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Chapter 1-Loom

Ennui was a her desk, reviewing papers, when it happened. A clip did off the desk and
bounced under it. She pushed back her chair and leaned down, reaching for it, her chin amost
colliding with her knees. She got the clip and straightened up again. And paused, amazed.

She felt asudden surge of energy and desire. Shefdt wild and wanton, like flinging away her
clothing, laying open her body for the gaze of avirile young man. When he hesitated, she went to him,
kissed him, took his hands and placed them on her bare breast and buttock. "Take me," she breathed,
kissng him again. Shefdt hishuge erection risng againg her thigh, seeking its avenue of penetration.

Y et there was aso anagty thrill of nervousness, of fear; there was danger here. Thiswas not a safe
gtuation.

She blinked. She remained at her desk, the papers undisturbed. She wasfully clothed, and there
was no handsome young man. Y et her heart was begting hard, her breasts were tingling, and her cleft
wasmoist. And she il quivered with sexud desire.

What was the matter with her? She was forty-one years old, her seductive days past if they had
ever existed, her children grown and gone. She had never been asiren, even when young; she
remained moderately homely. And she didn't need avirile young man; she dready had aman of her
own generation, who loved her, and was quite virile enough. So why thisillicit dream?

Y et ill the mental image teased her, and her body yearned to it. She wanted sex now, and not
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the routine kind. The desire had touched her, and it wasn't going away. But she had to ifleit,
because someone was coming to the office.

Nonce entered. The girl was sixteen and lovely, aswas required for her position as First
Midtress of the Roya Bath. Shewasin charge of washing the King and other members of the roya
household, as directed. If the King felt an itch for sex, she accommodated that too, on agtrictly
no-fault basis. The prior two girlsto hold her office had soon gone on to far more important roles. In
fact, when it came to sex—

"Lady," thegirl said.

"Surprise,”" Ennui said, trying to suppress her rascally imagination. ™Y ou are on leave. Y ou don't
have to work thisweek."

"Privacy,” Nonce said.

That meant it wasimportant. Nonce had the kind of face and body Ennui could hardly even
dream of, but shewas asensible girl, not given to irresponsibility.

Ennui stood and walked away from her desk. She led the way into anearby private chamber
and closed the door behind the girl. " Speak.”

"Message: 'Bring two ikons."'

Ennui stared at her. Thiswas atreacherous surprise. "What do you know of ikons?'

"Only that if anyone knows what this means, you do, Lady. Y ou are Havoc's oath friend.”

Bath girls were trained to keep secrets. Often they learned thingsin the course of their duties that
were best kept private. Such asjust how rapidly aking could be brought to climax from alimp start.
But thisthought was that sexua charge possessing her mind again. She had to banish it and get
serious. "No other words?'

"None. But the circumstance—"

"| was bathing in aforest pool, when—"

"Don't you get enough of baths here?' Now that rogue desire was taking over her voice.

Nonce smiled. "Bathing done, Lady, | can pretend | am aperson of consequence.”

Ennui returned the smile. ™Y ou are such aperson. Theking likesyou." It wastrue, but she
shouldn't have said that.

"The queen won't et him bathe done.”

"Thered king," Ennui clarified. "My oath friend.”



The girl'smouth fell open. She blushed prettily. "Oh!"

And that gave Ennui a certain vicarious satisfaction. Oh to have enough naiveté back to be able
to blush likethat! "But | distract you from your circumstance. Continue.”

"When a—atree spoke those words. | knew it had to be magic, so | came immediately to you."

Ennui nodded. A tree. That was definitely a message from Havoc. " Prepare to take two
anonymous people to that pool. Meet them here an hour hence.”

"Yes, Lady."

Ennui left Nonce to her preparation, and went to see her closest femdefriend. Thiswasthe
lovely Lady Aspect, widow of the former king, and Havoc's socia advisor. "Greeting.”

"Acknowledged.”
Message from Havoc: 'Bring two ikons." Nonce will take us there in one hour.

Aspect gave no overt Sgn that she had received the menta news. She answered with her own
thought. Of course.

Ennui provided the background mentaly while they exchanged routine verba compliments. And
| felt a weird sexuality just before Nonce arrived.

Aspect met her gaze. So did 1.
Astonished, Ennui could only stare. So it wasn't from inside me.
It was from el sawhere, Aspect agreed.

Thiswasinteresting, quite apart from its emotion. They would have to discussit further. But not
at thismoment.

Aspect nodded agreement. Then Ennui left her and sought her man.

Throe was snoozing outside the King's chamber. He woke as she walked by, but pretended to
stay adeep. Without speaking aoud she acquainted him with the message and her decision to go, and
her urgent state of passion, then went on to ther private chamber.

Soon, seemingly coincidentally, he joined her there. They kissed, stripped, and made vigorous
love. Their sharing of minds heightened the effect; shefelt his passion of fulfillment, and he shared her
echo. There was no such thing as an unfulfilled woman, with loving telepathy. Then he helped her
become anonymous. She donned a peasant shawl, wooden shoes, and arranged her hair in amessy
mop.

"You look beautiful," he said, presenting her with two small wooden trinkets: fake ikons, so that
anyone who might have heard the message would think that these were what had been asked for.
"Truly."



What made it o nice was that he meant it. Ennui was at best a plain woman, without specid
talents, but he loved her. She kissed him again, then went to the chamber by the reception desk. At
least she had a pretext to leave the dull papers donefor awhile.

Unfortunately her sex with Throe, ddlightful asit was, had not abated her wanton desire. She
craved something more than alicit interaction. She hoped he hadn't redlized that, for he was agood
man and she did love him and did enjoy sex with him. But the vision was something e se. It had the
thrill of adangerousliaison that could not be duplicated by afamiliar man, even if he could have the
staying power of aGlamor.

Soon the Lady Aspect joined her in the chamber. Aspect had undergone asimilar
transformation, becoming a severely handsome older woman with baggy clothing, netted hair, and a
gnarly cane.

Nonce regppeared, also in peasant guise, her alure muted. She glanced at the women,
recognizing them but honoring their anonymity. "Are you two visitors ready to return home?"

"Appreciation,” Ennui said. "Indirect route." She made asmall show of putting the wooden ikons
in her pocket.

"It'salong wak," Nonce said. "Isthere any chance to get transportation?’
"Would peasant women be ableto afford magic floating?' Ennui asked rhetoricaly.

"Only if they traded for it,” Aspect replied, also rhetoricaly. That meant sex for transport; Nonce
could do it, but the older women would have a harder time finding suitable takers.

"Wewalk," Nonce agreed.
"Negation," Agpect said. "Well haveto usethe Traveler's Exchange.”

The girl nodded. She was not telepathic, but she understood the need for secrecy. She was
aware that the King Havoc and Queen Gale who resided in the pal ace were both impostors who had
to be treated according to their roles. The girl who played Gale was Spanky, the prior Mistress of the
Bath. The Mistress before Spanky had been Bijou, who had also played Gale, to the extent of having
an affair with the real Havoc. Nonce longed for asmilar affair.

And so do we, Aspect thought, amused.
But with her it's a realistic prospect, Ennui thought envioudy.

They followed the girl to the private stairs and down to the lower levels of the city, sharing her
innocent thoughts. The difference between the tel epaths and the non-tel epaths was that the former
could read the unguarded thoughts of the latter, while the latter could not read any thoughts. Havoc
and Gale were more than telepaths, so knew what was what. Havoc did like Nonce, and would
probably oblige her some day. But of course Havoc liked al young women—and al of them liked
him.

Delete qualifier 'young' Aspect thought.



And there was a secret the two older women had shared with each other when they became
friends. They both loved Havoc in vaguely maternal fashion, but aso aswomen. If the occasion ever
came where one of them had to play the part of mistressto him, neither of them would betruly loath.
But that was atruth they had confessed only to each other, shidding it diligently from dl others. If
either Havoc or Gale suspected, they had thewit to let it be.

Could it have been Havoc in her impassioned fancy, his features masked by her shame of the
desire? No, because the man was inexperienced, and that hardly described Havoc.

They rode an elevator down to the concourse floor of the city, then walked to the Traveler's
Exchange. "How far isthe pool ?* Ennui asked. She had the answer from the girl's mind, but did not
want to revedl that she had done so. Nonce knew that the women were telepathic but never spoke of
it.

"Five Chromazones. | traveled on aKing's Pass, but | can't do that anonymoudy.”

"What can we offer?" Ennui asked.

"| prefer to save my body for the King's Bath," Nonce said. She meant that she did not want to
exchange sex for amagic ride, though she could readily have found takers. She regarded hersdf as
belonging to her position.

"Sengble" Agpect agreed. "We shdl see what else offers.”

The Traveler's Exchange was a chamber with araised stage and a group of people standing
around it. Asthey entered, aman wasfinishing his statement. "...beyond the Dead Zone."

"I'm going that way," aman said. He was a Cartographer; they had to canvass the planet
regularly, to update their maps, because the geography was congtantly changing. " Got an assgnment.”

"Excellent! Brothers, mutua protection, no fault?' No fault was a system used primarily in
traveling, whereby people assumed family relationships to each other without any commitment beyond
thetrip. Men and women often became no fault marriage partners, and thiswas not considered any
violation of their forma marriages € sewhere.

"Done," the Cartographer said. The two shook hands and departed together.

A yellow woman stepped onto the stage. "1 am going home to my zone, two Chromato the east.
| havefood, need protection.”

"I'm going that way," agreen Amazon said. "My zoneisjust beyond yours. What food?'

Theydlow woman held up alarge basket and tilted it to show an excdllent variety of fruitsand
breads. "Sisters?’

"Agreed." Thetwo joined and l€ft.

Severa othersfollowed, without takers. Sometimesit took severa daysfor aperson to find the
right company with the right assets going the right way. Then a blue man stepped up. "1 have transport



home five Chromato the north. It is a bus globe that needs cleaning. My wife and daughters normaly
doit on thereturn trips, but thistime there were too many passengers and they had to stay home. All
conveniences provided, but the thing isfilthy."

"That's near the pool,” Nonce murmured. "I rode that bus.”

Ennui exchanged athought with Aspect, then spoke. "Two ssters and a daughter, no fault.”
"Welcome!" the blue man said.

Another woman spoke. "And awife, no fault, to the adjacent Red Chroma."

The blue man looked in her direction, and so did Ennui. She was a moderately handsome red
woman. She was offering sex for trave, rather than cleaning. Men of one Chromanormaly liked the
notion of sex with women of other Chromas, so thiswas clearly appealing. Of course men liked sex
anyway, but the novelty was said to enhance the effect.

"Agreed, if my no fault family doesnot object,” the blue man said, amiling.

"No objection," Ennui said, glad that this eliminated any chance that the man would want sex
with any of them. Sometimes no fault agreements changed aong the way.

They walked up to join the man and meet the red woman. "'l am Bus," he said, introducing
himsdf.

"l am Ning," the red woman said.

"We are anonymous pessants,” Ennui said. "On, Speck, and No." Sheindicated hersalf and the
others, using adaptations of their names. Many folk preferred to travel anonymoudly, so thiswas not
remarkable. "We are not experienced at cleaning buses, but can follow directions.”

"Satisfactory,” he agreed. He led the way down to the exit ramp at the edge of the city.

They took the ferry acrossthelake. Asthey rodeit, they gazed back at the city of Triumph. It
was a huge wooden pyramid, floating on alake, anchored to the center. The lower tierswere
populated mainly by peasants, the middle tiers by more important folk, and the apex wasthe king's
palace and household.

So now they were cleaning women. It was an irony, because either Ennui or Aspect could
readily have commandeered magic service when traveling as themsdves;, they were two of theking's
closest associates. But there would have been no privacy; everyone would have known or suspected
the king's business. If Havoc had wanted publicity, he would not have sent his directive in code.

For they carried very specia objects: two ikons. Not the wooden trinkets, but metallic
Satuettes. Few others knew their nature, or even that they existed. Ennui'swas in the shape of atree
with eight stubby roots; Aspect's resembled aball of moss. They were the counterpartsto two very
special people: the ikons were remnants | eft behind when people became Glamors. Whoever held a
Glamor ikon had considerable power over that Glamor. The Glamors themsalves could not touch
their own ikons,



The message "Bring two ikons' meant that their bearers should comeimmediately. Thiswas
Glamor business.

They reached the staging area at the edge of the Tranducent Chroma zone adjacent to the
nonChroma zone surrounding the city of Triumph. There wasthe bus: abig roughly spherica structure
with portholes around itswaist. They entered it through around door that opened from the underside.
Inside was a central deck surrounded by comfortable chairs, one by each porthole.

Buswasright: thisdome wasfilthy. His prior passengers must have been dobs. There werefruit
peels, bread crusts, and colored smears on floor and seats, and smudges on the glass of the ports. He
showed them where brushes and mops and cloths were, and they started in. Nonce took the
portholes, and the two older women took the floor.

Two Tranducent men came. In amoment the bus was levitated onto a boat, and the boat was
moving across the liquid terrain that was the Tranducent Chromazone. They were on their way.

Then Buswent to aclosed chamber. Nine didn't say aword; she followed himin. Men usudly
wanted sex first, and it was best to get it out of the way early. Mae capacity was generally lessthan
male ambition, so awoman could thoroughly oblige aman with relatively little actual sex. All women
knew that; men should, but congtantly deceived themselves.

It was dull scrubbing. Shall we become better acquainted? Aspect inquired. | know you,
Ennui, but not as you wer e before we met.

| was dull, as my name shows.
Your name evinces lassitude rather than dullness. How were you named?

And there was the request for her early life story. Ennui thought back to her childhood.

* % %

Shewasthe fourth of the required four children, the youngest, and of mixed lineage. Every
married couple was expected to have four children, one of which was sired on the wife by aman
other than her husband, or adopted from elsewhere, to mix the blood. Fourths, as they were caled,
were supposed to be treated equally in al respects, but were always aware of their difference. They
tended to associate with each other, because they had a common basis, no matter how different they
were otherwise,

Ennui'sfather tried, but his knowledge that she was the product of another man's embrace of his
wife generated distance between them. He could not love her equaly. That diffidence spread across
to her mother. The child was correctly treated, but the emotion was emulated rather than genuine. She
felt thelack, but didn't know how to dedl with it, so pretended not to care.

Her associations with other children were not much better. Some children were pretty; she was
not. Some were smart; she was not. Some were athletic; she was not. She was absolutely ordinary in
every apparent way. Boyswere not eager to play Tickle & Peek or Touch & Touch with her; girls
did not invite her to share confidences. She was dull, and everyone knew it.



She sank dowly into indifference. Her typica answer to any question of preferencewas | don't
care," or "It doesn't matter." Thusin due course the others named her Ennui, the one who didn't care.
But shedid care, in her secret heart. She just didn't care to show it.

When she came of age and the other youths paired off for sex and marriage, she wasthe last girl
left singlein her village. She had to marry the last single boy, another fourth and adullard. They did
belatedly discover someinterest in sexual merging, and did have three babies. Ennui didn't eventry to
ask another man for the fourth; they adopted a baby no one ese wanted. And both lavished unusua
affection on that fourth, for areason they did not care to express. But asafamily they remained dull.

She worked, of course. She took the firgt job that was open, knowing nothing about it: research
clerk. Shewas one of anumber of dull women who delved into the voluminous royd filesfor
information when the king required it. Planet Charm was governed by the one group of people who
lacked magic: the nonChroma. There were adozen Chromeas, regions colored by their local
volcanoes, each completely magical. Each Chroma had many zones, for the volcanoes of any
particular color were scattered randomly across the planet. Seen from space, they formed a pretty
patchwork of colors. Hence the planet's name: Charm. Residents were the colors of their Chroma
zones, aswas everything e se. Those of the Blue Chroma did blue magic; those of the Red Chroma
did red magic, and so on. But blue magic did not work in ared zone or any other, so ablue person
who traveled was at a disadvantage. Brigands knew this, and lurked on the trails between Chroma.
So few folk traveled; they did not like being magically naked and helpless. Except for the nonChroma
folk; they never had magic anyway, so did not missit when traveling in or out of Chromazones. They
depended on purely physica and menta skills, like swords and wit. They went everywhere that magic
wasn't, between and around Chroma zones. This gave them globa power. They were dso inherently
impartial about magic, having no brief for any one Chromaover another. Thus nonChroma became
the ruling group, and Triumph City wasthe capitd of the world.

When there was trouble between Chroma, the king settled it. When there was anatural disaster,
the king arranged for relief. When something strange occurred, the king investigated. For these
sarvices, al Chromaanswered to the king, and paid taxesto him. But it was essentid that the king be
well informed before he took action. He had advisers, and they had assi stants, and the assistants gave
directivesto their clerks and researchers, who did the dull work of finding what was relevant. If there
was trouble between a Blue Chroma zone and a Green Chroma zone, Ennui might be one of the ones
who dug out the entire thousand-year history of those two zones and filtered out what was relevant.
Shedid not get persond credit for this; it was her job. She was anonymous.

Thus her life proceeded for twenty years. The children grew up and found their own abilitiesand
commitments, and Ennui's marriage was little more than ashell. They had donetheir job, perpetuating
the speciesin the prescribed manner. And she was bored to oblivion. She knew too much about
planetary affairs, and not enough about persond satisfaction.

She had dreamed, once, as an isolated child, of somehow finding her ideal ability and Situation,
and becoming a person to be envied. But she had dways known that she lacked any qudlitiesto make
that happen. She had always been dull, and would remain so. She was a creature of the lower levels
of the city, and would never be anything ese.

Her husband suffered an unsuspected malady, wasill two months, and died. Suddenly Ennui had
no marriage. It wasn't that she vaued it, but neither had she wished her husband any ill, and it was a
shock. The laws of society didn't care: she had one month to find anew husband, or one would be



assigned.

Then King Ded died in an accident. She didn't know that at the time; it wasn't publicized
immediately. Instead a competition was announced, open to anyone, whose winner would achieve
phenomenal notoriety. Theloserswould not be heard from again; they would disappear. This
appedled to her; she had never been visible, so disappearance was no problem. And if by someweird
chance she won—maybe it would make her lifeinteresting at last. She knew that something significant
was occurring, because the excitement of it filtered down through the echelons. This competition
surely related.

Ennui had no life, and it promised to get worse. She didn't want to remarry. Her Situation
seemed hopeless. She redlized that thiswas the onetimein her existence that she could truly afford to
gamble. What did she haveto lose?

So she entered the contest. She found hersdlf in achamber with every sort of equipment or
pleasure: food, weapons, clothing, amenable young men and women. There were anumber of other
contestants, who found this delightful. Until the first acid wash coursed through.

They leaped for high pedestal s that rose from the floor to get clear of it. Ennui was lucky enough
to get one, o she survived thefirst wash. But now the dark nature of the contest was apparent: there
was one fewer of the stools than contestants. It was musical chairs, with the loser gpparently being
dissolved by the acid.

One of the contestants was a big barbarian man. He approached her, asking her help. But she
demurred, and told himwhy: "I am afraid of you."

"l mean you no harm. How can | convince you?"'

"Then make me an oath of friendship." She knew about barbarian oaths from her researches,
sometimes the king had to dedl with outlying nonChromavillages. This man was deadly, but he would
keep his given word. In some ways barbarians seemed more civilized than big city folk.

Findly hedid it, and they became oath friends. And that was the act that changed her life, and
gave her dl that she had dreamed of, and more, though she did not know it then.

The game continued, and barbarian Havoc was true to his oath. He protected her from others,
and guaranteed her a pedestal for each wash.

Between washes they talked. She acquainted him with the likely nature of this competition; it
could befor some high position or special mission for the king. She had entered it voluntarily, but it
seemed that he had been abducted from his distant home village of Trifle to the north and put in
unaware. That was why he needed the advice and guidance of someone familiar with the city. He
was, it turned out, ignorant but amazingly sharp minded.

There was alovely young woman in red who had rejected Havoc's first approach. Now, seeing
theway of it, that woman came to him, reconsdering, offering sex, but he rgected her. She then
fomented an dliance against him. Two men charged him with sword and spear. Ennui screamed, but
he dispatched both with aknife—and it was evident he could have done it barehanded, because he
didn't stab them, he knocked them out with the hilt. Ennui realized that though he had chosen her for



an dliance, she was the one who was profiting most. She had awarrior on her side.

Now they were three: Ennui, Havoc, and the woman in red, named Futility. Futility stripped her
cloak and stood naked on her pedestd, offering her dancer's body again to Havoc. Shewasanice
maiden: desirable but heartless. But the barbarian was on to her, and refused to touch her.

Ennui, knowing that very soon the end would come to two of them, and that the survivor would
be Havoc, found her persona restrictions loosening. Shetold him her secret: that she was depressed,
and saw littlevaluein life. He was her oath-friend; he understood.

Then came the wash. Ennui went to her pedestal. Futility ran to push her off. Havoc intercepted
Futility, who wrapped her bare legs about him, pressed her torso close, and kissed him avidly. Ennui
saw him trying to pry the dancer loose asthe acid surged toward them, but she clung desperately.
Then hetickled her and she screamed and let go. Ennui would have laughed, had the Situation not
been so desperate.

Futility drew aknife from her hair, but Havoc disarmed her and threw her down as he got on the
second pedestal. The acid swept over her. Futility was gone.

Now they were two. Ennui knew it was over for her; Havoc was the rightful winner. She would
not take the pedestal again. She bid him thanks and parting, and asked him to knock her out so that
she would not suffer asthe acid took her. She had known him only briefly, but he had brought her a
marveloustermination, far more interesting than her life.

But asthe acid surged again, Havoc swept her off her feet and held her in hisarmsas he
mounted the last pedestal. She had seen him in action, and knew he was fast and strong, but as his
easy strength took her she was amazed. She protested, asking him to put her down, because thiswas
surely bresking the rules, but she aso loved him for his power and his conscience. "Oh Havoc," she
murmured as the awful seaof acid surrounded them. Thiswas adreamlike way to die, in the arms of
ahandsome young barbarian.

The acid receded. A door opened, and the king's herald came, presenting Havoc with the
fabulous ten-spiked gold crown. "King Dedl died yesterday morning. Y ou are the new king. All
power to you, King Havoc."

Havoc thought it must be ajoke, but Ennui knew it wasn't. She assured him that thiswasthe
prize he had won.

And Havoc surprised her again. He didn't want to be king. He just wanted to return to his home
village

But he didn't have achoice. Archers appeared, their bows drawn, orienting on him. It was plain
that he would bekilled if he did not take the crown. Ennui pleaded with him, and because shewas his
oath friend, he took her word. One had to trust an oath friend, however recent, and an oath friend
had to be trustworthy. It was the barbarian way. He donned the crown, and al present bowed down
tohim, cdlinghim Sre.

"Stay with me, Ennui," he said. "1 need you." And it seemed he did, because she knew the ways
of civilization. In this manner she ceased being alowly pessant woman and became the Lady Ennui,



theking's advisor.

He asked her to give the men whatever directives were needed, since he had no ideawhat to
do. But she, overwhelmed by the excitement of recent events and their phenomenal conclusion,
fainted. Some help shewas! Thelast thing shefdt was hisarms around her again, as he caught her
and picked her up. Shefdt marveloudy safe.

When she recovered consciousness, they were on an elevator. Havoc didn't know what it was,
and didn't trust it. He redlly was a barbarian. When it moved, he wanted to legp to safety. Shehad to
grab hisarm and hold him, reassuring him about the nature of the mechanism. But they wound up
climbing aspiral ramp instead. When she got too tired to continue, he picked her up athird time and
carried her. Oh, that muscle!

She explained things to him as they went. There was an enormous amount to cover, because he
knew amost nothing about the city, et alone about being king. He made her stop cdling him Sire; she
was his oath friend.

The herald advised Havoc thet al the prior king's staff were awaiting word of their dismissa, so
he could ingtd| his own people. Baffled, as he had no people, he asked Ennui. All she could think of
was to suggest that he keep the old ones, until he had more information. He did that, and thereby won
the ingtant devotion and loyalty of the entire establishment. It was the kind of naive thing no civilized
king would have done. But gpart from that, there was something about Havoc. Ennui was one of the
first of many to redizethat.

Firg they talked to the mgjordomo, the head of the palace household staff. He introduced them
to the assembled gtaff. There was awkwardness, until Ennui stepped in and gave them sensible
guiddinesin Havoc's presence, therefore at the king's bidding. She was surprised to find herself
reasonably competent at this, and it was clear that heredly did need her. He had saved her life; now
shewas saving his stature before those who had known the old king.

Then she had to persuade him to honor another roya custom: being bathed by three lovely
young women. He saw no need of abath just because he was sweaty and smelly, but he took her
word. She persuaded him to think of it as agame of Statue, where he was blindfolded and subjected
to being Peeked and Touched by girls, losing only if he moved or protested. She knew he feared
getting amasculine reaction, but that was part of the point of such agame; the girls could safely test
their power to arouse the victim. In this manner he was thoroughly cleaned and garbed for his next
interview.

When he saw theroyd outfit he was wearing, he said hefdt like aclown. He wanted to leave dll
thisand go home. Ennui managed to persuade him that he couldn't do that. She found hissincere
diffidence charming.

"Ennui, | think | am coming to loveyou," he sad, giving her anillicit thrill she sruggled to
suppress. "Do not leave my side." She promised not to, except when protocol required it. Now she
was quite certain that he needed her, and she reveled in being needed. She had made him make the
oath of friendship because she feared him; now she was coming into the full significance of the oath.
Hewasthe king, but she was like amother to him, guiding him, being trusted by him. There was no
way shewould ever betray him or let him suffer any avoidable embarrassment.



Shejoined himinamed, being the only one he felt comfortable with, and that wasjust aswell,
because he did have the manners of abarbarian. Then they met the Chief of Staff, and Ennui helped
smooth over the awkwardnesses. They agreed that she should be designated the king's social
secretary, serving asliaison between him and others.

Then they went to met King Dedl'swidow, the Lady Aspect. She was in the process of packing
her things to move out. She had been widowed only aday and ahalf, and had not expected it. Now
she had to vacate, and remarry within amonth, as no women were dlowed to be single. Shewasa
handsome woman of Ennui's age, and by al accounts agood person, intelligent, accommodating, and
decent.

Havoc was blunt in his barbarian way. First he ascertained the limits of his socia authority:
members of the king's staff were exempt from the marriage requirement, the better to serve the king.
Ennui redized that her assignment as his secretary had freed her from the need to remarry, amore
than incidental blessing. Now he made the Lady Aspect his household organizer, let her keep her
residence at the palace, and asked her to let Ennui board with her. He wasn't aware that such a
request by the king had the force of command; he thought he was being polite. Then he lay down on
the floor and dept.

And that was my introduction to you, Ennui concluded. My best friend, next to Havoc.

* % %

The Lady Aspect did not pausein her scrubbing, for she did not want to give away the fact that
the two of them had been in intimate mental contact. Instead she responded with her own persona

higory.
| was a creature of the nobility from the first, shethought.

She wasthefirst child, and favored from the outset because she was pretty. She was well cared
for and was provided with excellent education and life experiences. She grew up in the upper sections
of the city of Triumph, and her parents had responsible positionsin the king's hierarchy. On occasion
they wereinvited to royd parties, and once when she was sixteen King Diamond danced with her.
Shewas utterly thrilled, and in that moment dreamed of becoming his mistress. But of course he
aready had awife-approved mistress, and wasloya to her, and there were hundreds of lovely
maidens eager to get into the king's bed. So there was no redlistic chance, but she dreamed for
weeks.

When she gpproached eighteen she was required to marry, asal folk were. She had played
Tickle & Peek with anumber of boyswhen shewas a child, and explored sex with severa when her
breasts devel oped, as was normal. She never lacked for male interest, so could afford to be choosy.
Sheliked one boy especidly, and wanted to marry him, but one disadvantage of her class was that
socid connections were often more important than private preference. Her parents selected aman
with excellent prospects, and they married on her eighteenth birthday. He was a thirty-year-old
widower. She despaired of her life.

His name was Dedl, and he was handsome, smart, and connected. For an older man. There was
something magnetic about him that she fought to resist, without perfect success. From the Sart other
married women asked him for their fourths, and he was of course obliged to accommodate them.



Aspect could have no legitimate objection, but privately she seethed. She was hiswife; she wanted
him al to hersdlf, even though he was of another generation. She did not like being done at night,
knowing that he wasin the bed of another woman, getting her pregnant. Her pride wastaking a
besting.

Ded was sengitive, and picked up on her mood. " Statement,” he said serioudy. "We married not
by our own choices. It was political and expedient. But you are the prettiest and finest woman |
know, and | love you, and would rather be in your embrace than any of theirs. | do not wish to cause
you to suffer. | will tell them no henceforth.”

Something tore inside her. She had been determined not to love the man she had not chosen for
marriage, but his stlatement burned that away. "'l would rather have your love than your penis,” she
sad. "l love you too, and would not have you be known as unsocia. Do not tell them no.”

He was taken aback. "Y ou do not want—"

"Misunderstanding,” she said quickly. "I do want you in my bed, aways." Asof that moment, it
wastrue.

They proceeded immediatdly to sex, and it was wonderful. "Henceforth," he announced, "I will
require any other woman who requires afourth to tryst briefly by day, so | can spend dl night with
you."

And o it was. They had three daughters at yearly intervass, and then it wastime for her fourth.
She dtill loved Dedl, and did not want to suffer the embrace of any other man, but it was required.

Ded cameto her rescue again. "l have afriend in another zone you do not know. Heisyour
age, reliable, and | trust him absolutdly. | would liketo have his child in my family."

"1 will get you hischild," she agreed, relieved.

Ded made arrangements, and hisfriend visited Triumph City. Dedl brought him to their
gpartment, introduced them, and departed on a businesstrip of hisown.

The edest girl, three years old, was curious. "Daddy must travel," Aspect explained. "Thisman
will take his place until he returns.” The girl nodded, satisfied.

So the man joined her in bed that week, and had sex with her every night. They did not pretend
to love each other, but actualy the sex was good; they seemed compatible.

When Dedl returned, the men shook hands and the other departed. It had been enough; Aspect
was pregnant, and in due course birthed afourth daughter. Ironically, this was the one who most
favored Aspect, and Ded had no trouble loving her the same as the others. Meanwhile the deed was
done, the fourth had been gotten, and they had no further children. Aspect worethe wire, asit was
caled, that prevented conception, and they had sex with abandon.

Meanwhile King Diamond resigned as king, and was replaced by King Cheer, ajovia man.
Aspect was surprised, because King Diamond had seemed quite competent. But perhapsit was
wesaring being king, and sSix years was enough.



It turned out to be an improvement for Ded and Aspect, because Cheer was amore socid man,
and encouraged parties and celebrations. Deal became a secondary advisor for affairs of state, and
Aspect became a supervising hostess for entertainments of state. Both were good at their positions,
and were well regarded at court. As Aspect got to know the king better, she was impressed; his
smiling countenance masked a very sharp and redlistic mind. She had the impression that there were
things going on that he did not speak of , but that he was on the right side of whatever issuesthere
might be. The government of the planet dowly improved during hisreign. She liked hiswife too; she
wassmilar in nature, smiling, but serious benegath.

But in five years King Cheer dso resigned, surprisingly, and joined Diamond in comfortable
retirement. There must have been areason, but neither he nor hiswife ever spoke of it.

The next king was Enterprise, a decade younger but still mature. He took hold with awill, and
things changed rapidly, but he was not foolish. Dedl became one of hisleading advisors, and the man
listened and acted sensibly. It looked good—until, after just two years, he too resigned. What was
going on? As before, neither he nor hiswife would speak of it; it wastimeto retire, they agreed. As
retirees they had a comfortable existence and no need to take any subsequent position.

Therewas avelled selection process, and suddenly anew king was presented—and it was
Dedl! Her husband! He was amost as surprised as she. But he knew the business, and set out to do
the best job he could. Thefirgt thing he did was appoint hisfriend Chief of Staff. Thusthe father of
their fourth was now an important member of theroya household.

Aspect paid him no direct attention. What was past was past; they had no persond relationship
and certainly no romantic one. On the occasions that they interacted, they treated each other with
appropriate formality. No one other than Dedl knew about their past.

Now the Lady Aspect, as queen, was high profile. Everyone knew her, and many cameto her
with pleasintended for the king. She consdered them carefully and passed dong those she deemed
worthy of his attention. She was concerned for their children, and did her best to keep them in the
background, lest they be spoiled by attention. But they were used to attention, and conscious of the
gravity of their father's position, so behaved reasonably well. Asthey came of age, al werein high
demand for marriage, and al four married early and well. All girls had to marry by eighteen, but could
do 0 at fifteen with parenta gpprova. Some had clear understandings with their young men before
that age.

There was another, more private aspect to the kingship that she had known about but not fully
gppreciated before. The king was avery public figure, and was atended by othersin every minor
respect. There were servantsto dress him, agirl to brush histeeth for him, and three girlsto bathe
him, the Mistresses of the Roya Bath. Mistress was an gppropriate term, asthey normaly performed
their office nude, and if the king wasintrigued by their shapely young bodies, they cooperated gladly,
not only performing sex with him in the bath, but washing off his genitds afterwards. King Dedl did not
indulge in this manner, remaining true to hiswife, but they were more than eager to oblige. One night
one of them sneaked into his room and bed just before he retired, hoping to seduce him there.

Asit happened, Aspect had dready retired, and waslying in the bed in the dark. The girl, finding
her there, was gppalled, thinking she would be executed. But Aspect found it funny, and redlized that
thiswas arare opportunity to have asmal adventure. "Stay,” she said. "Don my nightdress, and if you
can fool himinto thinking you are me, welcometo his attention.”



Thegirl did so, and Aspect quietly |eft the room. Then she did something she had never done
snce marriage: she Peeked. She used aspecia crevice in the wall to watch the bed. The chamber
was dark, but not completely so, and her eyes were acclimatized.

Soon Dedl came, got in, and wasingtantly embraced by the eager girl, who flung off the covers
in her enthusiasm. There followed avigorous clasping and engagement, obvioudy mutually
satisfactory. And Aspect, to her surprise and chagrin, discovered that she was turned on by the
scene. There was something about seeing that lush young body kissed, stroked, and penetrated that
excited her inaway that regular sex did not. She loved her husband, but sex had become dull. She
normally did it to oblige him, pretending more pleasure than she felt.

Only when the culmination was complete did Dedl take note. "Who are you?' he demanded.

"The bath girl," she answered meekly.

"Return to your station.”

She departed, till wearing the nightdress, which had been sadly abused by the action.

Then Deal spoke directly to Aspect. "Did you see enough?”

She entered the room. "I thought it would be agood joke. Y ou redly didn't know the
difference?’

"Naturdly not. | thought there could be only one body asfine asyours.”

She amost blushed. She was twenty-seven and had birthed three babies; her body could not
compete with that of asixteen year old girl sdlected for her beauty. He wasteasing her.

"Nor did | know you were watching through the crevice," he continued, smiling.

So the joke had been on her. "Oh, Dedl!" Then shefell upon him, kissng him asavidly asthe girl
had, as eager for sex asthe girl had been. And soon enough they achieved it.

But in the morning, having pondered the matter, she gave him theword: "It istimefor you to
take aforma mistress. | will not have bath girls perpetudly displacing mein bed.”

Heamiled. "I will seek one. But no bath girl will do. | want onethat isto at least to some extent
an echo of you."

She could not argue with that. And within ayear he found one: ayoung woman of the Invisble
Chroma named Symbol who was educated, intelligent, and extremey well formed, though she had to
don tight nonChroma.clothing to show it.

"What do you seein her?' Aspect asked teasingly.

"When | embrace her, | picture you. She does not interfere with that vision."

Literdly true. Though Aspect had demanded it, it took her awhile to adjust to the notion that



Ded now had aregular mistress who was, it became apparent (asit were) a better sexua partner
than Aspect hersalf. When Dedl traveled, as he often did, Symbol traveled with him, for Aspect had
four children to care for, ages Six to nine. Even when he was home, he often went to theinvisible
mistressingtead of Agpect. Symbol had aroom in the royd suite, so was dways available.

Y et there were compensations. When Aspect wastired and simply wanted to deep, she had but
to glance a Symbol's veil, and the woman took the hint and drew Dedl away, returning him an hour
later with no further need for sex. If Aspect preferred, shewould hold the king for the full night. No
other woman ever got close to him; the mistress saw to that. Symbol also became ardiable caregiver
for the children. On occasion she even took the children out for some incidental entertainment so that
Aspect could have private sex with her husband. Symbol became a companion for Aspect, for she
was an excdllent conversationdist, and never imposed in any way. Aspect knew this was because the
woman knew that the wife could abolish the mistress with or without cause at any moment; it was part
of her profession to cater to the wife aswell asthe man. But she was so good &t it that it was easy to
like her, and Aspect did.

"Truth," Aspect said one day as Symbol was helping her dressfor an occasion. She did not need
to do this, asthiswas not her job and there were handmaidens for the purpose, but seemed to like
being hdpful.

"Always," the young woman agreed. That meant that she would answer any question without
evasion or distortion, regardless of the consequence. But Aspect would have to answer with smilar
candor in her turn. Truth was atwo-edged game.

"What isyour red nature and desire?’

"l am cynica, perceiving and acting to achieve my best stuation. The king has much to offer, and
| mean never to give him reason to replace me.”

That was an honest answer. "Do you love him?"

"Yes inmy fashion."

Qudified, yet surdy true. "What do you think of me?’

"l would prefer to evade that answer.”

"Why?

"Because you might not believeit.”

"Speak." That was acommand.

"Y ou are the most eegant and competent woman of this court, and the king loves you."

This could not be empty flattery, because she was bound to spesk truth. "That isal?"

"Negation."



"And | want to be your friend."

