or modestly rounded; there were neither
mountains nor chasms, just unambitious hillocks. There was a clump of red trees and bushes at the
saging Site, because it was an oasis, but not far beyond it there was only scraggly red grass
interspersed by red cactuses. The sun bore down hotly.

They carried aheavy load of water bagsin addition to their regular knapsacks, and their legs
were wrapped in red canvas available at the staging Site. Gale found this awkward, because the
wrappings came right up under her skirt, amost to her crotch. Dour had inssted that Gale take ared
staff, aso, and wear along-deeved shirt, together with abroad brimmed red hat. Almost every part
of their bodies was shidlded from the sun and air. All this seemed like more than was necessary, but
she knew he had reason, so did not question it.

"On guard,” the Cartographer murmured.

Gaelooked about, but dl she saw wasafaint rippling in the air, probably heat waves. Then she
caught the warning from hismind: demons. They camefloating up at about eyeleve, five or Six of
them, evidently curious about the travelers. She braced hersdlf for the inevitable weird touching.

Suddenly the scene changed. The two of them stood before a vistathat could only be described
as magnificent. It wasthe dope of agreat red mountain, wending down to apleasant valey with a
winding red river. Open fields were interspersed by clumps of thick forest, thetreestallest in the
centers, S0 that the clumps resembled hills. Bird calls sounded from them, and indeed, she saw aflight
of red herons glide from aspot jungle to theriver.

"Oh, lovely!" she breathed.

"Itisilluson,” Dour said. "Do not trust it.”

"But it'sadeightful illuson. How did it cometo be?'

"The Red Chroma demons makeit. They are disturbed by our intrusion, so are trying to drive us

"They areusing thewrong vison. | find thisattractive.”
"It isdangerous.”

"llluson?How 07!

"It can encourage usto do foolish things."

"But dl wehaveto doisignoreit.”

He grimaced. "That can be hard to do. Suppose amonster serpent charged you?"



"I'd get out of theway in ahurry." Then she paused, reconsidering. "Which might befoolish, if it
didn't exist. Still, once | learn to control such reflexes, it should bedl right. | can smply walk straight
ahead."

"Unlessyou step in acrevice.”

"A crevice?'

"In the wet season this region becomes a brief marsh. When it dries, the mud hardens and
cracks. Itisdry now."

Galenodded. "Might turn an ankle," she agreed. "1 will step carefully.”

"Step thisway," he said. He demondirated, tapping the ground immediately before his feet with
the blunt end of his staff, back and forth, dowly advancing the tip. When he had tapped a pattern one
pace ahead, he stepped into it, stopped, and resumed the pattern.

"But that'svery dow," she protested. "It will take dl day to get anywhere."

"It will," he agreed.

"But | need to accomplish my mission asrgpidly asfeasible.”

"Y ou hired meto guide you safely. Y ou said you would not question my expertisein my
Soecidty.”

She had indeed said that, when encouraging him to accept her guidance sexually. She peeked
into hismind, and saw that he was quite serious; he had reason. She did not delve further; she knew
he would tell her what she needed to know, and shewould risk exposure of her mind reading taent if

shelearned hisinformation too early. "Apology." Shetook her staff and tapped and stepped ashe
had.

They made dow progress across the lovely vista. Gale repressed her irritation. "How do you
know whereto go?'

"Menta dead reckoning. | can find the coordinates.”

Of course—he was a Cartographer. It was arequirement for his office. He did not need to see
where he was going; he knew. So he would get them there—tedioudly.

A large bird detached from aflight, looped about, and flew directly toward them. " Schraw!" it
screamed asit dived at them.

Gae dropped to the ground, lifting her staff to protect her exposed body. Then, asthe bird
passed beyond, she stood again. Dour had not moved. "1 forgot,” she said ruefully.

"What we see and hear isnot athreat,”" he said. "We must beware what we don't see."

After an interminable hour, he stopped. "Hereisone.”



She emulated him, poking her staff ahead. There was no ground there; the land smply dropped
down beyond the reach of the saff. "This—thisisacrevice?'

He nodded. "They can go deep.” He sat on the ground, hislegs dangling down out of sight, asif
buried init. He extended his staff forward, and in amoment tapped on something. "Not too wide; we
can hurdleit.”

"Hurdleit?' she asked, horrified. ™Y ou mean—jump?'

"Yes. | will gofirst, and scout the landing for you. Most crevices are not wide, but it is not safe
to make assumptions.”

"Not safe," Gale agreed weakly. She had spoken of turning an ankle; how far short of the case
she had been! She could have dropped into that narrow abyss and done hersdlf far more damage than
that, assuming she survived thefall.

Dour scouted further, then squatted and jumped forward. It looked asif he were passing over a
patch of red turf, but now Gae knew better. He landed, remaining in exactly the place hisfeet
touched. Then he turned around, tapping in awidening spiral. Gale no longer begrudged the time he
took; she wanted him to be sure of solid ground.

At last he nodded. "It issecure.” Helaid his staff on the ground, crosswise between them. "This
marks the edge. Jump just beyond it, and hold your position.”

Gde nerved hersdf and jumped, handily making it. She had learned to move precisely asachild,
traveling their pathsinto the magic wilderness. Any deviation could mean asevere sing from aplant.
But she had never had to travel acompletely invisible route before.

They resumed forward motion. They crossed two more crevices smilarly, then reached the grest
illusonriver. It wasin rapids at this point, the roar of them amost drowning out speech. Now she had
to peek into Dour's mind to be sure of hismeaning.

"Proceed the same way," he shouted. "We can not drown, but we can fdl."

"Understood,” she screamed back.

They waded into the rushing river, feding nothing. Theillusion was Sight and sound, not fedling,
fortunately. In the middle they encountered another crevice; Gaethought irrdevantly that the water
should be flowing down into it. They scouted it and jumped acrossin the usua manner, and moved

on.

By evening they reached an oasis. Here the illusion faded, and the clump of trees and bushes
was asit gppeared. "Why isn't theillusion covering this spot?' Gale asked.

"It is crafted by the desert demons," Dour replied as he made more notes on hisshield. "They
don't appreciate living things. Perhaps the plants have magic to resst the demons.”

"And how isit that we could see each other, and our saffs, when wewere out in theilluson?



"We are not native to thisregion. The Red demons can affect only their own Chromain that
manner, making usimmune.”

"Intriguing." But how glad shewasfor thet relief. They were evidently not completely immune,
because they did seetheillusion rather than redlity, but it would have been much worseif they had not
been able to see each other.

They ate from their supplies and refilled their water bags for the morrow. Then they settled down
for the night. But at that point Gale remembered her temporary baby, and her pang of separation
returned full force. She no longer had the red gem, but maybe the red environment affected her
smilarly, because she was amost unbearably londly inside. Now she knew: she wanted her own
baby, one she could keep. Worse, she wanted it to be Havoc's. How could she endure, being denied
both?

She had to distract hersdf, or she would soon bein tears. But what offered, here on thered
desert?

What else but sex? It distracted men congtantly; it might do on aspot basis for awoman. If she
had to, she could mind read his passion and cling to that in lieu of her own. " And how was the second
Amazon?' Gaeinquired archly.

"Shewas surprisingly easy. She—shetook it to me. But sheis not the woman you are.”

"] am flattered to hear it." She stripped away her clothing. "How would you like me thisnight?"

"1 would like you theway you wish to be."

"That isnot sufficient. | wish only to accomplish this mission and return to my true love, though |
may never marry him. Specify how you would have me sexudly.”

"l understood you. If you prefer to deep unmolested, | want you to do that. I—I want to please
you. By leaving you done, if you prefer.”

Hewas sincere. She was touched. "My truest desires may not be feasible. Meanwhile prefer to
pay my way. Take me quickly and let me deep, for | am sore and tired from our creeping progress
acrossthe desert.”

"That | can help." He put his hands on her, but did not moveinto sex. Instead he massaged her
diff muscleswith his strong hands.

Therelief wasimmediate. She was transported by the firm stroking and pressing. Her muscles
relaxed, melting into utter relaxation. "Oh, you have found me out! That isdivine."

"] am glad to please you."

"Thiswould please any woman. When you find one you wish to marry, do thisto her, and she
will beyours™

"The Amazons are interested in spot liaisons, not marriage. And when they marry, it will not be



to an ugly man."

"Handsomeisasit does. Y our hands are wonderful. Do it with the Amazons, and one may
marry you so asto reserve that treatment for her continuing life.”

"Humor?'

"Serious. Women are less taken by appearance than men are. Y ou have things to recommend
you, and thisis not least among them. When they ask you for sex, do this before or after, or maybe
even during, and wait for results.”

He shook hishead. "'l will doit. But | doubt that—"

"In fact one may propose marriage to you, so that you have but to decline or accept. Choose
caefully.”

" think | could be satisfied, if not actudly happy with any woman who wanted me. Until you
came, | did not believe any woman would touch me."

She rose up and wrapped her arms around him. She bore him back, kissing him. "Now you
know better." She opened his clothing and set herself on him, bringing him quickly to climax. "Thank
you."

He had to laugh. ™Y ou could vanish forever this moment, and till have given me more than al
other women combined.”

"Don't let me vanish." She kissed him again, and prepared hersdf for deep. The memory of the
baby returned, but the sexual therapy had worked; the separation was no longer unbearable.

In the morning she looked out of the oasi's, and saw a changed landscape. They were on an
idand in abroad rippling red sea. Seabirds flew between other idands, and red clouds floated above.

"They changed theilluson!" she said, amazed.

