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This story — about the adventures of Rodan Samsara ou the pleasure
planet of Thearis — is a blend of strong writing and marvelous
invention. It is from a new writer who has been published in
Amazing. Mr. Wightman writes that he is 35 years old, teaches
creative writing at the Modesto (CA) Junior College, and “spends a lot
of time listening to Haydn while I'm in the kitchen teaching myself
how to cook. I also run about 20 miles a week so I can enjoy eating

Condemned, A
Kiss, and Sleep

BY WAYNE WIGHTMAN

what I cook.”

y name’s Rodan Samsara and I
travel with the Delphic Oracle. It's a
business arrangement, although she is
very good to look at, and sometimes
when she touches me, the touch is
more than skin-deep. Nonetheless, it is
business only with us. She is a soul-
catcher and her first allegiance is to the
40,000 or so whispering souls waiting
inside her to be reborn. She has no
time for me. On the outside, she is a
wiry, sexy tomboy with thick, black-
rope hair, and when she walks, she
moves more ways than one.

How we met is another story, but
suffice it to say that she kept me from
being turned into 170 pounds of high-
grade extra-lean rat kibble for the long-
nosed concubines of some slime king
on a dumpworld where I had the mis-
fortune of stopping over for a few
days’ rest. And now we travel to-
gether. We assist each other. But when
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she touches me, it sometimes feels like
she is moving the tip of her tongue
across my heart. I have not told her
this.

Now, this time, I wanted a little
rest, a little relaxation. Was I being ex-
cessive in my desires? Was I demand-
ing too much of the universe? I just
wanted a few days without pressure,
so what did I do? I arranged to see Cor-
andra Kinellen, the only woman living
whom I had told that I loved. Coran-
dra was an even two meters tall; she
had solid cat-like muscles and a mind
like a box of razor blades. Her idea of
love-making would have appalled any-
one but a clinician and would have
amazed gymnasts — and her skin
smelled of gardenias, always of gar-
denias.

I should have known better.

I had met her a dozen years earlier,

and everytime I had seen her, some pu-

7



trid disaster had rolled out of the
woodwork — but, | figured, what
were the odds of that happening four
times straight? God damn it, I should
have known. How many times will I
have to learn that in this universe you
give thanks when nothing goes wrong
— and if you're having a good time,
that's when you should start looking
behind you. Screw around, and you
find your gonads up drying on some
muscle-head’s meatrack.

“High quality illusions that you
direct! The only perceptible difference
between our illusions and your reality
is time: you can spend two weeks and
your life’s savings trying to have a
.good time somewhere else, but on The-
aris we use an ultra-high-speed
generator that allows you to squeeze
two weeks’ fun and games, two weeks’
high living or two weeks' low-down
gut-level fun into an hour! And the
price is something to write home
about. Thearis — a resort world for
those with unusual and discriminating
tastes.”

That was the same advertisement
I'd been picking up for two weeks. The
seventh or eighth time I'd heard it, I
got in touch with Corandra Kinellen
and arranged to meet her there. Del
said she could use a rest too — carry-
ing thousands of people within her was
a burden she did not discuss, but it
showed in her eyes. She drank a lot.

Del and I were coming in on The-
aris, the resort world, and I was sitting

with my chin resting on my folded
hands wondering what kind of meeting
Corandra and I would have. It had
been five years since we'd seen each
other. Del came up from the back part
of the ship and stood at the counter
and mixed herself some gin and lemon.

“I have a reading on our vacation,”
she said. “Want to hear it?”

I didn’t want to hear it, but when
the oracle offers, you take. I nodded.

“‘There will be a change of
mind.” ” She shrugged and turned back
to the bar. “Doesn’t sound too omi-
nous,” she said. Del only reported
what came to her — she didn't know
any more than I did about what her
prophecies meant.

Guidance chirped and threw an im-
age of the Thearis jump station on the
screen. It grew larger as we approach-
ed. Behind it was Thearis itself. The
only land mass was a thin circular rim
that looked like it could have been the
remains of an ancient impact crater.
The center of it was filled with water,
and dead in the middle of it, like a
bull's-eye, was another dot of land.
The rest was water — smooth, gray
water. :

“What do you plan to do down
there?” I asked.