Aspect had been prepared to didike Symbol, but found herself disarmed. There was something
about her, just as there was about Dedl. This answer surprised her, for it meant that the woman was
not merely catering, she truly desired friendship, given and received.

Rather than respond, as she was not certain how she felt, Aspect ended her questioning. ™Y our
tum."

"Needless. | have no need to know what you do not wish me to know."
Which returned the onus to her. Aspect made adecison. "'l will beyour friend.”
"Appreciaion.” Her veiled (literaly) smilewas genuine.

Thereafter they were friends aswell as business associates. Aspect cameto truly appreciate
Symbol's qudities, and to value her presence. In time Symbol was given her own apartment, but she
spent much time with Aspect, and they remained close.

There were problems with the kingship. Deal was doing agood job, but discovered nebulous
resstanceto hispalicies. He labored to pin it down, but it evaded him. Then the council impeached
him on spurious grounds. He fought it and won, keeping the crown.

Then, suddenly, he was dead. It was labeled an accident, but Aspect knew better. The
anonymous enemy had doneit, diminating the genuine reformer. But she had no proof, redly no
evidence. Thislent asharper edgeto her grief. She was woefully unprepared for this.

Shewas doomed. Thelast daughter had married and moved away the year before, and Aspect
was now aone. Shewould have to vacate her suite to make way for the new queen, and within a
month she would haveto remarry.

Symbol wasin asmilar stuation. The new king would have hisown mistress. Shetried to
console Aspect, but her grief was smilar. So sheturned it asde. "I will ook for an apartment in the
city, for thismonth, for the two of us, if you wish." That would economize on the cog,, in their reduced
circumstances. Aspect had gemstones to trade, but did not wish to use them up any faster than

necessary.

"Thank you." What little comfort to be had was there: Aspect was not donein her mourning or
her Stuation. "'l will pack our thingsfor removal.”

The following day the new king was sdected. Aspect thought things could hardly be worse, but
they were: he was a barbarian youth. Evidently the secret powers that existed had decided that
civilized kings were too difficult to control, so they had arranged for an uncivilized one. He would be
far easer to handle.

Aspect smiled reflectively. How little any of them had known!



The new king was Havoc from Village Trifle far to the north. News cameto her of his barbarian
blunders. He belched, he farted, he spoke with embarrassing bluntness. Somehow he had picked up a
commoner woman who stayed by his side; it seemed he had made her an oath of friendship. Now she
was handling things, buttressed by the power of her oath-friend. What was the planet coming to?

Y et they had done one thing so different and remarkable that al were astonished: they had
regppointed al of King Dedl's personnel. It seemed that the barbarian knew he was ignorant, so
depended on the judgment of his predecessor. The bath girls were aready agog, for Havoc was a
remarkably handsome and dynamic man just eighteen. But the more sober folk like Mgordomo and
Chief were dso impressed, and found sudden loyalty to the new king.

King Havoc came to see her. Surprised, she paused in her preparations. He was now the king,
and she had to cal him Sire despite being his mother's age. He questioned her briefly, then did what
he had done with the others. he asked her to stay, and to be his household advisor. Thusat asingle
stroke he relieved her of the inconvenience of moving, of her loss of status, and of the need to
remarry. In that amazing moment, she began to love him. Like ason.

All he asked in return was that she dlow his oath friend Ennui to share her residence. Thiswas
samplicity itsdlf, asthere was plenty of room for both her and Symbol since the children moved out.

Then Havoc got barbarian blunt: "Was King Dedl murdered?
"Sirel" she protested, for this was aforbidden thought despite her own suspicion.

He saw through her implied denid immediately. The man was barbarian, ignorant but not stupid.
"Do you know anything?'

She confessed that she bdieved that her husband's sudden demise was not natural.

If that wastrue, he said bluntly, he wanted to know it, if only, as he put it, to save hisown hide
fromasmilar fate,

Then somehow the did ogue was about King Dedl's mistress Symbol, and she had to explain
about that. The ways of aking were not the ways of abarbarian villager. Havoc asked if Symbol
could have doneit, and Aspect quickly exonerated her; Symbol had loved Ded as ardently at Aspect
hed.

Then Havoc dropped lithely to the floor in an amazing diplay of muscle and coordination, and
went to deep inasmilarly amazing display of naiveté.

Startled anew, Aspect looked at Ennui. "He is abarbarian,” Ennui said. "He has hislittle ways,
some of which are crude, and some endearing.”

"Endearing?’

"He keeps hisword. He cares about people. Heisloya to his own. He recognizes his aress of
ignorance. And he listens when you spesk.”

Those were gterling recommendations, and she had dready seen evidence of them. But Aspect



suspected that civilization and the power of the office would soon abate such naive qualities. Ennui
argued that Havoc was ignorant, but neither weak nor stupid; he would remain agood man. But Ennui
was of common stock; she would not have had occasion to see or experience the corrupting influence

of power.

It bothered A spect to see the man lying like an anima on the hard floor, so she fetched a blanket
and pillow and tucked them around and under him. She had not had a son, but he continued to fed!
like one,

Ennui helped her move her things back where they belonged, and she hel ped the commoner
woman move in to her rooms. All thewhile Havoc dept. To her surprise, he didn't snore; he was
quite quiet. Perhgps that came of being a hunter in the outlying wilds, learning not to give away one's
location. He certainly trusted the two of them, and she was determined to see that that trust was
warranted. Perhapslater he would change his mind about letting her remain here, but even o, it had
been akind gesture.

Ennui wastired too, and soon she washed and dept. She refused to go to her room, concerned
that Havoc might wake and need her, so she lay down beside him on the floor. That was touching;
she seemed to take their oath of friendship as serioudy as he did. But also comforting, because Ennui
was no innocent girl; shewas Aspect's age, and had raised her four children and lost her husband too.
They had thingsin common. Aspect had come to know her somewhat as they moved the belongings,
and recognized in her acertain core of commitment and common sense that were worthwhile.

Aspect could not deep; too much had changed too suddenly to allow her to relax. The grief of
her loss|loomed like amongter at the window, ready to consume her the moment she eased her
defense. Thus she was the one who was awake when Havoc woke. She saw him get up and look
around, searching for something. She had anotion what.

"Sire," she murmured, s0 that he would know shewas at hand.
"I need—"

She indicated the bathroom door. He entered, then ran his hands ineffectively over hisclothing.
Evidently the staff had dressed him, and he didn't know how to get the necessary anatomy clear.
"Sire" shesad.

"Yes, Lady Aspect.”
"If you find your clothing unfamiliar, perhaps| can help you."

She explained the workings of the salf-adhesive straps and guided his hand to manipulate them.
Then sheleft him aoneto perform hisfunctionsin private.

It took him sometime, surely because of his struggle with the clothing. When he emerged she
had to suppress asmile; he had reassembled himsdlf correctly but clumsily, so that helooked like an
oversized boy. She took him back into the bathroom, dropped his pantaloons, adjusted his
underwear, and put the pantal oons back nesatly. In the process she caught glimpses of his supremely
hedthy private anatomy, but of course pretended blindness. She explained that she had often assisted
her husband when he required it.



"What are my crudities?' he asked bluntly.

She redized that he had not been wholly adeep when she and Ennui had discussed him.
Probably any potentid attacker would have been ruddly surprised had he agpproached the deeper.
She should have been more careful. Shetried to demur, but heinsisted on having an answer.

She explained that she did not wish to risk giving offense. But he perssted. "Please.”

"Theking never says please to an underling,” she said, darmed. And of course that was part of
hisignorance. She had to do it. Not only was he the king, he did need to know. "Very well, Sire, |
will speek plainly, though it painsme. It iscrudeto utter expletivesin conversation. 'Hell' isan
expletive. It iscrudeto cut directly to the point, such asasking 'Why? It is crude to scratch or belch
or fartin public. It is crude to meet a person's gaze for more than amoment, and may even seem
threatening. It is crude to deep on thefloor, or in your clothes.”

Havoc wiped hisnose. "'l guess s0."

"Asiswiping your hose with your bare hand." She continued to ingtruct him, and had the
impression that he was paying close attention. He was, she was discovering, an extremdly intelligent
man. Hewas amos visbly becoming civilized.

He was observant, too. "How long hasit been since you dept?’
"Not snce my husbhand died, Sire."

"Then deep now, and when you are refreshed, cometo me. My fiancé Gale will aso need
indruction, when she arrives here.”

Then at last they emerged from the closed bathroom. Ennui was outside. She had the wit not to
look askance at discovering the barbarian king closeted in the bathroom with the former king's
widow.

Havoc and Ennui departed for his own apartment, and Aspect went to her bedroom to lie down.
Somehow the recent interaction with Havoc had reassured her, and she was at last able to deep.

In due course Symbol returned, and Ennui, thistime aone. The two seemed well acquainted by
the time Aspect was active again. At any rate, Symbol had doffed her headdress and vell, so that her
head wasinvishble; she never did that in public. They agreed that Symbol would have an early
gppointment with Havoc, and would continue his education in civilized and roya ways.

"But you know | will try to seduce him," Symbol said to them both. "It's my nature, and my
business. Do ether of you have aproblem with that?"

Aspect and Ennui considered. They exchanged aglance. "No," Aspect answered for them both.
For to object would be to imply that they had some sexud interest in the king themselves. Aspect
could not object on the grounds of didoyalty to King Dedl, because Ded was dead. And Symbol did
indeed need to secure her position, lest she be cast out as superfluous. Actualy she held another
formal position, that of Invisible Chroma Representative, but Chroma Representatives did not
normally associate closaly with the king. They wereanomina check on his power, and reported to



their Chroma

"Actudly 1 will merdly tempt him, at first. | will need to get hisfiancée's approva before taking
himto bed."

And none of them knew Havoc's fiancée. She was surely abarbarian girl, with abundant
ignorance.

Symbol had her interview with Havoc, and returned impressed. "That's the smartest man | have
encountered,” shereported. "I gave him the full dose of culture and history, and he understood
immediately though it was mostly new to him. And there's something about him. He's barbarian, but
heremindsmeof Ded."

Aspect was surprised to redlize it was true. Havoc was as different from Dedl asit was possible
to be, superficidly, but hisunderlying presencewas smilar. "Tha must bewhy welike him.”

"I redly would like to seduce him,” Symbol said dreamily. "He's adecade my junior, but he has
aremarkable body."

"Yes." Agpect had seen that body. Ded might have looked like that, in his youth.

In another day Havoc's fiancée arrived. She was Gale, of peasant stock, but aremarkably
hedlthy and lovely girl of seventeen. She reminded Aspect of Symbol, oddly. Aspect was there when
she entered the pal ace and met Havoc. He swept her into his embrace. "What's this about your being
king?' she asked. "Why are you wearing aclown suit?'

He grinned ruefully. "Tak with the Lady Aspect.” He pointed her out to the girl. "And the Lady
Ennui, my oath friend."

"Qath friend!" Gale exclaimed, shocked. She was barbarian, al right. She knew about oaths.

"Go with Aspect now."

Evidently not pleased, Gale went with Aspect to her gpartment. Aspect could hardly blame her;
thiswas even newer to her than to Havoc. "King Havoc is an extremely quick study,” she said to the
girl. "Areyou ds0?'

"When | haveto be. Who areyou?'

"l am King Ded'swidow."

The girl'sface was a study in surprise and sympathy. And as Aspect prepared her for the
coming orded of attendance at the king's coronation, she found that Gale, too, had endearing
qudities. She waslovedy, smart, and sensitive, very much the female counterpart of Havoc. They were
obvioudy well matched. Aspect found hersdlf liking her.

Then she passed Gae dong to Ennui, who had ugly newsfor her. It was obviousthat Gaedid

not like Havoc's having an oath friend, and she redlly objected to the idea of Ded's mistress being
near Havoc. Thiswas understandable, but there were necessary adjustments the girl had to make.



Still, when she learned that Dedl had been murdered, and that Havoc might face asimilar threat, she
focused ingantly.

Later Aspect learned what Ennui told Gale: that she had to go on a secret mission to investigate
the changdlings, which were a mysterious class of babies occurring as fourths. King Dedl had been
investigating that mystery when he waskilled. King Havoc was going to investigate it dso, which put
him inimmediate danger. So Gale would have to leave the city anonymoudly to seek information,
while Havoc would go about the king's business with another woman emulating Gae at hisside. A
woman who would share his bed, and be enchanted to believe shewas Gale.

Woman that she was, Gale agreed to this. She attended the coronation speech, as did they al.
He made quite a show, telling the huge audience that he didn't give haf awad of stale dragon poop
for thejob of king. He said he hated King Dedl, and wanted to kill him, but the idiot had legped off a
cliff and bashed hisbrains out, and good riddance.

The audience was stunned, and so was Aspect. But it got worse. "They told me not to be crude
in public. Well, dl | haveto say to that is—" He paused, as the members of the vast audience stared.
Then helet fly with aresounding belch.

Then they laughed, and Aspect found hersdlf laughing with them. Havoc had broken theiceina
big way. He went on to more positive things, and his crudity faded. He complimented the prior king's
gaff, which he had kept on, and complimented Lady Aspect and the Lady Symbol. He summarized
the chalenges facing the king, and concluded: "I need you. | need dl of you. Are you with me?"'

And they cheered. He had completely won over the audience, and the others, and Aspect
hersdf. The man was anaturd politician.

After that he took the field on the king's business, traveling with the former First Bath Girl, Bijou,
made up to resemble Gale. Aspect did not like that business; the girl had agreed to play therole, but
would be locked in love with Havoc, and in time would discover that what she thought she was and
had wereilluson. Indeed, when the two got infected with the menta disease and became mind
readers, she did learn the truth, and was appalled. But later Havoc associated with her as herself,
privately, though she till played the public role of Gale, and she was more than satisfied.

When Gale returned from her mission, she had much to report, but sheinsisted on seeing Aspect
first, even before Havoc. Surprised, Aspect met with her, and learned that she had been attacked by
asuccubus. She had defeated the demon, aremarkable accomplishment, but feared that it was merely
quiescent, and would steal Havoc's soul if Gale had sex with him. Also, she had learned that the two
of them were changdings, aswas King Dedl, more adike than twins, so they could not afford to marry.
So the two had to stay apart, an awful grief for them both. Y et Gale was handling it, doing what she
had to. There were queenly quditiesin thisbarbarian girl.

Havoc went on an anonymous mission with Bijou, and a minstrel was coached to emulate Havoc
and take his place as king, with the new First Bath Girl, Spanky, now emulating Gale. Spanky turned
out to be good t it, as Bijou had been, and it became aregular role for her, for both Havoc and Gale
spent alot of time away from Triumph. Aspect and Ennui, of course, supported them in every
possible way, because it was Havoc's wish, and because formidabl e respect was developing. Aspect
had never seen anew king and queen take hold likethis.



Chief, thefather of Aspect'sfourth, took an interest in Ennui, who was at first amazed. Symbol
had afling with Throe, the bodyguard, who had never been afan of hers, perhaps sheregarded it asa
chalenge. Then Ennui and Throe got together, and found true love. And in time Chief and Aspect
decided to see whether they were capable of a genuine association, for the purpose of companionship
rather than generating afourth. Naturaly sex was part of it, and she discovered that it was good to get
back into this aspect of arelationship. She wasinto aspects, hence her name.

Meanwhile Havoc turned out to be atruly meritorious king. He went far toward solving the
mysteries of King Dedl's murder, and of the changelings. Of course he was impeached, but he not
only besat back that chalenge, heinvoked the help of the mysterious Glamors, and eiminated all
traitorsin high places. He had accomplished what none of the prior four kings had. Most of his
associates had been involved in chalenging missonsfor him or with him, and been profoundly
affected by them.

If there was one thing Aspect regretted, it was that she had been peripherd to dl this. She had
never risked her life or status for Havoc, or undertaken a dangerous mission. She had wished to be
more of apart of hisactivities than shewas. But that was her secret, shielded from mind reading.

Stll, there was one vita way in which both she and Ennui had become extremely close to Havoc
and Gale. It had finally turned out that changelings were of different types, and could marry and have
children, so that Havoc and Gae could at last formaly recognize their love. In the process of this
discovery, they had fathomed the riddle of the Glamors, and become Glamors themsdlves. Each
Glamor left behind an ikon, the key to hisor her enormous magica power. Havoc had given histo
Ennui, histrusted oath friend, and Gale had given hersto Aspect. So they were the holders of the
ikons of the two most important people on the planet. It was aunique privilege. They guarded both
the ikons and the secret of the ikons from dl others. So she could hardly consider hersdlf neglected,
even in her secret thoughts.

Now Havoc had summoned the Ladies Aspect and Ennui for a private rendezvous. This had the
fed of adventure. She wasthrilled.

* % %

Ennui looked up from her scrubbing, as Aspect's extended menta review concluded. They had
just about completed the job, but there was something odd. Neither she nor Aspect had spent much
time scrubbing in decades;, their hands and knees should be raw after this extensve workout. But she
felt fine, and saw that Aspect did too. Nonce, in contrast, was tired, despite doing the easier vertical
work.

The ikons, Aspect thought. They lend power.

And that had to beit. The ikons were the essence of magic, and their full nature was unknown.
Gade had fetched an ikon from avolcano just asit erupted, and been blown far through the air, and
had survived: that was an indication. Ennui's ikon seemed to have lent her extra sexua apped,
interest, and stamina, and she knew the same was true for Agpect. Both of them looked better than
they had in years, being more dender and shaped. They tried to mask it, but a number of court
personnd had noticed. Others gave the men credit, thinking that regular attention and sex was
responsible, and neither woman demurred. But Ennui had had plenty of sex in her life, and never
thought much of it, until she carried the loom ikon. Then she had become awildly sexud cresture, to



Throe's amazement. He had had recent experience with severa extremely sexy women, so had a
basisfor comparison, and told her she was amatch for any of them. She knew it wastrue, because
their minds were open to each other. She had regretted having to return the loom to its refuge when
the need for it was done. The Glamors had seen to that somehow, for al theikons, though they could
not handle any of them themselves. But then she had acquired Havoc's Tree ikon, and the youth and
power were back.

Itistrue, Agpect thought. | had become portly, and Deal seldom had sex with me any
more. | didn't blame him; Symbol was so much better. But now my appetite in that respect
matches Chief's. Chief had an affair with Symbol, and said | had come to match her in passion.
It wasn't so before | got the ikon; | did sex for the sake of the larger relationship, to have some
company. Now— She made a mentd shrug.

Ennui wondered what el se there might be about the ikonsthey had yet to discover. No one had
carried ikons before Havoc set out to find them, so asto locate the missng Glamors; indeed, their
existence had been unknown. Thus there was no prior information.

We must find out, Aspect thought. We are the ones most able.

"Takeabreak," Bussaid. "Y ou ladies have done afine job—better than | expected. Y ou must
have had plenty of experience."

"We have had our four,” Ennui said. "It comeswith the territory.”
"You look so fresh,” Ninesaid. "What isyour secret?'
"Weretraveling," Ennui said. "Getting away from theroutineisuplifting.”

He shrugged, not quite believing it. The red woman served supper; that was part of her wifely
duty. It was good; the bus was well stocked with foods from anumber of Chromas, and Nine clearly
knew her business.

When they were done, Nine cleaned up, and then the five of them relaxed. The bus was parked
for the night at the edge of the Y elow Chromazone; in the morning Y ellow levitatorswould take it on
across. Bus provided curtains so they could make private cellsfor degping. He and Nine shared one;
the other three decided to share one aso.

"They'reright,” Nonce said. "I'm worn out, and both of you worked harder than | did, yet you
don't look tired."

There would need to be an explanation, yet they could not tell her the truth. Aspect tackled it.
"Asyou know, we are closeto Havoc." The girl smiled; that was asignificant understatement. They
were his persond secretary and his socid guide, and their word was taken without question in the
palace, and afair distance beyond it. "Heis now more than he was. Hewas able to lend usa certain
magic power of restoration so that we could better serve his needs. We prefer not to call attention to
it"

"Then you'd better work dower tomorrow," Nonce said. "Bus doesn't redlly care, solong asthe
work gets done, but that Red Chromawoman is afraid hell put her to work scrubbing and take one



of you to wifeingtead.”

They hadn't read the blue man's mind, but she was surely correct. "No fault has to be mutud,”
Ennui said, amused. "And why would any man want either of usin hisbed, rather than Nine or you?'

"Stamina." She glanced at each of them. ™Y ou don't by an chance have any of that spell left over
that | could use?"

Shethought it was a potion or an amulet. Either ikon would indeed lend her smilar properties,
but they could not let go of them for any reason other than dire emergency. But there might be away.
"Perhaps we could share with you by proximity,” Ennui said.

Ennui took Nonce's right hand, and Aspect took her left hand. Immediately the girl brightened.
"Oh, | fed it! Strength and hedlth coursing through me! But you shouldn't deplete yoursdvesfor me.”

"No danger of that, | think," Aspect said. " Sleegp between us, and we will charge you through the
night. That will restore you for the journey ahead.”

They arranged themselves, and did hold her hands. But soon there was acomplication. "'l
feed—I want to get hold of aman and—"

"Tha isasdeeffect,” Ennui said. "The magic enhances hedth, and sexudlity is part of it. Wecan
let goif you prefer.”

"No, I'll bear withit. It redly ishelping me. But | won't speak for the consequenceif | encounter
avirileman."

Aspect laughed. But thus warned, Ennui and Aspect focused on dulling sexua interest, hoping
that thiswould reduce that portion of the transferal. This seemed to work, and they dept well.

Stll, thiswas interesting. Both of them had assumed that it was their enhanced interest and
performance that turned their men on, but perhaps the physical contact lent enhancement directly to
the men. They wereindeed discovering something about theikons.

The purpose of theikons, asthey understood it, was to collect and convey magic power to their
associated Glamors. Most ikonswerein dtars in chambers close to volcanoes, reaping the
tremendous magic power there. Thiswas transmitted to the Glamors, who could useit to perform
amazing feats of magic anywhere. Normdly the resdents of Chroma zones were limited to their types.
Some special gemstones could enable people to take their magic aong, a blue stone for blue, and so
on, and this made such stones extremely valuable. The king's crown had ten such stonesinit, and they
protected the king from both magical and physical thrests. But when used, they soon became
depleted.

Glamors, in contrast, were not limited. The Blue Glamor might seem like an ordinary personin
the heart of ablue Chroma zone, but his magic did not fade when he left it. Thiswas because heredly
didn't leave the source of blue magic behind; his blue ikon remained, and sent him power. If that stone
were taken from its refuge and carried out of its Chroma zone, then it could no longer send power,
and the Glamor would dowly lose magic ability. It had happened when Havoc arranged to fetch in dl
the ikons of the other Glamors. Havoc's own ikon, when he became a Glamor, seemed different but



wasn't: it did not need to reside near avolcano, because it was nonChroma. It needed to remainin
nonChroma zones. The same was true of Gale'sikon that Aspect carried. So though they were
traveling across Chroma zones, they would not remain in them any longer than necessary. Werethey
to spend severd daysin a Chromazone, Havoc and Gae would lose their magic powers and become

ordinary people.

Obvioudy there was energy stored in the ikons, because of their effect on their carrierswhile
they crossed Chroma zones. But it was something to keep in mind. Ennui and Aspect would never
careto relax in any Chromazonefor long. Not unless someone else took their ikons, or they were

hidden in asafe nonChroma place. The power of two Glamors depended on it. Thiswasthe red
indication of the esteem in which the two women were held.

Theikon! Ennui thought. That's what did it!
The passion, Aspect thought, receiving her concept.

When | first felt it, at my desk— was bent over against my legs, reaching to the floor. The
ikon was pinned between my breasts and thighs, near my crotch.

It was squeezed there, Aspect agreed. The pressure must have activated it, or caused it to
radiate more strongly through your flesh.

My sexual flesh, Ennui agreed.

And when that happened, my mind picked up that passion from yours, for we retain
constant contact. | put my hand on my ikon and pressed it to my breasts under my blouse,
involuntarily, and felt the desire.

And once | had been aroused, it took time to fade. Sex with Throe did not abate it.

Nor sex with Chief, Aspect agreed. Both are good men, but not Glamors.

And they were Glamor ikons. But Glamors could not gpproach their own ikons or any others,
30 sex with any of them was not feasible. Are we stuck with insatiable passion?

Aspect laughed mentally. All we have to do is move the ikons.

She was correct. They didn't haveto carry theikons near their female parts. They could fasten
them to their fet, or hidethem in their hair. That would solve the problem.

But Ennui didn't hurry to do it. She was becoming used to having sexud interest like that of a
man, and wasn't immediately ready to giveit up. The passion was frustrating, but also pleasant.

Woe betide the handsome young man who falls into our clutches, Aspect thought with a
mentd smile

In the morning the bus resumed flight, now powered by ydlow magic. They saw theflames
beyond the windows, and at one point the distant cone of the Y elow volcano. Meanwhile they
continued the scrubbing, more dowly, and got the bus looking amost like new. Bus was pleased.



They crossed a Gray Chroma zone, and Red, where they left Nine. Then asthey crossed the
Blue Chroma zone, there came the question they had known was coming. "Would any of you ladies
careto shift no fault?" he asked hopefully.

"Appreciaion,” Aspect said. "Negation.”

"Negation," Ennui agreed, though she was tempted. She would have liked to try it, but two
things balked her: she was afraid the man would find her older body less than enticing, and she wasn't
sure the sex would abate her passon. It hadn't with Throe.

Exactly, Aspect thought.

But Nonce could no longer hold out. She wasin excdllent spirit, but overcharged. " Agreement,”
shesaid, and practically dragged the blue man into his private chamber.

The two older women smiled. At least it would ease the girl's restlessness, for which they were
responsible.

He dropped them off at the edge of the White Chroma zone. "If you have areturn trip soon,
welcome, in any cgpacity.”

"Perhaps," Agpect said. Actudly it had been a satisfactory journey, not onerous, thanks mainly
tothead of theikons.

The White Chroma zone was typicd of itstype. The landscape was white, including the trees
and bushes. Everything was in shades of white, just as everything in other Chromazones was shades
of blue, green, red, or whatever. But it was the White Science magic that made many people uneasy;
it did not work in conventional ways. It was hard to explain.

"We have about an hour'swalk," Nonce said. "There's a boiling lake ahead, but we don't go that
far. | found awarm spring, and that's where it happened.”

They walked along the path. Soon they became acclimatized to the whiteness. Texture and
shade were dl, in aChromazone; the full panoply of colors was there, once properly interpreted. It
just required an accustomed eye to perceiveit.

Ennui tuned out, not particularly interested, and knew that Aspect was doing the same. Both of
them were curious what this summons was about. What had Havoc found, that required their
attendance? That couldn't be told by messenger? That was what was interesting, and soon they would
Know.

The path wound between hills, tracing ashdlow valey. White treesfilled in on either Sde. Then,
suddenly, three men gppeared. They were rough-hewn, and carried metdlic objectsin their hands that
Ennui recognized from her socid studiestext asweapons. They were caled "guns,” and used magic
explosiveto propel bals of meta violently forward. The meta could lodgein avictim's body with
serious consequences, perhaps even desth. It was like getting stabbed by a pole that had no length.
These were brigands.

"Intimidation!” aman said. That confirmed it. "NonChromatravelers." That meant they were



probably helpless, herein aChromazone.

And Ennui, her mind distracted, and not been aware of them lurking. She had been afoal. This
was not the king's palace, where life was safe; thiswas out in the rea world.

"Well take your valuables," the brigand leader said gruffly, tucking hisgun into hiswaistband.
"And more. Do you want to submit quietly, or be beaten into submission first?"

Theft and rape: according to formula. What were they to do? Ennui saw Nonce glance their
way; she had aknife, of course, but that could take out only one man, at best. The two older women
did not even carry knives or other wegpons. Surdly they should have, but hadn't thought of it. So
much for their prowess as adventurers. They had no meansto resist.

But they could not give up the ikons. They wore these on chains around their necks; they would
readily be spotted by the brigands when they ripped open their shirtsto get at their breasts, as
brigands traditiondly did. Now Ennui redlized how absolutely crazy she had been not to hide her most
precious possession more carefully.

But she remembered something. When she had carried the loom ikon in her mouth, Throe had
not been able to kiss her. Ordinary people could not touch the ikons; they could be passed from
person to person only by acts of will. She aso remembered how Gale had survived the eruption. The
ikons had phenomenal power, and perhaps would safeguard them.

Aspect caught her thought. "Nonce, stay behind us," she murmured. The girl moved to stand
wheretold, redizing that the women had something in mind.

"Satisfaction,” the leader said. He meant that he liked dedling with struggling women. He stepped
forward, reaching out to grab Ennui.

His hand came near her bosom and shied away. Surprised, he tried again, with no better
success. Baffled and angry, he grabbed instead for her shoulder and yanked her forward. Except that
she didnt move; hedid, jerking himsdlf off baance. Hefell againgt her without quite touching; he did
to the side and stumbled beyond her.

"Magic!" he said, disgruntled. "But what Chroma?"

"No Chroma," Ennui said, heartened by the protection of the ikon. She had been ableto get
closer to othersin the palace, and to Nonce; evidently the ikon distinguished between friend an foe, or
maybe it made a difference who was approaching whom.

" Shoot them!™ the leader snapped, drawing hisgun again.

Ennui didn't like that, but couldn't escape, so she held her ground. The leader's gun made aloud
bang and smoke poured from the hole in its front. Something plowed into the ground at the leader's
fedt. It wasthe bit of metd, the"bullet” the gun had "fired." It had evidently bounced away from her
body and struck the earth instead. Theikon had repelled it.

Then Havoc was standing beside them. He hadn't walked or run in; he had just appeared. He
wore peasant clothing, and looked like ahick villager. " So you attack hel plesswomen,” he said.



"Outrege.”
The brigands stared, bemused. Havoc didn't wait. He reached for the leader so rapidly that his

armswereablur. A meta collar gppeared around the man's neck, too tight to be removed over his
head. On it was printed the word BRIGAND.

Havoc turned to the next man, and in amoment he had asimilar collar. Then the third, the same.
"If you try to molest any person, the collarswill hurt you," he said. "Now be gone.”

The leader put his handsto the collar, but it was too strong for him. He was stuck with it until he
found a White Chroma meta smith to remove it—and who would remove such awarning? The man
would be arrested the moment he appeared at any village or outpost, and dl his crimeswould catch
up with him,

He leaped for Havoc—and bounced off, as he had with Ennui, except with greater force. He fell
to the ground, bruised.

Havoc turned to the women. "Nonce | could transport,” he said. "The others, no. Let'swalk.”

Because he could not gpproach his own ikon or Gal€'s. Ennui nodded. They followed him on
aong the path.

Before long they came to the white pool Nonce had bathed at. Gale was there, with anice mea
st up for them. She too was garbed as an ignorant villager, but nothing could entirely mask the
amazing beauty of her person. She had always been lovely, but now that she was a Glamor her
perfection fairly radiated from her.

"Gratitude," Havoc said to Nonce. Then he kissed her.

The girl fainted. Havoc caught her before she hit the ground, and set her gently beside the poal.

"Y ou forget your place, Havoc," Aspect reproved him. "A Glamor can't have such contact with
anormd person.”

"Hecan," Ennui said. "Provided she does not know his nature—and she doesn't. It was sheer
exhilaration that did it. The king kissed her.”

"Neither," Gale sad. "He put her down deliberately, in amanner that will not dismay her, so that
we could talk."

They nodded. They had after al been summoned here for a purpose.
"How did you know we werein trouble?' Ennui asked. "At least, that we thought we were."
"] got your thought,” Havoc said.

"But | didn't try to reach you mentally,” she protested. "Te epathy isonly short range, except in
gpecid circumstances such as close friendship.”



"We haveit, oath friend. But thereisanother. Y ou carry my ikon. That gives you much stronger
association with me, and Lady Aspect with Gale. Distance seemsto be no barrier.”

"Wedid not redize thisuntil that point,” Gale said. "There is much we don't yet know about the
ikonsand Glamors."

"Sowedidn't have to use an intermediary,” Ennui said. "Y ou could have sgnaled me directly.”

"We are dtill new to our roles," Havoc said, nodding. "We have the powers, but are still learning
how to use them, and how to relate to our congtituencies. | love trees, but thereis much | do not yet
know about their needs, and it issimilar for Gale and the mosses. Those needs must be served; it is
the inherent oath we made when they accepted us astheir representatives. We need time, yet we
believe that the larger quest must still be pursued without delay. So we wish to ask the two of you to
handle agpot misson for us, if you are amenable.”

"Of coursewewill," Aspect said.

"There may be danger,” Gde said. "Theikonswill protect you, but we do not know their limits."

"We undergtand that,” Ennui said. "Welike theidea of adventure. It does not come readily to
older women."

"And there may be sex," Havoc said. "It can beatoal.”

Aspect smiled. " Something you may not know about the ikons. They strengthen us, making us
Sseemingly indefatigable.”

"And they make us sexy," Ennui said. "In body and nature.”
Havoc was surprised. "We knew they protected, but not that they were sexud. Still—"

Ennui exchanged a glance with Aspect. Then both let down their mind shields and thought of
EX.

"Whew!" Gale murmured. "Amazement.”

"Point made," Havoc said. "I suspect that the ikons are lending you perfect health, and part of
that is sexudity. That may fade as you become accustomed to it, but you will always have the
capacity, just as Glamors do. Aslong as you do not object—"

"Wedon't object,” Ennui said. "But | don't understand why we dreamed of having sex with a
hedthy young man. We do have men of our own."

"Theikons seem to echo the nature of the Glamors,” Gae said. "We do not have precognition,
but sometimes we do have hints. There may be such asession in your future.”

"But we're old women! ™

Havoc shook his head. "Y ou are mature women—and | think the icons have deleted a decade



from your physica age. Y ou could seduce hedthy young men if you wished to."

Ennui redized it wastrue. Aspect had the body she must have had in youth, and Ennui had a
better body than she had ever had. "We thought you honored us when you trusted us with your ikons.
Now we know that they are rare gifts. We have livesagain.”

"Weareglad of that,” Havoc said. "Y ou have been invauable friends. | think the single best
decision | have madein my life wasto betroth Gale, and the second was to make the oath of
friendship with you, and the third was to befriend the Lady Agpect.”

"Oh, surdly not!" Aspect said, speaking for them both, impossbly flattered.

"Y ou fed he should not have betrothed me?' Gale asked severdly. Then, before they could
protest, she laughed, and they joined her. Havoc was not given to empty statements. "But | might

argue that making the oath of friendship with the Blue Dragon would rank in there somewhere, and
becoming aGlamor.”

"WEell accept fourth and fifth places,” Ennui said. The glow of the compliment suffused her. She
had been the one to demand the oath, and it had changed her life. She had done her best to honor the
spirit of the oath, and to help Havoc in any way she could, but had never fdlt it was that important to
him. Like theikon, the oath had transformed her.

"Oathsdo," Galesaid. "That'swhy | resented yours at first, before | came to know the two of
you."

"Y ou questioned my judgment?' Havoc asked her, frowning.

"Wdll, you're abarbarian. And aman. How can you have judgment?’

"Y ou should be spanked.”

She lifted her skirt, baring her firm bottom. "Have & it, hero.”

"Maybe that should wait until you finish your businesswith us" Ennui said, though she enjoyed
their interplay. They were Glamors, but still quite human and in love. Y ou were about to assgn usa

gpot misson.”

"And your sex play teases uswith what we can't have," Aspect said. ™Y ou must give over until
we have young men to fascinate.” She was speaking humoroudy, yet there was considerable
substance.

"Awww," they said together, laughing.

Then Havoc got serious. " Still, we wish thisto be an optiona mission for you. Wecando it
oursdlvesat alater time, if—"

"Wewant the mission,” Aspect said for both of them.

Gde nodded. "Then thereis another thing. Havoc and | have dragon seeds. They buzz in our



ears when we encounter an untruth, or danger, or awrong course. They have been invaluable, and
perhaps have saved our lives on some occasions. Now, as Glamors, we no longer need them; we
have their powers ourselves. We will give them to the two of you, provided you will make oaths never
willingly to betray their source, the dragon.”

"But dragons—" Ennui said, taken aback.

"Arenow our alies. No dragon will attack you while you wear the seeds. Y ou must respect
themamilaly."

Again Ennui exchanged aglance with Aspect. "Wewill makethat oath.”

Havoc nodded. There appeared beside him the Brown Glamor, adragon. It was long and flat,
with deekly overlapping brown scales, and it fairly glowed. Dragonswere of the worm family, having
but one leg; that made them second only to the demonsin fewness of legs, as the demons had none.
Ennui and Aspect had met the Dragon Glamor at the time when Havoc had summoned dl the
Glamorsto the palace, so thiswas not atotal surprise. She knew it was not there to attack, but as an
associate of Havoc.

"Brown will take your oaths," Havoc said.

Of course: the dragon seeds owed alegiance to the Dragon Glamor. She faced the dragon. "1
say my name: Ennui, human, and make this oath: 1 will carry Havoc's dragon seed, and never abuse it
or play faseto any dragon, solong as| carry it."

Then Aspect made asimilar statement with respect to Gale's dragon seed. The dragon extended
atentacle and made the sgna of acceptance. Smultaneoudy its mind sounded in theirs: Accepted.
And it vanished.

Havoc touched his ear and brought forth atiny blue speck. He gave it to Ennui. She took it and
wedged it into afold of her ear, asthat was where he seemed to have wornit. It lodged comfortably,
adhering, and she knew it would not come loose accidentaly.

Aspect received asmilar seed from Gae. "These areold friends,” Gale said. "We exchanged
them when we betrothed each other. Do not |et others know you have them, and learn to receive their
warnings without reacting overtly. Some folk do know of dragon seeds, and might try to take them
fromyou."