"They do," he agreed. "Each day itisanew one. Most are rather pretty.”

"Wha arethe ugly oneslike?’

"Storms, mongters, barrens. Thereisafair amount of artistic imagination in their efforts.”

"But they're not intelligent?"

"Not aswe know it. They don't reason from past to future. They merely react to intrusion, and
do what works. Their failure to drive us out yesterday may have annoyed them, so we can expect
more strenuous effects today."

"Aslong asthey can't physicdly hurt us" shesad.

"Not if we don't let them spook us."



"How far do we haveto go?'

"Haf day'strave, at our likely speed. We can be there and back to this oasis by nightfall, in the
normal course.”

"Let'shopefor that."

They st off acrossthe heaving sea. It was only ankle degp on them, but of course it masked the
treacherous desert floor. They could not hurry; they had to tap out every step. The creviceswere
there. It was weird legping across seemingly open stretches of water, or ducking down below the
surface to climb through indentations too wide to be jumped. Gae found herself unconscioudy holding
her breath when her mouth was under water.

"We are gpproaching the cone," Dour said.
"Thét, too, is hidden by theilluson?'
"That, especidly. The demons are protective of their source of power."

Gde saw that adisturbance was now forming on the horizon. Clouds swirled and the waves
rose higher. It was astorm, and it was sweeping toward them. "But it'sal illuson," she murmured,
trying to reassure herself.

Dour nodded. "But the redl terrain istreacherous. The volcano may shake or have asmall
eruption. We had better rope.”

n Rom?l

He unwound alength of cord and fastened aloop about her waist. Actudly it was adouble
loop, intricately knotted, with a strand that passed between her legs, so that there was no way she
could dip out of it. "If you fal, just hold on; | will pull you to safety.”

"1 will try not to fal." Actualy she had no expectation of falling, but knew hewastrying to ensure
her safety, so did not protest.

The storm loomed ferocious asit closed in on them. Tendrils of cloud descended to touch the
surface of the water, sucking up fluid, becoming waterspouts. Two of them circled each other, and
then three, doing a deadly dance. Then they were shoved aside by a massive funnel that drove across
the water, lashing it into red froth. The surface of the sea disappeared; now al wasagiant spinning
wall of water, keening piercingly. Thin films of spray whipped out ahead, knifelikein ther thrust.

It struck. Gale cowered, unable to help herself—and her feet dipped off the unseen shdlf. She
dropped down, but found no reprieve; the storm was here too, roaring, battering at her without
mercy.

Then she got dightly smarter. She closed her eyes and covered her ears, muting the illusion. She
felt the rope harness holding her. Dour had not dipped, and was hauling her back up.

The noise of the ssorm was deafening; they could not talk. But Dour was like the trunk of atree



in his solidity, and kept her steady. She dipped, and dipped again, disoriented as much by the noise
asthe vison of the storm around them. Finally, Dour picked her up and carried her over his stout
shoulder. The position wasindecorous, but she appreciated his need to keep his handsfreeto wield
his staff, scouting the path.

Then she spied adreadful seamonster coming after them, hissing asit opened itsgiant jaws. She
screamed and struggled, overbaancing the Cartographer. He had to step off the ledge, into the
depths. For sickening moment they dropped. Then he landed, and they were steady again.

But they were well down in the crevice. Gale had gotten them in trouble by her foolish reaction.
Shefdt slly and supid.

Dour had to set her down. She found her footing and stood beside him. She wanted to
gpologize, but could not make herself heard. That was afurther humiliation.

Then sheread his mind. He was not angry with her, just concerned. He knew that the nearness
of the Red Chromavolcano intensified the magic, and it was affecting her mind, making her
abnormaly flighty. She had not been this close to alive cone before, and was not schooled in resisting
its effect.

She read his mind further, seeking the mentd ability to handle the effect. It wasthere, ashewas
invoking it. It was not precisdly an understanding or determination SO much as an attitude, amental
resilience that enabled him to dide past the effects and maintain his orientation. She emulated that, and
her confidence increased; now she could handle this chalenge.

Shetook her staff, which Dour had carefully saved, and resumed tapping. She found aledge
ahead, and another, and stepped onto them as she scouted for more. The cartographer, after a
surprised pause, followed. They were on their way again.

Asif fed up with thislack of effect, the storm abated. Thelevel seareturned. They were ableto
converse again.

"Y ou have become competent,” the cartographer said. "1 am amazed at the suddenness.”

She debated for amoment, trying to decide how to explain it without reveding the truth. And the
dragon seed buzzed.

Startled, she reconsdered. Decelving him was amistake? But she had concedled her identity
from him throughout without the seed objecting. Except that she had done so openly, while now she
was consdering actud lying. Dour was an honest man; what would be the consequenceif shelied to
him, and he learned of it? She would lose histrust, and evidently she could not afford that. So she
decided that he deserved to know the truth, and the seed did not buzz. "I read your mind."

Helooked at her. ™Y ou have magic?'

"Itisactudly anillness| have learned to use. My brain's naturd barrier to the thoughts of others
has been lowered, so | can receive them. At first it seemed overwhelming, like the storm, but |
learned to erect a subgtitute barrier so that | could protect my mind. Now that | can handleit, itisa
useful ability. | copied your technique for handling the high ambiance of magic. | am competent



because you taught me how to be. But | prefer not to have this ability of mind reading widely known."
Hefdt dam. "Y ou can reed my mind at any time?"
"Itisagood mind."
"Even my—" He balked.

"Even your sexud thoughts," she agreed. "But you have no need to be embarrassed. | have read
smilar thoughtsin many men; they are no novelty tome."

"Y ou must be disgusted.”

"No. It helped me seduce you. | understand you in away few women do. Do not be
concerned.”

But he was concerned. Now he knew that when he looked at her and felt astir of sexua desire,
she knew it, and that when he threw her over his shoulder and felt her breasts at his back and her
thighs on hisfront, and delighted in those contacts, she was aware. That when he daydreamed of
taking her sexudly as she stood before him, she read those dreams. Thiswas intolerably
embarrassing.

"Apology," she said, pausing in her scouting and progress across the red sea. Shewas
mishandling this. She should have anticipated his reaction, and phrased her revelation more cautioudy.
"It was never my intention to cause you distress.”" But she saw she had done so; he was burning with
shame.

Rather than argue the case, she acted. She stood before him, opened his clothing and hers,
removed her underpants, and put their genital regionstogether. "Lift me," she murmured, taking his
Steff.

Numbly, he set hishands on her ebows and lifted. His strength made thiswell within his
capacity. She came up, circled hisbody with her legs, and worked herself around until hisrigid
member wasin place. She relaxed, taking him in, then found his face and kissed him. Shewas
enacting hisguilty fancy, having sex with himin themiddle of their trek.

Then suddenly the dragon seed buzzed. Not now! shetold it, but it wasins stent, buzzing
continuoudy. She had to stop what she was doing, at the least convenient moment.

Shelifted her knees, bringing her feet to rest againgt his hips, then abruptly shoved. She pushed
hersdlf away from him, bresking the intimate connection, then dropped to the ground, landing on her
descending fedt.

"What?" he gasped, astonished and dismayed.

"I changed my mind," she said somewhat lamely. "1—I'm sorry. I'm not atease. Something
happened.”

Hismind wasinawhirl. "If I hurt you—"



"No, Dour, no! Y ou arefine. —samply had to change course, unexpectedly.” How could she
explain, when she didn't understand hersalf?

"Of course," he said. But histhoughts were ariot of uncertainty. He thought he must have hurt or
offended her in some manner, and that upset him grestly.

She performed quick ministrations, restoring them both to decency. " Suffer no further shame”
shesaid. "What you dream isnot only naturd, it ispossible. Y ou are aman; thisisyour nature. |
just—it turned out | couldn't oblige you right at this moment. Apology. There will be another time,
soon, | promise.”

Hedid not answer, but he was coming to termswith it, realizing that she truly was not
embarrassed or annoyed by histhoughts. That was what was needed.

"In future," she continued, "the women you encounter will either be mind readers, or not. If they
arenot, asisthe case with the overwhelming mgjority of them, what you think won't metter. If they
are, they will dready be asfamiliar as1 am with mae thoughts and will not be bothered. Probably
they will not chooseto revedl their ability, as was the case with me. Fema e thoughts arejust as
awkward when read by men; wetoo like to have our secrets. Y ou heed have no concern.”

Hewas accepting it. "Why did you reved it?'

She was glad to get the subject away from what she could not answer. "I did not wish to lieto
you. | panicked and made mischief; you saved me. | owed you."

He shook hishead. "I am not sure you should have told me."

She had her own doubts. So she would not tell him any more. But as she decided that, the
dragon seed buzzed again. What was bugging it? She sghed inwardly. "It isthe least of the secrets|
have kept from you."

He laughed, then sobered. "I think you are not being humorous.”

Gale consdered again, and decided to tell him the rest. The seed was quiet. "'l need to travel
anonymoudly, to better accomplish my mission. But perhaps you can better help meif you understand
who | am and what that mission is"

He shook hishead. "1 think | would be further discomfited by the knowledge. Y ou owe me
nothing; in fact you have more than paid mefor any service| can render you." Hewastrying to
persuade himsdlf, in part, because her abrupt sexua balk was painful both physicaly and emotionaly.

"1 have come to know you and to respect you," she said sincerdly. "Therefore | believe | should
be open with you, asking only that you keep my secrets.”

"l will. But the safest way isnot to tell them to me." He was trying to be sensible, but she had
aroused hiscuriogity.