She came up behind me and looked
at the screen. She rested her hand on
my shoulder. “I'm going to try to feel
like a human being again. I'd like to
forget for a few minutes all the people I
carry around. I'd like to forget the
voice that tells me things I don’t under-
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stand.” The ice in her glass clinked as
she poured the entire drink down her
throat. “I'd give anything to be
stupid.” She went back to the bar and I
saw her fingers touch the combination
of buttons that would give her more
gin and lemon.

The ship nuzzled against the jump
station and then clanked into the lock.

“Someday,"” I said, “maybe you can
be free of all that.”

Her narrow shoulders shrugged.
She looked back and gave me that
cocked-head look of hers that's the
closest thing to a smile I ever see on her
face. “And maybe gin is good for me,”
she said. She slugged down the second
drink and dropped the glass in the re-
cycler. “Let’s get on with it,” she said,
brushing her hands against her thighs.
I took a deep breath.

MOW you do, folks! My name is
Earl and I'm going to be your host here
on Thearis.” Earl at least looked hu-
man. “Thearis is the greatest pleasure
center in this sector of the known uni-
verse! Step right this way. Right down
this corridor. Just follow me.” Earl
looked like he would be more at home
selling small appliances to defectives.
He wore a stagger-stripe suit, the kind
that changes with every movement and
causes you to wonder if you're suffer-
ing from a drug overload. His face was
red, and slick-skinned and from his
nearly lipless mouth boiled a continu-
ous stream of words: “...straight ahead
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is what we call ‘the lagoon,’ although
it'’s actually a small inland sea. Get
your money ready please — twenty
creds each. The only land area on this
planet is this right here, that's in the
shape of a skinny donut, with the la-
goon is the middle, which is where the
Techs live, the people, if you want call
‘em that, who lived here before we
came and made this place what it is.”

“Why is the central island orange-
colored?” I asked.

“We serve all species,” Earl said,
sticking his hands in his baggy pockets
and making his suit jitter even more.
“This part of the island is for humans,
and up the trail a ways we take care of
the Shrifar, the Vargoonians, you
name it.” He stopped suddenly and
with a flourish indicated a small inset
in the corridor. “Just deposit twenty
creds each right here.” He smiled plea-
santly, his eyes nearly disappearing.
Between his short teeth showed a nar-
row, deeply grooved tongue.

“Why is the central island orange,
Earl?” I asked. I looked directly into
his eyes, but there was nothing there.

“Orange?” The question seemed to
freeze him, as though he had never
been asked it before. Suddenly he
sprang to life. “Beats the hell out of
me. I just work here, meet folks at the
jump station, take their money. I don’t
get paid to think!” he said happily. °

Del looked at me curiously.

“Twenty creds each. Just feed it in-
to that slot there,” Earl said. His suit
wavered wildly each time he rocked



back and forth on his feet.

I took the money from my pocket.

“Why is it so cheap?” Del asked.

“l am not allowed to discuss the
economic operations of Thearis, miss,”
Earl said good-naturedly. “But I guar-
antee if you don't like what you get, I'll
see to it you get your bucks back.”

‘I put the money into the intake.
The machine thanked me.

“A friend is supposed to meet me
here,” I said. “She—"

Earl walked away from us, motion-
ing us to follow. “Our illusions are of
the highest quality, tailored to fit any
species. We got no prejudices here, al-
though personally I could do without
some of the trashlife that comes down
here and expects us to virtually hand
over an actual herd of sex objects for
them to mess around with and then kill
or eat or whatever the hell they want
to do. But I digress—"

“Earl could you hold it just a min-
ute?”’

He stopped in his tracks and turned
around very fast, his face open, blank,
his lips slightly parted. “You have
some'special request? Something a lit-
tle on the unusual side? Say no more.
Something a shade on the violent side?

Say no more.” His tongue flicked at his .

bottom lip and he grinned.

Del was standing very erect beside
me, watching Earl carefully.

“A friend of mine is supposed to
meet me here. Her name is Corandra
Kinellen.”

Earl stared blankly at me several
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seconds. He did not seem to be able to
think and move at the same time. Sud-
denly he raised one hand over his
head. “A tall one? About this high?
Copper kind of skin? Gets mean and
shows her muscles if you mess with
her?”