"Test them,” Havoc said. " Approach something dangerous, or try to deceive each other.”

Ennui looked around. She saw awhite thorn bush. Such plants did not merely have thorns, they
sngpped their fronds forward to stab any unwary flesh that came within range. Any creature that
stumbled into onewasin for a painful and perhaps|ethd experience.

She waked toward it. Just before she came within range there was a buzzing shock at her ear,
not painful, but a clear signal. She stopped, and it abated. She had been warned.

Sheturned to face Aspect. "Thisplant isharmless.



Aspect sraightened up. "It buzzed!"

"Becauseyou heard alie” Galesad. "It will dso react if there is something wrong with a
Stuation, evenif nolie or danger is present. Then you must be cautious. The seeds aren't intelligent,
they just know when something iswrong. Sometimes you have to figure out whet it is”

"One other thing," Havoc said. "When Gale and | came together, wearing our seeds, they
buzzed. We represented no threat to each other, but they seemed to sense awrongness. We never
did discover what it was, and conclude that they might smply have been acknowledging the presence
of another seed.”

Ennui and Aspect approached each other and linked hands. Their seeds buzzed. "That must be
it," Ennui said.

"Now themission,” Havoc said. "There are severa unresolved mysteries, and it may bethat if
we fathom them, we will better come to understand the larger picture. One of theseistheloom.”

"Theloom," Ennui breathed. "' love that loom."

"We want to know its origin. Who made it, where, when, and why. Where did he get the power
to makeit? There must have been adesign. Fathom its genesis.”

"I'dloveto! But | think | would haveto fetch it, and perhaps carry it with me.”
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"Because | carried it before, and there was no indication where it came from. But ikonsrdate to
their Glamors, and if thisisan ikon, it may relate to its maker."

"A Glamor!" Gde excdamed.
"Or something equivdent.”

Havoc nodded thoughtfully. "Do that, as you decide. The missionisyours, to handle asyou
mug.”

"It lent me the same sort of power your ikon does. Since ikons can't approach each other, at
least not when held by people—"

"Good point. Someone ese may haveto carry it.”

"But who? That loom hasawill of itsown. It knows me and Aspect, but I'm not sure any man
could touchit.”

"Perhapswe have acandidate,” Gale said. She glanced significantly at the deeping Nonce.
"She'sagood girl," Havoc agreed. "'l like her.”

Gdeshot himaglance. "Y ou can't have her."



"Not even when Symboal is absent?’

"Not even when I'm absent.”

"Awww."

Ennui and Aspect smiled. The two were teasing each other again.

Galelooked back at the ladies. "Acquaint her with the loom. Seeif she canweaveonit. If it
accepts her, let her carry it. 1t will give her ikon protection.”

"It will dso drive her crazy with desire,” Ennui said.
"Then |et her make some no fault man very happy.”
"She'sadready good at that," Ennui said.

"Migtresses of the bath are," Gale agreed, with another dark look at Havoc. She was
remembering Bijou.

"We are done here," Havoc said. He went to Nonce, did hisarms under her, and picked her up

with such easy strength that she looked feather light. He set her on her feet, then kissed her again.
The girl's eyes popped open. "I fed faint,” she said.
"Havoc kissed you," Gae said. "And caught you before you fdl. Y ou should be dl right now."

Nonce found her balance and stepped away from him. "Welcome," she said unsteadily,
answering his prior statement of gratitude.

"We have been given our mission,” Ennui told her. "We must return to the vicinity of Triumph
City. There may beamisson for you too."

"I'd likethat." She still seemed bemused, but was evidently not avare of the time that had
passed.

They bid parting to Havoc and Gale and set out for the Blue Chroma zone. Thistime no
brigandswaylaid them.

Asit happened, the buswas il at the campsite. Bus emerged as they approached it. "Going
back?' he asked. "I'll have afull load."

"Well work," Ennui said. "Two old sigters, one young wife, no fault, as we finished before?!
Buslooked at Nonce. "Sisters will have to deep in the storage chamber.”
"Agreed.”

So Ennui and Aspect catered to passengers, bringing them food, seeing to their routine needs



and cleaning up after them, while Nonce took the man into his chamber every few hours. Whenever
she could, she paused to hold hands with one of the older women, getting recharged.

At one point amale passenger beckoned Ennui. She started toward him—and the dragon seed
buzzed. She hesitated; was that awarning? Then she went to him, and as she came close, he reached
up under her skirt to put a hand on her bottom.

"Negation on no fault,” she murmured, and he quickly removed the hand. That was dl there was
toit, but she knew that the timely warning by the seed had enabled her to handle it without making an
awkward scene. No stranger had sought that sort of favor from her for decades, and the surprise fed
might have freaked her out. She wasn't sure whether it was the man's act or her likely reaction that
caused the seed to buzz; maybeit was just preventing a scene that could have drawn more attention
to her than was safe. She certainly appreciated it, and her respect for the seed increased. It was not
confined to warnings about prickly plants; it could help her socialy too.

They left the bus at the Trand ucent gtation near the city. Bus was emphatic in his gppreciation.
"No was grest, of course, but you two ladies were great too. | had compliments on the service, and
you left the bus clean. If you ever wish permanent service—"

"WEell kegpitin mind,” Aspect said with asmile. "But we do not know where we will travel

"It's nice to know we have a potentia profession,” Ennui remarked asthey walked away.

Nonce laughed. "The two ranking women of the palace! Y ou certainly are anonymous.”

"Aswe prefer to be," Aspect agreed.

"That must be why you didn't box that man's ear when he goosed you."

"Agreement." Thegirl was observant. It reminded Ennui of the fact that she had evidently
become attractive to strangers, and that pleased her despite itsinconvenience. The man had not tried
to insult her; he had been genuindy interested. And her bottom had been firm. She liked that, even if

shewould never careto brag about it.

It waslatein theday. "Our next task isnocturnal,” Ennui said. "We will stay at acabin besdethe
lake, then proceed in darkness.”

She led them to the suburbs surrounding the lake on which the pyramid of Triumph City floated,
and to the lakeitself. But they did not take the ferry; they walked around to the side. There wasthe
cabin she had visited with the Black Glamor, vacant but well stocked. They approached it, and the
seeds did not buzz. That confirmation hel ped; the absence of abuzz could be as sgnificant asthe
buzz.

"1'm worn out and famished,” Nonce said.

"Thisisfor our use" Ennui said. "Rest; Speck and | will prepareameal.”

"But you should not be doing that work!" the girl protested. "1 should—"



"Y ou aretired; we are not. Soon you will have our samina, | think. Rest.”

Thegirl did not question it. Sheflopped on abed and lay staring at the celling. Ennui delved into
the supplies and prepared amodest but filling medl.

"When you and Throe went on a private misson—this was where you came?' Aspect asked.
She and Chief had helped by emulating the two of them so that their absence would not be known.

"And Bijou—and The Black Glamor," Ennui said. "For theloom, asit turned out." She paused,
considering. "There was an orange female sphinx on the way there. | wonder whether shelll be there
agan."

"The Sphinx Glamor, surely,” Aspect said. "1 suspect sheis derted when anyone approachesthe
loom."

"She liked to have adid ogue with a person of sufficient intellect. | doubt that any of usqualify.”

Aspect shrugged. "We are on amission for Havoc. Shelll know that.”

"l hope s0."

"Perhapsit istime to move our ikons."

"Good notion. We wouldn't want to lose them in the weter.”

Thetwo of them lifted their loose string necklaces and removed the ikons, which adhered to
their fingers. They bound them into their hair, under low mats of hair at the upper backs of their heads
0 that the bulges hardly showed.

Ennui expected the level of sexua awarenessto fade, and it did, but there was another effect.
Now that the ikon wasin contact with her heed, it affected the things of her head. Her sight and
hearing became acute, and her thoughts preternaturaly clear.

"Confirmation,” Agpect murmured. "I think | likethis better.”

When it was dark out, and Nonce had recovered sufficiently, they went outside to the lake. "We
shdl haveto diveto acave below," Ennui said. "Thereisafloat with astonering. We will takethe
float out, then use the stone to bear usto the bottom.”

"The bottom!" Nonce exclamed. "'l can swim, of course, but | would drown."

"Wewill hold your hands as you hold your bregth. Thereisacavethere, with air. | will havea
lamp. Y ou must trust us.”

"| trust you, but I'm terrified.”
| barely trust this myself Agpect thought.

The dragon seed did not buzz, Ennui reminded her.



They did it, and held the stone and Nonce's hands, and plunged swiftly to the bottom. Then they
swam the short distance to the cave, and emerged into the air. Ennui held the small lamp she had
found in the cabin, and it illuminated of its own accord, showing a passage.

Again, the absence of abuzz had helped. Ennui was sure the seeds would not have let them risk
their lives without warning. She appreciated the strength the ikons provided, but the seedswere dso
reassuring.

In due course they came to a chamber with an orange glow. There was the sphinx in all her
splendor.

"Glamor," Ennui sad. "We—"

Understood. | will converse with the Lady Aspect.

"With mel" Aspect said. "But | havelittleintellect.”

You have the recent history of the doings of the human kings.
"That interestsyou?"

Everything interests me. Including those ikons and dragon seeds, and the recent clarity of
your senses and thoughts.

"Youredected," Ennui said. "No and | will goon."

Aspect nodded, knowing that Nonce would have to carry theloom. "I will rehearse the kings.”
Ennui and Nonce went on. They cameto the inner cave. There stood the great old loom: a
machine formed of wooden planks and pulleys and treadles. It was set up exactly as Ennui had |eft it,

ready to weave. Warp without weft.
"What an instrument!" Nonce breathed.
"Canyou useit?'
"l have done some weaving on aloom, but nothing like this. Thisisthe grandfather of loomd!”
"Tryit"
The girl approached the loom hesitantly. "I'll need someyarn.”

Ennui fetched ahank from the collection, and Nonce carefully attached it to a bobbin and flung it
back and forth. She was not skilled, but did know how.

"We need to ascertain when and where thiswas made," Ennui said. "And by whom."

"Maybe there'samaker's plague.”



Ennui hadn't thought of that. They checked around the loom, and found a plague: PENTER 803.

"What doesit mean?' Nonce asked.

"| think this was made by a man name Penter, in the 803« year following the arriva of mankind
a Charm,” Ennui said. "'l suppose well haveto return to the city and research in the records for that
name and date.”

"But we gill don't know where."

"| think we had better take thiswith us while we look. It'samagic object; it may even help us."
She did not care to advertise the private dialogue with Havoc and Gale.

"Takeit with usl That would take ten mento carry.”
"Perhapsnot. Touchiit.”

"l don't understand. I've been touching it dl dong." But the girl put out one hand to touch the
nearest plank.

And theloom ghrank into atiny mode of itsdlf, faling into her hand. Ennui bresthed asilent sgh
of relief; it had accepted Nonce. Y ou may carry it in your mouth or on your person,” Ennui said. "It's
an ikon, and will provide you with endurance and abilities smilar to ours. Y ou are one of us, for the
duration of thismisson.”

"Y ou have ikons?' Nonce asked, bemused.
"Y es. That was the meaning of Havoc's message. But we prefer not to let it be known.”

"Silence," Nonce agreed. She put the miniature loom into her mouth. "I feel stronger already.
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"Sexier.”
" Suddenly somethingsare coming clear.”
" thought they might."

"If theloomisanikon, what isits Glamor? | know other ikons can change into threads, but this
one changesinto awholeloom."

She had apoint. If the ikon was proportiona to the Glamor, that would be a super-Glamor!
"Perhaps well find out. Now let's return to the surface.” Ennui led the way out.

Next day they returned to Triumph City, and Ennui did what she knew best, researching in the
archives for the name and date on the loom. She found it: Penter was the name of askilled carpenter
two centuries before. There was no record of such a project, but of course the loom would not have
been unknown if it had been amatter of record.



What was in the record was the grant of an ideal farmstead to the Penter family in that period. It
was a nonChroma region nestled between four closely set smal volcanoes, so that the outlying fields
overlapped light magic. Thefamily still farmed that land, and prospered. The ancestor must have
made an excellent ded with someone. That was the next place to investigate.

Ennui and Aspect had savage romantic sessions with their men, and Nonce took on severa
eager young men of the palace, reveling in her suddenly extended abilities. Then they headed out
again.

It took three days and nightsto get there, traveling with a convoy, doing the type of work they
had found they were good at. On the way Nonce discovered that the loom ikon had a sense of
direction. It knew where something was—and they were going that way.

"Maybe your mind affectsit," Ennui said. "Decide you want to go back to Triumph City."

Dubioudy, thegirl did. "Thedirection faded," she reported.

But when she focused on the place of the loom's manufacture, the awareness returned. Theloom
did not know, or perhaps did not care, where a human city was, but did know where it had been
made. That wasjust as well, because the records had been somewhat vague about details, and the
dragon seeds did not seem to be able to guide them toward the site.

Then they arrived at the Penter farm. Thiswas run by a stout woman of Aspect's age named
Gaa It was soon evident that she knew something about the loom, but refused even to think of it.
"My ancestor got thisfarm, and we keep it," shesaid. "That isdl that matters.”

"We need to see the workshop where an ancient loom was made,” Ennui said.

"Negation. That room is sacred to us, no one has been in it since our ancestor died.”

There seemed to be no way they could move her. So they checked her mind. Few non-tel epaths
had effective mind shidds, but it wasn't necessarily easy to pick out relevant information from the
welter of incidenta thoughts.

There was, however, one thing that brooded. It concerned one of the woman's children.

Aspect led into it, so as not to reved her ability. "Who helpsyou farm?”

"My son Baghful."

Therewasthe key. "Heis shy around girls?

"Hejust hasn't found theright one,” the woman said defensively.

They had the boy's age from the woman's mind: seventeen. He would have to marry within the
year. That promised to be avkward. Galawanted him to marry well, so that she would have solid
help on the farm, but feared he would have to settle for aleftover or lazy girl.

"If we could cure him," Aspect said. "Give him more confidence, so he could be selective—"



The woman laughed bitterly. "For that, | would let you look anywhere you want. But it's
hopeless.”

"l could do something,” Nonce said.

Both dragon seeds buzzed; Aspect fet hersdirectly, and Ennui's from her mind. Thiswasa
wrong decison.

"1 need you with me," Ennui reminded her, picking up on it immediately. Because the connection
of the loom ikon to the loom'’s place of manufacture was evident. Ennui knew the loom best, and
Nonce carried it. Certainly that would do for arationale.

Suddenly it fell to Aspect, to her dismay. But when she started to demur in her mind, the dragon
seed buzzed. She was definitely theone. "1 will doit," shesaid. "Allow my friends to inspect the shop,

and | will teach your boy what he needsto know." Her words were much bolder than her belief; she
had little idea how to address an over-shy youth. She doubted that any mere pep talk would suffice.

Gdadared a her amoment. "Thisisagtinking ded.”

"Agreed," Aspect said. "We must see the shop, and have nothing better to trade.”

They walited.

Gaasresistance collgpsed. She did want what they offered. "Reluctant agreement.”

Soon Aspect found hersdlf in a private chamber with Bashful. Hewas well named. Universal
convention required each person to be named by his associates, in their own time, and the names
were usualy descriptive and often less than kind. But they could be changed if the person changed
enough to warrant it. Again, it was up to the company he kept.

"Do you know why we are here?" she asked him. He was awild-haired young man of fair
complexion and musculature, asfarmers generdly were.

Hewouldn't meet her gaze. "Y ou have to change my nature.”

"Y ou have aproblem with women."

"|—they—" He shook his head miserably. "Affirmation."

"l suspect your natureisgood. Y ou merely don't know how to proceed.”
"They laugh & me!" he said, blushing.

"To makeyou blush," shesaid. "It givesthem power over you."

He nodded, ashamed.

"They do it because they are nervous about sexual relations but don't want to admit it."



"] don't want sex!"
She paused, disgruntled. "Confusion.”
He backed off immediately. "Apology. | did not mean to say that.”

But there was a powerful burst of something strange in his mind. Something other than shyness
was bothering him.

"Truth," shesaid.
"Negation.”
"l have asecret. | think you have onetoo. | think we must exchange secrets.”

"No secrets!” he cried. He lurched at her, putting his hands around her throat. "Get away from
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Aspect did not resit, but his hands lacked force. Y et she saw his straining. He redlly wastrying
to choke her. The ikon was protecting her, especialy about the head. The dragon seed, evidently
knowing that, had not buzzed. But those were secrets she couldn't share.

"Y ou don't want to hurt me," she said, drawing his hands gently away. "I don't want to be here
any more than you do. | promised your mother.”

"I don't want to hurt you," he said, believing it. How el se could he account for the seeming
powerlessness of hishands?"But | don't want to talk to you.”

"1 will tell you asecret. Then you may tell me yours—if you choose.™

"Negation!"

"l can reed minds."

He stared at her. "Y ou're no Tranducent!”

"] got amentd disease that made me read minds. At firgt it was awful—so many thoughts
coming a mea once. Then | learned to shield my mind, so | don't hear the thoughts unless| want to.
| did not want to deceive you about this."

"Dishdief." But it was hope rather than certainty.

"Perhaps | can demondtrate. Aswetak, my friends are visiting the closed workshop.”

He was eager to focus on the new subject. "Where my ancestor made the magic loom."

He had let dip more than his mother had. Y es. We need to know its origin. My mind islinked
to that of my friend On. | should be ableto learn from her what they are discovering.”



"No one has entered that shop in generations.”

"Agreement. Certainly | have not; | have been here with you." Aspect focused on her friend,
whom she could reach at some moderate distance because they were friends and knew each other's
minds. "They have entered the shop, and are gazing a the signs of the work of two centuries before,
undisturbed. They see where theloom stood asit was crafted.”

"Y ou could guessthat.”

"Now No takes the ikon from her mouth. She restores it—and it fits that spot exactly. And—"
She broke off, hearing the warning buzz of the dragon seed.

But it wastoo late. "Y ou have the loom!" Bashful exclaimed.

"Affirmation. But we don't want it known. Our mission is specia, and there may be danger.”

"Y ou would have trouble getting out of thevillage, if they knew. Theloom isalegend; no one
knows where it went when it disappeared. We keep the shop eterndly ready for itsreturn. But you
aren't going to returnit.”

"We aren't." Shelooked at him. "I ask you not to reved that we haveit.”

He hesitated. "Ded: will you return it when you are done with it?"

Aspect shot athought to Ennui. Ennui considered a moment, then made the compromise, which
was reasonable in the circumstance. Both of them knew that Havoc would go dong withit, since he
had delegated his authority to them in thismatter. In fact she could contact him mentally for
confirmation; they tended to forget that new long-range ability. "Yes."

"Make an oath."

"Made."

Bashful had gained confidence. "Then | will be sllent, in the hope that | have achieved what we
Oedre”

"Appreciation. But we do not know how long we will be using theloom.”

"But you are honest folk."

"We honor oaths, at any rate." She smiled. "We serve Havoc, our barbarian king."

"And | believe that you can read minds." He pondered briefly. ™Y ou—know my secret?
"l want you to tell me your secret.”

"Negation! Thisisnot part of our prior agreement.”

"Acquiescence. Dedl: tdll me, and | will help youinany way | can.”



"How can you hdp me?'
"l promiseto find away to makeit right with your mother, if 1 can.”
"Y ou know my secret anyway?"

"l havetold you mine, so you know that | know. But | want it to be fair between us. Tell me, so
we are even. Then we can discuss how to proceed.”

"You are not revolted?"

Shelaughed. "I am twice your age. | have seen many things. Thisisnot unusud.” And now she
realized why the dragon seed had put her in this place: because she did know something about this
gtuation.

He hesitated, not redlly believing. Then he shrugged. "I want sex with men, not women."

"Now we are even,” shesaid. "l worked in Triumph City. There are many people there. Maybe
oneintwenty islikeyou inthisrespect. Their problem isthat they are till required to marry and have
four children."
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"But thereisaway around it. Sometimes they marry women of smilar persuason.”

Hewas amazed. "There are women like me?"

"Y es. They want sex with other women."

"Then how can they have children?’

"They want sex with women, but they can have it with men. They can pretend, or smply endure
it. If they do, they get children. It isdesire, not ability, that is changed.”

"But |—can't do that."

"Perhaps. But hereisyour solution: marry one of these women, and adopt. Y ou don't haveto
have sex with her; no one else need know."

Hope was dawning. "If | could find such awoman, and she kept my secret—"
"Shewould. It's her secret too.”
"But there would be suspicion, if we had no natura child.”

Aspect nodded. "Y ou might have to do it once, or enough to have that one. Y ou would both
hateit, but it would dlay suspicion, and you might like the child."

"But how could | find such awoman?"



"Perhaps| could find her for you."
"Because you can read mindgl™

"Agreement. It might take awhile, as| would have to meet anumber of theloca girls, but |
believe it can be done. Thisishow | can help you."

His embarrassment and anger dissipated completely. "Oh, Lady! If youwould!"

"Thisisour ded with your mother: to fix thingswith you. Does she know?"

"l hope not. She—"

"Would not understand. Well keep that secret.”

"Oh, Lady!" he repeated. "Mortification! | attacked you! Y et you bring me salvation.”

She smiled. "Remember, you didn't redly try to hurt me." That was not quite true, but it was
important that he believeit. "1 do it because we made adeal. But had | known before, | would have
hel ped you anyway. Y ou are adecent ordinary young man, gpart from one difference.”

"Affirmation,” he agreed wryly.

Aspect diffened. Shefelt a sudden overwhel ming urge to do something. "Oh!"

"Lady! Areyouwd|?'

Sherecovered awareness of him. "I—bdlieve so. | fed agreat compulsion to fashion the loom.
The girl No hastheloom ikon in her mouth, and is standing in the loom site, and my friend Oniis

receiving her feeling, and | through her. It can not be ressted.”

"That's how my ancestor Penter made theloom! He received ingtructions from the spirit of the
world."

Aspect smiled. "Perhaps. We understand he was an experienced |loom craftsman, but that would
not account for its magic nature.”

"He was the best loomer of hisage,” Bashful said proudly. "1t took him years. He sought specia
woods and twines, and magic imbued it, and when he was done he was rewarded with this excellent
farmstead, and we keep thefaith. But theloom vanished. It'sal part of our family and villagelore.

"And that power remainsthereto thisday," Aspect said. "That spot must be an accessto a
channel of strong magic.”

"It must be," he agreed. "We didn't know, because we never go in the shop.”

"Just aswell, | think. Perhagpsthat is part of the deal: no one must go to make another loom.”
She nodded, glad to have the matter understood, if not resolved. "Are we done here?’



"Agreement.” But then he thought of something ese. " Suppose awoman asks mefor afourth?”
That set her back. "1 had not thought of that. If you declined, she might wonder why."
"Affirmation.”

"And thereisthe problem of how you can ever be with another man for such purpose, without
more suspicion.”

"Negation. | know aman. That ishow | know my nature. We are circumspect.”
"Still, it would be better if you could service awoman, when you had to."
"And | couldnt.” But the dragon seed buzzed. He was tdlling an untruth, though he believed it.

She cometo adecison. "Bashful, | think | must teach you sex after dl. Not for joy, but for
safety. | believeyou canlearnto doiit, if you understand the necessity.”

"l don't know. When | played with agirl, and she decided to have sex, | couldn't—do it. That's
when the laughter started. Now dl the girls know that | was so bashful | was unable.”

"Then they must be disabused. If you perform well with one, word will get around. Then you
won't haveto doit again, or at least not often.”

"How can | dowhat | can't do?'

She conddered. "Thisisnot my area of expertise. | may bewrong. But | think you could do it if
you pretended.”

"Pretended?’

"Do you know the play of the boy and the teacher?' That was academic; everyone knew the
plays, because they were put on by educationa toursthat made sure to cover every village. Inthis
one, ayoung man asked his favorite femal e teacher to teach him sex, and she did. In the play, she
looked old and sour at first, but became luscious when she threw off her clothing. It was understood

that it was just the way he saw her, but the actresses were dwaysindeed luscious. The Lady Gale
had once played the role, enhanced by the succubus; that must have truly wowed the villagers!

"Affirmation. But she couldn't teach melike that."

"Think of me asthat teacher. | am her age, and you are hisage. | hope to teach you how to fool
ayoung woman."

Heamiled ruefully. "If only | could!™

"Y ou must compliment her on her body, her face, her intdlect—anything, and it doesn't have to
be true. She may know it's not true, but shelll like hearing it anyway. Try it on me."

"Lady, that's not hard. Y ou don't look my mother's age. Y ou're beautiful! If | were normal |



would be desperately eager for your sexud favor. But—"
"No buts. Remember, thisisaplay. Y ou must spesk thelines."

"And you promise me away out of my predicament. That makes you the nicest, smartest
woman I've met."

"Very good. Y ou have flattered me and made me interested in your wish, which | naturaly
assumeisto have sex with me. Now strip.”

"BU—"
"Accept my guidance. | have a purpose.”
Reluctantly he removed his clothing. He was well constructed, but evinced no sexua reaction.
"Now comesthedifficult part. Gaze on me as| gtrip." She removed her clothing, until she stood
naked before him. She knew hersdlf to be formidably feminine, thanksto the ikon. Still he had no
reaction. He did not merely think he was disinterested in women; it was the case.
"Closeyour eyes.”

Hedid, stlanding there awkwardly.

"Pretend | am aman." Was sheredlly doing this? She had barely gotten used to the idea of being
an attractive woman again, and never dreamed of being aman.

"I can't!"

Shelabored to make her voice husky. "Try. Remember, thisisaplay. | am ahandsome man
gpproaching you for sex." She stepped toward him and touched his penis.

Hejumped away. "Negation!"
"Try again," shesad patiently.

Thistime when she touched his penis he stood ill. She send amental signa of maleness, not
sure how he would receiveit.

His member stirred in her hand. He was succeeding in thinking of her asmale. But it wasonly a
dir, not agtiffening.

Would theikon have effect in a case like this? She brought her head down, angling it to bring the
ikon close. And the member swelled, becoming rigid.

"Suddenly it lived" hesad in wonder.

"Your imaginaionisfocusng,” she said, though she knew it wasn't merely that. "Hold the
thought." Because she couldn't keep the ikon constantly close. With Ennui and herself there had been



considerable resdua effect; she hoped that would be the case here.
"l amholding it," he said, his member throbbing.

"Now | am going to assume aposition. Find me, eyes closed, and see what you can do.” She
got down on her hands and knees.

He stepped forward, amost tripped over her, and found her back with fumbling hands. She sent
another male sgnd. He got down behind her, his member erect.

But then he balked. "I can't do it!"

Sheturned around, and saw that he had opened his eyes. "Maybe with practice. In this position
thereisnot agreat difference between awoman and aman. Work on believing it is aways aman.
Then when you must be with awoman, do it that way."

"But| don't believel"

"Y et you gill have an erection.”

Helooked down. "I do," he agreed, surprised.

"That isal you need." She thought of another aspect. "If you marry, your wife will understand.
She will want you to have this ability too. Practice with her. When you succeed in doing it with her,
not only may you get ababy with her, you should be ableto do it el sewhere.”

"Yes," hebreathed, seeing it. "l couldn't doiit thistime, but | did get part way. If | practiced over
and over, | could get there."

She did not confess that she was relieved. She had been ready for the sex, but the notion that
she was emulating aman turned her off. So in this case she was like awoman of that persuasion. That
helped her appreciate the magnitude of the challenge.

"Now we just need to find you a suitable woman. | need to meet anumber, so | can read their
minds. Keep my secret about that."

"Yedl Thereisadancetonight. | dreaded attending it.”

"Y ou dance?"

"Y es, well enough. But | asked no girl to this one, because—"

"1 will gowith you. We shall pretend | am younger than | am.”

He smiled. "Readily done."

"WEell dance together, and | will make sure you know how to hold awoman close. Remember,

holding isnot sex; it is part of the necessary show. A woman can be pleasant to hold for dancing; you
don't need even to pretend there is anything more. Then | will walk around while you dance with



others. By thetimethe evening isdone, | should know."

"Oh Lady, | think you have shown metheway. | loveyou."

"Thenkissme."

He paused, for the moment appalled. "I didn't mean it that way."

"Understood. There are different kinds of love. Two things. If you are to fool awoman, you
must &t least kissher. Y ou don't need an erection for that. And you really can love awoman, as
perhaps you will your wife. Y ou don't have to have sex with her." She stepped into him, still naked.

"Now kissme."

At first he fumbled, but then something came over him, and he held her close and kissed her.
"Thank you, Lady."

"Practice that too, with your wife. Doiit in public, so others know your romanceisred."

"I will!"

"For it may indeed bered. Just not sexua.” She was hammering on that point, to enable him to
disassociate love from sex, gppearance from redity. "Remember that: you can have friendship with a
woman."

"Y ou have shown methat."

Then they dressed and went out. "The problem is he hasn't found the right woman,” Aspect told
hismother.

Gadasjaw dropped. "That'sdl?'

"That's enough. Let him choose his own, whoever she may be, and accept her, and al will be
wdl."

"I don't bdievethis."
Bashful smiled. "Bdieveit, Mother. Thiswoman has made meaman."

Gaadid not look entirely pleased, yet she had to accept what was offered: anormd,
marriagesble son. Did it matter that it had taken awoman of her own ageto accomplish it? Naturally
she assumed they had had sex, and Bashful was encouraging that notion.

Ennui and Nonce appeared. Aspect compared thoughts with Ennui, more thoroughly at closer
range. They had gotten what they could, but it was complicated to impart a the moment, and Aspect
had her own input. So she addressed her own project. We must locate a secret lesbian girl, she
thought. Ennui nodded, understanding. She took Nonce aside, 0 asto explain verbaly to her.

They attended the dance. Aspect danced with Bashful, and he was competent. She required him
to hold her very close, asthough they had indeed been lovers, and saw the jea ous glances of other



young men. Oh, it was nice to seem young and sexy again!

Then Nonce cut in on her, making a stir, because Nonce was truly young and lovely. Shetoo
danced him extremely close, and brushed his cheek with her lips. Theloca girlsfollowed, suddenly
finding Bashful interesting, and the boys found Nonce more than interesting.

Aspect and Ennui walked along the sidelines, searching minds. Of course Nonce was popular,
for shewasalivey girl and knew every dance. But so was Bashful, who bedlied his name now that he
had reason to hope. He was getting into it, enjoying the act, holding girls close. It was the appearance
that thrilled him rather than their bodies, but they didn't know that.

Ennui gpproached. | found two. One is pretty, the other not.

But it would depend on other qualities. Aspect walked closeto each girl in turn, and learned that
the unpretty one was smart and determined, an excellent worker, though she hated the options
available to her. Her name was Pear, the unkind description foisted on her. The pretty one was
neither smart nor skilled, but was prepared to tolerate the attentions of aman for the sake of socia
approva. Shewould get by.

When the unpretty girl stepped outside the dance hal, as she was not kept busy by boys,
Aspect trailed her out. "Dialogue,” she murmured.

Thegirl looked at her. ™Y ou danced with Bashful and made him confident. Areyou his cousn?'
"Hisfriend. He has a secret.”

"Dontwedl!"

"Which you share”

The girl looked sharply &t her. "Who areyou?"

"l am called Speck. | have a secret too."

"Curiogty."

"l can read minds. Anillnessleft methisway. Keep my secret and | will keep yours."

"What's my secret?'

"Y ou detest sex with aman. No one has asked you, but you don't want it anyway. Y ou prefer a
woman."

Pear was shocked. "Y ou know!"
"1 read your mind. Y ou face forced marriage with aman, and forced sex. Y ou dread it, but see

no feasible dternative other than death, which doesn't apped ether. | may have away out of that
abyss. Areyou amenableto amarriage of convenience?"



"l don't want to marry anyone!"
"With aman of your persuasion.”
"A man who doesn't like women? What would he want with me?"

"To keep the secret. To make agood life with awoman who can manage well, pleasing his
family and the community. A woman who would not question or expose his private association with
another man.”

Pear considered, suddenly seeing the relevance. Such a man would not demand sex with her or
object to her having aprivate girlfriend. "We could adopt.”

"Affirmation."

"Baghful?"

"Affirmation.”

"How can | trust you? This could be acruel joke."

"Would Bashful play such ajoke?"

"Negation.”

"1 will tell him to dance with you. Take him outside. Tak. Become acouple. Otherswill try to
take him from you, but he will be loyal. He will say you are the smartest and best worker he knows,
whichistrue. But you know the real reason.” Aspect buttressed this reasoning with amental
projection of acceptance. Pear was not telepathic, but might receive some of the mood, and decide to
doit.

Thegirl consdered again. She was not dow to gppreciate a possible answer to her dilemma. "I'll
riskit.”

Soon they returned to the dance. No one had missed Pear. Agpect cut in on Bashful. "Pear," she
murmured. "Dance with her. Otherswill think sheis grateful for your attention. Y ou will say shehasa
good mind. She does. Become a couple. Otherswill think you are nervous about pretty girls, so like
the one you can get. Let them.”

"Affirmation," hereplied, amazed.

By the end of the evening, everyone a the dance was sharing the news. Handsome Bashful had
taken the ugliest girl to be his own. What was the matter with him? She was smart, but snce when did
that count with aman? Y et it seemed to be so.

Gadadid not seem completely pleased with her son's choice, but redlized that socia acceptance
was more important than prettiness. The girl was certainly competent. Her son would marry and
provide heirsto the farm. That was what counted.



When Aspect was aone with Ennui and Nonce, in a cabin for the night, she got the rest of their
story. She explained that the dragon seed buzz had been for her, not Ennui, because she had
inadvertently told of the loom. But she had learned things from Bashful that related.

"It must be an accessto achannd of magic,” Aspect concluded. "The ikons are responsive, and
itsown loom ikon more so."

"But thisisway beyond us," Ennui said. "It would take a Glamor to handleit.”
Nonce laughed, thinking she was joking, then redlized that she was not.

They had accomplished their mission, and in the process found what might be aportal or avenue
to greater understanding. Havoc and Gale would have to judge.

Now al they had to do was get hometo Triumph City and make their report.

Chapter 2-Family

"Havoc."

He glanced at her, aware that she was excited but was masking the cause. Glamors had superior
mind reading abilities, but snce both of them were Glamors, they remained even. They could hide
things from each other when they chose. "Y ou crave twice as much sex?"

Gdelaughed. "Not exactly, incubus. Wak with me."

What was she up to? He set down the tiny fern tree seedling he had been communing with. | will
return, hethought to it, and fdt its acquiescence. Much of histime was spent studying treesin intense
new detail, o asto better understand their needs and desires. He intended to make al the treesthat
had accepted him astheir Glamor satisfied that the choice was apt. Gale was similarly studying the
maosses. "Acquiescence.”

Shetook hishand. A Glamor's mere touch could transform an ordinary person, and had smilar
effect on another Glamor, but Glamors were proof against being overwhelmed. They had been
married only amonth, and it was hard to tell whereloveleft off and magic began. "Love."

"Tota," he agreed, kissing her. In public they made little shows of their mutua devotion, enjoying
the game, but in private they smply basked in it. They had loved each other since childhood, but
fulfillment had been balked until recently, so it seemed new again. They did not need to speek of it a
al, asthey congtantly shared minds, but there was satisfaction in al the nuances of expression.

They waked through their cave-house to the front. The other Glamors had made them a
wedding gift of the knowledge of the Site and the initial preparations, so that they had been ableto
move inimmediately. It wasjust about perfect for aGlamor couple, being isolated in the heights of
unscalable mountains, actualy the unrecognized remnant of an ancient nonChromavolcano cone, so
that no intrusonswere likely. The base of the cone had become alake, and the cave wasin theinner
wall, both heated by the lingering deep fires of amountain that was not quite as dead asit seemed.



The jagged ridge of the cone was covered in snow; the subterranean furnace did not reach that far.
They lived at the fringe of heat, o were comfortable rather than hot or cold, and could reach either
extreme by moving down or up. If the volcano ever decided to return to full life, they would know; its
rumblings were hardly subtle. Meanwhile, it wasided for afamily. Not thet they had one yet.

"But wedo," Gdesad.

"Confuson.”

She merdly looked a him.

He caught on. "Already! Y ou're sure?"

"| fed the dawning entity within me, gpart from me."

Havoc wasthrilled. "What—7?"

"l can't distinguish gender yet. Doesit matter?”

"Uncertainty. | think | want both, to be like me and like you."

"Wdll, choose onefor thistime.”

"Andif | don't?"

"] don't want to birth aneuter.”

He capitulated. "Likeyou."

"Femde" she agreed.

"Theré's no other femae like you." Then he paused. He was getting amenta signa. Ennui.

Symbol must see you, Ennui thought.

And there was the refutation. Symbol was like Gaein key respects. Relay her message.

Too complicated.

He sighed. Symbol was not awoman to make afuss over nothing. She was his official mistress,
and had precise awareness of her duties and limits, apart from the fact that sheloved him with a
commitment verging on desperation. He would have to bring her here, because he didn't want to
show himsdlf at the palace and mess up the routine of the pretend king, the "mock." "I must fetch
Symbol," hetold Gale.

"I'll fetch her," Gae said. "She's not getting her fourth of you thisday."

It was true he had promised Symbol aforth, and she would hold him to it. Gale had no problem
with that; shejust liked to remind him that any sex he had with Symbol was now with Gal€'s



acquiescence more than hisown. Hide her in your chamber, he thought to Ennui. Gale will fetch
her.

Ennui made amentd nod. Ten minutes hence.
Agreement.

The connection faded. Theikon facilitated it, but it required considerable concentration by both
parties. "Ten minutes hence in Ennui's chamber.”

"That givesus nine minutesfor love." She meant it literdly; she was not speaking of sex, which
could distract from the purity of the emotion.