"l am the King's mistress, and my mission isfor him. It isto find and bring back a particular
magica ikon. That isthe whole of the secret.”



He stared at her. "Y ou—Angina said you have the face and body—and you do, but that was an

"l can prove| can read your thoughts,”" she said. "The rest you will haveto take onfaith. Think a
thought.”

Bemused, hetried it. He thought of her wearing a crown, garbed in atrand ucent negligée,
waiting inthe King's quarters.

Shetold him. "But that's too obvious; think of something | could not guess.”
Hethought of apurple book with little legs, running across a desk.

Shetold him.

He was convinced, yet confused. "Y ou have given me so much. Why did you bother?

"Two reasons. | prefer to pay my way honestly, and thisis not an easy misson. And | wanted
you to support me absolutely, so that if any question came, | would know | could trust you.”

"I would never betray aclient!”
"1 know that now. | did not when | first gpproached you."

He nodded. "Y et you must have had some hint, for you gpproached me forthrightly, asif you
knew of me before.”

"] did not." Then she redlized that there was one more secret she would have to share. The seed
did not buzz, so she plowed ahead. "I had away to know who was bet. It was you."

"The clerk told you of my cartographic region?'
"No. | told him nothing.”
He smiled somewhat grimly. "Just aswell. He's agossip. The news of awoman taking meon a

no fault mission must be dl over the Cartographer's Guild by now. But if you had no prior
knowledge—"

"l have adragon seed.”

Hewhistled, knowing what it was. He had encountered dragons and other creatures, and
learned to get along; she felt his experience coursing through his awareness. "Few even know of them,
let alone possess them. Y ou had to have made friends with adragon, or caused it to have incurred an
obligation of honor—no easy task."

"Havoc and | were children. He—"

"King Havoc?'



" told you: | am the king's mistress."
"The king has many mistresses. He can take the lovely bath girlsif he wants."
"Hedid," shesad, smiling ruefully. "But I'm not one of those. | am hisfiancée, Gale."

Hewas appalled. "That's considerably more than amistress. Y ou are hisbeloved. And | had sex
with you! TheKing will have my head.”

"No. He can have mistresses; | can have masters, asit were. We give each other freedom,
knowing we can never marry.”

"But if you know each other of old—"

Y et again she considered evading, and again got buzzed. "We are both changelings, closer than
brother and sister. We did not know this when we betrothed. It would not be healthy for usto beget
babies together."

"Changelingsl No wonder you are so lovely and talented. | should have redized.”

"I did my best to mask it. But the point isthat we are trying to wean ourselves away from each
other sexudly, s0 asto be able to remain close without wanting to marry. We have not yet had the
gumption to sever our betrothd, but it must comeintime.”

Dour shook hishead. "If | were betrothed to you, | would find it impossibleto sever.” Then he
redlized what he was saying, and flushed. "Do not misunderstand me; | mean—"

"1 do not misunderstand you. Havoc is as appedaling to women as| am to men, and we do love
each other. We hate the pass to which we have come. But now you know you have done no wrong. |
sought ano fault relationship, and you are enabling me to accomplish my misson.”

"1 thought you had done me asingular favor with your temporary companionship. Now you have
done me another with your information. | do like to know the full Situation, and tend to work most
effectively when | know it.”

"The seed told me to break off our activity, and | had to obey. It dso told meto tell you, inits
fashion'.

" S0 there must be reason. | will do my absolute best for you.”
"Thank you." Still, she wondered why the seed had required her to be so candid with him, when
secrecy should have been better. And why it had balked their union, when it had never objected

before. It was not like it to be incond stent.

They continued across the sea, the red demons making no further efforts of distraction. "'l do not
trust this," Dour murmured. "They should be increasing in intendity as we gpproach the cone.”

"Itisnot far, now?"'



"Correct." Then something occurred to him, but instead of speaking, he thought it, phrasing it as
clearly ashe could: You are reading this thought?

She glanced a him and nodded.

The demons are not intelligent in themselves, not the way we are, but neither are they
inert. They will seek other ways to stop our progress, and are probably considering these right
now. They will try one thing, and another, seeking what works. If we have communication
without speaking, we may be able to mask our immediate plans from them, and perhaps
deceive them. Could this be why your dragon seed prompted you to inform me of your
telepathic ability?

Suddenly it was making more sense. His knowledge did open a private channd of
communication. She nodded again.

And the dragon seed will guide you infallibly. I should be guided by you when my own
ability is balked.

More sense yet! Now that he knew of the seed, he could indeed be guided by it, and that could
make the difference between success and failure.

"Tell memore of your life, whilewetravel," Dour said doud. And if the dragon seed gives
warning, let me know.

"Well, it'sredly pretty dull,” shesad. "But if you are interested, maybeit will help passthetime
whilewe dog laborioudy onward. Havoc and | were mere villagers, satisfied to remain so. He would
be ateacher of martial arts, and | ateacher of music, and we would marry and start our family. We
aready had tacit understandings about on which lovely wench he would sire her fourth, and which
smart man would sre mine. Then the King'sman came.”

"They camefor you?' Thiswasadiversonary didogue, but hisinterest wasred; shefdtitin his
thoughts.

"For Havoc. We did not know it, but he had been selected to be a contestant for the office of
King. He did not want to go, but the King's man stripped his mother and tied her to awhipping post,
and whipped her every hour until Havoc submitted. Havoc was absolutely furious, but he had to do it.
Hewent with them.”

"That isthe way of the King'smen," Dour agreed. "They do not brook defiance or evasion. |
know anumber of them; what was the name of this one?"

"Throe."
"King Ded's bodyguard!”

"And now King Havoc's bodyguard,” she agreed. "But at the time he was doing dirty duty, as
punishment for failing to keep King Ded dive, though heredly was not at fault.”

"1 knew he remained bodyguard,” Dour said. "But surely, if he beat King Havoc's mother, he



should be dead now."

"Havoc concluded that Throe was merely doing hisjob. So he sent him to gpologizeto his
mother, and to bring mein. And | found Throe to be agood man."

"Y ou—he?'

She laughed. "No fault? No! He merely brought me to Havoc, exceeding his mandate in no way.
| respect Throe, and | trust him, because we can read each other's minds. In any event, hisromantic
interest iselsawhere.”

"Elsawhere? Who?'

"Havoc's secretary and oath friend Ennui.”

"l don't know of her. She must be remarkably appeding.”

"Negative. She's of my mother's generation, and quite ordinary apart from that.”

"Thenwhy—"

"Apparently they find each other compatible.”

He cameto astop. "We have reached the cone. The Site of the coordinates are within itsfringe.”

"Within it?'

"Surely acave. Therewill be access.”

"Lead On."

Heled, tapping with the staff. Suddenly the red demons were back in force. Thistimethey didn't
bother with water; they presented monsters. A giant snake dithered toward them, hissing, and ahuge
predatory bird dived from the sky, screaming. Large insects buzzed at them, making Gaeflinch. Red
six-legged rats swarmed out of crevices; those bothered her just as much. She was avillage girl, used

to vermin, but these were eerily bold, with glowing eyes.

"Thereistoo much resstance,” Dour said. "We shdl haveto retreat.” But his mind thought
otherwise: Demons are not smart. If we face away, they will think we are departing.

"Retreat?’ she demanded. "After we have come so far?' But she turned around, facing the way
they had come.

Use your staff to feel your way behind. "Y es. We can't handle so much oppostion.”
They proceeded backward, and the assorted red monsters faded. The demonsredlly were being

fooled. That made it easier, because the water faded a so, dlowing the natura terrain to show. As
long as they seemed to be going the the right way, out the demons were making it easy.



Hereisthe nearest cave entrance to the site. The demons will not pursue usinside. Sep
backwardsinto it.

The dragon seed buzzed in Gaes ear. "No," she murmured.
The dragon seed warns you?
"YS"

Hedid not question it. That was, she thought, one advantage in traveling with a Cartographer: he
had experience with such things, or at least knew of them.

They fdt their way around the curving, doping Sde of the cone, still proceeding backwards,
coming to another gperture. 1 don't know this one, Dour thought. 1t is new.

The dragon seed did not buzz, so they entered this cave. What remained of the demonicillusion
faded, alowing the red stone wallsto show. Dour turned around, producing asmall hooded light.
"We can go directly to the Site, now, if this passage connects.”

"Let'sdo it asswiftly aspossible” she said nervoudy. She did not quitetrust this.

The passage led to aroom-sized chamber. Beyond it was another passage. The intangiblefed of
intense magic was dmost suffocating. "That one should take usto or near the site" Dour said.

Gale stepped forward—and the seed buzzed her. "No."

"But there seemsto be no other route.”

" received anegation. The specific application of these warningsis not dways clear.”
"Does it mean you are not supposed to reach the Site?"

"I doubt it. But something about my approach must be wrong.”

He gazed at her, frustrated. "What would you have us do?"

"l don't know."

"Could it be dangerous for you, but not for me?"

She shrugged. "The seed won't warn me of danger to you, unlessit directly affects me. We can't
assumeyou are safe.”

"Itisyour decison.”

"Maybe this chamber has a danger we don't see." She looked around it, seeing no thresat. "Or
maybe just apart of it does. Let me explore.”

Dour stayed back, while Gale explored the invisible barrier. Wherever shetried to enter the



chamber, the dragon seed warned her off. Then she thought of another angle: maybe her thoughts
were giving her away, triggering some dangerous defensive mechanism. But she could hidethose, to a
degreg, if she had to.