“That sounds like her.” Out of the
corner of my eye, I could see Del had
her hands in her hip pockets and was
doing her cocked-head mona-lisa
smile.

“Right down this way and around
the corner,” Earl said, “and all your
questions and desires will be satisfied.”
He was silent for a few steps. “Your
friend, Coranna Kinanna or whatever,
she kind of injured one of the Techs
this afternoon. The management will
be happy if you can get her occupied.
The Techs, see, they're a bunch of
cold-blooded sonsabitches, if you want
the truth, and this one was asking her
some questions about her body and I
guess he tried to touch her.”

“How bad was it?” I asked. Del was
still doing her smile.

“Well, she busted his arm and then
she held his hand right up to his own
ear and then she crushed his hand — 1
guess she wanted him to hear it. You
gonna mess with her?”

“As much as I can,” I said.

“Well, she’s right up here. Now,
what we got here, on this island, is a
real nice situation. About twenty years
ago, the first generation of my people
landed here just to look around and see
what kind of place it was, and they met
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the natives, the Techs, and they called
‘em that because they were real good
with machinery. Not real talkative,
but good with their hands. Now my
forebearers handed over a bunch of
equipment, old junk stuff, and lo and
behold, they thought miracles had
happened. The whole goddamned is-
land filled up with what you're going
to see right down that hallway right
there.”

He had timed it perfectly. We went
around the last corner and saw some-
thing that looked like a centimeter-
wide strip of silver tape across the cor-
ridor floor; it was mirror-like but
seemed to reflect nothing — but best,
best of all, on the other side of it stood
Corandra Kinellen, two meters of her,
dressed in lavender fur, her hair a vio-
lent configuration of shifting ara-
besques. My bones vibrated, and when
she turned her eyes on me, I couldn't
get enough air into my lungs. I wanted
her. I was smothering in desire. Testos-
terone poured into my blood.

Like the vaguest voice of some fad-
ing ghost, I heard Earl saying from
somewhere behind me, “Just walk
across that shiny thing. Just step right
across it and you'll see what Thearis is
all about.”

Corandra had her arms out, reach-
ing toward me. I glanced back at Del
— she had her hands in her back poc-
kets and was looking at the mirror-
line. Del glanced up at me and with her
eyes told me to go on, to go ahead. A
part of me didn't want to leave her;
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she looked very small.

Just one pace in front of me, Coran-
dra was reaching for me, coming to-
ward me. Like a lavender cobra, she
fixed me with her eyes, stepped across
the mirror line at the same moment I
crossed it and swung around her, my
arms wrapping around her hard body
and my hands feeling the smooth
sheaths of muscle that enclosed her
powerful body. Something flew up out
of the mirrored strip — something blue
and round — but it was only light —
globes of blue light. Then something
unusual happened.

In all my years drifting in lightless
space and admiring the rising and dy-
ing flares of tortured stars, the stately
entropy of galaxies that relax their
hold on order, and the quiet intricacies
of dark, uninhabitable worlds where
small things creep and live with night
— in all that time, I never guessed,
never dreamed, how my irrational
blood yearned for the green living
things of Old Earth, for the black rich
soil on which my ancient kin had built
and lost their dreams a thousand times
and more. But there I was. In a place I
had only heard about, I was home. I
was home. And 1 was sitting in the
shade of a wide, spreading tree with
leaves like the palms of hands, looking
into the round blue eyes of Corandra
Kinellen, who now, like a figure out of
history, sat straight-backed, her legs
folded lady-like beneath her, dressed in
white lace. The smell of gardenias fill-
ed the air around her.
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For a moment, the smallest instant,
I was distracted by the rush and flutter
of a flock of black birds that rose from
the rolling meadow near us. They were
birds of Old Earth — I had never seen
anything like them before.

“What has taken us so long?” she \

asked. Her lips barely moved when she
spoke, and her eyelids lowered slight-
ly. Corandra’s gaze barely concealed
the sexual violence that was visibly ris-
ing in her. Her dress of white lace was
beginning to fade, revealing her brown
skin and browner nipples beneath. She
stared at me.