They took that time, holding hands, gazing across the warm water of the lake, sharing thoughts
of their baby to come. "Well call her Vaila" Gaesad.

"But her peer group must name her."
"What peer group?'

Thereit was: thiswould be thefirgt child of two Glamors, unique until they had another. In time
she might mask hersdlf and join village children, if they could arrange it, and then she might gaina
name. But until then, shewould betheirs. "Voila," he agreed. It was an exclamation of success, quite
fitting in the circumstance.

Gae disgppeared. They had been practicing virtudly instant magic travel, asit was useful when
Glamors wanted to get around, and were becoming reasonably proficient at it. Other Glamors had
alded them with instructions, because such travel could be dangerous when clumsy.

He sat a the brink of water, gazing into its depths. "Vwa-LA," he murmured, liking the sound of
it. Starting hisfamily with Gale—what could be better than that?

Gale regppeared, clasping Symbol, who was swathed in formfitting clothing throughout. Havoc
was struck by how similar they looked in outline. They were not closein age, a decade apart, but
both were lovely salf-possessed changedlings. Symbol was an excellent adviser and sexua companion,
though for histaste no one could match Galein that or any other respect.

"Appreciation,” both women said together. He hadn't tried to conceal histhoughts, and one was
telepathic while the other was gpt at reading faces.

Symbol disengaged and looked around. Her vell was so tight it resembled afacia mask. "Oh,
thisisbeautiful! Y our secret house, garden, and lake."

"L ocation unknown," Havoc agreed. "What bringsyou?"
"Private message from Mneme she did not want trusted to thought sharing.” Symbol was not

telepathic, but was able to mask her thoughts; she could keep asecret. "She knew | could find you
soon. | knew Ennui could reach you."



Both Havoc and Gale frowned. Mneme was the mistress of the changeling complex, a
changding hersdf and one tough woman. She would not bother them for nothing. Thiswas not likely
to besmple news.

"We are private here," Gae said, meaning that no one el se could hear their speech or read their
thoughts.

" She says she has a Situation that she believes will interest you. She requests your attendance as
soon asfeasble”

Havoc exchanged a glance with Gale. This had to beimportant. They would need to attend.
"Appreciation for the message," Havoc said. "Well attend to it.”

"Stay and watch the premises,” Gaetold Symboal.

"Oh, | don't need to intrude on—"

But Havoc and Gale had dready linked hands and travel ed, not hearing the end of her protest.
The woman would treat the premises with respect, and become familiar with them. They might need a
babysitter some day.

They arrived in Mnemé's office at the changeling complex. It was one of the locations they had
zeroed in. The complex wasin the process of reconstruction; Havoc had nearly destroyed it before
Mneme yidlded to his authority. However, the activities were proceeding efficiently. The complex was
warded against Glamor intrusion, but that did not seem to apply to Havoc and Gale, perhaps because
they were nonChroma Glamors, unknown when the complex was crafted.

In amoment Mneme returned to her office, aware of their arrival. She was about 40, and
handsomein severely feminine way. She wasted no time; she was an efficient woman. "Gresting, Sire,
Queen.”

" Acknowledged.”
"We have a problem that you may be ableto resolve, in part, if you so choose."

Thiswas curious. They could not read her mind; she was not telepathic, but was another person
able to mask her thoughts. "Problems are to be dedt with," Havoc said.

" Some require finesse. We have three super-changelings we may be unable to manage much
longer.”

What was a super changding?"Amplify."

"We normally dedl in zygotes which areimplanted in willing women, who subsequently birth
them astheir own, asfourths. These are the standard changelings, as you know. On rare occasion we
get rgects. These can normally be handled via adoption or disposal, but some are challenging. We
gambled on alimited brood, and perhaps made amistake.”



"Y our broods are selected from the [aboratory mergence of donated sperm and eggs,” Gae
sad. "Y ou sdlect them carefully. How can you make amistake?”'

"Thiswasasmdl experimental second generation changeling brood.”
"Donated by grown changelings" Havoc exclaimed. "They did not grow true?"
"Mogt did. But three that we know of may have mutated. We had to take them back."

Gdefrowned. "They wereimplanted in women in the temples, and later birthed—and then
returned? | did not know thiswas ever done."

"We stand ready to recover changelings who are threatened or whose families are unable to
maintain them. It is done through the Temple without publicity. These three were smply beyond the
cgpacity of their families™

"How can ababy be beyond any mother's capacity?* Gale demanded. Thiswas obvioudy a
fresh concern of hers, as she would not want any such mischief with her own baby.

"They have what appear to be incipient Glamor powers.”

Thetwo of them stared at her. "And they would need Glamor parents,” Havoc said.

"Us'" Gdesad.

"It must of course be by your choice, and not merely because no one can dictate to you. These
are hedthy feding living babies. Y ou have to want them and be able to love them. If one of themisto
your liking."

"What's the aternative, for those not chosen?' Havoc asked.

"Degtruction.”

"Of babies?" Gaedemanded sharply.

"Children must be disciplined, or they spail. All prior human Glamors have been changdling
adults, aready civilized. There have been no child Glamors. These may not be full Glamors, but rather
partia ones. Still, they are beyond the competence of ordinary families. They can not be alowed to

runwild."

She was making tough sense. But Havoc wasin deep doubt that he wanted any such adoptees
in hisfamily. He wanted their own children—three of them, anyway.

"Show themto us" Gdesad tersdly.

Mneme spoke into atube. "Bring the three.” Then, to Havoc and Gae: "We have given them
temporary namesfor convenience. These need not be honored beyond these premises.”

Soon three women arrived, each one carrying aswaddled baby. All three caretakers were



nursing their charges asthey walked.
"It isthe only way we can pacify them,” Mneme explained. "They are willful."

Havoc knew that there were amulets that made women freshen ingtantly. He saw them on the
women. Babiesdid like to feed.

Mneme signaed the first woman, who stepped forward. "Thisis Warp, mae. He can levitate."

The woman lifted the baby clear of her breast and let him go. Havoc stopped himsdf from diving
to catch theinfant, knowing that these folk knew what they were doing. Warp hovered intheair,
scrambling to return to her bresdt, hisblack hair lifting out from his head. In amoment she drew him
back in.

"In aChroma zonethis power is not unknown at six months" Mneme said. "But thisisa
nonChromaZone."

And only Glamors could do such magic in nonChroma zones. This baby was extraordinary.

The second woman stepped forward. "Thisis Hame, femde," Mneme said, indicating the red
haired baby. "Sheis pyro. When annoyed, sheignites her bedclothes. Do you wish ademonsiration?’

"Pass," Havoc said quickly.

The third woman stepped up. "Thisis Weft, female. She conjures.” Mneme held abright string
of baubles before her. The yelow haired baby reached for it, but Mneme drew it back. Suddenly it
jumped to the baby's hand. Satisfied, Weft returned to her nursing, clutching the prize.

"They areyoung yet," Mneme said. "Perhaps they will develop other powers. But these suffice;
they can not be governed by norma means.”

"Well takethem,” Gale said.

"Which ones?'

"All threa”

Havoc turned to her, disgruntled. She dready had her own baby starting; thiswould completely
disrupt their schedule and their lives. But she sent him a preemptive menta warning, and he stifled his

protest. Thiswas her department.

It was Mneme who raised aquestion. "'Can you nurse dl three? Even with the amuletsthis may
be achalenge”

"I can dowhat | haveto do, without an amulet,” Gae said, her bosom expanding. She had not
inhaled; her breasts were growing larger. Havoc had not realized she could do this, and perhaps Gae
had not known it either, prior to the need. They were il discovering Glamor powers.

"l must caution you that any one of these would be achdlenge,” Mneme said. "I had hoped you



would take one, possibly two. But three—"
"WEeIl manage," Gale said. "Havoc, you take FHame. I'll take Warp and Weft."

Mneme nodded to the three women. They cooperated, giving the babiesto Havoc and Gale.
Then they removed their amulets, so that their swollen breasts could subside.

Flame, not recogni zing him, began to fuss. Havoc stood helplesdy, not knowing whet to do. He
knew that women could quiet babies by nuraing them, but that was not his province.

"Project assurance of safety, comfort, and deepiness,” Mneme advised him. "That's one thing
about your status: you can reach her mind directly.”

Hetried it, and the baby quieted. He received a mind trace from Gale, who was doing the same.
"Appreciation,” Gaesad. "We shdl take them home."

"Gratitude," Mneme replied. She was the toughest of women, but shetruly cared for her
charges. She knew that this commitment would be honored.

Havoc touched Gale with hisfree hand, and they conjured back to the home site. They had to
touch each other, because otherwise they would not align perfectly in timing or positioning, and could
separate or collide.

They landed just outside the cave-house. Symbol was there. "Babies!" she exclaimed, startled
but pleased.

"Adopted,” Havoc explained. " Super-changdings.”
"Super?’ she asked, stepping close to admire the babies.

Then Flame focused on Symbol's blouse. A curl of smokerosefromit, asif amagnifying glass
was burning it. The woman jumped back, tearing off the blouse and dapping the incipient flameto
difleit. It was clear that she didn't mind baring her breasts, which were excdlent. They wereinvisible,
like the rest of her torso, but she had powdered them so that their fullness showed. The rest of her
wasn't powdered, so the breasts seemed to swell from the empty air beneath her head. Actudly she
had lived in anonChroma zone long enough to suffer some attrition despite a native magic stone she
carried; her heart and lungs showed faintly.

"Pyro," he explained. He glanced at the others. "L evitation, conjuration.”

Symbol got over her gartle. "Ddight! May | hold one?!

Havoc handed her Flame, who waslooking around asif seeking more mischief. " Shell want to
nurse," he warned her. Gale was dready nursing the two she held, having somehow bared her breasts
without setting either baby down.

"Maybe| can dothat,” Symbol said. "I have abauble She brought out alittle nursing amulet,
which she had on astring, so that it dropped down between her ghostly breasts. They swelled. "Yes,



it works." She held the baby to one breast, and Flame nursed. The milk might beinvisible, but it had
the same substance as Gale's.

Trust Symbol to be prepared! Possibly she had guessed the nature of Mneme's problem and
sought out the amulet.

"Wedid not requirethis of you," Gae sad.

Symbol shrugged. "'l serve the king and queenin any way | can." She had the grace not to glance
at Havoc as she spoke, but her mind carried the trace: she was eager to embrace him again.

"Thisway isasgood asany,” Gae agreed, flashing Havoc amenta picture of naked Symbol
being hauled away from his bed by the scruff of her neck. It was dll teasing; shewould send himto
Symboal if shewanted to be left alone. Of course her picture wasn't literd, because atruly naked
Symbol was dmost invisible and there was no scruff to grab.

Havoc left them and walked around the cave-abode, considering how it might be adapted for
smdll children. There was plenty of room, because offshoots of the cave extended in severa
directions. All they had to do was designate them and prepare them for use. Of course at first the
babieswould stay closeto Gale, whose abrupt motherly capacity was a pleasant surprise. But asthey
grew—

Havoc. It was Ennui again.

You need Symbol back already? She's busy at the moment.

Chief says we need you back. There's a crisis the mocks can't handle. The mocks were the
mock king and queen emulating Havoc and Gale at the palace.

That was bad news. Thisis not convenient at the moment. Is it urgent?

Chief says, quote, "Tell himto get his barbarian ass herein a hurry.”

Havoc laughed. He didn't mean that to be quoted.

True. But the need is urgent.

Havoc signed. You said mocks. You need Gale too?

Ennui sent amischievoussmile. Unless you care to come alone and night with Spanky.

I'll ask Gale. But there's a complication.

There alwaysis. We'll handle it. Shefaded out, her limit expended.

Havoc returned to the others. The babies had finished nursing for the moment, thanksto
Symbol's help so that they could do all three at once, and were now entertaining them with

demondtrations of spot magic. Symbol's charred blouse was on again, so that her figure was
complete.



"We need to practice control," Gale said, seeing him. " So that they can't make mischief."

"Agreement. But there is another problem.”

"We have more than enough aready.”

"Chief wants us back in Triumph City."

"We can't go now! The babies—"

"Ennui said | could go done and night with Spanky."

Symboal tittered. "Sire, if you want young flesh, Bijou will make the sacrifice. No need to bother
Spanky." Bijou had been the first bath girl Havoc had encountered, and of course she loved him; they
had had a considerable relationship. Termslike "sacrifice”" and "bother" were sheer tease; the girls

were more than eager and competent.

Gaéessmilewasrestrained. "Symbol, you have demonstrated your ability to help in anew way.
But nursng ismore than is expected of athird party. How can we repay you?"

"Gae, | am Havoc's mistress, with your concurrence. | want to be yourstoo. Let me nurse your
babies. The serviceisitsown reward.”

Havoc kept his mouth shut. That was about as direct a statement as could be made.

Gale nodded, unsurprised. "We shdl haveto return to the palace. Y ou will become my personal
maid, to help with the children, in addition to the chores with Havoc. We will not be able to concedl
their abilities from the paace staff, but we do not want them known beyond. Y ou will assst in that.
Thisisgpt to be an enduring commitment, because we shal want the children awaysin familiar
hands"

"| likethese children," Symbol said. "They have character.”

"Asyou know, we are now Glamors. This, too, we wish to conceal beyond the palace staff."

"Commitment.”

Gale nodded. "Take her back, and prepare the way," she said to Havoc. "Then fetch me. | don't
want to try carrying three together."

Symbol glanced at the babies. "1 can carry Flame, if—"

"Feasible. Havoc will take you and Flame. Y ou will explain to the staff while Havoc finds out
what requires our presence. Tell Berm and Spanky to make way for us.”

Havoc put hisarms around Symbol and Flame, and transported them to the Ennui'sroom in the

paace.

Ennui was there, expecting an arrival. She was nevertheless surprised. "A baby!" she exclamed.



"| told you there was acomplication,” Havoc said sourly.
"What are you doing baby-gtting? Whoseisit?'

"Mine. Gae adopted three."

"Threg"

"We underestimated that girl,” Symbol said with asmile. "Thisis Hame. Galewill bring Warp
and WEeft once we clear theway."

Ennui glanced at Havoc. "Who needs to know about the babies?!

"Y ou, Aspect, Chief, Throe—" Havoc began.

"Thebath girls" Symbol said. " Soon the whole palace staff will know, but welll try to hold the
linethere, until the forma announcement ismade." The baby had finished nursing, and Symbol handed
her to Havoc and covered her breast. Some of the powder had been rubbed off by the baby, so that
only intermittent portions of the breast showed anyway.

Havoc didn't argue. Symbol knew protocol better than he did. He held Flame, liking the way she
cuddled; she had gotten to know him. "However, there's another complication,” he said.

Ennui faced him. "Thistime | had better listen.”
"They have magic powers. Herein nonChroma. Thisoneisapyro. She setsfireswith her mind.”

"Oh, my." Ennui took amoment to work it out. "That's why you took her? Because it will take a
Glamor to handle her?"

"And the others,” Symbol said. "They levitate and conjure. So far.”

"So we need to move the mocks out, oblivious,” Ennui said. "And enlist competent help, so you
and Gale can get some deep.”

"That's best,” Symbol agreed. "1 will be doing what | can, but this promisesto be achadlenge.”
"Undergatement.” Ennui reoriented. "Moving out the mockswill take an hour.”
"An hour!" Havoc said.

"If we rush them, they'll catch on that something'sup,” Ennui explained patiently. "They have
been aerted to be ready to move out at an hour's notice, so that's proper.”

Shewasright, of course. Havoc sat on Ennui's bed, holding the baby. "Go get it done.”

Ennui and Symbol nodded and left the room. Havoc would not leaveit until the way was clear
for him to resume hisrole asking. Actudly he wasfinding Flame to be good company.



Until she looked at the bed, and the bedspread started to smolder. "Don't do that!" he said,
darmed.

Fame scowled. An open flame appeared on the bed.

Havoc hastily conjured a splash of water. It doused the fire and sank into the bed, soaking it.
Ennui wouldnt like that!

However, the water distracted the baby. Flame cooed, touching the wet bedding.

But what would he do when the baby got bored again? Havoc lacked experience with babies.
This promised to be along hour.

There was aknock on the door. Bijou, the thought came.

"Get in here!" Obvioudy Ennui had sent her.

Bijou entered and quickly closed the door behind her. She was seventeen, with brown curly
hair, and as comely afigure aswasto be found. In fact she strongly resembled Gale, except that she
wasn't achangdling. Havoc knew her quite well, having traveled no fault with her after she was done
emulating Gale. Naturaly she knew al about his accession to Glamor status. He was very glad to see
her now.

"Oh, nicel" she exclaimed, stepping up to take Flame from him. "But she wet on Ennui's bed.”

"I wet onit," hesaid. "That is—" He sent amenta image of thefire and dousing, to stifle her
amile

"Il fix it, Sre." She returned the baby to him and rummaged in acloset for sheets. " Or could you
project heat to dry it?"

He hadn't thought of that. "I'm till learning my powers. Maybe | can." He concentrated, thinking
hot.

Thewhole bed burst into fire. Hagtily he conjured more water and doused it again.

Hame chortled. Bijou smiled. "Maybe better to leave it to me, until you get better control.” She
got to work, stripping the bed and turning over the mattress.

"Appreciation,” Havoc said weskly.

"Y ou know," Bijou said as she worked, "I've hardly seen you since you matriculated." That was
her word for hisaccession to Glamor status. "1 danced with the Black Glamor, but couldn't have sex
with him. Isthe sametrue of you now?"

"l don't know. | haven' tried it with anyone but Gale."

"Not even Symbol ?*



"Weve been on our honeymoon without her."

"Then let me bethefirst to find out.” She spread a sheet on the bed and lay down onit,
spreading her legs under her skirt so that her inner thighs showed. The view was compelling, asshe
knew; she had seduced him many times.

Havoc wasn't sure she was serious, she could be playful. "But I'm holding the baby."

"So you are. So maybe I'll just kissyou." She gpproached him and lifted her face to his—and
stopped. "I can't get there.”

"It seemsthat regular folk can't do it knowingly with Glamors.”
"That meansit'spsychologicd.”

"Or magicd," he said. "Some magic works better when it isknown. Maybe it's like mind reading:
both minds become attuned.”

"Maybe," she agreed crosdy. "How will | ever get my fourth of you, if | can't embrace you?"

He hadn't thought of that. He did owe her afourth, when the time came; she had certainly
earned it. "Maybeif you dept | could cometo you."

"Likeanincubus" she said, making amoue. "Aggravation! | want it hot and conscious.” She
took the baby back.

"WEell haveto figure out away." Bijou wasn't the only girl he owed afourth; there would have to
be away.

Soon Symboal returned. "Thingsarein motion. | thought Flame might be getting hungry." She
took the baby from Bijou and opened her shirt. Flame started nursing. It seemed that babies did that
often.

"He'strying to renege on my fourth,” Bijou complained.

Symbol smiled. "Negation. Therésaway. Remember, | used it with the Green Glamor.”

"Fifty times" Bijou said, remembering. "Envy."

"It'samatter of partia distraction. Y ou have to make believe he's someone e se, and that you
aresomeonedse.”

"Like Mingre and Girl?" For they had played those roles when traveling together.
"Y es. Whatever works. If you can cometo believe it enough, you can doit.”
"Il believeit!"

"1 will bedevisng something smilar mysdf, lest | dight my role Symbol said.



Bijou laughed. "A mistresswho couldn't get closeto her lover!”
"It would be embarrassing.”

Havoc hadn't thought of that problem before either. He had formaly taken Symbol ashis
mistress before turning Glamor. Well, she would surely manage.

Ennui returned. "Things arein mation. Chief has been notified, but we fdlt it better to wait until
you and Gale arein place, so there's no possible confusion. Berm has been meeting with Chief
regularly, nominaly to give him directives, actudly to be advised what the directives are.” She glanced
around. "What happened to my bed?

"Havoc wet oniit," Bijou said with amomentary straight face.

"1 thought that barbarian was house broken.” The women loved teasing him.

By thetime Gae arrived, they had it straight. Ennui and Bijou were ingtantly charmed by Warp
and Weft, but when Weft conjured Symbol's nursing amulet to her hand, it was clear that proper
control had to be exerted.

Soon the hour was done. Havoc and Gale moved into their own roya apartment, but had no
occasion to get comfortable. It wastime for Havoc to see Chief, who was the cause of their abrupt
return to the paace.

"Parting," hesaid.

"Put on your crown, oaf."

Havoc sighed. The king's ornate crown was sitting on a table where the mock king had |eft it for
him, beside the smdler queen's crown. He had gotten used to being without it. " Observation: you
wouldn't dare call me oaf when I'm king." He picked up the crown and et it on his head.

The room spun crazily. Havoc heaved off the crown as hefell on the bed.

"Alarm!" Gde cried asthe crown rolled across the floor. Suddenly Symbol was baancing three
babies while Gale hauled Havoc's head to her haf bare bosom. "Comfort.”

"Recovery," he said. Her embrace was indeed supremely comforting. "The crown attacked me."
"Amazement,” Symbol said. "Berm would not subgtitute a magic bomb.”

"And Ennui would have known it if hedid,” Gae agreed. "But there must have been achange.”
"Havoc changed. He turned Glamor."

Havoc sat up as Gde released him. "The crown has ten magic stones, to protect the king from

physica and magic thrests. That concentrated magic must interfere with my Glamor powers, or vice
versa”



"Both," Gade said. Shewent to pick up thefalen crown. "I fed itsstruggle.” She glanced at
Symbal. "Youtry it?"

Symbol set down the last baby and took the crown. "Nothing."

"Put it on your head," Havoc said.

"By your leave, Sire." She s&t the crown on her head. "It ismarveloudy light.”

"It was not made for aGlamor,” Gale said. "The currents of magic must conflict.”
"Perplexity: how can | be kingly without my crown?"

"Conjurean emulation,” Symbol said, removing it. "Then | will hide thisone until the mock king
needsit again.”

Havoc nodded. He concentrated, conjuring metallic substance and shaping it into the semblance
of the crown. Thiswas anew exercise of magic, and he was clumsy, but Gale helped, and soon the
new crown seemed indistinguishable from the origind. Havoc donned it, satisfied.

"Now | will call you oaf again," Gde said. "Sire" She affected alook of surprise. "That was
supposed to be oaf!"

" S0 the crown works," Symbol said, sharing the joke. "Now you must make one for the queen,
too."

They verified that the queen's crown had asimilar conflict, and made another emulation. Gae
donned it. Havoc made asiif to call her aname, but it came out "Lady." They laughed.

But there was business to handle. Havoc kissed Gale, donned his formal robe, and went to the
private audience chamber, curious what emergency had come up. Chief would not have summoned
him without excd lent reason.

Gde watched Havoc go. All three babies were degping for the moment, which gave her timeto
focus on other things. She had aforeboding that life was about to get more complicated, and they
were dready far enough in that direction. "How are we going to manage?’ she asked Symboal. "1 was
foolishly impulsive, | confessit. | just couldn't let any of these babies be destroyed. But | fear werein
for adifficult twenty years."

"l loveyou," Symbol said. "Y ou are everything | would have chosen to be. How could you be
other than you are? Of course you saved those babies. WEeIl manage.”

"l am aso with child."

Symbol paused. "With help, well manage. But | think we had better get professiona
counsding.”



"Quedtion?"

"These three babies have spot Glamor taents. Y ou and Havoc surely have the meansto handle
them—if you know how. Thefolk of the Chroma routiney handle magic children. I remember my
childhood in the Invisble Chroma. Unfortunately | don't remember how my parents controlled us as
babies, and | have been long away from home. But | believe Ineis about to return home."

"The sorceress,” Gale agreed. " She had more of away with Havoc than | liked."

"Throe had experience with al four ssters, Ina, Ini, Ine, and Ino. Ino isthe fourth, achangeling,
and sheremains at home until she marriesthe Black Glamor. Their parents should have excellent
advice"

Gale nodded. "Affirmation. | surely could use that. But things are bound to be so hectic with our
catching up on the palace routine that | don't see how we could summon them and keep their vist
private.”

"Problem," Symbol agreed.

Gae set about rearranging the suite. The mock king and queen had |eft so suddenly that much of
their private setup remained, and of course they had not had three babies to accommodate.

Greeting.

Gade nodded. "Greeting, Swae," she said aoud so that Symbol would know. Swale was Berm's
sister, rendered into asuccubus by acrud process, Gae had first defeated then befriended her. She
could be agreat help in some stuations.

"The succubusreturns” Symbol remarked. " Spanky get too dull for you?!

Swale, now insde Gale, borrowed her mouth with her acquiescence. "'I'm desperate for sex, but
damned if I'll have it with my brother. Do you want company when you tackle Havoc?' Gale's voice

sounded different when Swale usad it.

Symbol considered. "Y ou know, he's hard to approach now that he'sa Glamor. | know | can
doit, but | wonder: would you be able to help medo it as mysdlf?"

"I'm eager to try! I've never tackled a Glamor."
"You cantry it with me," Gale said, borrowing her mouth back.

"That's not the same. Y ou're a Glamor too, so don't have the mortal limitation. Anyway, you're
pregnant.”

"l can il have sex."
"Would my presence affect Voila? Y ou know | share your womb with her."

That set Gae back. Obvioudy the succubus could vist Galein her Glamor aspect, and in her



pregnant condition, but when she got sexudly active it was atransforming state. " Try it with Symbal,”
she agreed.

There was a gentle knock on the door. "Bijou," Symbol said. "I know her knock."

Gde extended her awvareness and verified the mind. The girl had an urgent message. "Enter,
Bijou," shecalled.

Bijou opened the door, did through, and closed it silently behind her. "Lady Gde," shesaid. "l
have a message from Sire Havoc."

Gae il had not gotten quite used to being addressed as Lady, and she had never felt at ease
with Havoc'stitle, though it was standard; too many attractive women seemed to take it literaly,
wanting him to sire their fourths. But she knew she would smply haveto get used to dl of it. She
knew that Havoc could have reached her mentally, but was trying to follow protocol. " Speak.”

"He must go immediately with Chief to handle asituation. Heis not sure you will find it
convenient to accompany him—"

"Exclamation! Of course| can't go now!"
" S0 perhapsthe Lady Symbol—"
"Negation,” Symbol said. "The babies need me more than Havoc does, for the present.”

"But it seemsaformal gppearanceisin order,” the girl continued. "The queen or mistress should
bewith him."

Gad e exchanged a glance with Symbol. Both well understood the requirements of formal
missions, but thiswas out of the question.

"ldeq," Bijou said.

| wondered how long it would take her to think of getting into Havoc's bed, Swvae thought.

And thereit was, in her mind. "Emulate me," Gale agreed.

"Problem. | can't touch aGlamor."

"Solution,” Symbol said. "l told you how. Practice.”

Gale kept slent. She knew Bijou loved Havoc and wanted to embrace him, and now could not.
That problem didn't redly bother Gale, but it wastrue that if Bijou emulated her, shewould haveto
bein Havoc's bed. Shewould haveto learn to pretend it wasn't really him. Surely the girl would rise

to the chdlenge.

I'll' help her, Swaethought. And of courseit hadn't taken the succubus long to think of sex with
Havoc, ether.



"Chdlenge," Bijou agreed with evidently mixed fedings.
"Swaewill hdp."

Bijou nodded. "1 may need her."

Parting. Swaeleft Gdeto join Bijou.

"You will aso need the crown,” Gale said. Shefetched it.

"Agreement. By your leave, Lady." Bijou accepted the Queen's crown but did not put it on. |
must assumethe likeness."

"Affirmation,” Gae said. She and Symbol helped put the girl in aqueen'srobe, and redid her hair
to match Gale's. It was surprisingly easy to make the conversion; the clothing fit, and the hair was
aready close. Soon they stood beside each other facing alarge mirror; they looked like twins.

"Appreciation,” Bijou said, now emulating Gal€s voice.

"Don't do anything | wouldn't do," Gale said.

That broke Bijou up for amoment. "It is doing what you do do that isthe chalenge." She
departed regaly.

"Remark," Symbol said. "Sheisasworthy to embrace him as| am. She has earned her keep.”
She certainly had. "Marriage makes me jed ous of the designs of other women."

"Sympathy. But dso opportunity.”

"Quedtion?"

"You are now officidly invisble again, aslong as Bijou emulates you. Y ou can trave."
"Travd?'

"To seeInesfolksin the Invisible Chroma.™

Gale knocked her head with the hedl of her hand. "Idiocy! Where has my mind gone?’
Symbol smiled. "The babiestook it."

They got to work changing their gppearances, becoming anonymous. Meanwhile, Gale
summoned Ennui, the one person who had to be cognizant of royd identities.

Ennui appeared just as the babies woke. "Confusion,” she remarked, seeing their preparations.

"Havoc'son an officid misson,”" Gale said, picking up Warp. Ennui quickly took Weft,



competently checking her digper for wetness. "Bijou will emulate me. Symbol and | will be
anonymous, traveling to see Inésfolksto learn baby care. Cover."

"Covered," Ennui agreed, returning Weft to Gale, asthe baby was starting to fuss. She would
inform whoever else needed it, and keep the pa ace operating smoothly. Gae knew that the woman's
oath friendship with Havoc had been a sudden, amost random thing, but she had taken hold and
become completely competent aswell asloyal. She wasin certain respects the most important person
inthecity.

But the woman lingered. "Problem?’ Symbol asked as she changed Flame's wet diaper.
"Oddity, perhapsirrdevant. Theloomisactive.”
That made Gale pausein the act of baring her breasts for Warp and Weft. "Clarify."

"Nonce carried the loom ikon, but it brought an urgency on her, and sheinvoked it asthe full
loom in astorage chamber. Now sheisweaving—and so is Lady Aspect. And me. Weadl fed the
need of the loom, and the dragon seeds do not object.”

"What pattern?' Symbol asked.

"Unknown. Intricate. Precise. We are ingtituting four hour schedules so that it can proceed
continuoudy, but we don't know its ultimate nature.”

Thiswas more than interesting. Neither Ennui nor Aspect was given to idle ditraction.
"Continue," Gale said. "Keep usinformed. And the Brown Dragon Glamor.”

"Appreciation." Ennui departed.
"So theloom isn't done," Symbol said.
"We have yet to fathom its full nature. We need to. Maybeit's hel ping us."

Then they returned to the businesses at hand, with another round of nursing and changing. When
Hame dept again, Symbol went to see the Sorceress Ineffable, to arrange for their travel with her.
Ine'sbody wasinvisible, as was Symbol's; she was garbed in inclusive underwear and stockings
beneath a conventiona opague long-deeved blouse and skirt, with gloves and avell under her hood.
She could make hersdlf visible, but that would be awaste of precious magica energy, herein the
nonChroma zone. That was why Symbol handled this; it was clear that she understood the concerns
of the Invigblefalk, being one hersdlf. She had gotten dong well with Ine throughott.

Soon they were on their way, providing Ine with aking's coach, her friends Gal and Bol and
their babies accompanying her as acourtesy. Ine was delighted to take Warp and nurse him; she had
that power as a sorceress with amagic gem to provide some of her home-Chroma power. She had to
unwind and stretch her body bandsto do it, making it look asif there were a hole through her body,
as she had not powdered her breagts. That |eft one each for Gale and Symbal, which smplified things.
The three babies seemed to have worked out shifts, taking turnsto fuss, and the breast did not
necessarily satisfy them. They did have active little minds and were accustomed to getting their own
way. Gaewdl understood why their origina families had been unable to keep them. Glamor or no,



Gde hersdlf would have been overwhelmed by now, had she not had the support of Symbol and
other women.

Asthey traveled Ine regaled them with the adventure the three s sters had had with Throe,
making him have sex with each of them in order to decide which one was the best mate for their
boyfriend Jamais VVu, who was actually the Black Glamor in morta disguise. But Throe had gotten
them back by sdlecting none of them, choosing their younger sister Inoffensive insteed, recognizing her
asachangeling. They had gotten him back, inturn, by really working him over on their trip to Triumph
City. It seemed that the girls had compared notes, S0 knew the most intimate details of al the sexua
encounters. It was gpparent that al of them had high libidos and enjoyed playing with men.

Meanwhile Gale looked out the coach window to see the giant blue animals hauling them aong
across the blue landscape. It had been scarcely ayear sSince she had first left Village Trifle and come
to the center of the planetary kingdom, and the Chromamagic still intrigued her. They had known of it
as children, but hardly experienced it; riding in acoach was THE way to enjoy it. Everything was
shades of blue, and she could see magic everywhere as people flew by without benefit of wings.

Onelittle blue girl in ablue dress and hair ribbon flew up to the window and offered her ablue
fruit; she opened the window and proffered acoin for it, but the girl handed it to her and zoomed

away, giggling.
She showed it to the others. "Is this edible?’
"Lookslike ablue banana," Symbol said.

Inewaswary. "Let meseeit." Shetook it and held atransparent gem close. It flashed. "Toss it
out thewindow," shesaid. "lt'sastinker.”

"Quedion?'

"Demondration. I'll setit off, then tossit, so you know without getting stenched.” She held the
fruit up and scratched it with one nall.

The blue hide of it ripped open aong the scratch. Blue powder puffed out. Then Inetossed it out
her window asthe thing exploded into a blue cloud. Thelittle bit that was insde the coach smelled
awful. Gaeredized that had the whole thing been confined insde, they would have been completey
soaked in the tink.

"Child'sjoke," Inesad. "We have an Invishble variant. It seedsitsdf by emulating fruit and
exploding into pollen when bitten. The creatures effortsto rid itself of the smell spreadsit widdy."

"The babieswouldn't haveliked it," Symbol said, sniffing asif to clear it.

Galeredlized that she should have been warned. Normally the dragon seed did that, but she no
longer had it, since she could perceive spot errorsfor herself. But she had been so used to the dragon
seed, and her Glamor powers were still so new, that she hadn't invoked that awareness. Thiswas her
lesson; now she attuned. She would not be caught like that again.

The next Chroma zone was Black. Black made her nervous, because it was the imploding zone,



though she knew it redlly wasn't any more dangerous than any other volcano. Here everything wasin
shades of black, odd asthat seemed; shiny black aternated with dull black to form clear outlines of
trees and creatures. Their coach floated right over the vast empty central cone, which made even
Symbol nervous; they knew the Black Chroma guides knew what they were doing, and would not
have used this direct route had an inruption been imminent, but that fathomless funnel was scary dl the
same.

The next zone was Trand ucent, whose natives speciaized in mind reading. The three of them
used their mind shiedlds to mask their thoughts, though they doubted that anyone was peeking.

Next was an Invisible zone, but not the one where Ine lived. The various Chromazones were
scattered al around Planet Charm, with hundreds of each color in no clear order. The same wastrue
of its sister world Counter-Charm; they could seeits patchwork colors. What governed the color of a
particular volcano no one seem to know; somehow each remained true to its Chroma, regardless of
its neighborhood. Mixing of colors occurred only on the surface, where the border of one zone
overlapped another. Symbol and Ine compared notes, as both were of Invisible origin.

Then on to a Green Chroma zone, with exotic plants gaore. Their tentacles lifted and swung the
coach rapidly across, until at last they reached the fringe of the next Chromazone. And so on, until
they reached Inéshome Air or Invisible zone. Gale was rdlieved; the babies almost constant need for
attention of one kind or another was wearing.

Now Ine could fly, and so could Symbol. They got out of their clothing and made themsdlves
beautifully visble nymphs. For the first time Gae saw their hair, which waslong and silky. Of course
they might be enhancing its appearance, but Gale thought they weren't; both were too apt at
fascinating men to have such adetail unred. All Invisible Chromawomen were lovely, because they
formed their own appearances, but these two wereredl.

Ineled theway, carrying Warp. Symbol followed, with Flame. Gae carried Weft. Thiswas
another new experiencefor her: flying in company with others. In nonChromazones shewaslikely to
be the only one who could do any magic, and normally shetried to hideit. But here everyone could
do it, so they could be quite open. Otherswould not be aware that Gale was not an Air Chroma
netive.

The scenery was varied and quite interesting. The reality wasinvisible, but both crestures and
plants clothed themsdves with illusion so that color was everywhere. Air wasthe Chromaof illusion,
of necessity, and everything here was good at it. Gale knew that what she saw was not necessarily
what was there, but probably most of it was merely enhanced for better effect. Then she remembered:
as achangedling before, and a Glamor now, she could penetrate illusion to seethe redlity. What she
saw conformed her guess: things were close to their appearances, merely less so.

The babies, too, wereintrigued. They gazed around, appreciating the riot of colors and forms.
That was just aswell, because it meant they made no mischief.

They arrived at the house of In€'s parents. In€sillusion clothing formed around her, so Symbol
did the same.

A young woman opened the door asthey landed. She was absolutely lovely in aconservative
way; shewas not trying to flaunt herself, yet could not conced her beauty. Thiswas|no. "Ine!" she



cried hurrying to hug her sster. But she stopped just before making contact. ™Y ou birthed a baby?"

Ine laughed. "Not yet, tyke. Thisis Ga'sbaby.” She turned to the others. "Introduction: Gal and
Bol. My littlesgter Ino."

"Greetings, vigtors," 1no said shyly. She was about sixteen and clearly unspoiled. She might be
betrothed to the Black Glamor, but as yet she had not explored the married state. It was evident that
she had been raised well and strictly.

"We cometo ask aboon of the parents, and perhaps you too, if you have babysitted infants,”
Inesad. "We need ingtruction in raisng babies.

Ino could not conced her surprise. "But these are six months old! Surely—"

"Adopted thisday," Gale explained.

Ino nodded, understanding. Shewas avery quick study, aswastypica of changelings. Gae
suspected that she had caught on that Gale was more than she seemed, but her mind was shielded.
"My parentswill surdy hep."

"Apprecidion.”