"WEIIl probably haveto giveit up,” she said. "Wait for meto consider.” She couldn't tell him
exactly what she had in mind, because if what she suspected was true, his thoughts would betray them
both.

"Asyou wish," he agreed. He redlized that she was testing the limits of the threat with the dragon
Seed.

She pictured hersdlf turning around and facing the way they had come, making ready to depart
though still undecided. Meanwhile she retreated her red attention to her hidden menta cache, the one
Havoc had taught her to develop. A mind reader could not read that part of her mind, so if someone
or something was tracking her thoughts, it would not find this.

While her open thoughts continued to toy with departure, her secret focus did the opposite. She
stepped cautioudy into the chamber—and there was no buzz. She had found the key!

She took another step, and another. Now she wasin the center of the chamber.

There was a horrendous roar, and a giant red bear charged out of the far passage, directly
toward her. But the seed did not buzz, so she stood her ground. It wasillusion.

But Dour, caught by surprise, thought shewasin rea physica danger. He dropped the light and
legped into the chamber to challenge the bear, bringing his staff around.

The bear faded away. Dour and Gae faced each other, dmost touching in the glow of thefalen
light. Gale fet a sudden overwhelming urge to embrace him and make love to him. Shethrew away
her gaff, and he did the same.

The dragon seed buzzed. But the desire was on her, and she could not resist. She picked up a
smilar desirefrom Dour's mind; he wanted to possess her immediately, and it blotted out all other
consderations.

They came together in the center of the chamber. The seed was buzzing continuoudy, but Gale
could not help hersdf; though she diefor it, she had to have this culmination firdt.

Another presenceflitted through her mind. Gale! Gale! Don't do it!

"Negation,” she muttered, brushing it asde. "Wonder. Desire." She kissed Dour, who was
embracing her passonately.

It's Swale. You are being possessed by a passion demon. Both your soulswill be forfeit.
Fight it!

Now Gale recognized the succubus she had befriended. Thiswas Swale's area of expertise; she
had to be correct. Such demons sucked out a person's soul with the climax. It would be effective
death to yield to their passion.



Even asthat communication occurred, the demon reacted. OUT it roared, driving Swale
violently away. Herein its stronghold it had far more power than theintruding spirit, and in an instant
Swaewas gone.

But she had given fair warning. Now Gale understood the true nature of the trap. That was why
the dragon seed was warning her, and why it had stopped her before: the moment she climaxed, her
soul wasforfeit. And Dour's. Outside the cone of the red volcano the demon's power was less; it had
encouraged them to copulate, but could not make them. Here in its home chamber it could indeed
make them do it. How cunningly it had struck with illusion to get Dour in here with her, because it
needed the two of them together to perform the act. The act that would cost them everything.

She muscled her mind back down into her protected recess, fighting off the desperate desire.
But that did not stop Dour. He remained hostage to the demon, and was frantically clasping her, his
mouth on hers, his strong hands holding her close, his crotch striving againgt hers. She understood his
passion, for she shared it, but she had to make him stop.

"No," she said. But sound came, the roaring of theinvisible red bear, drowning her out. The
demon had the wit to cut off her verba communication.

She put her hands againgt his chest, trying to push him away, but he was too strong for her. She
tapped him on the shoulder, trying to get his attention. When he looked at her face, she mouthed
"No." But the visud illuson returned, making him look like a bear, and she knew from hismind that
shelooked like another bear. Visua signalswere being blocked too. Again, the power of the demon
this close to the cone was greater than it had been farther out.

She had to get away from him, but she didn't want to hurt him. It wasn't hisfault that he was
being possessed by the demon. How could she escape his amorous grasp before they both lost their
soulsto the demon?

Maybe aruse would fool him and the demon. She tugged at his shirt asthough to removeit.
After dl, passion was best vented naked. He responded, addressing her clothing similarly. Soon they
were both naked.

She legped for the far passage asthe last of her clothing fell. But he dived for her, catching about
thewaist. He—or the demon—must have remembered her prior escape, and been ready to prevent
it. They rolled on the floor, their bodies shoving the two staffs on out of the chamber.

Shelifted her bare legs and clamped her thighs about his neck. Hetried to draw free, but she got
him in aheadlock. Havoc would have known how to bregk that immediately; he would havetickled
her in the crack. But Dour wouldn't, so this should stymie him. They could not complete the sexud act
if they were unableto get their genital regionstogether.

But the demon inspired him. He put his hands on her knees and hauled them apart. She locked
her ankles behind his head and clamped down harder, but he was able to pry her kneesjust far
enough apart to alow hishead to dip free.

That, however, meant that for amoment he was not holding on to her body. She twisted around
so that his hands could not hold, and scrambled for the far passage. He pursued, catching one foat,
but she was able to get the rest of her body into the passage, dragging hisarm aong. He advanced



farther, getting a grip with both hands, in the process joining her in the passage.
And the passion was off them.

"Dour!" shecried. "It'sademon of lust! It will take our souls! That'swhy the dragon seed
warned me off!"

He stared at her. "The bear—illusion," he said. "The pass on—a succubug! "

"Worse. It'sasexud demon inciting both of us—and it will take both our souls. The moment we
dimax."

"| should haveredized." Helet go of her. "Go!"

She scrambled away from him, picking up her taff. Why the passion effect was limited to the
chamber she didn't know, but this was the opportunity she needed.

The passage led directly to another chamber, but this one had no illusory defenses. There was
smply ared stone dtar carved from red tuff, with eighteen round buttons on its top surface.

As she contemplated it, shefelt theintensity of magic increasing to an dmost tangible level.
Trouble was building; she had to fetch the item and get out of here before it struck.

She hesitated no longer. She grabbed thefirst button and pulled. A lid came up, uncovering an
empty hole. She didn't trust that; there had been too much illusion. She nerved herself and reached in,
feding around the hole. Nothing.

At least she hadn't gotten bitten or stung by some nasty creature. She checked the other spots,
and soon found asmall red statuette of a nude woman in the fourteenth pocket. Shetook it, but also
checked the remaining holes, just in case theikon was adecoy. There was nothing €l se.

"lI'vegotit,” shesad. "Let'sget out of here."
Dour cameto join her. He had asmdl light; evidently he kept more than one available. She
discovered from histhoughts that he had kept it bound in his hair. He had also had the wit to use his

daff to recover their clothing and equipment from the passion cave, only the larger light being beyond
itsreach. "'l don't want to pass through that chamber again.”

"If we do it separately, the passion demon can't make usdoit. It seemsitischained thereasa
guard, not alowed to enter this storage chamber.”

"l don't trust theillusion. It could make the firgt person think he was through, then bring the other
in, thinking the same.”

She nodded as she dressed and donned her knapsack. " Then what about the other exit?' For
there was another passage ouit.

"That must be the one your dragon seed warned you againgt.”



That made her pause, but the magic was suffocatingly concentrated. "Wed better try it anyway.
Seed's not buzzing now."

They set off down the tunndl. But in amoment the seed buzzed. "Now itis," Gae sad tightly.

Dour looked around. He shined hislight around the passage. Then he poked his g&ff into the
celling just ahead. "V ulnerable point. Stand back.”

The ceiling collapsed. Red rock crashed onto the floor. Had they been afew steps farther dong,
it would have crushed them both. "Now we know why it warned us," Gale said. "A purely physica
trap, surely triggered from the other side.”

"Should be safe now." He started climbing over the mound of rubble.
"Let megofird,” shesad. "The seed will warn me."

He nodded and waited for her to pass him. She scrambled across the rocks, bending over to put
one hand down to steady hersdlf, heedless of the posterior view she was providing the Cartographer.
It wasn't as though she retained anything she needed to hide from him. Once they were away from
here, safe from the passion demon, she would give the Cartographer some experiences to remember.

But that reminded her of another thing: the dragon seed had stopped her from giving him sex well
before they entered the treacherous chamber. So the danger couldn't be limited to it. So why had it
been so suddenly worse there? She concluded that the chamber was the passion demon's center of
power. Farther out it could take advantage of voluntary copulation to grab souls; within the chamber it
could force sex, no longer having to wait. Only the ikon chamber seemed to be immune to the demon,
protected by some other force. They would probably have to get al the way out of the Red Chroma
zoneto be sure of safe sex; their indulgence on the way in had been far more chancy than she had
redlized. Bless the day she had befriended the blue dragon, and gotten his seed!

Where was the dragon now? Mentor—that was his name, ateacher of hiskind, and teacher of
Gae and Havoc. Dragon seeds and dragon training had served them both excellently, saving their
lives more often than was comfortable. Gale wished she could be with Mentor again; he was her only
oath friend gpart from Havoc. For that matter, she wished she could bewith Y ellow Spider again, her
earliest animd friend.

Thelight of day showed ahead, banishing her idle thoughts. They emerged to see abarren
desert; theillusion demons had evidently given up the effort. But they would tap out their routes
regardless. The important thing was that Gale had accomplished her mission.

Chapter 3—Sisters

Throe gazed at his coordinates. Thiswas bad. He had afair familiarity with the local terrain,
having traveled widdy with King Ded and King Havoc, and knew that the Site was in the center of an
Invisble Chromazone. He would have preferred amost any other Chroma, except perhaps Black,
but he had chosen by lot, and the lot had given him this.



Hewas not aman for regrets or hesitation. Havoc had treated him extremely well, and trusted
him. Hewould repay that favor and trust with absolute loyaty and the best service he was capable of .
He knew what to do.