“I was...."” I looked behind me, ex-
pecting to see Earl or Del or some part
of the building in which we had been
standing. There was nothing but pas-
tures and rows of bushy poplars.
“Where are we? What is this place?”

“Part of us is back in the corridor
— where I was waiting for you.” She
moved closer. The smell of gardenias
was stronger and I could feel her warm
breath on my lips. “I've been waiting
for you longer than I can remember.”

I had forgotten the details of her
face, her mongol eyes, the way her
black hair glowed like spun filaments
of black pearl. I had forgotten the
speck of pale skin on the back of her
left thumb — my skin that she had had
grafted there.

“As always,” she breathed, “I carry
you with me.”

I moved my hand up her arm, over
the smooth arches of muscle, to her
neck. Her blood pulsed under my fin-
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gers. In every part of my body I could
feel the speeding beat of my heart.

“Stand up,” she said. “See what
happens.”

I got to my feet, nearly lost my bal-
ance, and then realized why: some-
how, in this land of illusions, when we
stood up, we grew taller, and we stood
shoulders-above the tree we had just
been sitting under; we were titans, we
were giants in this place, and it was all
ours.

She turned and ran a few strides
away from me. The ground trembled
with her steps. She grinned at me and
then sprinted away. I followed her
across fields and plains, and we ran
knee-deep in wide, swift rivers; and
miles away, over the tops of scattered
forests, we could see range after range
of fading mountains in one direction —
and in the other lay the humped back
of the ocean, lying smooth and blue,
not more than a few miles away. We
ran and ran, and when we ran, the
earth thundered.

I caught her in the white dunes.
The hot sand poured rivers of energy
into us until we were no longer like hu-
man beings but were wind and sea and
fire restrained only by the sheerest lac-
ery of flesh. We were giants and we
were power and we were greater than
our world.

She lay beneath me, her hair spread
in intricate curls, half-buried in the
powdery sand. Her hands pulled at my
shoulders at the back of my neck, and I
said, “I didn't know how much I was

Fantasy & Science Fiction



meant to be here, how much I needed
you.”
She just said, “Yes.”

nl\e breeze off the water dried our
sweat, and we lay on our backs and
watched a single seagull pass one direc-
tion and then the other over the hissing
surf. I asked her if she had been here
before.
“Yes, while I was waiting for you.”
“How much of this illusion is of our
own making? How much does Thearis
provide?”
“Morley told me that Thearis pro-
vides the whole thing. We have no in-

put.” Her hand touched my thigh. “We .

just enjoy.”

“Who is Morley?”

“A fellow who speaks bad English
and says he is my host.”

“l should have guessed. The man
who met us was named Earl.”

Corandra breathed deeply and
turned on her side. She took a handful
of sand and held it over my chest and
let it slowly drain between her fingers.
“Morley told me that on the center is-
land the Techs set up some devices that
they use to project the illusions. But
the one Tech I talked to didn’t seem
bright enough to do anything more
complicated than feed himself.”

I turned on my side and faced her,
resting my cheek on her wrist.

“Why is this place so cheap?” she
asked. “It makes me suspicious.”

I placed my hand between her
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breasts and felt her heart beating in
strong slow pulses. “I heard you broke
the Tech’s arm.”

She grinned. “He stood and stared
at me, which I ignored, and then he
started asking me what percentage of
me was fat, how fast I could dissipate
lactic acid, if I had any implants, and
then he started to touch me.”

I grinned. Corandra Kinellen did
not like to be touched by strangers.

“I told him not to, but he thought
he could do it anyway. He tried to grab_
a handful of loose skin on the side of
my waist. Not only was that implicitly
insulting, but he touched me after I
told him not to. So I broke his arm and
then pinned him and held his hand up
by his ear where he could hear what it
sounded like to have his fingers
broken.” Corandra turned onto her
stomach. The sun gleamed in two lines
down her back on each side of her
spine. “The Tech didn't care. He really
didn't seem to mind. But he didn't
touch me again. Morley was coming
down the corridor, and he didn't care
either. The Tech got up and strolled
away, unconcerned.”

Far away, a gull called and the surf
rhythmically answered in a drawling
hush. Gardenias filled the air.

“What do the Techs look like?” I
asked.