The girl ushered them into the house. There stood two older folk, dully garbed and nondescript,
obvioudy by design. "Introduction,” Ino said. "Gd of Triumph, Bol of our Chromaand Triumph. My
parents, Intrepid and Innate." The parents nodded. "They wish ingruction in raisng infants. These
babies are recently adopted.”

"More" Gaesad. "They have magic abilities—in nonChromazones."

"Disbdief!" Intrepid said, then caught himself, not wishing to be discourteous. "Figurative. There
ISno magic in nonChroma."

"Privacy," Gdesad.

The parents hesitated, then nodded. They would respect secrecy. "Agreed," Ino added.

"Do you know of Glamors?'

They hesitated again. "They know," Ino murmured, thistime alowing athought to escape so
Gae could read it: she meant the Black Glamor, whom she wasto marry. Her parentswere trying to
keep that secret.

"Affirmation,” Intrepid said, trusting his daughter'sinsight. "But babies are not that."

"l anaGlamor." Galerose dightly into the air, and glowed. It was clear that she wasno
Invisible resident, so she should not have been able to do magic here. "I associate with the Black

Glamor, and others." She settled to the floor and faded to normal.

"But you are nonChroma!" Innate protested.



"] am the nonChroma Glamor of mosses. | draw my power from them, and serve their interest.”
Gale extended her hand. Moss sprouted from it. She smiled. "Recently ascended. | do not wish thisto
be generdly known."

"But you are Queen!" Ino exclaimed. "How can it not be known?' Then she blushed. "Oops.”

She had indeed caught on to that aspect, recognizing Gale. The girl had evidently studied
palitics. She was extremely sharp, but young enough to make dips.

"Affirmation,” Gae sad. "Queen and Glamor. | am King Havoc'swife. | adopted three babies
because they can't be governed by lessthan a Glamor. But | have no experience with magic babies. |
need ingruction.”

Now Innate smiled. "That we can provide, Lady."

"Demondration.” Gale glanced a Ine, who had learned of the babies talents during the journey.
She held Warp out a arm'slength. She let him go. He bobbled and floated.

Gale tucked WEeft into the crook of her left arm, and conjured a bright bauble to her right hand.
She teased the baby with it, and in amoment it jumped to Weft'slittle hand. "I did not do that,” Gae
sad.

"And thislittle mischief ispyro,” Symbol said. "she setsfireto things. Surely she does not mean
harm, but enormous harm can comein acity made of wood."

"Thereare severd ways," Innate said. "Each hasits gpplication and its caution.” She glanced at
her husband.

"Theman'sway isto punish the child for infringement, Intrepid said. "Make the child hurt when it
transgresses and it will quickly desist. If the child makesfire, burn her on the bottom so she
understandsit is not aplaything. If the child levitates when told not to, levitate him out of control; he
will learn. If the child conjureswhat is not hers, conjure a prickle to the offending hand.”

"But such measures stifle the child,” Innate said. "It comesto fear the exercise of its power. This
isnot good.”

"Y et the child must learn of consequences,” Intrepid said. “Some magic is dangerous. The fear of
that danger must beingtilled. Thereafter amere warning suffices.”

"Still, love must be ever be paramount,” Innate said. "The child must fear danger, never the
parent.”

Obvioudy the two had differences, but they had succeeded in raising four magic children.
Everything they said made sense; Gale remembered the loving discipline of her own parents,
especialy when it came to safeguarding her welfare asafourth. She just had never before thought of it
from the parent's Sde. She had considerable relearning to do in ahurry.

"l seethiswill beasolid task, educating me," she said. "'l am barely older than your daughters,
and have been amother for only aday. | must not take your time without exchange; | must trade a



sarvice for aservice. What can | do for you?'

"Negation," Innate protested. "We are a the service of the king and queen.”

"Negation. | am here asawoman needing help. | will exchange.”

The parents exchanged a glance, but it was Ino who spoke. "That appeal must be honored.”

"But we need nothing,” Intrepid said. "Wewould not ask a pointless service."

"Ini," Ino murmured.

That set both parents back. Y et they were clearly ill at ease about this.

"Our 9gter Initigtive isthe smartest of usdl,” Ine said. "Sheismuch interested in the essence of
all things. She has even made alensto study the surface of Counter-Charm, perceiving detail and
creatures there unknown to others. But because of that, sheisnot agood prospect for marriage; men
don't like wiveswho know more than they do."

"But asmart woman learnsto mask that," Galesad. "'l did."

"Sheisaso unpretty. Of course every Invisible woman makes hersdlf pretty, but in close
embraceaman cantdl.”

"Maybe she needs awider field of men,” Gdesaid. "In Triumph City there are dl kinds."

"So | havetold her," Ine said. " She was there briefly, when we delivered Throe home. And you
know, we had fun with him, but hislove was only for an older and unremarkable woman, Ennui. A
man of that nature might love Ini. But she saw only the crowded business of the city, and the tight
enclosure of it, and fled it. She does not want to go there."

"Y et she faces an uncertain marriage here, in two years," Innate said. " She deserves so much
better."

Gale saw the problem. No girl wanted aleftover man; there were reasons why those men were
rejected by other women. "I do not know what | can do, but | will make the effort. Perhaps| can
persuade her to give Triumph another chance."

Innate smile gratefully. "While you make that effort, we will start training your babiesto mind, so
that Imple sgnaswill maintainther disciplinein akindly manner.”

"Donel" Gadelooked around. "WhereisIni?'

"| cantakeyouto her," Ine said. She passed Warp to Ino, whose young breastsimmediately
expanded, ready for use. The girl was only fifteen, but knew what was what. Perhaps her contact with
the Black Glamor was dready stretching her horizons.

"1 will remain here, learning,” Symbol said. Shewas gill holding Flame, who seemed to like her;
there had been no further outbreaks of fire.



Gale nodded. While she had no reason to doubt the motives or competence of the parents, she
trusted Symbol in agpecia manner. Also, the woman would quickly relay what she learned, so that
Gdewould not miss anything important.

She gave WEft to Innate. The baby girl started to fuss, but aminiature display of circling colored
stars gppeared, distracting her. Gale made a mental note: she could useillusion to divert the babies.

"Takemy hand,” Inesaid.

"Y ou can trangport?' Glamors could do it, and some Chromafolk, but Gale understood that it
was difficult magic that most left done.

"l am asorceress, | try to master al magics.”
Which made sense. "Lead me." Gaetook her hand.
Ine transported hersdlf to another part of the Chroma zone, guiding Gale there. This was another

new experience; Gale had doneit with Havoc and other Glamors, learning how, but never with a
regular Chroma person. The magic seemed identica; what was unusua was Gae's ability to invokeit

anywhere.

They landed at a smple home site with aworkshop, and the surrounding landscape was
invisble; obvioudy the proprietor was not much for gppearances. "Iniquitous!" Ine caled.

Ini appeared, forming as aplain young woman. Vanity was evidently not her forte. "Yes,
Ineffident?"

Gdeburst out laughing. "Apology,” she said after amoment. "The way you tease each other."
"Surprise,” Ini said. "Queen Gde"

"Heed her, dgter,” Inesaid. "She needs you." She vanished.

Ini gazed a Gde. "Y ou do not command?

"1 have not been queen long enough to learn how. | am exchanging a service with your parents.”
"Stuation.”"

Gadeexplained it: Glamor, babies, dedl. "So | must persuade you to cometo Triumph City, if |

"1 would not do that voluntarily.”

"They wish you to marry well, and fear that will not happen here. There are many menin
Triumph, some of whom appreciae inteligencein awoman.”

"How many appreciate plainness?'



Gde shrugged. "I lack experience there. But since you can make yourself gppear as you wish—"
"Didnterest."

Thiswas not working. Ini wanted to be valued as she was, and that was indeed a challenge.
"What do you most desire?’

"Knowledge."

It figured. Thiswoman was dedicated to learning. That was not Gale's strong suit. Uncertain
how to proceed, she sdled. "Example?’

"Counter-Charm. Everyone knowsit isour sister planet, very like our own world, with Chroma
volcanoes. Many folk stare at it in fascination, wondering whether there are people like usthere. But |
don't want to wonder, | want to know. And | am trying to find out.”

"But dl wecandoislook at it," Gale said. Actudly she understood that Glamors could go there;
there was supposed to be a Glamor retreat there. But she hadn't had time to follow up on that since
becoming aGlamor. Marriage, the study of Glamor powers, research into her constituency of moss
and lichen, and now the babies had kept her thoroughly occupied.

"| fashioned amagic lensto peer at it more closaly. Throe helped me make a breakthrough; we
were supposed to have sex—you know about how he had to check dl of usfor Jamais Vu?—but the
lenswas more interesting. We saw strange animals! Since then | have watched further, and
catalogued the creatures | see. But asyou say, just looking from afar islimited; how | wish | could go
there and survey it from up close!"

"But would it be safe?' Gae was getting interested.

"| tried to analyze the quality of light reflected fromit, and believe it matches our own, close
enough;, that suggeststhat the air issmilar. Thetwo planets are so close in Size and composition that
gravity must be smilar. Some of the life forms resemble our own, so | think they managed to cross
between worlds, or were colonized from the same source. But most are different. Since the known
plants and creaturesinteract with the strange ones, | think they must have smilar biology. And of
coursethe magic issmilar; the volcanoes and Chromazones are just like ours, with certain intriguing
exceptions. So yes, | think it would be safefor us, in the sense that we could survive there, if we
protected oursalves from predators.” She sighed. "But such speculation isfoolish; | will never walk
that phenomend surface.”

"l am not surethat isimpossible” Gaesad.

Ini paused. "Glamors may be able to go there. But why should they take any of us?'

"Compromise: join our mission for ayear or less, and help usfathom theriddle of oursdves. who
st up the things of the Glamors, theikons, the dtars, the loom. What opposes our quest for this
knowledge? Thereis a power we do not understand. Thereafter, solved or unsolved, return here as

youwere, if youwish. If itispossiblein that time, | will get you to Counter-Charm, at least briefly.”

Ini'seyesglowed, literdly. "Ded.”



Thus readily she had found the key: the woman wanted to know, and this was worthy
knowledge. She would surely be agreat help in the quest. And Gale was curious about the Sister
world hersdlf. In her homevillageit was called Mystery. By whatever name it was fascinating.

* % %

Havoc |eft the chamber—and there was Throe. Good to have you back, Sre, the bodyguard
thought. He could not say it doud because theoreticaly the king had never |eft the palace, gpart from
abrief honeymoon after his marriage. Throe served the mock king in the same manner, maintaining the
pretense, but his heart wasnot iniit.

"Question: have you any ideawhat's up?'

"Trouble between Chroma, Sire.”

"I'm sureyou'll keep me safe.”

"1 will do my utmost, Sire." They both knew that Havoc needed no guardian as a Glamor, but
maintained the pretense that he was agtill anorma man.

Havoc reported to the counsaling chamber, Throe fading into the background as was his wont.
Where are you, Chief? hethought.

Close by, Havoc. | must not enter until officially summoned. It is a matter of protocol.
Oh. Havoc raised ahand and snapped hisfingers. "Chief!”

Chief entered in amoment, haf smiling. ™Y ou summoned me, Sire?!

"| understand thereisaproblem.”

"Thereis, Sre" Evenin aprivate meeting, Chief maintained the formal address. Protocol
counted for alot.

"Thereismischief between a Green Chromaand Y éllow Chroma zone. Their areas overlap, and
unusud plants grow there. Both Chromawant control of the region, so asto exploit the produce of
those plants.”

"They can't split it down the middle€?"

"They are unwilling. They are threatening to go to war."

"Quedtion?"

"It is possible where zones overlap. Fireballs versus huge green tentacles.”

"Intereg.”



Chief shook his head. "It behooves the king to make peace, not applaud war."
Havoc sghed. "Even abarbarian king?"

"Especialy abarbarian king. He must demonstrate control over his nature.”

"l could issue adirective.

"Sire, | think not."

"Quedion?'

"It may be that this product istoo important to leave to either Chroma. | believe the crown
should expropriateit for universal use.”

"Claification.”

"The plants produce a potent magic aphrodisiac. | understand that the fruits and the juice of the
fruits cause many creatures, including humans, mae and female, to suffer virtudly insatiable sexud
desre”

"Excdamdtion! Everyonewill want it."

Chief amiled. "Agreement, Sire.”

"And in this case the king's decison will have to be enforced.”

"Agreament.”

"Doit."

Chief shook hishead. "Protocol, Sire."

"Damn protocol! What do | haveto do?

"Sire, you should make aforma vidt of state, with the queen, survey the Situation, consult with
the sides, confer with other Chroma, and come to a conclusion asto the appropriate course for the
betterment of al parties.”

"Gdecan't handlethat right now." He shot Chief amenta picture of the three babies.

Chief suppressed his astonishment at thisfamily news. "Y et adecison of thismagnitude, at least
in the popular image, requires due formdity. Appearance is asimportant as substance. The people
must believe that their king has given this matter hisbest attention.”

"Problem.”

" Perhaps the queen will after dl seefit to accompany you." Chief knew she wouldn't, but was
leading up to something.



Havoc shrugged. "We can ask her.”

"Bijou," Chief said, not loudly. The girl gppeared dmost immediately, as palace personnd were
trained to. "Ask Queen Gadeif she would be amenable to accompanying the king on aroya mission.
If not, perhaps the Lady Symbal."

The girl nodded and departed. She knew aswell as Havoc did that Symbol wastied up with the
same commitment as Gale. They couldn't leave the babies.

"Thereisanother matter,” Chief said. "It seemsthe loom is active. Nonce brought it to the
palace, and invoked it, and she and the Ladies Ennui and Aspect are taking turns weaving an
ambitious tapestry. This may not be completely voluntary on their part.”

"Surprise! | thought that turned out to be adead end.”

"l suspect theend isalive; it ismerely our comprehension that isinadequate. Perhapsthisisthe
loom'sway of acquainting uswith the next stage. | believe we should et the weaving proceed, and try
to fathom the nature of the tapestry asit progresses.”

"How long does it take?"

"A smal smple effort may be accomplished in aday. Thisonelooks morelikeayear.”

Havoc looked at him. That was bound to be a phenomend creetion. "It must be relevant.”

"Agreement. But this aspect, it seems, can not be hurried.”

Gale appeared, formally attired in robe and crown. "Havoc, you know | can't travel right now!
Neither can Symbol. Y ou'll have to settle for something less.”

Havoc touched her mind—and burst out laughing. It was Bijou, playing Gae. She was so good
at it that she had fooled him for aningtant. "I'll settle," he said.

"Then | think we areready,” Chief said.

"Complication,” Havoc said. "If that isthe red crown, | can't touch her.”
"Itisred,” Bijou sad. "Question?"

"My new nature conflicts with the crown'smagic.”

"l canremoveitin private."

"Experiment,” Chief sad. "Ascertain thelimits”

Havoc gpproached the girl and took her hand. There was atingle. He moved into adow
embrace. Thetingleintensfied. He made asif to kiss he—and was repulsed. "It'slike anikon,” he
said. "Resistance increases as | get close.”



"Sufficient leeway for public display,” Chief said. "Can you carry her?!

They tried. It turned out to be possible if Bijou removed the crown and held it out from their
bodies. That would haveto do.

Bijou took Havoc's arm, walking abit gpart from him, and they made aregd exit, followed by
Chief and Throe. The news was proclaimed that the king was making an officid journey to handle an
affair of gate. A retinue of servants of several types appeared; the king never went out alone. They
descended to the water floor, marched to the ferry, and crossed to the outer city. People had
assembled asif by magic—impossible in this nonChromazone—to line the road on either sde.

Havoc hated it. He remained a village man, accustomed to knowing everyone in the community,
and being the object of cynosure only when he was conducting aclassin martia arts. Being stared at
simply because he wore a crown was ridiculous. He didn't recognize any of the faces, and they surdly
knew little about him that was not crafted for their atention. Hefdt like acircusfresk.

Havoc, smile at that little girl, Bijou thought, indicating the direction in her mind.

He dutifully turned to smile at the child. Shereacted asif blown back by agust of wind, awed.

You have to be king, Bijou thought. They have to be in awe of you. It's the system.

Havoc made amental picture of a sausage labeled SY STEM being rammed into an enormous
and rather messy rectum.

Bijou tried to maintain astraight face, but lost it, and had to cough into her hand. Chief and
Throe, waking behind them, picked up the image and had smilar problems. " Sometimesit'sfun
serving abarbarian,” Chief murmured to Throe, just loud enough for Havoc and Bijou to hear.

Therewas aroya coach waiting, drawn by six legged horses. Throe stepped up to assist the
king and queen's entry, then joined them insde. The coach moved out &t a brisk pace, leaving the
gawkers behind. The formalities had been completed.

They reached the southeast campsite at the edge of the Brown Chroma zone. Huge brown
golems cameto pick up theroya coach. Airborne, it moved swiftly on into the Brown zone,

"We have adull trip of two days and nights," Chief announced. "'l can acquaint Havoc with the
Oetails of themisson.”

"Whichwill put him to deep,” Bijou said. "If you two men were not here, | could entertain
Havoc in better style." She removed her crown, signaing her intention.

"Doubt,” Chief said. "But | would liketo seeyou try."

"Chdlenge." Sheturned to Havoc, oriented on hisface, and dowly approached for akiss.
Havoc did not move, satisfied to have her explore the limits. Her lips stopped just short of his. She
struggled to complete the contact, and findly did touch him.

And fdl back, swooning.



"Confirmation,” Chief said. "Shéll be needing practice.”

Throe, seated opposite the girl, learned forward and took her gently by the shoulders. "Lady,”
he sad, asif concerned about the fainting spell. "Lady Gde."

She dtirred, woozy. "Where?'

He gave her aminiature shake. You are Lady Gale. "Areyou well, Lady?'

She remembered. "Y es, thank you, bodyguard. Isthe king well?*

"Unscathed," Havoc said.

Bijou glanced around. "We are private?"

"Agreement,” Chief said. "But unsafe to assumewe will dwayshbe."

" kissed him and was stunned?"

"Affirmetion.”

"We can't have that happen in public—or in private when others may be spying on us.”
"Affirmation," Chief repeated.

"So now isthetimeto figureit out, with only those who know the secrets present.” She meant
that she was not redlly the queen, and that Havoc was a Glamor.

"Wewon't tell," Throe said with asmile.

"1 need to imagine that you're someone el se," she said to Havoc. "I'm already someone else.
May | try again?'

"How can the king deny the queen?' There was reason behind this game, but Havoc liked the
game.

"I am the queen,” she said firmly. "Y ou are asexy barbarian. Y ou—" She broke off. "Plea:
remove the crown.”

Havoc obliged, so that she could better pretend he was not the king. It was its symbolism rather
than its magic that interfered with her pretense, in contrast to the effect her crown had on him.

"The queen would not cheat on the king," Throe said.
"They aretraveling,” Chief said. "No fault.”

"Stll, she'sthe queen.”



Chief nodded. "Put your crown out of sight, Lady. Y ou are traveling incognito.”

Bijou amiled. "Y ou boys areredly getting into it, aren't you. Are you trying to be hel pful, or
merdly voyeurs?'

"Helpful voyeurs" Throesad.

She frowned, but did hide her crown. She faced Havoc again. "Well, Hayseed, you have not
traveled with awoman aslovely as|. Y ou are too country boy shy to make thefirst move, so | will
help you. We shdl gart with akiss."

"Ddight," Havoc murmured.

She approached him dowly. "Of course | wouldn't touch a barbarian ordinarily, but folk might
suspect my identity asthe queeniif | acted too regal. So | will act like abarbarian girl, and smack you
one"

Then, suddenly, she lunged. She caught him hard on the mouth with a compressed kiss. There
was an dectric jolt and she bounced away, reding. Havoc redized that the jolt was hers; he had
picked it up from her mind.

But thistime she managed to hang on to awareness. "How did you like that, Hayseed?' she
demanded.

"That was some smack," he agreed, remembering how his kiss had put Nonce out for the
duration.

"Y ou kissed Nonce?' Bijou demanded. He hadn't shielded his thought.
Chief chuckled. "Hayseed'sin trouble now. He kissed a bath girl."
"And they weren't even traveling,” Throe said.

Bijou recovered and donned her crown, ddlivering aqueenly glare. "There will be another
encounter,” shesad grimly.

Havoc hoped so. Bijou was fun and deserving.

They looked out the coach windows. Everything was brown: trees, vines, grass, even the birds
flying near. The shadings madeit possble to distinguish details, but it seemed dull to Havoc. Soon he
nodded off.

Hewoketo akiss. Bijou was practicing again, her crown off, and this time she managed to hold
lip contact for severa seconds before the resistive tingle became too strong. It was good progress,
but still along way from full sex.

"But | will get there, Hayseed," she murmured. "Jugt wait until night.”

The coach cameto the far edge of the Chroma zone. The giant golems st it gently down at the



staging areaand hitched anew set of horsesto it. They rolled some distance out of the zone, seeing
the brown fade. They entered azone of nonChroma colors, then cameto intensfying yellow. Thiswas
aFire Chroma, but not the zone with the problem. Chromafolk could travel to their own colorsand
have no difficulty, but because the zones were isolated from each other, they tended to be
autonomous. That meant that whatever happened at the farther Y éllow zone would be unlikely to
affect the near zone's attitude toward the king. In fact it was the disunity of zones of any particular
Chroma that made centralized government by nonChromafolk feasible. The king lacked magic power
in any one zone, but al other zones would support his decisons.

The horses were released, and yellow Firefolk came to see to the coach's next leg of the
journey. Of course Ennui had set up the itinerary and sent messages out to coordinate the route.
Ordinary folk had to pay their way with caravans or walk, but the king had priority throughout. The
yellow men worked yellow magic to lift the coach into the Sky and float it on the wind. Here
everything wasin shades of yellow, monochrome of the current color. They were high enough to see
the distant central volcano, intense yelow clouds clustering around its cone. It occurred to Havoc that
volcanoes could be dangerous apart from their magic, because of the force with which they spewed
out gas and rock; he had a healthy respect for them.

But again it got dull. Bijou tested her mettle, managing to hold along kisswithout fainting, but it
remained achalenge. Havoc did not try to conced his enjoyment of her effort; it wasfun having a
lovely young woman play ardently up to him. Of course Bijou had gone much farther with himinthe
past, and heliked her alot, and not just because she resembled Gae. She was worthy in her own
right.

"Thanks, Havoc," she murmured bresthlessly. Her effort was straining her physicaly aswell as
mentaly.

"Caution: | don't want you to hurt yoursef.”

"It hurts me to have such achance at you, and not be able to consummate. Maybe if you
approached me—"

Havoc tried it. He moved dowly to hold her and kiss her. Her body went taut asif experiencing
pain. Frustrated, he stifled that reaction, and she relaxed o that he could complete the kiss.

"Oh, Havoc, you numbed me," she breathed. "1 didn't know you could do that.”
He hadn't known it either. It was another Glamor power, there for the asking—if he but knew to
ask it. Maybe the Green Glamor had used that to help Symbol have sex with him, fifty timesin

successon.

"I waswith the Green Glamor,” Bijou said. "He cdled himsdlf Thumb. We were captured by
White Chroma men, who were going to rape me, but | was rescued just intime.”

"And Symbol got him," Havoc agreed.
"l saved mysdf for you."

Helaughed. "Youll get there”



They snoozed until the coach landed at the far verge of the zone. New horses were hitched, and
they moved across the nonChroma zone to the fringe of a Green Chromazone. Heretal trees
reached down stout tentacles to haul the coach up, and swung it dong across the green landscape.

Bijou continued her effort to get close to him, and with his numbing help was ableto do it with
less consequence. "Just wait until tonight,” she murmured in hisear. "Swaewill bewith me."

The succubus! Havoc had had sex with her once, in Gale€'s body, and it had been phenomenal.
The succubus was a creature of sex, and she was expert.

After the Green zone they crossed a Black zone. This made Bijou nervous. It wasn't the
unremitting darkness of the terrain so much asthe fear that there could be an inruption that sucked
them dl into itsfunnel and destroyed them. "I know it's no more dangerous than any other volcano,”
shesad. "But it getsto mein aspecia way."

"It'safemadevolcano,”" Chief said. "In instead of out."

That made them all pause for thought. It seemed like avdid andogy. Maybe the magic matter
that was hurled out by the other vol canoes was drawn back in by the Black Chroma funnels, restoring
the source. They discussed it, wondering whether they had come upon a significant understanding.

Night was closing asthey reached the far Sde of the zone. They were glad to move out of it to
the surrounding nonChromazone, where there was a staging area and campsite. A modest royal
banquet was ready for them, which Havoc and Bijou consumed in roya style, while Chief and Throe
atewith lessflair, not being royd. They could not be sure who might be spying on them. It would not
be magical, but any of the locd servants could report to other masters. So the four of them were
obliged to act asif on show, though it probably was not the case.

King and queen shared a nice chamber for the night. They undressed, washed, and lay together
onthe bed. "Sire, do you desire me this night?' Bijou inquired.

What kind of question isthat? he demanded mentaly.

It's the style the mock king and queen employ, shethought. They don't know how you are
in private, so err on the formal side.

So now he had to emulate the fake king, lest othersthink Havoc was the fake. "Disgust.”

"My lord! How have | offended you?'

Herealized he shouldn't have spoken that word, asit would seem to bein response to her offer
of sex. Sheknew it, but was playing the role. "Disgust that you should ever suppose | did not desire
you, thisnight or any night."

"Apology. | amyours."

Actudly she wasn't. She had progressed to clasping and kissing, but sexud penetration remained

beyond her threshold of pain. She struggled vaiantly to accommodate him, and was mortified that she
could not. Aware of that, he changed his mind, with sincere regret. "I am moretired than | redized.



Tonight we shdl merely deep.”
" Acquiescence, my lord.”

And we'll have to educate the mocks. Damned if | want stilted sex! Then something else
occurred to him. What of the succubus? Couldn't she help?

| asked her to let metry it alone thistime. Tomorrow she'll step in if needed.

They concluded that an aspect of the failure wasthat for this he had to play the role of king, not
the hayseed barbarian, so she could not complete the diversionary image. She did not want to be
numbed for this;, she wanted full awareness. They would have to work out anew ploy.

Havoc spread out his Glamor awarenessin aroutine check of theloca environment—and made
adiscovery. Our crowns have been stolen!

Astonishment! She did not doubt his perception. The two crowns on the table were fakes.

A servant must have exchanged them while we were distracted. | would have been aware
of magic.

"Agreement,” she murmured aoud. Servants can be sneaky. | know; | was one.
Havoc laughed. An excellent one.

We must get them back. Do you know where they are?

| can locate them. But | prefer to let it be, until we know the rest of this mischief.

The two crowns protected the king and queen from hostile magic. Havoc's was now hisown
fake, but Bijou'swas red. So now the fake had been replaced by afake. He sent his awareness
back—another ability he had not known of before—and spied hands gppearing from behind the
desk, taking the two crowns, and seemingly putting them back immediately. 1t had happened so
quickly and quietly that they had not noticed.

Hefollowed the crowns along the floor just out of sight of eyes on the bed, and out of the
chamber. Then the servant stopped crawling and stood, carrying the crowns to an unoccupied
chamber and hiding them in acloset there. That was all; the servant returned to the servants quarters.
Havoc followed her abit farther, but she seemed to be entirely ordinary. Returning to the present, he
reached out and touched her mind, but found no memory of the event. She had evidently acted under
some other compulsion, and did not know what she was doing.

This had the aspect of a sophisticated plot. He did not know whereit would lead, but now he
had been warned. The plotters did not know he was a Glamor who did not need the protection of his
crown. That was hismeansto foil it, once he discovered its nature.

Pretend you don't know about the crowns, hethought. | will fathom thisin due course.

Acquiescence, Havoc, shethought nervoudy.



Hetook her hand, and they dept.

In the morning the routine continued. They breakfasted and returned to the coach. Havoc
acquainted Chief and Throe with the matter of the crowns. Be alert.

They nodded. Their telepathy was a secret from those beyond the palace, and like Havoc's
ascension to Glamor, was at times a significant benefit. Now they knew there was dirty work afoot,
and would bedert for it, physicaly and mentally.

Havoc a so sent along distance thought to Ennui. Our crowns were swapped with fakes. We
pretend not to notice. Advise the Glamors.

Havoc, don't risk it! she thought with motherly concern. Return swiftly and let Throe handle

Negation. They don't know my nature.
She grudgingly accepted that. But if other Glamors care to intercede, | won't stop them.

Havoc smiled. It was her way of telling him that she would urge the other Glamorsto get on his
case. Especidly Gae. But he knew that Gale was going out on her own mission with the babies. He
could not commune telepathically as readily with Gale aswith Ennui, but they did have acertain
awareness of each other's|ocation and state of mind. By the time Ennui reached her, Havoc might
well have solved the case of the missing crowns.

By the time they landed for the second night, Bijou had succeeded in putting Havoc's hand on
her breast without flinching. It was an interesting experience; her breast was throbbing with her racing
pulse, but it was effort rather than passion that caused it. She was pushing her limits. Chief and Throe
pretended not to notice, knowing that this was exactly the progress she had to make.

But when they arrived at the campsite closest to the quarreling Chroma zones, Havoc made a
seemingly arbitrary decision. Actudly they had discussed it mentaly and agreed it was the prudent
course, consdering the theft of the crowns. They wanted to surprise both the Chroma zones and the
unknown enemy.

"Pack the medl; we are moving on immediately,” Havoc said. "Keep the horses.”

"But my lord, I'mtired,” Bijou said, forming aqueenly frown. "l don't want to haveto campin
thefidd.”

"Woman, when | desire your opinion, | will require you to speek,” he said gruffly. She made a
moue and was silent. Thiswas very much in the manner the mocks had adopted, so wasin character
for their publicimage.

Thelocal servants hastened to pack the med. The other coaches of the royd retinue turned
about, rehitching their steeds, and made ready to travel again. They stashed the medl in the coach and
moved on.

There wasjust one coach-navigable trail leading to the zones. It passed close to the overlapping



territory. "'l prefer to examine the situation mysalf, before hearing the arguments of the quarreling
factions," Havoc announced for the benefit of any eavesdroppers. "We shal camp at the edge tonight,
and hold audience on the morrow."

"InaChromazone?' Bijou protested.
"A little magic will do you good, woman."

Bijou made a show of biting back a caustic reply. 1'm going to get a bit of that magic inside
me tonight, or freak out in the attempt.

They unpacked the meal and ate while traveling. In due course they reached the green/yellow
overlap, which was a pae green hue. The king's coach halted at its verge, and the other coaches drew
themsalvesinto aroughly circular formation around it. The king never traveled alone or unguarded. In
fact the king couldn't even crap in the pot without attendants close by.

Throe went to supervise the defensive preparations, and Chief met with histraveing stafferswho
would liaison with the Y dlow and Green Chroma gtaffers, hagtily revising the arrangements for the
coming roya audience. Of course no one would complain openly of the inconveniencetheking's
arbitrary change of course made, but there was surely grumbling at a safe distance.

A considerable party was forming, aswas usudly the case when the king made an appearance.
Attractive young green and yellow women showed up, bringing food for the supplementary staffers
and servants. Tents were pitched, and it was apparent that the girls were available on ano fault basis
for male hands who were interested.

Havoc walked out into the zone. Throe immediately appeared to accompany him, and guards
deployed inconspicuoudy in the vicinity. Thiswas of course why Havoc detested being king; he
couldn't go anywhere alone. He much preferred traveling as Hayseed the Minstrel, with agood
woman by hisside. As soon asthis mess of amystery enemy was finished, and theriddle of the origin
of the Glamors solved, he would see about an early royd retirement. Then he and Gale could raise
their children in pesce.

"It isaworthy ambition,” Throe murmured. Havoc hadn't bothered to mask histhoughts. "When
you do, | hope to do smilar with Ennui, abeit without children.”

"Understanding. Y ou have had yours."

On one sde the zone verged into green; on the other, yellow. In the center it amost glowed with
the intendty of the juxtaposition of Chroma, and the plants growing there seemed to have a specid
vigor. Most were familiar to Havoc, as the same plants grew everywhere on the planet. A few were
new to him, and he studied them with interest.

What are you? heinquired of one, touching it gently with onefinger.

Fire Fern, it replied in its manner, not in words but in identification.

| love you, fire fern, he thought, caressing it. He was the Glamor of trees and plants, and cared
about al of them. If any were mistreated, he would be aware, and would respond if he could. He had



not yet learned enough to fully implement his protection, but he wasworking on it.
Danger, thefern thought. But it lacked the mind to be specific.

Other plants had asimilar warning. They knew his nature, and valued his company. From them
he drew a specid strength, because he wasthe Glamor of all plants, not just nonChroma plants.

Throe stood by, receiving the silent communion because Havoc shared it with him.
"Amazement,” he murmured.

"l am not what | was," Havoc said. "Thisis better, and not merely because of the power it brings
me. | am part of aspecia global community. | can live gpart from the human kind, but | couldn't not
endure gpart from these." He gestured, taking in the whole region.

They returned to the camp. A beautiful green girl approached them, lifting ahand in arequest to
speak.

"Speak," Throe said. Normally acommon person did not address the king directly unless she
was part of his persond staff, and then she was cautious.

"l am herefor your comfort, warrior, no fault.”

Throe smiled. "Needless. But thanks."

She shrugged. "1 will remain within beck."

"It seems you don't have to deegp done tonight," Havoc murmured as the girl faded back.

"l remain amazed that when offered ddightslikethat, | still would prefer to be with Ennui. She
was neither young nor pretty, until recently, and makes no pretense to specid intelligence, but she has
something.”

"Commitment.”

"Maybe that'sit. When you exchanged oaths of friendship, she took it as serioudy asyou did. |
likethat inawoman.”

"Sodol. It wasthat way with Gale."

Throe did not seem to look about, but he picked up something Havoc had missed. "There are
many local Chroma zone girls—more than necessary for servant duty.”

"And dl are young and pretty,” Havoc agreed.

"Their minds are innocent of any bad intention. But | do not understand why so many are here.
Theking's party does not usually attract such a number.”

Havoc nodded. " Something is afoot, surely related to the theft of the crowns. But | can't fathom
it either. We shd| have to wait for the trap to spring.”



"Agreement. But if | dert my men, that may betray our avareness.”

"They are good men. Norma discipline should suffice.”

"It should,” Throe agreed. "For anorma circumstance.”

"We do have two advantages.”

"I hope they remain unknown.”

"Thequeenand | will retire" Havoc said loudly. "Dismissed, bodyguard.”

Throe bowed his head, and departed. Havoc went to join Bijou in the royd tent.
We are on show? her thought inquired.

Assume so. Throe and | note too many maidens present for the occasion, so we suspect
thetrap isclosing. Act normal.

She amiled, gppreciating theirony. They were playing parts, red norma would give them away.
"My lord, you must betired. Let me assuage your fatigue.”

Of course Havoc wasn' tired; the Glamor power made him indefatigable. " Appreciation, my
love." He disrobed and lay prone on the mat.

"How | treasure those words, my love," she murmured. She knew he did not love her, but she
did love him, and the words sent athrill through her that touched his mind. She set about massaging
him, her hands strong and competent, the legacy of her time asabath girl. It felt good.

I do not love you as | love Gale, hethought, but | do care for you and value your presence
and your touch. Were | free to love another, | would love Symbol, then you.

"Third on thetotem,” she murmured. But she wasthrilled again; it was ahigh ranking. A faint,
funny, appeding smell developed. Night blooms?

Havoc, may | beg a favor? Can we interrupt this massage for a fast bout of raw sex?
That suggested that the succubus was on duty. Can you handle it?
Her hands on his back trembled with feding. Yes.

He was amenable. He turned over as shetore off her negligee. "Answer to my desire, my love,"
he said for the benefit of any listeners.

Bijou flung hersdf down on him full length, kissing him avidly. It wastrue; she was handling the
proximity better than before. Don't wait! she thought urgently.

Hewasready. He positioned himsdf and came at her dowly, giving her the chance to demur,
but she didn't. As hismember touched her cleft and found the hot wet place she stiffened, clenched



her teeth, and sucked in a shuddering breath, but then forced hersdlf to relax. Don't stop; | want it
more than it hurts me. Don't numb me; | want it fully real.

He nudged cautioudy into her, feeling her body and her mind react as though she were being
raped, but she held on, enduring it. She did want it, desperately, and to withdraw would be to make
her suffer worse. So he continued, diding deeper in the hot channd, finding the margin between
discomfort and desire as her tolerance dowly increased. Think different identities, he reminded her.

Shedid, and her body relaxed somewhat, enabling him to compl ete the entry without hurting her
asmuch. Then she kissad him and tightened rhythmically inside, massaging his member, triggering his
climax. She screamed through clenched teeth as he jetted into her, then fainted.

Consternation, Swaethought. | pushed her too hard.

He had forgotten the presence of the succubus, though he should have recognized her touch that
brought him off. She wanted it. You made it possible.

But it was difficult for me too. Now | know: Glamors are proof against my kind.
Hesmiled. That's good to know.

Havoc waited abit, then withdrew. In amoment Bijou woke. "Apology,” she murmured. "'l
couldn't stay with you for thefinish."

"Youdidwdl, my love, asdways." Another woman couldn't have tolerated it at all.

| had to. I'll clean up and finish the massage.

No need. I'll give you one.

"My lovel" she murmured as his hands kneaded her small muscles. The queen would not expect
such reciprocation from the king—at least, not as played by the mock king and queen. Havoc

intended to change that.

Bijou mdted, physicaly and mentaly, loving histouch. But he had not been at it long before she
touched hismind again. Havoc—can you—mor e sex?

She was ready for another siege already? He could certainly oblige, as Glamors were capable of
continuous sex when they chose. "Attend my renewed desire,” he said.