He headed for aparticular stable that handled specia kinds of steeds. "Any going my way?" he
inquired, describing the generd area.

"Millipede," the stable master replied laconicaly, obvioudy expecting to dissuade this nuisance.
"I'll takeit."
"Welcome," the man said, surprised. "1 thought | would have to pay someoneto rideit back.”

"They may be ugly, but they are amiable if well treated. | need afast private ride, and thiswill do
wdl."

The man showed him the millipede. The creature looked like a huge bug, curled into aspird, its
reaction to confinement. He did not chalenge Thro€'s credentials as arider; no incompetent would
dare approach such a creature, and would not be able to makeit perform.

"Name'sInertia" the stable master said.

The millipede uncurled dightly, raising three antennae. She recognized her name.

"Good enough,” Throesaid. "Well go now."

"She's got ahoming spdll. Y ou can't turn her loose until sheshome.”

"Affirmation."

The man opened the pen. The millipede unwound the rest of the way and marched out onto the
floor.

"Hdt," Throe said, and she halted, only thetail section till curled.
The stable master brought the saddle and set it over the fourth to seventh sets of legs, which
were the stoutest. He passed the straps under and fastened them. " Shélll have to be fed nightly. You

can't turn her looseto graze.”

"Understood. I'll degp riding at night.” Throe mounted, settling into the saddle and fastening the
sdfety harness. "Parting.”

"Parting," the stable master echoed.
Throe addressed the millipede. "Inertias Walk."
The cregture set off, her feet dternating from side to Side and segment to segment. Throe used

his knees and feet to guide her l€eft or right, and she wasfindly responsive. They moved on out of the
stable and out of the city of Triumph, taking the ferry to the mainland. Other people gave them plenty



of gpace, not trusting the enormous bug; that was fine with Throe, who did not want to answer
questions.

They got on the access Street. "Inertia: trot." The steed broke into her second gait, every second
foot striking the ground together, and the odd feet on one side synchronized with the even feet on the
other sde. It was a swift and pretty clip, though somewhat bone rattling. The sounds were like those
of just two feet, or of atroop of men double-timing together. Throeliked it; he knew that the millipede
could maintain this pace indefinitely, and that it would cover ground reasonably rapidly.

They moved on out of the citified region, following the trail that wound between Chroma.
NonChromafolk generaly avoided Chromawhen traveling, unless they had the wherewithd to make
dedlswith Chromafolk for transport. So did most Chromafolk, actually, because they had little or no
magic outside of their home Chroma zones. So the caravans could have afair variety of colors, and
there could be interesting interactions. Chroma men tended to be fascinated with women of divergent
Chroma, and the women were often amenable, especialy if looking to get afourth.

He understood the fascination, for he had had arecent affair with a Chromawoman. Symbol,
former mistress of King Dedl, cast adrift by the King's sudden death in much the way Throe was.
Throe had been punished for not preventing it, and Symbol had lost her lover. Each understood the
other's suffering, to adegree. Each had known King Ded well, having associated with him constantly.
Symbol had been implicated in the King's death, as had Throe; that appaled her, as her guilt had been
Inadvertent.

But both of them had been overtaken by anew relationship: with the new King Havoc. Throe
owed him his career and status, and served him utterly. Symbol was desperately in love with Havoc.
That, in the end, broke the two of them up; they had no romantic future together, and knew it. They
understood each other too well.

So it wasthat Throe had come to appreciate Havoc's oath friend Ennui—and therein found to
mutua astonishment their truest love. Two homely peoplein their forties. One a professional martia
artist and bodyguard who had been tainted by the suspicion of incompetence, the other a burned-out
housewife without much physica or intellectud gpped. Their common link was Havoc, who had
restored to each of them liveswell worth living. Each was completely dedicated to Havoc's welfare,
and understood that about the other, having no jealousy of it. They had seemed to havelittle if
anything in common, and discovered everything in common.

Therewas afaint flicker ahead of hisface. Throe recognized it, and put out one hand to
intercept it. Sure enough, it was the succubus. "Hello, Swale" he said.

Hello, Throe. | amliaison for the fetching missions. Isall well with you?
"All well sofar. But | am hardly started. What of the others?!

Smilar. Any messagesto relay?

"My loyaty to Havoc. My loveto Ennui.”

They know.



"Tdl her anyway." For women liked to be reminded, and the mere thought of reminding her gave
him plessure.

What of Symbol?
"She undergtands.”
And Gale?

The routine query brought a non-routine thought. Symbol and Gale were both Changelings,
outstanding women, both cursed by loving Havoc, whom neither could marry. "I wish her hgppiness,”
he said Sncerdly.

She gave me life back, and saved my brother.
"Weare dl bound by ties of extreme gratitude and loyalty."
Affirmation. Parting. Shewas gone.

Throe redlized that he had, in extemporaneous dialogue, come at an essentia truth: they
belonged to asmall unlikely group of people who had become quickly bound to the two principals,
Havoc and Gale. It wasn't just the telepathy, or the social and ethical commitments, or the fact that the
principals were highly engaging changelings. There seemed to be something moreto it. Perhapsit was
fae

The road diminished into a path asit fled human devel opment. Now they could afford to move
faster, having the route to themselves. "Inertia: canter,” he said.

The millipede accelerated, her feet striking the ground in anew pattern: the odd numbered
segments continued the trot, while the even numbered segments moved their feet together, striking the
ground harder. It was athree-best cadence, about half again asfast as the two-best trot and three
times asfast asthe four-beat walk. He could tell that Inertialiked it; her mind was limited, but she was
made for this, the pace that got her kind where it was going about asfast aswasfeasible. In their
natural habitat, millipedes beat out endlessy intertwining paths, and traveled congtantly. The scenery
on either sdefairly flew by.

Throe gazed at it now, admiring the colors. The land was Blueto the right and Silver to the left,
the colorsintengifying toward the horizon. Blue wasthe anima Chroma, and Silver the dectrica
Chroma, and marvel ous was the magic each could enable. On rare occasions Throe was sorry he
was not a Chromaman, for if he were Chroma, any Chroma, he would be able to do convenient
meagic of many types. He would be able to fly from one place to another within the Chroma, to
conjurefood to eat without having to work for it, or to make minor illusions. But as soon as he
thought of that, he remembered that the dangers were enhanced in proportion to the magic, and that
every animal and plant had magic too. So he would have to fly, because the grass he trod walking
would gting or eat hisfeet, and have to conjure food, because the fruit tree he tried to rob would put
athorn-spike through hishand, and asfor illusion, it could be downright dangerous. Chroma zone folk
were used to it, taking it asamatter of course, but woe betide nonChromaintruders, or even Chroma
folk from adifferent color. So it was eadier living without much magic, knowing what was what. What
nonChromafolk needed from Chroma, they could trade for. Trade was agresat convenience and



unifier.

His chain of thought wandered afield, asit tended to do when not restrained, like an unbridlied
millipede. One might have thought that the magic folk would rule the planet of Charm, but in fact the
nonChromafolk did. That was partly by established protocol, which assigned the duties of planetary
governance to them; no Chroma person could hold a position of globa responsibility other than at the
gpecific behest of the King, who was aways nonChroma. Also partly expedience, for only
nonChromafolk could travel widely without being a a disadvantage. Their home colors were dways
the same—the "naturd" non-magical hues, rather than the monoChroma shades around the vol canoes.
Their ground was aways solid and exactly asit appeared, rather than masked by illusory
imaginations. Their plants did not fight back, and their animals did not cast spells. Their weapons were
aways effective, rather than failing the moment the background color changed. It wassmply
convenient to exist in the nonChromaenvironment, despite itslimitations. Findly, the heart of the
species was nonChroma, for legend had it that mankind had come to Charm athousand yearsago in
aship that sailed between planets, and all aboard it were nonChroma Chromafolk were fragmenting,
becoming increasingly magica, perhapsturning into animas or plants or demons; only nonChroma
folk were rdiably human. 1solated Chroma communities could become avkwardly inbred and suffer
i1l health unless constantly refreshed by divergent blood from outside; that was the reason for therule
of fourths, each woman required to bear one child of four by aman other than her husband. Women
were encouraged to conceive their fourths by men asfar removed from their husbands as was
feasible, which meant seeking men of other Chroma or nonChroma. This had the effect, on the
planetary scae, of unifying the species. It made sense. Those who did not care to mate with foreign
men were free to adopt; there was a considerable trade in adoptive babies, and no baby failed to find
afamily.

Now the Silver sde merged into Red, with athin path winding between them. There was surely
anonChromavillage at its end, where the naturd curvature of the Chromaleft awider space between
them. Each volcano tended to cast its color in acircular pattern, modified by the prevailing winds,
which werein turn governed by the planetary patterning of mountains, lakes, plains, and forests. So
one Chroma zone would be pear shaped, another wedge shaped; few were perfectly round. Most
were roughly dliptical, and some had odd projections. The lay of Chroma constantly changed, asthe
seasons dtered the winds and waterflows, so the Cartography Guild was constantly busy remapping
the planet. But since there was dways a boundary, however it might move, the paths between
Chromawere seldom dead ends, and amost always got the traveler somewhere. So Throe wasn't
concerned about getting lost, apart from the millipede's awareness of its home turf.

With one exception: brigands tended to congregate on the between-Chroma paths, knowing that
travelers could not safely deviate from them. That was why rich caravans had guards, and solitary
travelerswere wary. The brigandstypically struck and fled before any King's men could take them
out. Throedid not likethem at dl.