“Humanoid. Grayish-pale skin.
Primarily they are unclean. They walk
around with dirt on them. Why are
you grinning?”

“Your phobia about dirt. I've seen
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you deal with chaos like it was an old
friend, but dirt makes you wild.” I was
almost laughing. “The Tech was lucky
you didn't remove his offending
parts.”

She looked at me coolly, regally.
“He was relatively clean. Dirt is for
growing things and walking on, not for
cosmetic purposes.” She blinked slow-
ly and her eyebrows rose almost im-
perceptibly. “And, now, I'm going to
eat you alive, I'm going to make you
remember me the rest of your life.” She
rose up on her arms and moved over
me, pressing her mouth to mine. Her
tongue was hot and against my lips her
teeth were smooth and cool and dan-
gerous and lovely and lovely and love-

ly....

We swam and we floated in the sea
as great speckled shapes moved in the
depths below us. The bright clear sun
was still high in the sky.

“Even in dreams,” Corandra said,
“I never imagined a place like this.”
She made a splashing turn and flipped
her long, smooth legs over her head
and dived beneath me.

When she came up I said to her, “1
can't believe this is illusion — I just
saw you do that, you did it. Are we
both going to have the same memories
when we go back?”

She swam over to me, her eyes
large and dark like a cat’s eyes when it
sees prey. I took her by the waist as her
legs wrapped around me. “The Solip-
sistic Inevitability has you in its grips,”
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she said, grinning. Even wet, she smell-
ed of gardenias. Her hands moved over
my shoulders, down my arms to my
wrists; and in the moment her lips
touched mine, I realized she had im-
mobilized me. “Admit it,” she said,
moving herself against me. “Admit
that I'm just a collection of appealing
sensations.” Beneath the surface of the
water, her skin was hot against mine.
“Admit that I'm just another way you
have of looking at yourself and that’s
why you love me.” She touched me
slowly.

“I can’t think straight when you do
that — I'll admit anything.”

She released me, and like mammals
of the sea, we dived, made love, sur-
faced to breathe, and then dived again,
over and over, without thinking, with-
out care, without thought, with joy.

I dropped to the corridor floor like
a bag of dirt. By an immense force of
will, I opened my eyes and saw Earl’s
low-top shoes a meter away. On the
other side of him, Corandra was slow-
ly getting to her feet. She looked as
beaten and exhausted as I felt. Raising
myself up, I saw Del lying near me on
her back. Her eyes were open and daz-
ed and blank.

“See what I tell you?” Earl was say-
ing. “See what I mean? Thearis is one
hell of a place! And you get all this for
orly twenty creds each. Be sure to tell
your friends and cohorts.” He reached
down to help Corandra up but then
jerked away his hand as though he
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were bitten by a painful thought.
“Ma’am? I'll give you a hand up, if you
want me to, if you promise not to
break my arm.”

Corandra waved him away and
slowly lifted her hands off the floor
and stood.

Earl briskly pulled me up by the
wrist. “Look where you like, you
won't find no other places like Thearis.
We got ubiquitous scenery, we got un-
endless delights, we got whatever you
want. This place is ace-primo.” He
pulled Del up. She wavered on her feet
and slowly gathered her senses. “Now I
imagine,” Earl continued, “that you
people are tired as runnin’ midgets. So
if you'll follow me, I'll take you to
your cabins where you can repose and
get some rest before you do this
again.” He waved us to follow him. It
was not easy. '

We left the entry building and came
out on a stretch of sandy dirt where tall
scrawny palms cast small pools of
shade. Fifty meters in front of us, two
neat rows of white cabins stood in the
sun, and beyond them lay the huge
lagoon with the one dark, orange is-
land in its center.

I moved next to Del as we trudged
behind Earl, and in a shaky rasp I ask-
ed her what had happened when she
stepped across the reflective tape.

“I could never tell you,” she said in
a voice as tired as any I'd ever heard
from her. “All my people ... thousands
of them, they were all there. They
were separate from me. They had
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faces, and they talked and laughed. In
the mountains, beside a lake, they all
sat and told stories and had picnics —
and for the first time, I was free. | was
like anyone else. I was simple.”