Sherolled over, welcoming him. He approached her again, on guard against her reaction to the
Glamor diffidence, but it waslessthan before. Swiftly, shethought.

Thisis not my doing, Swae thought.
Thiswas unusud. Bijou loved him, but this repested eagerness for sex was not like her. She

liked sex with him because sheliked pleasing him; if she could please him without sex, shewasglad to
do that. Now it was the sex she craved; the raw desire suffused her mind.



Responding to her urgency, he entered fully and climaxed again. Thistime she managed to retain
consciousness. "Glorious!" she gasped.

They broke again, and she resumed massaging him. But soon she wanted sex again.
Something waswrong. What brings this passion? hethought. It is not your normal way.

She paused, considering. Agreement. | feel insatiable. | have never been like this before; it
has always been for you rather than for me. Swale says she mistrusts this.

So did he. The odd smell was stronger. Suddenly Havoc caught on. "The gphrodisiac pollen!™ he
exclamed. "It must be from night-blooming flowers. We assumed it was merdly the fruit that brought
ontheurge"

"That'sit!" she agreed. "But that meansthat everyoneisbreething it.”

"And no oneison guard,” he agreed. "It'saneater trap than wefigured." Helaid hishandson
her and focused. Thiswill abate it for atime.

She nodded. My passion is gone. | didn't know you could do that. | mean, not that way.

He hadn't known either. It was another Glamor power, discovered when invoked. " Stay safe. |
must roust Throe, and discover what's happening next." He was aready getting dressed.

"I'll hep." Shedived for her own robe.

Havoc doubted that she could do much, but let it be. He left the tent and went to the next one.
Throe, hethought strongly.

Awkwar dness.

Havoc sent ablast of passion abatement. Freed of the erotic compulsion, Throe disengaged.
"Don't leave mel" awoman'svoice came. "I'm not nearly satisfied." Havoc recognized the voice: it
was the green girl who had broached Throe before. She had been ready when the urge came, and
Throe had not been ableto resist her. But Havoc saw from her mind that she had not known this
would occur. She had smply been inclined to bein the vicinity.

Throe emerged. "'l suddenly had an overwheming urge. Apology for my neglect.”

"Aphrodisac pollen,” Havoc said tersdly. "The thing we cameto investigate.”

“Trap?'

"Suspicion. Y et how can sex hurt us?' He knew the answer, but wanted verification.

"Didtraction. The girlswere sent to be sure al men were busy. But what isthe threat? | detect no
hostile minds near.”

"But thereismagic,” Havoc said, senaingit. "Fire"



"From the Fire Chroma"

Havoc extended his awareness. "Perhaps. It isforming acircle around our camp and burning
inward."

"Alam!"

"Fetch Bijou. Cover for me." Havoc conjured himsdf to the palace a Triumph City. He knew
that Bijou would act queenly, pretending that Havoc was close by, and Throe would rouse the camp
to the extent possible.

Ennui jumped as he appeared before her. "Havoc!"

"Wearein the trap. Fire—too much for meto douse. Tell the Glamors." He returned to the
camp.

It was dready in near chaos. The erotic aromaremained, but now the fire was evident, and that
was amarvelous aid for concentration. The Chromagirls, gppreciating the danger, were vanishing,
literaly; thiswas a Chroma zone, and they could do their magic. The men of the king's retinue were
lurching into their clothing and forming aragged formation for Throeto direct.

The Black Glamor appeared beside Havoc. "Preference?’

"That my accesson remain anonymous. Thisis Glamor business. Dousethefire.”

"Granted.” The Black Glamor vanished.

Satisfied that the matter would be handled, Havoc used the distraction of the crissto make his
own investigation. He conjured himsdlf to the outer edge of thefire, making himself invisbleand

inaudible. He extended his awareness, searching for hostile minds.

There was nothing. Magic had started and shaped the circular fire, but the source of that magic
was gone without trace.

So they had sprung the trap, but hadn't identified the source of it. It was clear that neither the
Y ellow nor the Green zones had devised this plot; they were only now becoming aware of thefire,
and were hurrying to help douseit.

There was nothing to do except conjure himself to their prior campsite and exchange the crowns
for the real ones, so that their enemy would think the plot had fouled up and their crowns had
protected them long enough for the Glamorsto come.

He conjured himsdlf to histent. "Give meyour crown." He shared his plan with Bijou mentaly.

Can you put tracers on them? shethought. So you'll know who collects them.

Helooked a her. "Brace yoursdf." Then hekissed her. Great idea.

Braced, she withstood the impact of the kiss, thrilled. But she had another thought: You can't



handle my real crown.

Shewasright. "It's good one of us has common sense,” he muttered.

But you can take me there, and I'll take it and hide it for me to recover on our returntrip.

Hekissed her again. Then he embraced her and conjured them both to the other campsite.

No onewasin the room, and the two crowns remained where they had been left. He impressed
the two they were wearing with afinder sgna—another abruptly discovered Glamor ability—and
exchanged his crown while Bijou exchanged hers. Then she took hers outsde and hid it in the thick
foliage of anearby tree. He conjured them back to the fire, where they hadn't been missed.

"Tomorrow | will declare the pollen too dangerousto be left to the Chroma,” he said. "It will be
reserved for disposition by the crown.”

Bijou smiled. "Y ou had decided to do that anyway."

"I needed a pretext. After what happened here, both zones will not peep protest.”
"My Lord, | loveyou."

She was speaking as the queen, but she meant it for hersdlf too.

"Wemay travel again soon." Because with both Gale and Symbol occupied with the babies,
Bijou would have to emulate the queen again for any formal excursion.

"I lovetraveling with you."
So do | Swalethought.

He kissed them both with one kiss. Then they had to get to work sorting out the chaos of the
camp.

* k% %

Gaewasglad to return to the palace, for once. The session with the invisble Chromafamily had
really helped, and the babies were dready better behaved. Innate had drilled them in certain smple
words that they recognized and responded to, and schooled Gale and Symbol in othersthey could
learn. Moglly it wasamatter of anticipating likely mischief and avoiding it.

Ennui, shethought. We're back. Initiative— ni of the Invisible Chroma—iswith us.

Apology, Ennui replied immediately. | was weaving and didn't realize. | will be with you
shortly.

"l don't wish to be any trouble,” Ini said. Shewas now invisible, because her body wasiniits
natura state while she had lost her magic ability to make hersdf vishble. Shewasfamiliar with the
problem, having visited here before, but it remained an awkward adjustment.



Gde amiled. "We can use the help with the babies." She saw that Ini was dubious; her mind
showed it. Y ou don't have to nurse them. Can you change adiaper?"

"Acquiescence,” Ini said, relieved. Two of her Ssters had been happy to nurse babies, but Ini
was different, and of course lacked both her Chromamagic and anursing amulet.

Swale popped in. That girl isreally trying she reported. She has learned to kiss him, and
got his hand on her throbbing left breast.

"I'm s0 glad to know that,” Gale said wryly.

| let her try it alone last night, but she couldn't do it. Tonight I'll help her score. The
succubus thought came through with a certain hearty zest. Sex was most of her life.

"What about the mission?' Symbol asked.

"They'rewaking into atrap,” the succubus said with Gale's mouth. "Havoc wantsto spring it.”
"Hewould,"” Gale muttered. Actudly Ennui had aready advised her of this.

| must return to duty. Parting.

"Parting,” Gae and Symbol said together.

"|sthere something | don't understand?’ Ini asked.

"Gaetamed asuccubus," Symbol explained. "She acts as aliaison, entering one of our bodies
and communicating.”

"A succubus! Concern.”

"Thisone can betrusted,” Gale said. "Y ou'll surely meet her, in due course. Her nameis Swae.
Her brother sometimes emulates Havoc, pretending to be king, when Havoc is away anonymoudy.”

"Understanding.”

The babies woke and began fussing. Gale and Symbol hastened to pick them up. They were
wet, so there wasimmediate use for Ini. She tackled the third baby, Flame, who was not alarmed by
being invigbly handled; it was touch she reacted to. But it was evident that Ini wasn't good at this. Her
invisble hands were clumsy, and the digper was far from tight. Hame fussed, and made asif to Sart a
fire

"No," Gale said. That was one of the words. don't do what you're about to. Innate had
emphasized it with projected disorientation that the baby found unpleasant, so the lesson had quickly
taken. Gale had learned how to do the disorientation, but hoped she wouldn't need to. Shewasin
luck. Thistime.

Ennui knocked, then entered. " Success?"



"We now have amuch better notion,” Gale said, nursing Warp. He wasfloating, but that took
hisweight off her, so shelet it be. "We should be able to manage." She glanced at Ini. "Ini will be
staying with usfor atime. Can you establish her in her own room?”

"Affirmation.” Ennui led Ini from the room. Gale knew shewould get the Invisble Chroma
woman established and oriented. Ini would have to don nonChroma clothing, because her own was
invisble

"Y ou know, welll haveto tell the populace sometime," Symbol said. "Three babies can't be
concesled forever.”

"| prefer to get comfortable with them first. For onething, 1'd rather have their magic powers not
be known. Mogt folk think magic isimpossible in anonChroma zone without a magic gemstone.”

"Maybe we should give them little stones,” Symbol suggested. “They don't have to be magic;
they just haveto look asif they could account for the magic the babies do.”

" likeit! I'll make them up as soon asthe babies are adeep again.”

Symbol continued to ponder. "1 wonder about the babies being little Glamors. Shouldn't they
haveikons?'

Gaéesmouth fel open. "Agonishment! Y ou'reright! Only Glamors can do magic on their ownin
nonChromazones, and they dl have ikons. Theikons collect the magic and transmit it to the Glamors
s0 they can go anywhere, aslong astheikonsremain in their home Chroma. We can't do magic
without the ikons—and the babies must be the same.”

"Which meanstheir ikons are lying around somewhere, unrecognized. Hadn't we better find
them?'

"Yed" Gaewasamost bewildered by the redization. "Bafflement. How to proceed?’
"That invisble sster you picked up, Ini—I understand she's quite intelligent.”

"And we need asmart mind to figure thisout,” Gale agreed. She send amentd thought: Ennui!
Send Ini here.

Acquiescence.

Gae set Warp in hiscrib and picked up Weft, who had been content to wait her turn. The
babies manners had improved sgnificantly sincetheir stay with Innate. It was evident that the babies
had not before encountered parents with complete magic, and had learned limitsin ahurry. Weft
started nursing on the other breast.

Symbol was gtill nursing Flame, who took more time about it. She was accustomed to Symbol's
invisible breast, and seemed to be the most sociable of the babies. "We shdl have to nurse different
babies on occasion,” Symbol said. "So that dl are used to either of us."

"Agreement.” But for the present, it was convenient to leave Flame with the Invisble Chroma



woman.

Soon Ini returned. She was now completely swathed by visible clothing, and wore avell to
clarify the outlines of her face. "Problem?”

Gde explained their revelation about the babies ikons. "Y ou're the smartest woman we know;
how do you seeit?’

"Challenge." Ini congdered briefly. "If they are Glamors, and have ikons, they must have
condtituencies. What ones are available?’

That set both Gale and Symbol back. "I thought al were accounted for,” Symbol said.

"No, the pattern of the threads suggested that there should be eighteen Glamors' Gde said. "We
have accounted for fourteen.”

"Then these babies could be three of them," Ini said.

"But how can ababy be a Glamor?' Gale asked. "These ones merdly have spot taents, not full
Glamor powers.”

"They have limited powers because they are babies. Asthey grow they may develop other
powers. Isthere any age limit for ascension to Glamor satus?”

Gde exchanged aglance with Symbol, their minds smilarly daunted. Ini was surdly correct; it
explained much.

"So they have condituencies,” Gae said. "We shdl haveto figure out what'sleft. Their ikonswill
aurely reflect them.”

"Soif wefind theikons, well know their congtituencies,” Symbol said. "And if we knew their
congtituencies, we would know what ikonsto look for." Sherolled her eyes. The effect was not
vigble, but her mind reflected it.

" think we must first identify the condtituencies,” Ini said. "If welig al the oneswe know of, we
should be able to identify the others by dimination.”

They reviewed thelig, in order of the number of legs, beginning with the demons, who had no
legs, and following with the worms or dragons, with one leg. Then on through fish with two fins, birds
with three wings, humanswith four limbs, insectswith five, vertebrates with Sx, spiderswith seven,
plants and trees with eight roots, the sphinx with nine limbs, the mollusks with ten tentacles, the
millipedes with a hundred, Gale's own mosses with athousand, and the saprophytes with ten
thousand.

"So thelogica continuation would be a hundred thousand,” Ini said. A million, ten million, and a
hundred million."

"That'salot of legs" Gale said weskly.



"1t may be aconvention of convenience, rather than litera,” Ini said. "Consder an amoeba: it
extends pseudopodia asit chooses, and shuts them down again. So it could be considered to have
any number."

"Like ahundred thousand,” Symbol said. "Therésacategory.”
Ini nodded. "And it may be that one of these babies expressed an interest, and the community of
amoeba accepted. Similarly the other babies reached out, and two other communities accepted. Let's

assume that Amoebaisone. | think the large creatures are covered, but what about the other small
ones, like bacteriaor viruses?'

"Arethey living?' Symbol asked.

"1 believe s0, and they are very common. Babies soon encounter them, without the aversion
adults have. They could desire representation. And what about the fungi?*

"Aren't they the same as the saprophytes? Gale asked.

"Some are, some aren't. Some are like plants, some like tiny animals, and some are yeasts. They
are aclass by themsalves, as much as vertebrates or mosses are.”

"1 suppose then ababy could represent them,” Gale agreed dubioudy. "What sort of ikons
would such congtituencies make?"

"My guess would be amushroom or toadstool for fungus, and an amorphous blob for amoebae.
Bacteria have severa shapes, someliketiny spirdls. Virii hardly have their own forms, being infectious
agents, their name meansdime.”

"A dimeikon!" Symbol exclamed, laughing.

There was a gentle knock. Gale recognized the mind of atrusted servant, arriving with amed for
al of them. Ennui had informed the royd kitchen who was where and what each preferred. "Bring it
in" shecdled.

The door opened, and the woman drew in awhedled cart |aden with fruits, cakes, drinks, and
covered platters. She carefully unloaded it onto the central table, then quietly departed, drawing the
cart after her.

Gae put Weft down to nap. They got to their meal, which was delicious.

Then Symbol looked around. "Wheré's Warp?"

Gaelooked. The baby was gone. "He must have floated out of his crib while we were
digtracted.” Shelooked around, but didn't see him. She sought hismind, but didn't find it. "Thelittle
twerp haslearned mind shielding!" she exclamed.

"And the door isopen,” Ini said, gppalled. "The servant was pulling the cart and forgot to turn
back to closeit. He must have floated out.”



"He picked histime," Symbol said. "I have to admire his cute little cunning. We underestimated
him. He must have been paying better attention in the Air Chroma than we knew, and picked up on
mind masking when the adults did it.”

"Very smart baby," Ini agreed. "Dangeroudy smart—for hisown safety.”

"We haveto find him!" Gae cried, darmed. Shelurched for the door.

"Caution,” Ini said. "The other two should not be left unattended, especidly considering the
powers."

"Y ou watch them,” Gale said, plowing on.

"Go with Gale—she's dangerous too,” Symbol told Ini. Gale heard, but was heedless. Where
was Warp? How could she have let him get away?

Ini followed her. "Caution,” she repeated. "Not everyone knows about the babies.”
Shewasright. "I'll try to present acam demeanor. Help me search.”

"He hasn't been gone long, and we don't know how much control he has. Probably he's moving
dowly, and dong open halls"

"Agreement.” But her larm scarcely abated.

The palace was a many-chambered section, occupying the whole of the top severa floors of the
wood pyramid that was Triumph City. Passages interconnected and ran parallel to each other, so that
servants could do their business without ever blocking the way of the king, queen, or leading Staff
membersor vistors. Gae boreright, and Ini bore left, following different passages.

Gade, running, turned a corner and dmost collided with aservant. "Apology, Lady,” the servant
said, though it had been Galesfaullt.

"Did you see ababy?'

"Yes, Lady. It—it—" Thewoman baked at saying it.
"It floated?"

"Affirmation, Lady. | hardly believed—"

"Where?'

"Thisway, Lady." Thewoman hastily led theway to an acove. "l sought to tell Lady Ennui, but
she'snot at her desk.”

"She'sweaving," Gae said tersaly as she looked desperately around.

Ini gppeared. "No sighting,” she reported.



Bedatedly Gde recognized the place. "Thisisthe private ramp!*

"Yes, Lady,” the servant said.

"A ramp?" Ini asked. "Where doesit lead?’

"To severd floors of themain city. If hegot in that—"

"Heisout in the city, somewhere," Ini finished.

Gale entered the ramp and ran down it. Ini followed, somewhat clumsly. There was nothing like
thisin her home zone, and she would have flown down it if there had been. She wasn't used to running

down awinding ramp on her fedt.

Neither was Gale. In amoment she thought to fly down it. But she didn't want to leave Ini
behind. "I'll carry you," she said.

Ini did not protest. She suffered being picked up and carried. Gale floated them rapidly down
the spiral, watching for an open portdl. If there was none, the baby should till be in the ramp, and the
secret was salvageable.

Unfortunately, one was open. Had the baby exited there, or continued on down the ramp?

"If he remains within the ramp, he should be safe for awhile,” Ini said. "If he exited, he will
quickly cause acommotion. Can you track that?'

"Affirmation. Ordinary folk don't mask their minds." Gale extended her awareness—and
immediately located the commotion. People were amazed at the appearance of afloating baby, and
word was spreading rapidly. It wastoo late to fifle it; the secret was out.

She st Ini down and ran to the Site of the most recent excitement. There was Warp, hovering
before awoman standing with her mouth open. Gae quickly captured him and bore him away.

"Appreciation,” Ini said to the woman, though al she had done was distract the baby for a
moment with her odd expresson. Then shefollowed Gde.

Back in the palace nursery, dl babies safe, they discussed the Situation. "Did you do any magic
in anyone's presence?’ Symbol asked.

"Negation. | just took Warp and carried him."
"Then one secret remains. They don't know you're a Glamor.”

"But they do know therésamagic baby," Ini said. "I think you will have to make apublic
announcement before wild rumors start. Just about the babies.”

"Agreement,” Galesad. "I'll have Ennui set it up.” Shewent for Ennui, still carrying Warp.

"Stay with her," Symbol said, and Ini obeyed. Gale knew that Symbol remained concerned that



she, Gale, would do something foolish in her distraction, so was putting aguard on her. It was
probably a sensble caution.

Gae entered the loom chamber, and paused a sight of the tapestry. It was only atenth finished,
but that bottom segment was magnificent. "Awel"

Ennui glanced their way. Shewas sitting at the loom, while Aspect and Nonce were deeping on
bunks across the room. That was surprising: the former queen and bath girl sharing quarters. It
showed their mutual commitment to this project. "Lady."

"Chore," Gale said, reverting to her spot mission. "Warp floated |oose, and people saw him. |
must make aforma announcement about the adoptions. Not about Glamors. Can you set it up soon?"

"Affirmation. | will wake Nonceto take my place here—"

"Negation. It can wait itsturn." Gale approached the loom, and Warp cooed, fascinated by the
complicated device. "l have been distracted, and have not before seen the tapestry. Thisisawonder.”

"Agreement,” Ennui said, resuming her work. "We are curious asto its nature, and thereisa
mystery about it."

Gde dudied the fragment. "Complex colorful scene”

"And it changes even aswe weave."

"Wl of course, asmoreof itisreveded.”

"Negation. What we have woven changes.”

"Confusion. Thisdoes not seem possible”

"Magic," Ennui said. "Both loom and yarn are magic. We weave the picture as directed—yes,
something tells us—and the scene is magic. We three are agreed that the picture is shifting, not
greatly, but dowly and subtly, as though what we have done is not quite perfect and requiresrevision.
Y et snce we are working under direction, why shouldn't we do it correctly? We are mystified."

"Familiarity,” Ini said, gazing at the tapestry. "'l believethisis not a scene, but amap.”

"Revdation!" Ennui exclaimed. "Maps must congtantly change, because of the weether's effect
on the Chroma zones."

"Speculation,” Gae said, excited. "Could the tapestry be showing us where the answer to the
mysteries of the origin of theloom and dtarsis?'

Ennui nodded. "Possibility." Shefocused on the placement of athread. "Problem. We are
running out of yarn.”

"And ordinary yarn will not do,” Gale said. "Y ou'll need more magic yarn.”



"Affirmation. We can't come close to completing the tapestry without it."
"|sthere morein the cave where you found the loom?"

"Negation. We haveit dl.”

"Frudtration. Any notion where more might be found?"

"One chance," Ennui said. "When Nonce carried the loom ikon, it guided her toward its physical
origin. When that was found, it generated the urgency to weave. Perhapsit will lead usto theyarn.”

"But you arein the middle of atapestry,” Gale protested. "Y ou don't want to destroy that to
trave."

Ennui smiled. "Theloom knows better than that. The tapestry becomes part of the ikon when the
loom is carried. We can take it with us."

"Travel," Gale said. "We can provide you with an entourage, guards, transport—"
"Negation. That would spoil the secret. We must travel done.”
"Concern. Three women, unknown destination. Mischief."

"Theikons protect us," Ennui reminded her. "We are like minor Glamors. And my mind contact
with Havoc enables me to summon helpiif it isneeded.”

"Acquiescence,” Gae sad, not entirely satisfied. "Travel masked.”
"Of course. If the palace can spare us."
Gdeamiled. "Well make mocks of the three of you. It will do.”

Ini had been staring at the tapestry. " Observation: thisis not necessarily Charm. Perhapsa
Cartographer can confirm."

Gdeglanced at her. "Why do you suspect it isn't?"

"Thereistoo little as yet to be sure. | have studied Counter Charm, and this fragment could
meatch a segment.”

"Counter Charm!" Gde sad. "Agtonishment.”
"My suppaosition may be misplaced.”
"And it may be correct. We shadl have a Cartographer view the tapestry.”

"Preference,” Ennui said. " Get the yarn, complete more of it first, so that identification can be
more certain.”



That did make sense. "Agreement.”

"Question,” Ini said. "If the map identifies a place on Counter Charm, where perhgps something
IS, what useisthat to us? We can't go there."

"Y ou forget that Glamors can go there," Gale said, though she suspected that Ini hadn't
forgotten. She smply didn't know whether the others were party to Gal€e's promise to take Ini there if
possible. "And | think if we do, we should take you, since you will be more familiar with its nature
than we are." That abated that concern.

"Disbdief!" Ini sad. "Dream.”
"It may beredized. But first we must complete and verify the map.”

"Acquiescence,” Ini breathed. Had she been in her home zone, she would have floated.
Apparently she hadn't dlowed hersdlf to believe that the promise wasn't empty.

Gdeand Ini returned to the nursery room. "We may have more use of you than we anticipated,”
Gdesad. "And you may likeit better than you expected.”

"Affirmation," Ini breathed. "Isit possble we are being guided? | mean, that the loom wantsyou
to get the answers you seek, and is helping not only with amap but by summoning otherswho can
hdp?'

Gde conddered. "Possible. But more likely chance. If the loom could spread such influence,
why wouldn't it Smply summon someone with the answer?!

"The answer may be masked for reason,” Ini said. "So that the wrong folk don't get it."

That made sense. They entered the nursery, where Symbol was holding Weft and Flame, who
were beginning to fuss. "Relief,” she said. "Hame will abide with me, but Weft wantsyou.”

"Adoption isatwo way process," Gale agreed, taking Weft with her free arm. Shewas ableto
nurse both Warp and Weft, but the two were becoming competitive about her attention at other
times. She would have to see whether Havoc could distract Weft on occasion, to keep the peace.
"We have made progressin understanding.” She and Ini explained.

Next day Havoc returned, having braved the problems of attempted assassination and sex with a
non-Glamor, and stood with Gale as she made her forma announcement. It was actualy her first, and
made her nervous, but she felt thiswas her province and she shouldn't make Havoc do it. He stood
beside her and let her carry it. Offstage Symbol, Bijou, and Ini held the three babies, who were
miraculoudly quiet. For the moment. They were dressed in fancy little outfits, the boy in blue, the girls
in red with red ribbonsin their hair.

She stood on the dais overlooking the great assembly room of the city, with massed faces
looking up & her, and shefdt nervousin away that snging and playing her hammer dulcimer never
had caused. She was not performing thistime asaminstrel, but as queen, and the expectations were
different.



Shefroze.
The sea of faces gaped at her, making it worse. She couldn't spesk.

Havoc, reading her locked mind, sent a thought to Ennui, who hurried away. Then he spoketo
the audience. "Queen Gale and | have an announcement to make, but it is of such nature that we
decided that a speciad presentation was warranted. I'm not supposed to belch.”

Therewas aroar of laughter. Havoc's deliberate loud belch at hisfirst public address asking
had become a socid landmark; he was the barbarian king. The mock king did it frequently at
appearances, it was expected. Bless Havoc; he was covering for her, making her silence part of the
act until she could recover. If she recovered; she had never before messed up likethis.

"We have done something that not even experienced barbarian watchers anticipated,” Havoc
continued after a pause. "We hope you will approve and support us. There have been somewild
rumors, rest assured that the truth is much worse." He paused for another appreciative laugh. The
people loved to see Havoc live up to his name. He was such a showman, bless him.

Ennui returned with two musica instruments: Havoc's dragon scale and Gal€'s hammer dulcimer.
Now she understood his ploy: he was making thisinto amusical presentation, something she had done
many times before. She might be tongue tied in gpeech, but she knew she could still play and sing. She
accepted her dulcimer, and put the little hammers on her fingers, fegling much better.

Havoc strummed his scale, evoking its peculiar resonance. He sang: one of the oldest of the folk
songs dating from their ancestors of Planet Earth, athousand years before. He had afine voice and

barbarian enthusiasm. Thiswas new to the citizens of Triumph City; Havoc had never sung in public
before—not as king. He was surprising them, and that was good.

| gave my love acherry that had no stone
| gave my love achicken that had no bone
| gave my love aring that had no end
| gave my love a baby with no crying

The last line roused the audience, for the wild rumors concerned a baby who indeed had not
been crying. That wasthe least remarkable thing about it.

Now it was Gaesturn. Havoc faced her, slencing hisinstrument, assuming a pose of listening.
Shelifted her dulcimer, hammered the refrain, addressed him, and sang:

How can there be a cherry that has no stone?
How can there be a chicken that has no bone?
How can there be aring that has no end?

How can there be a baby with no crying?



Havoc nodded knowingly, and so did many heads in the audience; they were of course
thoroughly familiar with the song. He made the revelations asif they werethefirst ever heard, his
dragon scae lending authority.

A cherry when it'sblooming it has no stone

He produced aflower and presented it to her with aflourish. The audience didn't know he had
conjured it; it seemed like prestidigitation.

A chickenwhenit's pippin’ it has no bone

An egg appeared in hishand. He held it to his ear asif to hear the chick knocking on theinside
of the shell, ready to break out: pipping. And in amoment the shell did break and the chick started to
emerge. He quickly returned it to the mother hen, who appeared at the side of the stage.

A ring whenit'srolling it hasno end

He produced aring, rolled it across his dragon scae, then put it on her finger, kissng her hand.
There was an oooh of appreciation from the women in the audience.

He paused, setting aside hisinstrument, and took Warp from Ini. He held him doft with a
flourish and sang:

A baby when it'sdeeping has no crying.

At that moment Warp, not comfortable with the exposure, began to fuss. Havoc's persond
magic had finaly messed up. The audience laughed, loving theirony. Gae hadtily put aside her
dulcimer and took him, the hammers still attached to her fingers. He was quiet, intrigued by the
hammers. The audience applauded.

Havoc fetched Flame from Symbol and presented her to the audience and to Gale. "Buit | think
two is better than one," he said. Now there was awave of surprise; one baby explained much of the
rumors, but two went beyond them.

Gale accepted the second baby, affecting surprise. She faced the audience, showing them off.

Havoc fetched Weft from Bijou. "And threeis better yet," he said with mock barbarian naiveté.
"Might aswdl doit right."

Gde, her aamsfull, merely looked at him. The audience roared its ddlight; thiswas exactly the
kind of mistake a barbarian would make, overdoing it.

Havoc looked at the audience as he cuddled Weft, who clearly liked the attention. "Maybe|
better stop there," he confided. The audience agreed. Then he changed hismind. "But we need a
fourth." He pondered amoment, then lifted afinger. "I know: | put the fourth insde her." He glanced
sgnificantly & Gde,

Gale couldn't help hersdlf: she blushed. The audience saw this confirmation, and cheered. They
did indeed have the required four, albeit in reverse order.



After that it was easy. Gale explained how she had learned of the magic babies, and fdlt that no
ordinary family could handle them, so it was her obligation as queen to adopt them. That went over
well; the king and queen were expected to be larger than life. They had the babies demondtrate their
magic, usng key words learned in theinvisble Chroma Warp floated, confirming the rumors; Weft
snatched a bright bauble by conjuration; and Flame ignited atorch. They were definitely magic babies,
and the audience was highly impressed; most of them had never seen nonChroma people of any age
do magic.

Havoc had the last word: "After dl, how could abarbarian king give hislove an ordinary baby?'
The applause |asted long after they departed the stage.

They returned to the nursery. Gale was overflowing with delight and gratitude for the way Havoc
had rescued her from embarrassment and made such agreat show of it. "Take over for alittle while,"
shetold Symboal. "I've got to make fantastic love to Havoc.”

Symboal, Bijou, and Ini took the babies, and Gale took Havoc into the roya bedroom and flung
hersdlf at him. She was flushed from the on-stage experience, and her desire was overwheming. They
were out of their robesin amoment and on the bed. She made Havoc climax threetimesin five
minutes, in one continuing Glamor act of love. "I think | just figured out why | married you," she
gasped as she climaxed hersdlf.

"Threetimes as much sex?' he asked.
She clamped her cleft on him, hard, as mock punishment. "That, too."
Then they got up, cleaned and dressed quickly, and rgjoined the othersin the nursery.

Symbol, Bijou, and Ennui were sprawled suggestively in chairs, while the three babieswerein
their cribswith stares of wonder. None of them got up when king and queen entered. Only Ini was
dert. "Confuson,” shesad. "They dl just collapsed in bliss.™

"Oops," Havoc murmured. "Weforgot to shield our minds.”

And the women had gotten a stiff mental dose of phenomend sex at very closerange. Only Ini,
who was not telepathic, had escaped. "Apology,” Gae said. But she wasn't unduly chagrined,
knowing that the three other women could have closed their mindsto the incoming emotion if they had
wanted to. Then she redlized that the babies might have received it too; Warp had demonstrated mind
shielding, which implied telepathy, and the others might not be far behind. She hoped they hadn't
understood the feding.

That afternoon Gae left Symbal in charge again, and took Ini with her for a Glamor conjuration
to the changeling complex. Mneme saw them immediatdly, of course. "Problem?”

"Mixed," Gdesad. "Welike the babies, but we judge they are young Glamors, therefore |eft
ikons behind. We need to recover thoseikons. Give us the addresses from which they were
recovered."

Mneme nodded. "Y ou understand, Lady, that such information must not be imparted to the
families?'



"Affirmation. We hope to recover the ikons without notice. My associateis of the Invisible
Chroma, so can search inconspicuoudy.”

"That seemsbest,” Mneme agreed. She gave them the information. Warp and Weft had been
implanted in Ssters at onevillage, and Hame at another village.

Gae clagped Ini and conjured them to the region of thefirst village. Then she extended her
awareness—and found asmdll region of blankness. "I think | have located one," she said. "Glamors
can't handleikons directly, so it makes sense that there would be abit of mind blanking too. But | can
takeusclosr toit."

She did s0. Thefuzzy patch wasin avillage, which meant that they would haveto fetch it froma
yard or house. "I can change my appearance,” Gae said. "But I'm not very good at that yet."

"Let meinvestigate," Ini said. She stripped away dl her clothing and disappeared. "Give me as
precise adirection and range as you can; | lack your ability to track it."

"Thisdirection,” Gde sad, pointing. "About a hundred paces.”

"Onmy way."

Gadefollowed her by her mind as she entered the village and walked to the indicated spot. It
was behind ahouse, and Ini circled the house, but didn't spot any ikons. Idea, shethought. Can you
emulate my Chroma? Make yourself invisible?

Chagrin! | never thought of that. Because emulating invishility was much esser than desgning
aternate clothing. Then sheredlized that Ini was not tel epathic, and could not pick up her thought; she
had merely made her thoughts distinct for Gale to read. Gae focused on her hand, causing it to fade,
and when she had the technique she extended it to the rest of her body. Shewasinvisible. Then she
focused on sound, making herself inaudible too. And on smell, to fool the village dogs.

Shewalked into the village to join Ini. There were afew children playing, watched by an older
woman; they were unaware of her. Shejoined Ini. "1 am beside you," she murmured.

Make a more precise location of the ikon.

Gaedid. It was between the raised roots of atree behind the house. She whispered it to Ini,
who got down and peered into the region. Success, shethought. Two ikons. She picked them up
with two hands and held them doft for Gale to see.

A little mushroom and allittle spird. Warp and Weft, surely. A doublevictory.

These must represent the fungi and the bacteria, Ini thought. She couldn't receive Gale's
thoughts, but knew Gale could receive hers, so formed them clearly. The third one may be a blob

for amoeba, or slime for viri.

"They won't give you diseases," Gale murmured. " Put them in your mouth, and I'll carry you
clear of here”



Ini obliged, putting them in her two cheeks. The ikons seemed to float inthe air at head height,
asher invighility did not affect them. | can't put them together; they repel each other.

That was interesting; ikons were cautious about their own contacts. Gale did not remember such
an effect when they had gathered the ikons of the existing Glamors, but it might not have been noticed
in the rush of other events. Gale sought to clasp her for the conjuration, but couldntt.

Theikons. Glamors can't touch them.
"But we can carry those who hold them, if we're careful. It must be that oneisthelimit.”

I will set one down. We'll have to make two trips. The mushroom separated from the spira
and floated to the ground.

Gdetried again, and thistime was able to clagp the woman. She conjured them to the place they
had been outside the village. Ini set the ikon in the crook of atree, and they returned to the village for
thespird.

"Thisis apt to become cumbersome,” Gae said.

"Especidly with three"

"Also, who will keep them?1 hadn't thought of that.”

"Does anyone need to carry them?" Ini asked. "Why not Smply store them in asafe place?’

"lded! Where no stranger will find them. | know aplace near my home village, Trifle. It'san
iIdand in astream, just below fierce rapids, accessible only viathe fringe of aRed Chromazoneinto
which theriver flows. So neither Chroma nor nonChromafolk go there.”

"Let'sfetch the third ikon, then ferry them there” Ini put the second ikon with thefirs, inthe
tree, not touching.

Gade clagped her, and conjured them to the vicinity of the second village, where Flame had come
from. She spread awareness, and located the ikon. It did turn out to be aredlistic bit of dime, made
of impervious metallic material. No one had noticed it, lying near asmall spring where the baby must
have been set while her mother dipped water. No one would have wanted it.

Now they ferried them to the idand. Gale carried Ini there three times. Then they considered
how to stash the ikons.

Theidand was hardly larger in diameter than Gale's soread arms, with the water coursing past
onitsway into the red Chromazone. Thick brush grew onit, surely holding it in place. "I think I'd
better make atight container the shape of amossy rock,” Gale said. "With amagic warner so that |
will know if anyone molestsit."

"Suitably anchored,” Ini agreed. "But | will know whereit is. Suppose someone reads my
thoughts?'



"It istime you learned mind shielding,” Gale said. "I will teach you. Y ou deserve some menta
privecy." Meanwhile she formed the rock, not yet putting themossoniit. Ini set the threeikonsinto it,
in three corners. Then Gale used her mind to excavate ahole to set it in—and paused. "Something is
here"

It turned out to be a buried meta chest containing a collection of Chromagems. "Brigands must
have stored their loot here)" Ini said. "They may return. Can you tell how long it has been?!

Gde discovered another Glamor ability. She touched the chest with her mind and found that it
had been undisturbed for more than fifty years. "They must have gotten killed, and their secret died
with them. Y ou can have their treasure.”

"l can't useany but an Invisble gem.”

"Takethe others anyway; they will be excdlent for trading to Chromafolk who aretraveling.”
Gdegamiled. "You are now rich."

"Would they buy me agood man?"
"Thekind you want can't be bought.”
"Agreement,” Ini said sadly. "1 wish | could find one interested in everything except beauty."

"Such men exig." Gae liked Ini, who was so unlike her sexy older ssters Inaand Ine. She made
aprivate resolveto find a suitable man for her before the year was ouit.

"It won't work," Ini said. Then, as Gale glanced at her, startled: "No, I'm not telepathic. But |
have had this diad ogue with others, so know their next thought. | shal haveto find my own man."

"ldea. Maybe | can increase your opportunity. We have that other quest | mentioned, the search
for the dtars. That is bound to take a party to far places around the planet. Havoc thought to send
Bijou to enlist two Chroma changelings for that, since Glamors can't gpproach the place. But Bijou
now needs to emulate me when | travel. That leaves an opening, and | think you would beided."

"How do you know Glamors can't approach?

"My friend Swal e the succubus discovered another vague region that could beit. The Red
Glamor tried to exploreit, and could not. If you are willing to host Swaefor atime, shewill lead you
toit."

Ini laughed. "1t will take more than a succubus to make me sexy!"”

"l am not sure of that. Swaleis very good at what she does. Anyway, if you are amenable—"

"Amenable" Ini agreed.