The Blue Chroma curved away, leaving apatch of natura terrain on the right. Then the next
Chroma appeared, Black. That wasthe eerie one, the Void, that sucked inward instead of blowing
outward. It wasreally no more dangerous than any other Chroma, and its magic fringe was smilar,
but Throe shared the genera awe of it. Theideathat its cone might choose to erupt implosively just as
he passed near made him nervous.

"Inertia gdlop." That wasthe fastest gait, and not one the millipede could maintain indefinitely; it
required too much energy. She moved into it, her odd feet striking the ground almost in unison, her



even feet following, o it was avirtua two beet gait, but not in the trotting pattern. The velocity was
four timesthe walking pace, and exhilarating to experience.

Soon the Black Chroma passed, and gave way to Tranducent, the Water Chroma. No two
Chromaof the same type seemed to beidentical, though they were certainly smilar. Thisonewasa
broad |ake whose water |apped the edge of the path. Throe suppressed hisread thoughts, hiding them
in the guarded spot in hismind that he had learned from Havoc, concealing his ability to read minds.
For the specidty of Tranducent was mind reading, and even the fish could do it; secretswere hard to
keep. He set up conventiona thoughts of relief about being safely beyond the Black Chroma zone,
hope for aresting place soon, and genera interest in the forms of young women.

The millipede was |aboring. "Inertia walk," he said, and the steed dropped down three gaits,
setting into awalk. Soon she would recover enough to resumetrotting or cantering, but for now sow
was best.

And horsemen appeared. Brigands—right at the least convenient time. By no coincidence, of
course. He had foolishly fallen into their ambush.

But Throe was no patsy for robbery. He smiled grimly as he unhooked the components of his
bow from his belt and snapped them together. Hewas amartia artist, and he knew how to handle
warriors. These brigands were unlikely to be anywhere near hislevel of combat proficiency. They
might have astern lesson coming.

"Inertia: trot.”" 1t was a bit soon to resume speed, but necessary in this case; he could not afford
to be adow target. When the millipede obligingly accelerated, Throe steered her in asinuous course,
making him atrickier target. Because the brigands would be attacking him, not the millipede; the steed
was vauable, and probably the reason for this attack.

The six-legged horses gained ground, approaching from the left where the Red Chroma reigned.
There werefour of them. Throe cautiously peeked in their mindsto verify that there were no others,
he wanted no ugly surprise.

An arrow flew before him: awarning shot, asigna that he should stop, lest the next one take him
down.

Throelifted his bow, nocked an arrow, and fired at the leading rider. It scored in the man's
chest, and he fdl off his horse. The shot had been so sudden and accurate that the brigand had been
caught by surprise, taking no evasive action.

But the three remaining were not cowards; they spurred their steedsto afaster gpproach asthey
oriented their bows.

"Inertia: canter." Asthe millipede speeded up, Throe nocked another arrow and aimed at the
second rider. The man ducked down behind his horse's head—and Throe's arrow struck the man
behind him, who had not redized that he was the true target until too late. These were indeed
relaively amateur, and were paying for it.

The last two were now too close for the bow to be effective, and were taking evasive action.
Throe drew hisflexible club and caught the third man across the face. He fell back, blinded.



The last man flung himsdlf from his horse and grabbed Throe around the shoulders, trying to
sweep him off his steed and onto the ground. But Throe was dready drawing hisknife. Heripped it
into the man's belly, angling the point up into the lungs. In amoment the man dropped away, dying.

"Inertia walk." For it was safe now. All four brigands were strewn aong the path, dead or
hurting. It would be long before any of them attacked another traveler. They had been foolsto attack
amartid artist, though of course they had not known he was one until too late. And that was part of
the point of the exercise: to make brigands uncertain, so that they would hesitate before attacking
travelers. Anyone who saw the sgns of this recent struggle would know that bad men had received an

ugly surprise.

Throe mopped some of the blood off his cloak. He had been in little danger, for his cloak was
arrow-proof; only alucky shot to the face would have hurt, and Throe was adept at dodging his head
out of theway. Thefools should never havetried to close with him after noting his proficiency with his
bow. But once committed, they had known no course but onward, and so had paid the price. He had
no sympathy for them.

He remembered hisfirst encounter with Havoc. Throe had assumed he could handle any village
man, but the instant he had seen the way Havoc carried himself and moved, he had been dert. The
young man, haf hisage and hedlthy, wasamartia artist in hisown right, and gifted with rare power
and coordination. Throe surely knew tricks Havoc didn't, and experience counted, but he had known
it would be best to win the young man over if at al possible. He had done so, or maybe Havoc had
won Throe over, and they had found mutua respect. Then Havoc had become King. In retrospect, it
seemed to be the most significant decision of Thro€'s career, for Havoc had restored his position and
indirectly brought him the woman he loved.

Actudly Havoc's woman Gale was specia too, for she was another changeling. Only one
woman in Throe's experiencerivaed her for beauty and talent: Symbol—and shetoowasa
changding. Gae was to Symbol somewhat as Havoc wasto former King Dedl, ayounger version of
outstanding presence. The changelings were superior examples of the human state, perhaps second
only to the Glamors.

And what were the Glamors? Throe had now seen two of them: Glamor Black and Glamor Red.
Both had shown magic independent of their Chroma zones, and more potent than any other known.
Both had come to support King Havoc when hislife and crown were threatened by traitorsin
Triumph. Throe had thought Glamors were the stuff of legend, with no real existence; now he knew
better. But why were they involving themsalvesin human affairs? This present misson wasredly
because of the Red Glamor, who hardly needed the help of any morta person to have her way. Why
had she bothered?

Throe had no answer to that, and none to the riddle of the changelings. But Havoc was trying to
unriddle those mysteries, and maybe he would succeed. Assuming that Throe and the others did thelr
parts. Havoc had in fact been paying far more attention to things spread across the Chroma than he
had to running the kingdom. So far that hadn't seemed to make much difference, perhaps because the
genera populace did not know that the King was absent.

He cameto acamping ste. It was within the fringe of a Brown Chromazone, which meant that
Brown golems protected it from molestation. It had food and water, and a marked pasture with
brown fruit trees and brown grass. It wasidedl.



"Inertia top,” he said asthey pulled in. The millipede cameto ahdt. "Inertia wait." Then he got
down, stretching hislegs. He used the outhouse, drank water, fetched brown bread and fruit, and
returned to the waiting steed. He climbed back into the saddle. "Inertia: walk."

He guided the creature to the watering trough and told her to drink. Everything had to betold to
amillipede, when saddled and ridden, as he could not set her loose. It wasimportant that her needs
be taken care of . Indeed, she drank copioudly, filling her ssgments. Then he directed her to graze, and
removed hisfeet from the stirrups, so that she knew she could choose her own pattern. Only if she
seamed likely to wander beyond the marked grazing areawould he use his feet to guide her back
ingdeit. Meanwhile he ate hisown med.

Asnight came, he dept in the saddle while Inertia continued to graze. Every few minutes he
woketo verify their location, and on occasion did guide her back. Eventually she had her fill and let
her segments rest on the ground. She could snooze while grazing, but she had worked hard and
evidently needed rest for her legs and feet. He couldn't leave her, even now, for she could wake at
any time and wander off, and aloose millipede in human occupied territory was subject to theft or
execution. So he remained in the saddle; it was a condition of his use of the millipede for transport. He
would beliableif shewerelost or damaged because of any neglect on his part.

In the morning he watered the millipede again, fetched some more food, and moved on. He had
not seen agolem or a Brown Chroma native, but he knew they had been aware of him, and would
have appeared had there been any mischief. Magic was not as strong at the Chroma fringes, but it did
exis, and it was never safe to assume he was unobserved. In fact, had he not had to remain on the
millipede overnight, he might have been visited by a Brown Chromawoman looking for afourth, or
perhapsjust for variety in the guise of seeking afourth. He was satisfied that this had not been the
case, because he was not looking for interaction of this nature. Not since Ennui. So he waved as they
resumed travel, his acknowledgment of the usefulness of the camping site. They were maintained by
order of the King, but appreciation was never out of place.

The steed was refreshed and vigorous, so they moved along at a comfortable canter, making
good progress. They passed Invisbleand Y ellow Chroma, the first Iooking like vague migt, the
second like fire. But the path safely skirted both, asit wasits nature to do.

Then, as the path approached a crevice between Green and White Chroma, a storm came up.
The wesather was constantly changeable in any season, of course, and he had expected to be caught
at some point in histrip. But thiswas a bad |oca e, because the path region was narrow and there was
no immediate shelter. His choices were to retreat and seek cover, which would confuse the millipede
and perhaps cost him more time than he cared to lose; or to forge on through it, hoping to win safely
to the other side.

Had there been shelter close behind, he would have gonetoit, for it was foolish to take any
unnecessary risk. But there was not, and the storm was blowing rapidly toward them; they might not
be ableto outrun it anyway. By smilar token, they might get through it quickly by going ahead; it
would be passing them asrapidly asthey passed it, asit were.

"Inertia: brace pace." That meant she should not maintain any particular gait, but react to the
buffeting of the storm s0 asto maintain her balance and place on the path. She would surely have
encountered storms before, and have appropriate reflexes. She would hew to the path without
sraying into aChroma, having anatura averson to magic.



To hissurprise, she broke into agallop. She was evidently as eager as he to get through the
storm rapidly. He hung on and let her doit.

The storm closed around them. Wind whipped across, carrying green rain. Green was the Plant
Chroma, but that was the human specidty; its natural ambiance was smply magic, which could take
any form. Without guidance, it might be neutrd.