Great as the effort was, I turned my
head to see her face — but she did not
resemble the Del I had known before:
she was all exhaustion and sadness —
the beauty of what she had seen had
filled her with grief. I wanted to put
my arm around her, to touch her, but
Earl was pulling her away.

" “Right this way, miss.” He opened
the cabin door for her. “Just let me help
you up that step, and there you are.”
Del disappeared in darkness, and Earl
pulled the door closed. His face was
starting to glaze with sweat. “And the
both of you, you have this cabin here,
two doors down.” He unlatched it and
I pulled Corandra up after me. There
was only a cot and a water dispenser
inside; the bare ugliness of the room
did not offend us; we needed only rest.

Corandra fell onto the cot and roll-
ed to the side nearer the wall. I lay be-
side her and felt all sensibility drain out
of me. The noise of Earl slamming the
door echoed far, far away.

“Tomorrow,” Corandra murmur-
ed. “Tomorrow ... there will be more
... and more...."

I remember the smell of gardenias,
the faint pink of her lips, and then
there was nothing.

The faint pink of morning crept un-
der the door, but when I reached
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across the darkness to touch Corandra,
my hand touched only bedding.

“Corandra?” I nearly fell out of bed
— it was narrower than I remembered.
“Corandra? Are you here?” I pushed
the door open and let in enough light
to see that I was alone — and to see
that the cot was too small for both of
us to have slept in.

The door pulled open. “Good mor-
ning, sirl Good morning!” It sounded
like someone who sounded like Earl
and could have been his brother, but
this person had such a smearing of
scaly freckles across his nose and
cheeks that he looked like the survivor
of some disease that should have killed
him. “Hope you slept good, sir,” he
said, grinning and grinning. “My
name’s Cleetis and I'm your host to-
day.”

“Where's the woman who was with
me, Corandra Kinellen?”

He looked around and behind him,
as though she could have been stand-
ing within touching distance. “Where's
what?’

“The woman I was with. Last night
we slept in this cabin. When 1 woke
up, she was gone.”

He gave me a sly look and a shrug.
“Your affairs is' your affairs,” he said.
“Maybe you said something in your
sleep she didn't like. Maybe she just
went for a walk.” He stuck his hands in
his pockets and jingled something me-
tallic.

A door closed behind me, half a
dozen cabins away. It was Del. She
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stood on the step, blinking into the
morning sun.

“Look whata a nice day we got
here,” Cleetis was saying, turning his
face to the sky. “Sun shining, nice
quiet surf, hundreds of illusions you
can walk through. This woman you're
interested in, just step through one of
the illusions, and she’ll be there.”

“Sometime during the night I was
moved from one cabin to another.
Why was that done?”

“Moved?” He looked surprised.
“You mean like bodily moved? Well.”
He pulled one speckled bony hand
from a pocket and massaged his chin.
“We don’t normally move people un-
less they ask us to.”

He was stalling and we both knew
it. I ran down to the cabin Corandra
and I had been taken to the previous
evening and looked in. Empty. The
bed was made up.

Cleetis strolled casually over to me,
his hands once again in his pockets.

“Where's Earl?” I demanded.

“I don't know any Earl. I just came
on duty an hour ago.”

“What's the matter?” Del asked fuz-
zily. The pink morning sun made her
hair look blacker than usual.

“Corandra has disappeared.” I fac-
ed Cleetis and stood very close to him.
“This conversation has gone on too
long,” I said. “Tell me either where
Corandra Kinellen is or where Earl is.”

“I don’t know either one of those
people!” Cleetis said helplessly.

“He's lying,” Del said, as though
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stating the tediously obvious. She
sounded sullen, withdrawn.

“l didn't do anything!” Cleetis
whined. Sweat began rolling out of his
hair.

“Tell me something I want to hear,
Cleetis, or I'm going to damage you a
little bit.”

Half a second later Cleetis was run-
ning toward the lagoon, toward a
small cluster of palms that grew
around a pile of boulders. He ran
splay-footed and knocked-kneed, but
desperation made him run fast. Sand
kicked up in sprays behind him. I still
ached from the day before, and my
muscles seemed to be filled with some
kind of slow viscid fluid that made me
feel kilos heavier. Just before he got to
the boulders, I was close enough to see
the dirt on his white collar. He looked
back once, his eyes bloodshot and
wide with fear—

And I should have see it. I was
slow. I wasn’t watching.