They abolished the chest and set the sonein its place, tied firmly into the ground. Then Gae

grew aspecia type of moss on it, that was poisonous to most creatures. Only a person who knew
exactly what he was doing would find it safe to meddle here. While they worked, Gale explained the



nature of amind shield, that not only concealed private thoughts, but made it seem that they did not
exist. Shetold Ini when she Started to get it right.

The job was done. Gale clasped Ini, and they returned to the palace. It had been achallenging
but good day, dl told.

Chapter 3-Altar

Augur was surprised to see the invisible woman. She was completely swathed in clothing,
including hat, veil, and gloves, so that no part of her flesh was exposed. That wastheway it had to be
for travelersfrom the Invisble Chroma.

"Sdutation,” he said.
"Acknowledged," she responded. "I seek Augur and Aura.”

"l am Augur, and my fiancéeis Aura. Welive herein the Purple Chromazone, where our
respective Red and Blue Chroma overlap.”

"l am Ini, of the Air Chroma, now on duty for King Havoc. The king requires your participation
inaquest for the source of certain objects. Read my mind." She assumed a pose that suggested she
was laying her mind open.

"I am not telepathic, but | can judge sincerity. State your thoughts.”

"Itistrue; | am on the king's business, and you and Aura are summoned. Y ou are to assume
charge of themisson.”

He nodded, believing her. "Acquiescence. The day islate; retire with usthis night, and we will
proceed inthe morning.”

Ini nodded. "Appreciation.”

Augur exchanged aglance with Aura. The king had surely sent aworthy emissary. Thiswould
a0 get them safely away from their home Chroma zones, which was good.

They provided the woman with suitable lodging and conjured dinner. She removed her vell,
making her head seem empty, so that she could est. The food remained visible asit passed through
her face and descended into her torso. Neither Augur nor Aurahad had much experience with
otherChromafolk, so thiswas interesting, but courtesy prevented comment. While they ate, they
explained their Stuation, as Ini was not conversant withit.

"] am of the Red Chroma, obvioudy," thered man said. "My friend Aurais of the Blue Chroma
We met in this overlgp zone in the course of our work. | am aspecidigt in plants, and shein animals;
we were studying and cata oguing them, and worked together for atime."

"But we were aso spiesfor our Chromazones," Auracontinued. "I deceived him, seduced him,



and prevailed on him to betray his zone, then joined him and was condemned with him. An outside
jury consisting of two travelers was selected to decide which one of us should die, and which would
suffer thet loss”

"Crudty!" Ini excdlaimed,

"We did not know then that the travelers were Throe, the king's bodyguard, and the Lady Gale,
theking'sfiancée," Augur said. "They arranged to provide an answer that prevented any execution
and caused the authorities of both our zonesto reconsider. Now we are free to depart at such time as
theking requiresit.”

"Asheisnow doing," Auraconcluded. "Our zones do not want us back; we are exiled. So this
mission, whatever it may be, isto our liking. It will enable usto be together, and useful to theking."

The Air Chromawoman had listened with attention, her face invisible but her swathed head
turning dertly to face the speakers. "1 will clarify the misson when we are in anonChroma zone,
secure from Chromamagic.”

"We shdl betraveing far?' Augur asked.

"l believe s0."

"No fault?' Auraasked.

The woman's head looked at her, and for an instant there was something eeriein her veiled
expression. "l do not seek to preempt your man. Evenif | wished to, | am of homely aspect and

would not apped to him. So in that sense, no."

Augur wasrelieved. He could of course indulge in sex with any woman, and on occasion did,
but his overwhelming preference was for Aura. He knew she felt the same about him.

But he had another caution. "Y ou are aware that we are Chromafolk, but we are unable to do
magic in other Chromaor in nonChroma. Unlesswetravel in Red or Blue Chroma zones, we will be
in effect nonChromafolk."

"My own experience,” Ini said. "I am not comfortable outsde my Chroma, and not merely
because of theway | must dress. But there is areason the misson must be thisway."

They nodded. After dinner they showed Ini around the Purple Chroma zone with its unusua
plants and animads. Then they retired for the night.

In the morning they packed staples and set off walking. They had hardly started out before
Augur suffered amiscue. Hetried to conjure awaking caneto hishand, and it didn't come: no magic
herein the nonChromazone.

Auranocticed. "l just tried to fly up to treetop height to verify thetrail ahead,” she murmured.

"We know better, but we have automatic habits."



"l had smilar problems” Ini said. "Magic is o convenient, it ishard to give up. We depend on it
In SO many ways."

When they were wdll into nonChromacterritory, Aurahad a question. "Though we are not
telepathic, there are those in our Chroma zones who are, and there are other waysto eavesdropin a
Chromazone, so we did not question you closely about a private mission. But | am curious: how did
you find us? Did you have specific directions?'

"Negation. | was guided by aspirit. Perhapsit istime introduced her. SheisSwale, a
succubus.”

"Horror! Y ou are possessed?’

"Negation. The woman you met, Queen Gale, tamed her, and now she serves as convenient
liaison and protection.”

"Dishdief! Sexud spirits are notorious; we are warned againgt them as children.”

"Agreement. But Queen Galeis an unusua woman. When the succubus tried to take over her
body, she fought, and such was her strength and determination, she prevailed and made the spirit
captive. Thereafter she treated Swale with courtesy, and hel ped rescue her mortal brother from
captivity, and won her loyalty and friendship. She has become avital member of the king's team of
supporters.”

"| agreethat Galeis aremarkable woman. But a succubus! How can she ever be trusted?”
"1 was doubtful myself, but I have had experience with Queen Gale and with the man you met,
the king's bodyguard Throe. They both swear by Swale, and | believe their judgment. At any rate,

Swale guided me here, and will guide usto the region we suspect isthe source of theikon dtars.”

Augur found this didogue interesting and alarming. A succubus had aspecid appedl and threet
to men. "Plea: keep her away from me.”

Ini smiled. "Y ou have but to avoid indulging in sex with me. That should not be difficult.”

"Y ou say you are of homely aspect, but your face and body areinvisible. | am not sureyou
would not be sexudly compelling if possessed by a succubus.™

"And a succubus could draw out your soul at the moment of climax,” Ini said. "Y ou areright to
be cautious. But if you careto fed my face and form, you will verify that | am no seductive maiden.”

Augur glanced at Aura. She nodded. She was of course just as concerned as he was about such
athreat, and if they shared company continuously for an extended period, it was better to ascertain
the Situation at the outset.

"I will touch you, no fault," he said.

"No fault," she agreed, stripping away her upper clothing and becoming invisiblefrom thewast
up.



He put his hands dowly to the region of her head, found it, and ran them across her hair and
face. The hair was lank rather than bouncy, and her facial features were rough-hewn for awoman. He
moved on down to her neck, shoulders, and breasts, which were respectively scrawny, bony, and
amdl. Shewas definitely no beauity.

"Do you wish to check therest?" her voice camefrom air.

He glanced down into the oval of her skirt's waistband, and saw the insides of her leggingsand
shoes. The form of theleggings madeit plain that her legs were muscular rather than shapely.

"Negation."

"So evenif | cameto you at night, naked, | would not be very seductive,” theinvisble voice said
asthe upper clothing reformed around her body. "And | have no intention of doing so."

"But if you were governed by the succubus, it would be adifferent matter,” Aurasaid.
"Do you wish to see her use my body?*

"Presuming that thiswould be for demondiration only, not for rea seduction,” Aurasaid. Augur
heard the nervousnessin her voice; she had a hedthy wariness of the power of asexud spirit.

"No need,” Augur said, not easy about this.

"I want to know the limit of the threet,” Aurasaid. "Now, in full daylight, to be sure | need not
fearit a night."

"1 will give Swale control for alimited time," Ini said. "I would not do so, were | not assured she
means no mischief. | have cometo know her during my travel here.”

Then the swathed figure changed. She put her hands to her head, setting the hat at ajaunty
angle. She converted the vell to aloose scarf. She adjusted the blouse to makeit fit more closely
about her bosom. She lifted the hem of her skirt, pinning it shorter. One swathed leg angled in to
touch the other at the knee, and her opposite hip became more prominent. Then she addressed
Augur. "Introduction: | am Swale." Even her voice was different; it had become sultry.

"Augur," he said, surprised by the extent of the change. She had become several degrees sexier
despite being entirely covered.

"] am not going to seduce you, red man,” she said. "Thisis merely to demonstrate that | could.”
She shifted her hips, and even masked by the unattractive skirt they becameintensaly appealing to
him. There was something about their motion and angle that inspired his sexud interest.

"Acquiescence,” he said, not wanting to chalenge her to further effort.

"And if | did seduce you, | wouldn't take your soul,” she continued, subtly adjusting her pose for
greater effect. "I could, but would not. Galefirst defeated me by power, then tamed me by kindness; |
love her and serve her will." She shook her upper section in asmdl but significant way, making her
breasts quiver under the cloth. That, too, was remarkably effective.



"No contest,” he said. She was attracting him far more than he cared to revedl. It was amazing
that such an ordinary body could transform to such alure without even showing itself. Had she been
naked and visible, he would have had to fight to stop from clasping her.

"And evenif | took your soul, | would returniit. | took King Havoc, by hisrequest, so that he
could travel with me and spy out his Stuation expediently.”

"King Havoc!" Augur exclaimed.

"He had sex with Gale, while | possessed her, and | took his soul. Once his mission was done, |
returned him to his body, viahis penis. It was quite an encounter.”

"I had sex with Galel" Augur said, appdled in retrogpect.

"l could have taken you then, had | been with her, had she wished meto. But | don't ask you to
trust me, just to be aware of my presence and power.” The figure stepped forward, whipped off her
veil, and kissed him with her invisible face. There was amusky woman smell about her that made him
think of glistening naked anatomy.

Augur would have stepped back to avoid it, had he not been caught by surprise. He would have
broken it immediately, had her lips not been marveloudy compelling. Instead he found himsalf holding
her evocative body, hisgroin yearning toward hers, his chest aware of her feminine breasts againgt it.
Her expressive mouth sent radiations of longing through him. Oh yes, she could seduce him, evenin
thisbody, if she chose.

She broke and stepped back, leaving him haf stunned. "Now you know. If you ever truly desire
me, let me know and | will borrow the Lady Ini‘s body again for the occasion, and neither she nor you
will regret it. | love sex, and dways want more of it. But you will haveto ask, so that | know | am not
going beyond socid limits"

Augur desired her right now, but did not want to say it. She had ingtilled in him a phenomena
sexud urgency. "Acknowledged,” he said, hoping hisracing pulses were not evident.

"Doit," Aurasad. "Now."

Such was the compulsion of the succubus he had forgotten his beloved's presence. "Aura, thisis
not wise"

"I want to know the limit of the threat," she repeated. "If she meansto take your soul, she can do
it at any time. Give her opportunity now, and if she does not, we can believe that she does not mean
to."

Ini spoke; her voice was unmistakable. " She does not mean to take your soul. But she does not
have to demondrate thiswith my body; she can indtill herself in Aura's body for the demonstration, if
you prefer.”

"Negation!" Aurasnapped.

"But that way she could demondtrate, without dighting you," Augur said, dill trying to mask how



desperately he now wanted sex.

"1 will not have that demon spirit in my body!"

Swalereturned. "I do not take women's souls, | merely occupy their bodies so asto seduce
men. But it would not be an effective demonstration with you, because you are a beautiful blue
woman. Y ou could seduce him on your own."

"Point," Auraagreed. "I have done so. Usethe Invisible body, if Ini iswilling."

Ini returned. "l said not no fault because | did not wish to cause discomfort, either to you for
seeing your man borrowed, or to him for being required to do it with ahomely woman. But | am
sixteen, and must soon enough marry; | have little experience with sex, for obvious reason. | would
like to have such experience, and | would love to be embraced by a man as handsome and intelligent
asAugur, evenif | am not the one who stirs his passion. Swal€'s presence and nature arouse me. | am
morethanwilling.”

That was uncomfortable candor. "l wish to watch," Aurasaid.

"Naturdly," Swae sad. "But there will not be much to see. Let'sfind abower, unlessyou prefer
it sanding in the open.”

Augur was so charged up that he hardly cared. In amoment they were under a spreading tree,
forming abed of soft needles. Swae threw off her clothing, becoming completely invisble, and he
stripped aso. Then she stepped into him, kissing him again, and her body felt lush and eager. His soul
might be in danger; at this moment he didn't care. They sank to the ground, embraced, and most
immediatdy hewasthrusting into her, climaxing powerfully.

As he ebbed, he became more aware of the Stuation. Hewas lying on invisibility; only hisown
jet of semen showed just below him, alittle red puddie in the air. Aurastood beside them, her face
expressionless; he hesitated to judge what she was thinking.

"That—that was amazing,” he gasped.

"1 did not take your soul,” Swaereminded him.

"Acknowledgment. | can't remember having such urgency or fulfillment before.” He glanced up
a Aura. "No offense, beloved.”

"None," she agreed. "Sheis certainly a succubus.”

"Now itisdone," he said, ready to disengage. He was till in her, but flaccid.
"l can makehimdoit again," Swae said to Aura, not rleasing him.
Auracocked her head. "Interest.”

"Doubt,” Augur said. He knew hislimits; twicein rgpid successon was not likely.



For answer, the succubus resumed activity. She kissed him, thistime using her tongue, and her
breasts did againgt him, swelling. Her buttocks tightened and her cleft closed around his member,
massaging it perigtatically. He had no choice but to respond. His softened member hardened again,
and soon, carried dong by what felt aimost like suction, jetted a second time. Thistime the succubus
rolled him over while it was happening, so that Aura could see every detail. His penis was spewing
over hisown belly, the viscous red liquid hovering at itstip.

"Satisfaction,” Aurasaid, sounding not entirely pleased. She had indeed been shown up as
sexually amateur, though neither of them had thought that before.

"Techniqueis everything. Almost any body will do." Swae gave Augur another internd squeeze,
and heredlized that he was not through with her until she was through with him. "I can ingtruct you,"
shesaid, still speaking to Aura.

"Agreement!"
Augur, surprised by her vehemence, had to laugh.
"l enjoyed it too," Ini said.

That embarrassed him, obscurdy; he had been aware only of the succubus. Now the anatomy
had logt itsintengity; Ini did not have command of such technique.

Shelet him go, and they stood. A coating of needles showed the invisible woman's backside
before she brushed them off. Ini went around the tree to clean up, and he realized that she did not
want to embarrass them both by cleaning out his red essence before them.

"Maybe next time | will let her use my body," Aurasaid. "That was aconsderable
demondtration, and she did not take your soul.”

"Congderable,” he agreed.
Ini donned her clothing, becoming visible again. They resumed their walk. "Question.”
"Yes, itispermissbleto tak about the recent experience,” Aurasaid.

"Swd e has gone el sewhere a the moment. She comes and goes, staying in touch with thefolk a
the palace. | cameto know her during my journey here, but there was no sex. My only prior
experience was with Throe, when he was required to have sex with me and my sstersto decide
which of uswas best for our boyfriend." She chuckled ruefully. "Throe fooled usdl; he selected our
little Sster Ino, whom he had not even met, and she was indeed the best choice. Anyway, it wasn't
perfect with Throe; neither of usredly wanted it, but we were obliged. But thistime, with the
succubus—it was wondrous."

"Agreement,” Augur said. Y ou—your body—became awesomey conducive. | could not help
mysf."

"BEvident," Aurasaid wryly.



"Swaeisagpirit, and | think her essence extends beyond the body," Ini said. "So shewas
intersecting you before she touched you with my body. She probably heightened your desire with her
magic. There may aso be someillusion; for example, | felt asthough my breasts werelarger.”

"My impression too," Augur said. "Remember, | felt them before we started, so | had abasisfor
comparison.”

"And my—my interior—"
"Took hold of me, kneaded me, sucked me," Augur said. "I'm sure that was not your doing.”

"Agreement! Yet overdl, it was an outstanding experience, even though | don't believe |
cimaxed.”

"Apology. Normally | regard sex asamutual endeavor. But my urgency was such that | was
unableto wait."

"Accepted. | believe | had a better experience with her control than would have been the case
hed | climaxed on my own. But if we ever—that is—"

Augur exchanged a glance with Aura, who nodded. "Perhaps no fault isin order after al.”
"Negation!" Ini said. "I don't want to interfere with your relationship. | should not have spoken.”

But it was clear that she had had agood but partia experience with sex, and deserved
completion. "No fault means it does not affect other relationships. | admit to curiosity about the
difference between sex with your body and sex with you. | will bewith you thisnight.”

Obvioudy feding guilty but gratified, Ini was able only to nod.

They followed the winding trail between Chroma zones, because they could do magic only in
their own Chromaand it was better to remain where no one else could do magic. Thiswas aprivate
mission, so they could not say they were on the king's business so as to commandeer cooperation.

They cameto one of the camping areasthat were judicioudy spaced dong thetrall. Therewasa
fireplace with wood and tinder. Augur st it up, then sngpped hisfingers to make fire—and paused,
reminded again that even this ssmple magic did not work here. They found suitable stones and struck
gparks somewhat clumsly until the fire caught.

"Thereissomething else" Ini said asthey ate. Augur couldn't help noticing how the food seemed
to masticate itsdf in her facid region, then flow in gobs below it. He knew it would disappear as she
digested it, but the effect was interesting. " There are dangers dong these trails, because brigands
know that Chromatravelers are without their magic here. So we shdll have protection. But it hasto be
inconspicuous.”

"Weaearmed,” Augur said. "We both know knifefighting."

"Brigands try not to give travelers an even chance. They may come with swords.”



"Now | aminterested in protection,” he said, trying to make light of it though he was concerned.

"Glamor protection. Y ou know of Glamors?"

"Only by rumor,” Aurasaid. "Arethey red?'

"It turns out they are, and they support the king. Thisisaking's errand, so Swaeis keeping
watch, and if thereisathreat, she will notify a Glamor. The Glamor will investigate, and take
gppropriate action. But the Glamor will try to makeit seem that our salvation is coincidence, masking
the action. So things could become strange on occasion.”

"Undergtanding,” Augur said. "Appreciaion.”

Asit happened, therr first day was uneventful. Tired from the unusua amount of walking, they
Stled into acampsite at dusk. They used the facilities, which included a supply of food, washed, and
Settled for the night.

"l will take a separate room," Aurasaid. She was honoring their agreement to let Ini try it done
with Augur.

"1 do not demand this of you," Ini said awkwardly asthey stripped for the bed.

"l demand it of mysdlf," he said diplomatically. "I used your body, rather than having areaion
with you. That wasunfair.”

"Y ou are adecent man. Still, | fed guilty. Y ou should be with your beloved." She had
disappeared, but her voice made her location plain.

"Aura understands. Soon we will marry. We would have married ayear ago, when we turned
eighteen, but first our spy missions and then our trid put usin limbo and we could not. Now the king's
mission has freed usfrom that stasi's, and when it is done, we shdl at last have full joy of each other.”

"| am glad to be the agent of that freeing. Y et—"
"And even were we married now, no fault remains. Now | will touch you."
"Acquiescence," she murmured.

But thistime he found her invisible body tiff and barely responsive. "I understood you wanted
this" he said, taken aback.

"l do. But | know mysdlf to beinept in this respect, and am ashamed to put you through this
orded."

Unfortunately, the way she was now, it would be an orded, for both of them. He could perform
the sexual act, but her body was not evocative the way it had been with the succubus, and his entry
would surely pain her. Y et he was reluctant to give up on it, because he knew she truly wanted it. He
needed to make her relax, to warm to him, to forget her stage fright. But he couldn't ply her with
praisefor her beauty; they would both know hewaslying.



So he gtalled, hoping that something feasible would occur to him soon. "May wetak for awhile
insteed?"

"Reief!"

He had to smile a her candor. "Let metell you about our studiesin the Purple Chroma zone,
where we were when you cameto us.”

“Interest.”

They had given her atoken tour, showing off the purple poisonous snake Aura had tamed and
the land squid they called Grandfather Tree, but there was much more. "I am aspecidist in plant life,
and Aurain animdl life, asyou know," he said. "We discovered that our disciplines overlapped; there
IS no perfect distinction between some plants and animals. Odd forms devel oped in the overlap zone,
asif gimulated by the influence of two colors of magic. We were both fascinated, quite apart from our
missions as spies. This surely contributed to our interest in each other; we respected each other's
minds and expertise.”

"Enthusasm. | lovetolearn dl | can about dl | encounter.”

Shewas clearly serious; hefdt her body relaxing. So he continued, telling of their discoveriesin
detail. Ini reacted with questions that showed her quick understanding. It became evident that she was
an intelligent woman, dedicated to acquiring knowledge. It was apleasure sharing it with her, and he
was glad he had thought of this. She was coming dive.

"But | am talking too much,” he said at last. "Tell me of your interests.”

Shewas glad to. "The Chroma—the colors of magic—I believe they are not so much magicin
themselves, but catalystsfor the larger magic that is everywhere, even in nonChroma zones. So your
purple Chroma has adouble catays."

Thiswas unexpected. "But the volcanoes blow out al that colored magic matter! The effect
abates where the color does, and there is no magic in the nonChroma zones."

"Y ou know better than that. Consider Swale: sheismagic, and she functions readily in
nonChroma. Consder us: if there were no magic here, how could you be red, Aurablue, or |
invisible? Lingering stain might account for the two of you, but not for me. And the Glamors do magic

anywhere"

"Revdation," he agreed. "There is magic in nonChroma. But it is because we retain our natures.
The succubus is ademon spirit with no body of her own; she borrows from those she inhabits. And
the Glamors—I suspect you know more of them than | do. How can they do magic anywhere?"

She was glad to answer. "When they become Glamors, they fission into two aspects. the Glamor

and anikon. Theikonislike alittle stone, a pebble, in areevant shape, like afish, dragon, or bit of
moass, depending on the Glamor's congtituency.”

"Condiituency?"



"Each Glamor represents a category of life, such asthefish, birds, insects, or trees. That life
form sustains the Glamor, and the Glamor supportsthat life form.”

"1 had heard that each Chromahad a Glamor, and that dl are human."
"Hdlf true. Each Chroma has a Glamor, and nonChroma has severa .
"Severd! But nonChroma—"

"Does dfter dl have magic. A number are human, but others are animal.”
"Shock! Anima Glamorg!"

"Who are as smart as the humans, and telepathic, for the most part. They work through their
Chroma, but represent their congtituencies. And they can't be detected when they do not wish to be
known, even by other Glamors. It isbelieved that their ikons remain in their home Chromaand
transmit magic power to them, enabling them to function anywhere. But | believethat it isnot magic
that istransmitted, but a—a catayst, amechanism to trandate the local magic into usable power. Itis
gmilar with ordinary Chromafolk: your Chroma enables you to draw on the universal magic of the
planet. It isa—alanguage, away to enable you to relate. | think thisis abetter explanation.”

"Amazement! Y ou know more of this matter than | do, and have thought it through more
carefully. | amimpressed.”

"Apprecidion,” shesad, mdting.

Then, wordlesdy, he embraced her, kissed her, stroked her, and entered her, and she
responded avidly. Now there was no tightness; her body was animated and eager to cooperate.
There was no hurry; in fact he preferred to prolong it, which was easy enough to do after thetwo
times he had performed earlier in the day. Only when she climaxed did he do so himsdlf, and it wasa
very satisfying experience, though it was neither asintense nor as polished as before.

"Oh Augur," she gasped. "Eternd appreciation! Now | know what sex can be."
"Now you know," he agreed.

"Favor."

"AK."

"May | continueto hold you for awhile? 1 know it isover, yet | have such longing to extend the
pretensewhilel can."

"Granted." He held her and turned them both so that she was lying on top of him. "But it is not
pretense. When you offered your body, it was not appealing, but when you offered your mind it was
conducive, and | responded. Y our intelligence, your animation, your initiative, your commitment to
knowledge—these are beautiful in their own fashion, transforming my perception of you. | smply had
to have you, and believe you had smilar emotion.”



"Affirmation!" she exclaimed, clasping and kissng him. "I forgot to be afraid of my uglinessor
incompetence. It became naturd to follow through with my body."

He nodded in the darkness. "'l did it becauseit was natural, and | did not think you would
object.”

"Object!" She giggled, running her hands across his body, stroking his sides and thighs. "Did you
mean to say 'initiative? That's the long form of my name.”

Heamiled. "Affirmation. Initiative wasin order at that point. | knew you wanted it, but would not
demand it. Y ou are not the succubus. Even to speak of it, before the act, would make it negative. So
| obliged you—and mysdlf. And it was aswonderful in itsway asit waswith the succubus, abeit it
lessintense”

She shuddered with pleasure. "Tell, me, Augur—isthiswhat love fedslike? Becausein this
moment | think | loveyou.”

"Affirmation. In thismoment | love you aso, with no detraction frommy lovefor Aura. Itis
passion-ingpired, and will not last, but itisnicefor atime.”

She kissed him again. Her body remained lively, and evocative because of it. "'l do not wishto
presume, to become troublesome.”

"May | touch you and kiss you when | wake in the night? Not for more sex, just for the feding."

“Deight”

"Asyou say, thefeding will surdy pass. But | think therewill dwaysbealittlelovefor youin
me. Y ou have opened a door and shown mewheat is possible. Perhaps| will never experienceit
again, but | am so glad to have done so this once.”

"And | am glad to have discovered you, gpart from the succubus.” He put hisarms around her,
stroking her back and bottom. "Y ou are invisible, so my imagination must picture you. Y ou have
become lovely." He squeezed a buttock.

"Gratitude."

They lapsed into slence, then into deep. She did off him and dept apart, but in the night he
woketo fed her hands stroking him, not sexually, just appreciatively. Then shekissed him, and dept
again. Indeed it was not sex she craved, but acceptance of hersdf aworthy of such attention.

In the morning he woke before she did. He felt for her body, carefully, located her face, and
kissed her awake. Again she responded, returning the kiss with passion. Then she broke. "If you were
mine, | would try to seduce you, just for the feding of power. But it isanew day and my time with
you isdone. | love you, and will have the courtesy not to say that again." Sherolled off the bed and
soon was washing and dressing. He tracked her by the sounds; she remained completely invisible.



"Y et should we have occasion to night together again,” he said, "1 would not be loath. You area
good woman, Ini."

"l love hearing it, the more because | believe you meanit." Now her visible clothing took shape
about her. She was returning to norma.

In due course he performed his own morning ritua. Then, clean, dressed, and in order, they
emerged to face the day.

Aurasaw the two emerge, and knew immediately that they had been successful in sex. Both had
been somewhat awkward the night before; now both were relaxed and satisfied. Sex tended to do
that, even when no faullt.

"Permissbleto inquire?' she asked.

"l wasdl wrong," Ini said immediately. " So we talked instead, and when we forgot about sex,
wedid it and it was wonderful. | envy you your man, but | need no more of him. He has made a
woman of me, and | will dways remember.”

"You talked of sex, and made it work?"

"Negation," Augur said. "Wetaked of plants and animals, then of Glamorsand ikons. Ini isa
remarkably intelligent and knowledgeable woman."

Now it came clear. "And you were aways turned on by that."
"Affirmetion.”

"1 have prepared us abreakfast. Y ou must tell me all about Glamors and ikons, and if that
makes me hot, you know how to abateit."

Augur smiled. "Agreement.”

They ate, and shared information. Aurawas glad that Ini had gotten it on with Augur, but dso
satisfied to have it ended. She preferred having him to hersalf. However, the information Ini shared
about Glamors and ikons was fascinating; before this she had not even known of ikons, but they did
make sense. The business about anima Glamors and Chroma as magic cataysts was astonishing. And
the fact that there were even nonChroma Glamors—Aura had thought she had afair understanding of
magic, but these were phenomenal revelations.

"Swae hasreturned,” Ini announced as they started their day's trek. " She says we have along
waly to go, so may prefer to seek magic transport.”

"We lack suitable trading goods," Aurasaid. "They don't give rides for nothing.”

" She saysthe two of you are handsomefolk, asdl changdingsare. Y ou can sdll your favorsfor
transport, and she can enablemeto do smilar.”



"And be the plaything of ugly men?' Aurademanded. "And watch my love seduce middle aged
Chromawomen?| prefer towalk."

" She says she could make you desire ugly men, and that he could make it with those middle
aged women's delicate daughters, who would be glad for the experience with aman like him. She
saysthereisagpecia apped about no fault sex with those of alien Chroma.”

"Weknow," Augur said, smiling. "'l love my bluedien.”

Auraredized that she was being teased. "I prefer to walk,” she repeated firmly.

Thetrail continued between Chroma zones, the colorsfaint at close range but intensfying in the
distance. Aurahad not taken such awalk before, and was intrigued. The animals here were of
different colorsrather than shades of monochrome, and were more furtive than those that had magic

defenses. She saw Augur gazing around at the vegetation and knew he was similarly interested.

Then abig anima appeared, barring their way. It was agiant yellow serpent, evidently astray
from the adjacent Y elow Chroma, hunting in thisinterim territory. It lifted its head, eying them.

"That creatureis dangerous,” Auramurmured asthey halted. "It can digest only one person at a
time, but we don't care to lose one third of our party.”

"l canusemy red gemtorepe it," Augur said. Astravelersthey carried gemsthat were
concentrated aspects of their home Chromas, so that they could do emergency magic. But each use
of such agem depleted it, and their reserves were limited.

"Saveyour gems” Ini said. "Swaeisonit."

"How can a succubus stop a serpent?’ Auraasked. "Make it desire sex with us?' Shewinced at
her own facetious remark. What would it be like to be raped by a snake?

"Actudly, shecould,” Ini said. "But it would not be mutudly satisfying to the participants. No,
sheisnatifying the Brown Glamor, whose congtituency isthe one legged creatures.”

"Wormd" Auraexclamed.
"And serpents—and dragons.”

Oh. Theoretically the Glamor of Worms could order the serpent off. Aurawas dubious, but such
an act would confirm part of what Ini had said about the Glamors.

"Itisdone Ini said.
"But the serpent is dlill there.”
"It will not attack. In fact—" Ini paused, surprised. "It will now guard us.”

"Disodief!”



"Shared," Augur agreed.
"Understanding,” Ini said. "Swa e saysthe Brown Glamor has agreed to make a demondgtration.”
"The Glamor will show himsdf?* Augur asked.

"Negation. The direct gppearance of a Glamor would preudice the privacy of thismission. But
the serpent will do thingsyou ask, to proveit isnow tame."

"l know that species,” Aurasaid. "It is sheer predator; it can not be tamed, only repelled or
discouraged.”

"All worms aretame for the Glamor. Ask."
"Tdl ittorall itsdf into aloop,” Aurasaid, caling the bluff. She till had her hand on her blue
gem. She had no aversion to serpents as such, but this was the most vicious breed, and shewas

extremey wary.

After apause, the huge serpent twisted around, caught itstail in its mouth, and formed acircle
with its body.

"Coincidence?' Augur asked, obvioudy impressed.
"Tdl it towrap itsdf around atree and lay its head on the ground upside down," Aurasaid.

Another pause. Then the serpent dithered to anearby tree, coiled around it, extended its head,
and laid it down inverted. That could not be coincidence.

"Surrender,” Aurasaid. "It obeys."

They resumed their walk, and the serpent dithered along parallel to them for awhile, then
disappeared.

"Itisnot gone" Ini said. "Swale saysit prefersto be out of sight, but it remains on guard.”

They had the proof of that an hour later. They encountered three nonChromamen walking the
other way. They did not wear brigand outfits, but looked tough and carried obvious weapons: sword,
gpear, club. "A greeting to each,” the sword man called as they approached.

"Acknowledged,” Augur said.

They sought to pass and move on, but the men spread out acrossthetrail. "A red man, ablue
woman, and aswathed woman—invisble?'

"Confirmation,” Ini agreed.
The man took agood look at Aura. "Lovely."

"Appreciation,” Aurasad tersdly.



"No fault?'

"Negation.”
The man looked at his companions. "Colored folk don't have magic outside their colors, right?

The other two nodded. The spearman brought his weapon about in anominally non-threatening
manner, but it oriented on Augur. The third man was hefting his club, asif pondering whether to useit.
If these were not brigands, they were neverthel ess more than willing to grasp opportunity. Aura

grasped her red gem.
"So | ask you again, red girl: no fault?'
"Negation, agan.”

"Unfortunate.” All three strode forward, two brandishing their weapons, the sword man reaching
for Aura

And the big serpent dithered in from the side, so rapidly that its body knocked down the two
henchmen asiits jaws opened to take the sword man. It never paused; it carried the man screaming
into the brush. Then it flipped its head, tossing the man into the air, and caught him with anew grip.
The second scream stopped halfway.

The other two men scrambled up and fled.
"| developed an appreciation for serpents,” Augur remarked as they resumed their walk.

"It will store the body for later, and return to guard us," Ini said. "It seemswe brought it good
hurting.”

"Welcome," Aurasaid. But she was shuddering with reaction. She had had no intention of letting
hersdf be raped, but neither would she have killed the man. The denouement had been far more
surprising and violent than she cared for.

They walked through the day without further ill event, and camped outside, as there was no
prepared site here. Now the huge serpent stretched out and formed ahalf circle around them,
protecting them in deep. Aurawas by now reconciled to that; the serpent had proved itself, and it
wastruethat it represented about as good protection as could be had in the field. She was looking
forward to aclose evening with Augur; she needed to deep in hisarms, after the horror of the day.

And another woman appeared, walking from the other direction. Shewas gray, acolor Aura
hadn't seen before, and dightly heavyset, no beauty. " Gresting, three.”

"Acknowledged,” the three said dmost together.
"Introduction: | am Stevia, of the Gray Chroma, said to be unbearably sweet.”

"Auraand Augur, of the Blue and Red Chroma," Aurasaid. "And Ini, of the Air Chroma."



"Request: | have come far, am fatigued, and have found no campsite. May | share yours, no
fault?"

What wasthereto say? Travelers never denied legitimate no fault. "Welcome," Aurasaid.
"Share my man." With luck, the woman would decline.

Thewoman turned her gaze on Augur gppraisngly. "Appreciation.”

Augur had the grace to make the best of it, though Auraknew he was as annoyed as she was.
Thisgray woman was not histype. "It isthetraveler'sway,” he said.

"I havefood,” Steviasaid, removing her backpack. She produced asurprising variety of fruits,
vegetables, breads, wine, and smoked mest, dl gray. "Enjoy."

"We have protection,” Aurasaid. The serpent had disappeared the moment Stevia hove into
view, but of course was close. "Warning: its nature may be darming.”

"That big snake? Acceptance.”
Aurawas surprised. "Y ou saw the serpent!”

"A lonetraveler must be dert.” But she did not explain why she had not been darmed by the
Serpent's presence.

Auraredized that thiswas no ordinary lone traveler, but saw no issue to make. Steviawould tell
more about hersdlf in due course, if she chose,

They pooled their food supplies, and had an excellent dinner. The gray food tasted exactly like
red or blue food, and was surely as nutritious. In this respect color didn't matter; the food wasn't
magic. Augur and Auragave their capsule histories without clarifying their misson, and Ini caled
hersdlf afellow traveler. Then it was Steviasturn.

"Confession," shesaid. "l did not come upon you three by chance. | happen to know that you
are on the king's business. | was sent to help protect you."

"Agonishment!" Aurasaid.

"Verify it with your succubus," Steviasaid, glancing é Ini.

"Already accomplished,” Ini said. "Thiswoman has specia resources. She can help us.”
"Interest,” Augur said, understating the case. How could she have known about Svae?

"Y ou may not before have encountered aperson of my Chroma,” shesad. "It israre. Gray
nullifies other magic. This can be hepful on occasion. My hair can dso function in particular ways."

"Curiogity,” Aurasaid. She wanted to know alot more than just about the woman's hair.

"Observe." Steviadid not move, but her hair did. It lengthened, rippling, extending down around



her body like a cape. It reached the ground, then flowed across to the others. When it reached Auras
foot, it moistened it. It was wet!

"Suffocation of ahogtile creatureispossible,” Steviasaid as her hair drew back into itsdlf,
becoming reatively normal. "Or warm enclosure for afriend.” She glanced a Augur.

"Surprise” Augur sad faintly.

They finished their med, handled natura functions, and retired for the night. Augur took Steviaat
her word, depending on her hair for warmth and protection from bugs, and lent hiscloak to Ini. Then
Augur lay with Stevia, while Auralay down beside Ini. But not before she glanced over at the other
two, seeing thewoman's gray hair rippling out and around both their bodies until it enclosed themina
gray cocoon. That cut off both the sight and sound of them. Aurawasn't sure whether to be annoyed
or relieved. She hadn't minded Augur having sex with Ini, who deserved the reassurance, but this
Steviawas something dse.

Ini reached out to touch her hand. Swvale here, athought came. | have information to impart
privately. It will be better if you clasp Ini so we three can commune mentally.

Surprised, Aura acceded. By thistime she had accepted the succubus legitimacy; like the huge
serpent, she had been tamed. The king had strange dlies.

We may be observed, Ini'sthought came. Aurarecognized itsidentity without knowing how she
did; Swaewas different. This news must not be shared outside our selves.

And Augur, Aurathought.

Some not with him.

Dismay! | have no secrets frommy love.

But it turned out that this one was necessary, for atime. Stevia is the mortal identity of the
Red Glamor, Swvadethought. Her constituency is human: she represents us. Sheislusty, asare
all Glamors, but normal humans cannot have sex with Glamors, or if they do, only with
extreme discomfort. So she cannot seduce Augur if he knows.

The Red Glamor! But she's of the Gray Chroma.

That is her masquerade, deliberately different from her real identity. Sheis of the Red
Chroma.

Aurasfedingswere mixed. Why did a Glamor need to bother her beloved at al? Couldn't they
get their sex esewhere?

Consternation, shethought. | mislike my man being seduced by a creature likely to be as
sexy asyou are, Swale.