It wasn't. Huge green tendrils reached down to grab at them. Throe drew his knife and diced off
any that came within hisrange. They didn't seem to be able to get hold of the millipede, who perhaps
had some natura repulsion. Fortunately they were moving so rapidly that by the time the cut tentacles
could react, man and millipede were out of reach.

Then Throe fet light. He hung on to the saddle, but it was amore generd effect; Inertiawas
getting light too, so that she was bounding far through the air with each legp of her galop. Would she
lose her balance? If shefdl on her side or back, she could be injured. But she maintained equilibrium,
evidently having had experience with this effect, and in amoment weight returned and her feet landed
more firmly on the ground.

A huge green golem appeared. That was a Brown specialty, but Throe did not dare assume it
wasilluson, which was an Invisible specidty. He ducked down, avoiding the giant hand, and then
they were beyond it.

Only to encounter a green mongter. It opened its mouth, roaring, showing jagged green teeth. It
lunged, but migudged the millipede's velocity, and its jaws snapped closed some way behind. Inertias
decisonto gallop was proving itsvaue.

There were green flickersin the air. One intersected Throe's shoulder before he could flinch
away, and hefdt theweird curiosty. It was aformless demon of the type generaly known in the Red
Chroma; obvioudy Green demons existed too, in nature.

But now awave of green fire formed. Throefelt the heet. Thiswas no good; there was no telling
its extent. They could both be saverdly burned before winning through.

"Inertia: off!" he shouted, bringing down hisfeet to take the stirrups and guide her |eft, toward
the White Chroma zone. White was weird, and he was not comfortable with it, but it seemed to be
the better bet at the moment.

The millipede veered | eft, leaving the path. She dowed, for there was imperfect footing here.
Fortunately when the front feet found good lodging, the latter feet did too, for they landed in the same

spots.

The storm quickly thinned, for its magic could not operate in aforeign Chroma. To adegres, it
was making this region its own Chroma, for windblown dust from the Green volcano carried its
meagic. But it was vitiated where it overlay dust from the White volcano, o its force weskened.

It seemed to know thet, for now awal of huge animadigtic facesformed, glaring at the travelers.
That had to beillusion, for two reasons: it was not feasible for faces to exist without bodies to support
them, and illusion was among the least energy-intensive of the magics, so could appear where more
solid magic could not. Yet it was odd, for it seemed that the green magic had awareness and emotion



of itsown; that instead of being random, it was actively attacking them, and was angry when they
escaped. That was hard to believe, yet it did look that way.

Now they were crossng pure White territory. The White Chromawas the magic of science,
which followed its own odd rules. Or it seemed like the absence of magic, but White Chroma natives
could demonstrate impressive and sometimes deadly applications. There was no telling what they
might come up with if annoyed. So it was best to get off this shades-of-whiteland asrapidly as

possible,

The millipede agreed. She broke back into a gallop and followed such faint paths as she
fathomed, skirting the green cloud. She did not venture any farther into White than she had to. Soon,
fortunately, the storm did blow on by, and they were able to return to the established path between
Chroma.

"Inertiac walk." Because the millipede had been working hard, and her ssgments were radiating
heat; she needed to rest. A millipede did not necessarily know when to ease off, which was one
reason they were given names like Resolute, Consistency, Stubborn, Earnest, and, yes, Inertia, in the
sense of continuing what she was doing.

Then he reached back to pat aflank. "Inertia: good." He was complimenting her on her
performance.

The antennae on the insectoid head quivered, and asmal ripple of pleasure ran dong her length.
A millipede was not the smartest animal extant, nor the most feeling, but did have afew basic
emoations. Throe could relate. Much of hislife he had served the King, ways ready to do the King's
bidding, never expressing any persona opinion unless specificaly asked, and never presuming. He
had been the perfect servant, character neutra. But he had had fedlings, and these were quite redl
despite their invighility. Only with the advent of Havoc had Throe become afull person. And of
course that connection had brought him Ennui. King Ded had been competent, winning, fair minded,
and Throe had liked him. King Havoc was dl of those, and something €l se. Perhaps the best
perspective was via Gale, who was avirtud clone of Havoc in the femae gender, replacing the mae
capacity for violence with the female capacity for feding. Gale was the age of Throe's youngest
daughter, but she could have seduced him with agesture, had she chosen to, and bound him to love,
had she wished to. Throe doubted that any living man could resst Gdle, if shewent after him. Just as
no woman ressted Havoc. Both had been raised in their distant village of Trifle, and come to Triumph
City with the quaint ignorance of their origin, but neither was any patsy, and both learned so quickly it
was avesome.

Throe smiled ruefully. He tended to think too much. Thistime the pleasure of amillipede had led
him into the power of changelings. Perhaps he was making parallels where none belonged.

Thejourney took severa days, but in due course they reached the Invisible Chromazone that
surrounded the destination site. Thiswas going to be a chalenge, but Throe intended to accomplish
hismisson.

Firgt he had to deliver the millipede. He stopped in the camping area near the fringe and hailed
the man there. The man was young, muscular, and handsome. "Greeting.”

"Acknowledged."



"l am Throe, nonChroma, of Triumph City. | must return this mount, and pursue a persond
misson. | will requireanative guide.”

"l am Robugt, Invighle" For an ingant he faded into complete invisibility. His gppearance was of
courseilluson. "What isyour misson?"

"I must fetch an object from asite” He gave the coordinates.

The man whistled. "That's at the volcano! We have only one guide competent for that region,
and heis presently distracted.”

Bad news. "I nevertheess have need of him. What price will be required?’

"I do not know. But it will be high."

"1 will be obliged to pay, to the extent of my ability."

Robust nodded. "Deliver your steed; the guide will meet you thereif he choosesto negotiate.”

"Appreciation. Parting.”

"Parting," the man agreed, as Throe addressed the millipede.

"Inertia home."

The creature took off with awill. Shefollowed thetrail asit circled around the Invisible Chroma
zone, and soon cut in, seeking an attractive farmstead. That was ared development illustrated by
illusion; nothing in this Chromacould be seeninits natura state, but the powers of illusion more than
made up for it. The actua farmstead might be ugly, but itsillusory representation was pretty. Similarly
it was said that there were no ugly women in the Air Chroma, which was the popular name for
Invisible, because each crafted her image as she chose. No ugly men, either.

The door opened and alovely (of course) woman emerged. Her hair was like golden sunshine,
her face was barely shy of perfection, and her figure was outstanding. "Inertial” she cried, running
forward. She had the appropriate illusion down pat; her tight swester was bouncing sexily.

The millipede's antennae vibrated as she turned her leading segment toward the woman. Then
the two collided in aclose embrace. "It's so good to have you back, dear,” the woman said, kissing a

mandible. "Y ou'relooking great.”

Throe quietly dismounted and waited by the saddle. In amoment the woman glanced hisway.
"Gredting," hesad.

"And you brought her back! Um, Acknowledged, of course. Thank you so much. We missed
her."

"She'lsagood steed. Well trained.”

"Oh, yed" Then shelooked prettily flustered. "Introduction: | an Vison, Inertids keeper.”



"Throe, of Triumph City. | needed transport, and she was available.”

"How fortunate for us! | can seethat you have taken good care of her. She saysyou area
consderate rider."

It was Throe€'sturn to be flustered. " She taks?"

Vison laughed. "Hardly! | mean, | cantell by her reaction. Sheisrelaxed and vigorous, and she
likes you. Shewill obey any rider, but sheis choosy about whom shelikes. Y ou have ridden
millipedes before, and respect their needs.”

"True. Sheisabout the best | have ridden. We were attacked by brigands, and she maneuvered
well sothat | could take them out. Then we encountered a green storm, and she handled hersalf well
again. Itiseasy tolike her."

"Don't | know it! Come have some refreshment while you wait for Jamais."
"Jamais Vu, your guide. He will be here shortly."

Throe shook his head. "Communications are fast in the Invisble Chromazone All | knew was
that a guide would come here to negotiate terms.”

"Thisway," she sad, putting afine hand on his ebow and urging him toward the house. Inertia,
released, began to graze on the lush-looking shrubbery at the fringe of the Chroma. Apparently there
was no need to confine her, once she was home; she would not stray.

At the house Vision served excellent blue bread with yellow cheese, and sparkling silver wine.
All seemed to be genuine rather than colored by illusion, and of excellent qudity. Thiswas clearly an
upper class household. Throe appreciated it; he was hungry, asthe days of riding had not alowed him
very regular or subgtantial medls.

"I am not sure | understand the name, Jamais VVu," Throe said.

She amiled. Her teeth were Sarlike in their brightness, aswere her eyes. "It means heisoddly
grange, in contrast to DgjaVu, oddly familiar. Thereis smply something intriguing about him. Were
not already married and in no need of another fourth, | would be amenable to aliaison with him. Heis
afineyoung man. | envy the woman who getsto fathom hismysery.”

"All | seek isacompetent guide.”

"Heisthat. Y ou will like him; everyone does." She smiled again, and though Throewell
understood that her beauty wasillusion, he remained impressed by it. "Now tell me about the gossip
of Triumph City. Isit true that the new King iswild?'

Hedid not careto reved his own closenessto King Havoc, for that could compromise his
mission. "It istrue. But aso sincere. Heis doing his best to learn governance and keep the peace. He
isfrom abarbarian village, unaccustomed to the ways of civilization, but isunusualy smart. The



women like him very well.”
"Women do like kings."