The man dodged, and as I swerved
around him, I saw my foot touch
down on a shining, mirror-like strip
that stretched across the ground be-
tween the two palms. Effervescent blue
boiled up from the ground and envel-
oped me.

I stood in a garden amidst curving
rows of yellow and pink tea roses.
Other than the buzzing of a few bees, it
was utterly silent. The boundaries of
the garden were lined with huge, shag-
gy eucalyptus trees whose dropping
limbs blocked all view of the surround-
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ing countryside. Behind me a white
wicker gazebo sat in a small grassy
clearing. Two wicker chairs waited sil-
ently beside a white table, and a steam-
ing pot of tea was in the precise center
of it. It was all vaguely familiar. Some-
thing about it jiggled an old memory of
something ... somewhere.... And
something was not right about the gar-
den. It was lovely, peaceful, beautiful,
and vaguely wrong.

1 figured that if this illusion were
like the previous one, I would be stuck
in it an hour or more, subjective time,
and when I came out of it, I could ex-
pect Cleetis to either be vanishing in
the distance or standing over me with a
club. I could also expect to be exhaust-
ed. All I wanted was a little rest. What
had I got? A peculiar rose garden. I
had lost Corandra Kinellen, and Del
had looked depressed.

I sat down at the wicker table under
the gazebo and tried to concentrate on
what was wrong with the garden.

The teapot was white china, deco-
rated with a green vine that grew up
from its base and circled the lid. All the
leaves on the vine were different. I had
seen one like it before — when I first
met Corandra, back on 9J-0321. We
had sat in the Sub-governor's garden
one afternoon and drank cherry-root
tea.

I lifted the lid and breathed. Cher-
ry-root tea.

Then I knew what the other thing
was — it was the roses. I was sitting in
the middle of a rose garden, every bush
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in full bloom; I was surrounded by eu-
caplytus trees — and all I could smell
was gardenias. Gardenias.

The significance was more com-
plicated than putting two and two to-
gether, but not much more. Thearis
provided the landscape for its guests,
and this landscape was coming from
Corandra Kinellen. How or why, I
didn’t know — but I did know that
Corandra was on the wrong end of this
thing, she was gone, and I had been
lied to about her disappearance. I also
knew that I wanted to get my hands on
Cleetis and make a physical statement
of my displeasure.

I sat under the gazebo and waited

until the tea was cold. I waited. I seeth-
ed.
It was like falling backward out of
a chair. The scraggly palms lazily wav-
ed their fronds in the morning sky, and
I could feel the damp sand under my
hands and shoulders. And again,
waves of exhaustion spread through
me. Not ten seconds had passed be-
cause Del was still in front of the
cabins, just starting to run toward me,
and Cleetis was thirty or forty meters
away shouting, “Tech! Tech!” and
waving his arms wildly in the air. He
ran like a wad of laundry.

When I tried to pick myself up, my
hands trembled and my legs felt like
they hadn’t walked in months.

Del walked around the silvery tape
and helped me to my feet. “This is not
a good place,” she said sullenly. “As
you fell across that thing, the voice
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told me.” Her voice was low and dull.

“Your voice is very perceptive,” 1
said, trying to stay above my legs.

By now, Cleetis had disappeared
around a sand dune.

“It looks like we're in it again,” she
said, looking past me at the lagoon.

My legs were wobbling, but they
could carry me. “All I really wanted to
do was get some rest,” I said.

“And to see Corandra Kinellen.”
Her voice was flat and emotionless,
and I was beginning to fear the reason
for it.

I nodded in the direction of Cleetis’
trail. “Let’s go.”

We didn't have to look very far.
After trailing him along the inner
beach for five minutes, we heard run-
ning behind us — a Tech. It was the
first one I had seen and it fitted Coran-
dra’s description perfectly: his skin was
gray and smudged with dirt, and raggy
hair grew out of the back of his head.
He wore only a dirty brown shirt that
reached halfway between his hips and
his knees. When he saw us waiting, he
stopped running and began a sort of
mindless shuffling slog through the
sand. There was something distinctly
ineffectual and nonthreatening about
him. His feet seemed heavy and h