"And kings like women," he agreed. "But he made afriend of King Ded'swidow, and another of
Ded'smidress”

"Those would not have been easy conquests.”

"Surely not. But perhapslike Jamais, there is something about him. | understand that when there
wasan nation attempt againgt him, two Glamorsintervened.”

"Glamord" she exclamed. "'l never heard of them intervening before.”

"Nor I. | admit to having entertained some doubt that they even existed. But Glamor Black
appeared and turned the traitors to ashes, and Glamor Red appeared and embraced Havoc after
perhaps restoring himto life. | was not the only one astounded.”

"Glamors" sherepeated. "We are surely come upon interesting times.”

"| think they were annoyed about the murder of King Ded."

"Aswere many of us. He was by most accounts agood and virile man."

"So | understand.”

"And young King Havocisamilar?'

"Possibly more 0. He seemsto have won the favor of King Dedl's entire staff and household
personnel, which he kept on.”

"He did not replace them? No wonder they like him!"

"l think it ismore than that. They arelike afamily to him, protecting him socidly aswell as
physcaly. Hisyoung consort Galeissmilarly winning.”

Visonlooked beyond him. "Greseting, Jamais.”

"Acknowledgment, Vison." Jamaisturned out to be a handsome young man with ashock of
blue hair. The Invisbleswere not limited in colors, Snce their appearance was entirdly illusion.

Throe stood. "Greeting."
"Ditto."
"1 will leave you to your negotiation,” Vison sad. "Take my seat, Jamais"

"Appreciation." The young man sat, as the woman went to rgoin Inertia. Throe wondered why
Inertiawas not invisible, then redlized that the farmstead by the fringe of the Chroma zone was



probably no accident; the millipede was a nonChroma creature tamed by the Invisible Chroma
woman.

They exchanged formd introductions. Then Throe repeated the coordinates.

"Thisisacondgderable chdlenge" Jamais sad. "We shdl haveto brave the coneitsdf. You are
aware of the danger?”

"1 gpproach no volcano by preference. But my mission isto recover an artifact from that site,
and | must make my best effort.”

"I candoitif I choose, but | have a price you may prefer not to pay.”
"My resources are limited, but my need isgreat.”

"Are you committed to awoman?"'

Throe was surprised. "Thisrelates?'

"es"

"1 have been married and have raised my four. Now | have anew woman, and | love her, and
she me. We will marry when our present businesses are done.”

"Excdlent. So you have no interest in any other woman."

"| admire youthful proportions, as aways, but wish no relationship other than the one | have."
"1 must marry within the month, but have not decided on the woman. Y ou will help me decide.”
"Thisishardly my busness™

"Oh, itis, becausethisismy price. Y ou must acquaint yoursaf with my three loves, and advise
me which one | should marry.”

"1 plead incompetence. | am not of your generation, and my expertise with women other than my
former wifeisdight.”

"But you havetraveled no fault?’

"Y es. But such relaionships hardly count. In fact they are by definition non-committa.”
"They are neverthel ess experience.”

"Perhaps. But not toward marriage. Surely only you yoursdlf can make such adecision.”
"They are Sgters, Smilar in respects, yet set quite gpart from each other. Ina, Ine, and Ini, in

descending order of age. All well worthy of aman's commitment. Each hasaqudlity | desre. Wereit
alowed, | would marry al three. Asitis, | must choose one. | am not ableto do so.”



"There must be othersto advise you. | am not the person for this.”

"Oh, but you are. Y ou have no interest in aforeign relationship. Y ou are objective. Y ou will
haveingghts| lack."

"1 will have clumsiness and confusion you lack, and no clear notion what might be best for you. |
am not of your Chroma, and hardly know your conventions.”

"All I need isyour opinion. Asan outsider your judgment will not be distorted by local issues.”
They argued, but Jamais Vu was resolute: Throe must meet the ssters and form an opinion

which one Jamais should marry. That wasthe price of Jamais service as guide. Throe had no choice
but to agree.

They st off by foot, for Jamais assured him that no one employed magic means to approach the
cone; magic could react dangeroudly in that vicinity. Throe was not sure he believed that, but had to
accept it. He did not try to read the man's mind, for any such effort might be detected, and in any
event, what he needed was the man's service as aguide, not information on his private thoughts.

It was apretty path, with multi-colored flowers growing on either side. Further back were trees
with leaves of severd hues, some with exotic fruits and nuts. There were hills and dales, and they
crossed a bridge over asparkling river. "Isdl the zone thislovely?' Throe asked.

"Not al; some partswish to be left done, so they make themsalvesugly.”

"The scenery makesitsdlf pretty or ugly?”

"The living aspects of it. Each tree puts on its appearance, and each shrub, and each tuft of
grass. Animals project their chosen aspects.”

"Soilluson is not merely the choice of the human population”?”
"It isnot. We merely follow the natura pattern, asisthe case with other Chroma.”

Throe wondered. He had thought that the human popul ations guided the specidties, but this
suggested that the creatures and plants originated them. What wasthe readl answer?

"How isit that you do not fly, or use other magica meansto travel more reedily?’

"We could fly, and some do. But it can be awkward or even dangerous outside of carefully
defined channels. Since dl that isvigbleisilluson, we can be certain of nothing unlesswe know it
persondly. It is safer when going beyond our own homesteads to stay afoot, and on the marked

paths”
"Couldn't amarked path beilluson covering apitfall?"
"Indeed it could. That iswhy you need aguide. | know which pathsareredl." He gestured

ahead, to where the path divided. "For example, the path | know isthe |eft fork. Theright fork may
be new, or may be nothing. Shall we find out?



To Throe's eye, the two paths were similar. One wound through afield of red flowers, the other
through blue flowers. Both were level, without threatening aspects. "1 am curious.”

Jamais produced a brown staff. He had not been carrying it; evidently he had conjured it at
need, or perhaps had it waiting invisbly where he needed it. That was one advantage of livingina
Chroma; incidentals were convenient. He poked at the right path, and nodded. "Try it," he said,
handing the staff to Throe,

Throe accepted it, and tapped at the worn surface of the center of the path. But the end of the
staff passed through it, encountering no resistance. Only when it was agood foot beyond the visble
surface did it strike solidity. That lower surface, it turned out, was doping down, and rocky. The
person who stepped onto it might find himsalf diding down a stegp dope to some unknown landing.

"Point made. But why would anyone—or any thing—take the trouble to set up aruse like this?
What isto be gained from it?"

"It may be asettler who does not like trespassers. Or plants that have been molested by passing
youths. Or apredator.”

"But it isjust adopedown.”

"Or the edge of an ant lion trap.”

Throe had seen the conic holes of insects that trapped unwary ants or other small insects. This
one would be large enough to catch aman. That spokefor itsdlf. "1 hope you do not make any
mistakes"

Jamaislaughed. "1 hope so too. We shdl haveto go carefully near the cone, because | do not go
there frequently, and the landscape changes congtantly.” He led the way dong the left path, walking

with confidence.

In due course they cameto alovely little cottage. "Thisis Inas house. Y ou will stay herethe
night, and | will comefor you in the morning.”

"l don't mean to take the only lodging. Surely we can share.”
"Not tonight. Inaisthefirst sster.”

Oh. "One you might marry? But | should not spend the night with her. | can talk with her,
perhaps an hour, and go on."

"Y ou must get to know her better than that. Parting.”

"But—" He stopped, because Jamais had literally faded out. He had turned off hisillusion, and
now wasinvigble. "Asyou wish," Throe concluded gruffly.

He walked to the house. The door opened as he approached. A lovely young woman stood
there, with an eegant blue coiffure and arather scant red dress. ™Y ou must be Jamais friend. Do
comein."



"Greeting," Throe said awkwardly.
"Acknowledged. Introduction: | am Inamorata, Inato my friendsand lovers.”
"l am Throe, traveling in the King's service."

Shetook hisebow in much theway Vision had, guiding him into the house. He redlized that
when everything visible wasillusion, aphysica touch could be anecessary guideto spot redlity. |
have prepared a nice supper for us, and asoft bed.”

So she had known he was coming. "'l appreciate the supper, and shall be glad of comfortable
deep. But it was never my intention to put anyone to any inconvenience.”

"I'm sure.” She guided him to an inner door. "Hereisthe lavatory. Y ou will want to clean up, as
you are sweaty."

"Thank you." He reached for the door handle, and to his haf surpriseit was exactly whereiit
seemed to be. He had traveled through Invisible Chroma zones before, but dways in the company of
the King, who rated specid facilities. He had never stayed in the house of a private Air Chroma
citizen.

There was a privy pot, abasin, sponge, and pitcher of water. Just what he needed. There was
even amirror on the wal behind the basin. He doffed his clothes, which were indeed swesty, and sat
on the pot. Then he used the wet sponge to clean hisbody, rinsing it often in the basin. 1t was good to
get clean again.

He stooped to pick up his clothes from the floor, but did not find them. They were gone. He
suffered apang of darm, then realized that they must have turned invisible when separated from him,
yielding to the Chromaambiance. He felt around more carefully, and found cloth. Helifted it—and
discovered that it was an unfamiliar blue cloak.

Throe paused, consdering. She must have left the cloak there for him to find. But what had
happened to his clothes? What of his weapons? He did not like to be separated from them. So he
expanded his search, fedling acrossthe floor.

His bow and arrows were resting on an invisible table to the side, dong with hisknife, short
club, and persond itemsfrom his pockets. All returned to visibility when lifted from the table. But his
clothing was gone. So there was no confusion on his part; someone had taken his clothing, neatly
gtoring hisarti