We do need her protection, Ini thought. There are brigands ahead who possess ser pent
repellent. Stevia will persuade themto let us be, but she will not reveal her nature. Traveling



no fault with a handsome man like Augur justifies her attendance, so that she can work her
magic unreveal ed.

Aurarductantly agreed that this did make sense.

Then she remembered something ese. What was that Swvale said about Augur and me being
handsome folk, as all changelings are? What is a changeling? Actualy Queen Gale had
discussed this matter with them, but neither of them wanted to believeit, because it suggested that
they could not marry.

Swae answered directly. You both are fourths, are you not?

Not exactly, Aurathought. My parents had their three, but neither wanted my mother to
have to embrace another man for the fourth. So she went to the temple, and after a long
pregnancy | was birthed. | counted as a fourth, because | was not sired by my father, but no
other man touched her. | believe it was the same with Augur.

Ini made amental nod. That was the way of it with my parents too. My little sister Ino was
a temple baby. Those are the changelings. They are not sired, they are implanted. They derive
from specially crafted genes, and are superior human beings. The two of you resemble my
sister, as you resemble King Havoc and Queen Gale, who are also changelings. You differ in
color and in detail, but you could be in the same family. You are all handsome, intelligent,
thoughtful, and socially aware. That was surely why King Havoc selected you for this mission:
he trusts changelings to be competent and honest.

Thiswas not akind revelation. Aura had been attracted to Augur because he was a superior
man with qualities sheliked, and he felt the same about her. Cross-Chromareationships wererare,
but she had encountered no Blue Chromaman to riva him. Now she had to confirm theworst. But if
we are like siblings—

Basdless, Swaethought. Havoc and Gale feared the same, and postponed their marriage,
until they learned that there are different broods, and distribution is scattered so that two of
the same brood are unlikely to encounter each other. They would not send two to adjacent
Chroma zones.

Aurarelaxed, immensdy relieved. So they weredl right after dl! Just the thought of Augur
dtirred alonging in her loin. 1t would be devastating to lose him because of something that predated
their births.

There is something else about changelings, Swale continued. They have the potential to
become Glamors, though all those posts are filled now and there may not be any more. They
heal faster and better than ordinary folk, they have or can develop eidetic memory, they can
mask their private thoughts so well that telepaths don't realize they are hiding anything, and
they can penetrateillusion.

| can't do these things, Aurathought. But she redlized that maybe she could. Asachild she had
had less trouble with injury than others, and had seemed to hedl faster and better. She was not
telepathic, but had learned to mask her thoughtsto fool telepaths. Her memory for the animals she
studied was very good; she never forgot one, and Augur never forgot aplant. She fought off another



surge of passion as she thought of Augur. What was he doing inside the cocoon of Stevias hair? But
illusion showsfooled her just asthey did others.

Such talents have to be learned, Swalethought. You should practice seeing through
illusion, because you never can tell when that ability will be useful.

Auraconsdered, and redlized that wastrue. Illusion could be dangerous, if it covered athrest or
made something seem like what it wasn't, such as poison looking like food. How do | do that?

| can make spot illusions, Ini thought. I'm native to the Chroma of illusion, and they require
very little magical energy. | can use my gemstone without depleting it.

That would be good, when morning came. Aurafound Ini'sinvisible face and kissed it. The
woman kissed back. Then they were hugging each other and stroking each other's bodies.

Oops, Swae thought.
They paused. What is happening? Aurademanded.

My spirit links you, so we can communicate mentally, and avoid betraying out secrets, the
succubus explained. But | am a sexual entity. | have inadvertently turned you on to each other.

Ghastly, Ini thought.

Appalling, Auraagreed.

Then they resumed kissing and fondling.

| can depart, Swale offered. That will allow you to settle back to normal.

Aurathought about Augur and Stevia, realizing that her washes of eroticism had been sponsored
by contact with the succubus. But she couldn't have Augur this night, and was only frustrating herself
thinking abouit it. She had sex in mind, and no other way to implement it. We're in thisfar, she
concluded. Let's finish it—and never speak of it hereafter.

Agreement! Ini thought.

Neither of them was experienced in thiskind of lovemaking, but the presence of the succubus
made it work out. Overal, Aura concluded, it was equivaent to male-femae sex, just different. She
made amenta note: some of these femal e strokes might be adaptable to amale partner. She would
find out, in due course.

At lagt, satisfied, they dept, embraced.

In the morning they got up, separated, cleaned up, and waited for Stevia's cocoon to dissipate.
Soon it did, reveding the gray woman as quite full breasted and full thighed, rather than heavyset as
she had first appeared. Shewas solid in ashapely way. Some men liked that.

Augur glanced up, saw Aura, and glanced away. He must have had a considerable workout.



"Your manisvirile," Steviaremarked as she took cloth and water and washed hersdlf.

"Agreement.” Wasthisrealy the Red Glamor? Aura had no reason to doubt Swale, but it was
hard to believe while watching the gray woman clean hersdlf in quite ordinary manner. Therewasa
touch of red at her genita region, confirming her action with Augur. Why was it supposed to be
impossible for norma people to have sex with Glamors, only if they knew the Glamors identities?

We don't really understand that aspect ourselves, the woman's thought came. But we have
learned to be circumspect.

Startled, Aurastood frozen. That was telepathy! She had received Stevias thought. Thiswas
quiet proof of the Glamor's power, for even a Chromatelepath would not be abletodoitina
nonChromazone.

Correction, blue woman: there are different types of telepathy. Normal Chroma islimited,
unless a person carries a magic stone. But another type of telepathy is an illness that breaks
down the mind's natural barriers. A number of palace officials have that kind. It is not proof of
a Glamor. So beware.

Thereit was again. Obvioudy telepathy was possible in nonChroma. Warning taken, she
thought faintly.

Stevia smiled and continued her washing.

The big serpent appeared. Ini approached it and spoke with Swae's voice. "We thank you for
your protection, but know that you can't make the next leg of our journey. Return to your natural

range.”

The serpent dithered back the way they had come. "Hewould just get himself killed,” Swale
sad. "Thereisno point.”

Soon they traveled again. Ini, guided by Swale, led the way, followed by Auraand Augur, with
Steviaat therear. "Apology,” Augur murmured.

"Needless. No fault.”

"For—for theintengty. She'slike the succubus.”

And she had seen what Swae could do with him. "How many times?"

"Four—five—I lost track. When | thought mysdlf depleted, | found myself recovered. | think she
has a gemstone she used to restore my potency. | never before felt such continuing desire or urgency.

| had to have her, over and over. It made me fed unfaithful to you. Regret.”

And she couldn't tell him he had been with a supernatural creature. "Understanding. Our loveis
based on more than sex."

"Agreament!”



At midmorning Ini hated. "Swa e says the brigands have spied us and are coming. They are
numerous and vicious."

"Best to hide, or veer into aChromazone?' Augur asked, concerned.
"Theloca zones|eavethem aone. It seemsthereis some trade between brigands and zones."
"Outragel" Aurasaid.

"Agreement,” Steviasaid, catching up to them. "But it isbest to be circumspect. | will
remondgrate with them."

Auradtifled her response. If thiswastruly aGlamor, she could do what she said, and it was best
to avoid trouble.

They resumed walking. Soon agroup of rough-looking men appeared before them, barring the
way in much the manner of the three on the prior day. But these ones wore brigand emblems:
shoulder patcheswith raised clubs. No, Auraredlized after amoment; those were depictions of erect
phaluses, unredligticaly big and hard. Below them was the motto SCREW Y OU. That madethis
band's nature quite clear.

"A man and three maids," the leader said. "Good takingsfor hardons.”

Steviaspoke. "We seek no mischief or complication. | am sure you are reasonable folk. | shal
giveyou akissfor our safe passage through your terrain.”

The brute stared at her. Then he burst out laughing.

Sheleaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.

His demeanor changed. "'l guessyou're right. Maybe some other time, en?”
"Some other time," Steviaagreed.

The leader gestured his henchmen to stand aside. Surprised, they did so. The travelerswalked
on by them, unmol ested.

The henchmen weren't the only ones who were amazed. How could asmplekiss, not even on
thelips, have wrought such a change?

| could have changed his mind without contact, but that would have betrayed my nature.
Thiswill give ustimeto get clear.

Oh—Glamor magic. She was supposed to be the Glamor of Humans, so could control human
minds. She had probably done some of that during the night with Augur.

Correct. Your man loves you. | had to override some formidable resistance to repeated
sex with me, because he had not done it repeatedly with you.



That irritated Aura. She didn't like anyone messing with Augur'slove for her.

Then a seeming ripple passed through her mind, and she redized that she had no causeto be
upset; no fault followed its own rules. She also redlized that the Red Glamor had just changed her
mind, much as she had changed Augur's mind, but the ideano longer bothered her.

Ini joined her. "l wasforgetting,” she murmured.
"Confuson."

Thewoman lifted her gloved hand. Her fingers held—nothing. Then Aurarealized that she was
holding an invisble gem. Her magic, to enable her to project illuson. She nodded.

A green goat appeared standing in thetrail ahead of them. Stevia, in the lead, ignored it. In fact
sheforged right throughit. It wasillusion.

Augur'sjaw dropped. "Astonishment!™

"lllusion,” Auratold him. "We should be able to penetrate it before we know what it is. Practice
withme"

Hewas quick to catch on. Of course that was a changeling trait. When she had the chance, she
would tell him the good news about changdings.

A big tri-beaked bird appeared ahead. Again Steviaignored it. She had to have seen it, but she
knew it for what it was. Auraknew it couldn't have appeared so suddenly; ared bird would have
flown or runin. So it had to beillusion. She focused, trying to see through it in away that would not
be possblewith ared bird.

The outline fuzzed dightly. She was beginning to get it! Augur seemed to be having asmilar
experience. "Amazement,” he murmured.

Soon they were ableto see through theillusions asif they were tranducent. They were till there,
just permesble. So it wastrue: changelings could discern illusion, and know it for what it was. This
was arare discovery, for dl that it seemed she could have doneit al aong, had she but known to try.

Theillusions becameless obvious, and finally ceased. But Auradidn't quite trust this. She looked
around, using her penetrating gaze, and spied atree by the sSde that wasn't redlly there. She nudged
Augur, and hefollowed her gaze. "No tree," he agreed.

"Sufficient,” Aurasaidto Ini. "Appreciation.”
The Air Chromawoman nodded.

There was no moreilluson to see dong the path, but where a Chroma zone squeezed close
there was some monochrome illusion. Some of it surprised her; aspects of plants she had thought
physical turned out to beillusion. Some had wicked spinesfor defense, but only onethornin three
wasred. Some had small flowersthat illuson magnified to big flowers. Augur had surely knownit,
because his specidty was plants, but she hadn't. In fact it had not occurred to her that plants used



illuson at al. The red world was not asformidable or pretty asthe one enhanced by illusion.
Steviafel back. "Brigand scout ahead. Strip and scare him off."

Ini did so0, handing her pack and clothing to Stevia, whose hair grew to cover and conced them.
Now Ini wasinvisble.

The scout appeared ahead, wearing the penis patch with the SCREW Y OU motto. "Hey, where
you going, girls?" he caled, putting his hand on hisbow. He could firearrowsinto al of them before
they could close the distance, if he chose. Evidently the gang leader had changed his mind about
letting them go.

A stone heaved itsdf up from thetrail and whirled around, suddenly flying toward the scout. It
missed him, but he was sartled. "What the—?"

Another stone lifted and flew at him. He dodged it, but was plainly shaken. "Magic!" hesaid. He
retreated as athird stonelifted, then fled into the brush.

InvisbleIni had done the job. Soon she returned to reclaim her clothing.

But half an hour later the gang was there again, having somehow managed to get before
them—and behind them. They were surrounded.

"I seethiswill require astronger measure,” Steviasaid. "Trust me."

Aurawas not easy with this, but they seemed to have little choice. They stood till asthe
Hardons closed in on them. "Well now," the brigand leader said. "Y ou're a pretty dippery bunch,
know that? But now we've had our little games and it'stimefor the action." He glanced to the side.
"Strip them.”

Rough hands took hold of them and ripped away their clothing. In momentsthe four of them
stood naked, with Ini invisible again. Hardons sorted through their belongings, separating out items of
interest.

"That gray gemstone accounts for the mind changing kiss," the leader said with satisfaction. "And
the invigble bitch accountsfor the flying stones.”

He paused asif pondering. "Now ordinarily we'd just rape dl of you, take your stuff, and be
done with it. But you made trouble, so well have to make an example of you. We could rob you,
rape you, and kill you, but we want the word to spread. So we won't kill you, just rough you up a
little and set you loose. Y our four Chroma should get the word, and the others too, soon enough.
Nobody screws the Hardons; it's the other way around.” He laughed, and of course the whole band
laughed with him.

Thefour did not answer. Aurawasincreasingly darmed; Steviahad said to trust her, but then
had done nothing to defend them.

"Set four postsin ling" theleader said. "No—in acircle, so they can see each other, and what
happensto each of them."



Men got to work, bringing up heavy posts, digging holesin the ground, and setting in the pogts.
Then they bound the four victimsto the posts, facing inward. Ini was visible only by theropescircling
her neck, arms, waist, and feet, anchoring her to the post so that she could move abit but not escape.
All of themweresgmilarly tied.

Auraquietly tested her bonds. They were snug about her wrists, not painful, but impossible to
loosen. Trust brigands to know how to immobilize captives! The brigands wanted them to be ableto
struggle, but not to escape. The struggling of avictim might emulate passion, to aman who would not
otherwisereceiveit. Her feet were tied somewhat gpart, so that it was not possible to clamp her legs
together to resst penetration. She couldn't even bite if one kissed her; they had set abit in her mouth
that prevented it.

"Now well draw lotsfor first dibson the girls,” the leader said. "And on the boy." Severd
brigand women were clustering around Augur's post. " Those who want seconds have to wait until al
have had firsts. We have afine variety thistime: blue, gray, invisble, and red for thewomen.”

The greatest male demand was for Aura, so the lots took longer. She schooled hersdlf to be
cam; there was nothing to gain by freaking out, and if she screamed and cried it would only show
how badly they were humiliating her. Better to remain passve and contemptuous of their efforts. Ini
and Stevia seemed to have the same attitude.

Steviahad told them to trust her, and she was the Red Glamor, so presumably they would not
actudly get raped. Still, thiswas no pleasant experience. The brigands had to be stopped soon, or it
would betoo late.

There were only afew brigand women, so they were sorted out first, and the first one addressed
Augur before any of the three bound women were attacked. She kneeled before him and felt his
penis, then took it into her mouth, teasing it erect despite his obvious aversion. The second womanin
that line held what Aurarecognized with horror was adildo: asex toy used to servein lieu of apenis.
Such instruments could be used on men as well aswomen, and some women did have ataste for such
reverse sexua penetration.

Now the others were ready. The leader approached Aura, evidently having a preemptiveright to
the best. Other rough men gpproached Ini and Stevia. All of them were naked below thewaist and
had prominent erections. Raping was no bluff; thiswas the trademark of the Hardons. They lined up
before their choices, but did not start yet. Even the lead woman paused, holding Augur's erect red
member in her hand. They were waiting on the leader's performance before indulging their own
appetites. Thiswas surely amatter of gang discipline.

It seemed they were doomed. The Red Glamor had done nothing. She had not even saved
hersdf.

Patience, woman, the Glamor's thought came. The situation is under control.
Some control! The man was feding her breastswith his dirty hands. "Kiss me, blue honey,” he
said, hisscraggly facelooming near hers. "'If you squeeze when | get inside, I'll see that nobody

punchesyou inthegut.”

The brute was bargaining for her enhancement of his pleasure. The avful thing wasthat it was



surely no bluff; any of these rough men could best her while she wastied, to soften any possible
resistance. They would probably kill and burn or bury al the victims after they were done with them,
50 that there would be no hard evidence of their fate. No—the leader had said he wanted them to
survive, to warn others. Did it redly matter?

| can make you enjoy it. It was Swale, visting with Aura's acquiescence.

Negation! | don't want to enjoy it.

Then | will visit Ini. The spirit was gone.

The man oriented his member. It touched her groin. He bent hisknees, bringing it down for more
effective entry. Maybe she should have accepted the succubus's offer, if it was going to happen
anyway. Maybe Swale could have caused the man to wear himself out with repeated efforts, and
collapse before his brigand band. Serve him right.

A breeze sprang up, catching Stevias gray hair and tossing it about. Aurafdt her own hair
dirred.

Then there was acry to the side. "Smoke!"

The leader paused, his member sill nudging her cleft. "Who cares?!

There was coughing. "Bad smoke. | can't see; | can't—" The man was choking.
"Poison smoke!" another man cried. "Must be ablaze upwind.”

That got the leader'sfull attention. His member lost position as he turned to view the smoke.
"The damn wind's bringing it right down on us. What abresk! Get clear!”

The men ran, avoiding the smoke that was bearing down on them. In aless serious Stuation the
sight would have been comica: their erections preceded them, swinging from side to sSide asthey lost
elevation. The women too, their bared breasts bouncing. But of course the four bound captives could
not escape it. Worse yet!

Then Aurasaw that the smoke wasillusory. Thiswas atrick, adevice to scare away the
brigands. But why had those exposed to it been choked and blinded?

That would have been the mental suggestion of the Red Glamor. Stevia had been on the job
after dl.

Confirmation.

The smoke swept through, enclosing them. And suddenly Steviawas free, coming to Aura,
touching her bonds, which dropped. "Do Augur," she murmured.

So that Augur would not redlize what the Glamor had done, thus preserving her secret. So she
could have more sex with him. Had the Situation not been so desperate, Aurawould have resented
that. But now she knew that they had never been in serious danger; the Glamor had planted



suggestionsin the mind of the brigand leader, that he thought were his own idess, to makethisa
history making display. That had delayed the rapes while the illusory poison fog formed, and thewind
to carry it to them.

Affirmation, the Glamor'sthought came. Now they will curse the ill chance that denied them
their sport, never suspecting that they never had a chance for it. But this grows tedious; | will
see about getting us transport.

That would certainly help. Aura approached Augur asthe fog diss pated.

* * %

Augur was relieved to see the women loose. Auracameto kisshim and untie him. Then she
paused "Maybe | should leave you bound until | have had my will of you," she said teasingly.

"Quick, before the gray woman comes.”

She laughed and loosened the ropes. " She got free first, and loosed me.”

"How could she do that? Those brigands are good at bonds; | could make no headway."

"| think her hair can be prehensle”

"Confirmation." Stevias remarkable hair had not only enclosed the two of them inits
comfortable cocoon, strands had tickled him in sengitive places. She was atruly accomplished lover,
redlly theriva of the succubus. "But we were fortunate the fog came, though it turned out to be
ilusion.”

"Thefog was no coincidence.”

Surely not; it had been too provident. " Swale must have notified a Glamor.”

Auradid not answer, concentrating on the ropes. Soon he was free. Then he embraced her.
"Oh, beloved! | could not bear to see you raped!”

"l wasn't too keen on what those brigand women were doing with you, either.”

Neither was he. It had not been a matter of appearance; the woman ranged from ugly to sexy.
But he did not like being compelled to perform, and it had become clear that they knew how to do
this. A man could indeed be raped by a knowledgeable woman, in more than one way; he had seen
the dildo the second woman held.

Now the other two joined them, donning their clothing. "1 thought | had more control of the
stuationthan | did," Steviasaid. "Their numbers were too great. Fortunately the succubus was here to
summon help. | do not careto risk further mischief. We should obtain transport.”

"Our missionisprivate,” Augur said. "We lack goodsto trade for passage across Chroma
Zones™"



"l have gray gemsreserved for this purpose.”

If she had gems, why hadn't she used them before? Augur suspected he knew: she had wanted
to travel no fault with him. She was an extremdy lusty woman, and he knew himself to be ahandsome
man. Men and women were known to scheme to travel with those who appealed to them; it was an
open secret. Aurawas subject to smilar schemes by men.

They went through the baggage l€ft by the fleeing brigands, recovering their own thingsand
adding to them. Then they made apile of the remaining brigand thingsand st fireto it. It seemed only
fair to repay the brigandsin kind for their hospitality.

They made their way to a staging area at the fringe of a White Chroma zone. Here everything
wasin shades of white, distinguishable in the usuad monochrome manner. A white man approached
them. "Gresting."

"Acknowledged," Steviasaid. "We are travelers of four Chroma, banding for convenience. We
wish to obtain faster transport than walking around the zones."

The man gazed at her with open assessment. "What do you offer in trade?"

"Gray gems. They will nullify magic in thar vicinity if invoked. That can be useful for travelers™

"Demondration?'

"Acceded." She hdd up agray gem. "What do you wish nullified? The effect istemporary.”

The man produced ametdlic tube with a projecting handle. "Thisisagun, operating by magic
explosonsthat propd smal balsrapidly toward sometarget. Observe." He held the tube by its
handle and pointed it at asmall block of white wood sitting on a stump about twenty paces distant.

There was aloud noise, apuff of smoke, and the block jumped off the ssump.

Augur redlized that this was more than a demondtration; it was awarning. Such aweapon could
strike a person well beyond the range of sword or club. They needed to treat this man with respect.

"Impressive,” Steviasad asthe white man stuffed white powder and another white bal into the
tube. "Now take the gem and hold it next to your gun." She profferediit.

The man pointed the gun at the empty stump, holding the gem besideit. He moved hisfinger
below the tube. Nothing happened. Then he held the gem away from the gun and tried again. This
timeit banged. Obvioudy it remained functiona when its magic wasn't being damped out.

"One gem per traveler,” he said, satisfied.

"Thisgem for onecar,” Steviasad.

"Two for the rentd of the car oneday.”

"And sustenance for that day."



"Done"

Stevia produced a second gem. The man pocketed them both, then led them to a coach that
seemed to have no hitching for ahorse. "Who isto drive?’

"Thered man," Steviasad.

"Humor, Gray. We use our own drivers, so as not to trust our science to the ineptitude of
otherChromaefforts.”

"And the two gems cover that," Steviasaid.
"Negation. They cover the car and sustenance for aday. Thedriver isextra—"
The white man paused, for Steviawas kissng him.

"Extracareful to seeto the wdfare of the passengers,” he resumed after apuzzled pause. "Yes,
covered by the gems. Now | shal summon her."

A white woman appeared. She was young and pretty, in awhite blouse and short white skirt,
and of course her hair and skin were white a so.

"Thesefour have rented a car for aday, sustenance and driver included,” the man said.

The woman's white eyes narrowed momentarily; evidently she had expected additiona payment.
Then she surveyed the four travel ers and made atrace private nod. She addressed Augur. " Sit beside
meas| drive. You three ladiesridein back."

She opened the car door and climbed into the vehicle. Augur walked to the other side, opened
itsdoor, and cameto Sit beside the driver. Aura, Ini, and Stevia climbed into the back seat, which
was just wide enough to hold them. This device was odd, but he had learned of it in schoadl,
understood the genera principle, and was a quick study. He intended to learn how to operateit, in
case the woman tried to hold them up for further compensation. She might take them to hostile terrain
and threaten to desert them; such ploys were known.

"Introduction,” the woman said. "1 may be caled Driver." That suggested that it was not her
norma name; she was preserving her anonymity from people she expected never to see again.

"Augur,” hereplied. He did not volunteer the names of the others, as yet uncertain what kind of a
relationship the white woman intended.

She moved her hands and her feet. There was ahiss and a puff of vapor from avent, and the car
moved forward, gaining speed. "Direction?"

"Far Sde of zone" hesaid. "Inquiry: whét isthe operative magic of thisvehicle? What propels
it?"

She glanced sidelong at him. He had seen such looks before; she was considering ano fault
liaison. Thismight be her only chance for the novety of embracing a Red Chromaman. The gpped of



otherChromasex was strong. "'l can teach you to driveit, if you wish."
" Acquiescence.”
"No fault?'

It redly wasn't adifficult decison; he wanted to learn, and she was pretty. The three woman
behind them were ligtening, and understood. No fault during travel was sometimes mandatory rather
than optiona. Such exchanges were more often broached by men to women, but it could go ether
way, and thismight prevent her from trying to extract agem from them. "Agreement.”

That wasit; she would choose the occasion at her convenience somewhere aong the way.

"We haveasmadl furnace," the woman said, commencing the instruction before he had a chance
to change hismind. "We burn coal, and the fire heats aboiler to make steam. The steamis piped to
cylindersthat drive the two rear whedls. | control it with thisfoot pedd.” She paused, giving him
opportunity to gaze at her foot and bare white leg. He had to lean down to see the peda clearly inthe
shadow of theregion. "I steer the car with thiswhedl, and use the brake pedal with my other foot to
halt the car's motion." She demonstrated by pressing the other pedal, and the car dowed dramaticdly,
causing him to dide forward. He put out ahand to catch himsdlf, and hisfingers came up againgt her
white knee. As she had intended. "Soon," she murmured, asif it was passion that motivated him.
Actualy her body was quite nice, gpart from its color, being shapely and firm. Passion would be easy
to achieve.

She continued the ingtruction, and he observed carefully, recording it permanently in memory.
Thegirl probably did not appreciate his capacity in this respect. She thought he was admiring her
body, when actualy he was catal oging her every motion directing the car, and its response.

Ini put an invisible hand on his shoulder, having removed aglove and rolled back her deevefor
the purpose. Swale here, the thought came.

He was surprised; he hadn't realized that she could communicate directly with him. Question?
The White Chroma woman means to seduce you.

Hesmiled. So | discovered. No fault, in exchange for instruction controlling the magic of
this vehicle.

You knew? Embarrassment. | was traveling, and just returned, and did not verify details.

Warning appreciated, nevertheless, hethought. | prefer to seeit coming.

Appreciation. Parting. She was gone.

They moved rapidly along the white road, through the white terrain. Augur knew he should be
used to seeing monochrome of other zones, but this endless white fascinated him. Every plant was
white, from leavesto bark to flowers. Every flying bird, every flegting animal, and of course every

human person: white. In the distance he saw hills, and beyond them the great conic mountain that was
this zone's volcano, the source of dl itsmagic. Or, if Ini was right, and he rather thought she was, its



catalytic agent. At the moment it was quiet; innocuous white clouds floated aboveit. Then Driver
pulled up at arest stop where there were sanitary facilities, food, and placesto rest. A man
approached to put more white cod in the car's hopper.

The three traveling women went to the facilities without comment. Driver led Augur to aseparate
chamber, intended for men but unoccupied at the moment, and shut them in. Then she hoisted her
skirt, drew down her underpants, and bent over, presenting her plush bare white bottom. "Give me
my fourth, red man,” she said.

Sothat wasit! If her timing wasright, she would have her fourth by him. Fourths were by
definition no fault, and required no art of lovemaking unless the participants wanted it. Neither could
they reasonably be declined. He bared his member, which was quite ready despite the cynicism of her
ploy, and set it carefully to her spreading white cleft. The channel was hot and dick; she was ready
too, and needed no further lubrication. She might be pretending it was a mere business transaction,
but in tempting him she had tempted herself aswell, and wastruly hot for it. She squeezed ashe did
thetip to theinviting depression and lodged, his red denting into her white; then she rocked back to
take him rapidly and firmly in. The effect was formidable; he climaxed explosvely as she achieved his

full depth.

"Giveit amoment,” she murmured, keeping her bottom tight againgt his groin. She wanted to be
sure shegot dl the gaculate, which was il pulsing forth. Her vaginawas kneading his softening
member, milking it of thelast drops. Then she drew hersdf off him, placed asmall clamp on her
externa cleft so that nothing would escape, drew up her pants and dropped her skirt. It was done.

Bemused by the efficiency of it, Augur went to the urinal and used it. He used water at asink to
clean himsdf while she waited, indifferent to this process. Then they went back outside.

Driver paid him no further notice. She had gotten what she wanted, and was making it clear that
she had no interest in any romantic notions he might entertain. She had evidently szed himup asa
suitable donor for her fourth, aman she would probably never encounter again after thisday, and
taken appropriate action. She had obvioudy been well prepared, so must have been looking, ready to
seize the opportunity when it presented itself. She had been just seductive enough to obtain his
agreement for the liaison; now shewas not at al enticing in manner. He redlized belatedly that he had
never seen her breadts, just her bare legs. And of course her bottom, her business end. No fondling,
no words of endearment, just ahot hole to plug, rapidly. She had not let him waste time, but had
jammed down on him and squeezed. He had never even kissed her. She had wanted no more of him
than his seed for her baby. That, in recent retrospect, was aletdown.

They resumed the drive. There was no delay or holdup; Driver wanted to complete thisjob and
go home. It was probably hard for her to urinate while wearing the clamp, so she needed to get to a
Secure environmen.

The scenery remained just asvaried in al respects except color, and there some fine examples
of plants he ordinarily would have liked to pause to study. Therewas aso muchillusion, asthere
surdly wasin every Chromazone, only now he perceived it as such. But he wasin amild depression
because of the comedown the sex had proved to be; he had been used, and though he had no
legitimate complaint, it annoyed him. So he knew he was missing much he should have appreciated.

Asevening closed, they arrived at the far side of the zone. Driver dropped them off at the



sation, took on more white coa, and drove back the way they had come. She did not even bid them
parting.

"Augur's glum, and Driver couldn't wait to get away," Ini remarked. "What happened, aquarrd?
| saw nothing.”

"She must have had him & the lunch stop,” Steviasaid.
"Agreement,” Augur said.

"That fagt?' Aurainquired. "Therewas hardly time."
"Her fourth."

She nodded, understanding; that explained everything.

"She looked hardly older than | am, and not worn,” Ini said. " She's borne three children?’ Then
she caught hersdlf. "But of course the fourth isastatus, not anumber; she could be leading off withiit."

"Getting the chore out of the way firgt," Auraagreed.

"Chore?" Augur asked.

All three women laughed. "Who would ever have sex with you for the fun of it?" Steviaasked.

And of coursethey had al done just that. He had had alot of sex recently: twice with Swaein
Ini's body, oncewith Ini hersdlf, at least five timeswith Stevia, and once with Driver, technicaly. With
every one of them except Aura, his beloved. Each one of them was different, and it was more than
body or technique. They were quditatively digtinct. In fact Steviahad been different each time, asif
her persondity and anatomy changed with each performance, regardless how rapidly one followed
another. She seemed superhuman. Did the Gray Chromafolk have specia powers? But she was
away from her Chromazone, so should be ordinary except for her hair, which seemed to be
inherently magic. It still seemed doubtful that the hair could have untied the brigands bonds. Unless
she chose to use one of her gray gems, or—

Likealight, it flashed on him. "Glamor!" heexclamed. "Y oureaGlamor!"

"Defecation!" Steviaswore. ™Y ou caught on.”

"He's not stupid,” Aurasaid with acertain muted pride.

"Changdingsaren't,” Ini agreed.

"That'swhy you weren't concerned about the brigands,” he said. "Y ou knew you could handle
them at any time, if you revealed your nature. But why did you even bother with me?”

"We crave variety, and the joy of innocence,” the woman said. "Yes, | am the Red Glamor. A
mortal person can't do it knowingly with aGlamor.”



"Why not? How are you different, if you keep your present form?"
"Watch," Stevia said, speaking to the other two. She approached Augur. "Kissme."
Hetried, but hisface would not touch hers. " Something opposes me."

"Moreso for penetration,” she said. "There's something about knowing that balks the mortal,
mae or femae. So | could have my fun with you only so long asyou did not know. But you were too

Augur'sfedings were mixed. Stevia had worked him over thoroughly, but it had been an dmost
insane pleasure doing it, and educational. He wanted to berid of her and back with Aura, but he
suspected Stevia had more to teach him, and he wanted to learn it. He did not want to be denied her
because of hisown inability. "Could Swale enable it?!

"Negation. She might help amorta woman embrace amale Glamor, but would be helplessin
thisgtuation.”

"Affirmation,” Swale said, from Ini's body. "Glamors aready have al the powersof sex | do. If |
could operate aman's body it could get interesting, but you need an incubus for that."

"The white woman simply exposed her bottom and bent over,” he said. "It was an act of minimal
contact and very brief duration. Isthat kind of sex possible?’

"Experiment,” Steviasaid. She bared her gray bottom and bent forward. They were outdoors, in
the open; evidently shedidn't care.

The sght and novelty stimulated him. Public sex? He glanced a Aura. "Objection”?”’
"None," shesad tightly.

He bared his member, which was erect and eager for this new experience. He approached the
proffered target. He amost touched it, but halted. Somehow he could not close the last fraction of the
distance.

"Push?' Auraasked.
Helaughed, then reconsdered. "Affirmation.”

She got behind him and shoved him forward. His member collided with the bottom—and he
received ajolt of current that nearly paradyzed him. He twisted away, faling.

"Apology!" Auracried, dropping to her kneesto tend to him. "I did not redlizel"
"Needless," he gasped. "I must be reacting wrongly."
"Negation," Steviasaid. "The knowledge prevents you. Y ou could do it with one of the others.”

"Doubt," hesaid. "At least, not at this moment.”



IITry-II

Helooked at Aura. " Acquiescence?’

Evidently haf nervous, hdf curious, Aurastood, inviting his embrace. He enfolded her, and there
was no resistance, persona or magical. It was sheer bliss, because he was ableto do it, and hewas
doing it at last with Aura. But thiswas demonstration, not romance. "Continue?" he asked doubtfully.
Hefeared he was embarrassing her. They normally were not demondtrativein public.

"Affirmation."

Hekissed her, and it was asnice as ever. "Gratitude!" he murmured. The fegling had not been as
intense as sex with the white woman, but it was far more meaningful.

"Welcome," Aurasaid, meting against him. She had been as concerned as he, and asrelieved.

"Confirmation,” Steviasaid. "No fault in you. Thefault isin me, for being discovered asa
Glamor." For amoment she shimmered and appeared as a beautiful red lady, outshining blue Aura.
Then shereverted to dull gray.

Augur disengaged from Aura. "Apology for experimenting on you," he said.

She smiled, embracing him again. "Needless. I'll take you any way | can get you." It wasamost
asif they had had sex; both their emotions were overflowing.

"Sill—"
"Understanding.” She kissed him once more, deeply.
"Gratitude," he repeated.

Then Swale spoke from Auras body. "Had it been up to me, you would have duplicated your
performance with the White Chromawoman with the Blue Chromaone, right here and now."

"Auralet youin?' he asked, dartled.

"She trusts me now. But she doesn't need me." Aura's expression changed, and it was evident
the succubus was gone.

They went about the evening routine, and that night Augur dept with Aura. They did not need to
have sex; it was enough just to be together again. But they had it anyway, and not because of any
succubus.

"Now you are spent,”" Auramurmured mischievoudy. "If only | had adildo to use on you!"

Swaemust have put that notion in her mind. "Anything you do with meisnice.”

"You did know | wasteasing?'



He affected disappointment. ™Y ou were?"
She spanked his buttock smartly, then kissed him. "Thistime."

Next day they crossed an Air Chroma zone. Stevias gem purchased atrip on aninvisble
floating coach. Ini removed her clothing and became visble in acolored dress.

"Surprise!” Augur said.

"ThisisAir Chroma," shesaid. "We are not invisble to oursalves. We clothe oursaves with
bright illuson.”

He saw it wastrue. Now he saw through the illusion, penetrating the dress and seeing not her
body, but nothing.

"Comprehension. Y ou have disappeared.

Then her body appeared, lean but femae. "I made the dress, not needing to make my body,"
shesaid. "But if you are seeing through the dress, then my body should show.”

He laughed. "Apology for peeking.”
"Needless."

He could see the dress again; his power of penetrating illusion did not mean it disappeared,
merdly that he could causeit to fade somewnhat, revedling whatever it covered.

They looked out of the invisible coach, and saw aland of phenomenal color.

It wastrue: thefolk of the Air Chromanot only clothed themselves with illusion, they covered
everything ese, making thisafar moreinteresting zone than others. Or wasit dl by the people? In the
Purple Chroma zone plants used illusion to enhance their flowers and apparent defenses; did they do
the same here?

"Quegtion," hesaid to Ini.

"Yes, itistruethat dmogt dl Air Chromawomen are beautiful " she said. "Because dl want to
be, and with illuson each person crafts hersdlf.”

That had not been his question, but it was surely the one visitors most often asked. He followed
it up. "But what of you?"

"l believein being exactly what | am: awoman too smart and plain for her own good. So my
illuson emulates my actud form asclosdly asisfeasble

"Argument,” he said. "Were you and | isolated together for sometime, perhgpson asmall idand
in anonChroma zone, | would find both your mind and your body desirable, now that | know you,
without help from Swae.”



"Y ou are too smart aman for your own good,” she retorted, blushing.

"Y our illusion replicarecreates even your embarrassment!” Aurasaid.

"Compulsive honesty,” Ini said, blushing worse.

Augur glanced at Auraand saw her trace nod. "Favor.” Then without waiting he put his hands on
Ini's shoulders, carefully turned her upper body to face him, and kissed her firmly on the mouth, which
was accurately marked by theillusion.

She gazed at him amoment after he let her go. "Favor? For whom?"

"For me. Y ou have become gppeding to me. | believe that with smilar association you will
become appedling to some other good man who is available.”

"Doubt." But her blush continued.
"And if—when—it happens, be prepared to accept it. Y ou are worthy."

Ini looked half desperately at Aura. Auranodded. Shelooked at Stevia, who also nodded. Her
gaze dropped, and her flush faded. "Hope."

Their coach landed at the far side of the zone, and they got out and crossed to the next zone,
which was Black Chroma. All the landscape was black, including the trees. Even the clouds floating
above were black. Augur found himsdf admiring it; he still had not gotten accustomed to the colors of
other zones than Red, Blue, or Purple.

Stevia approached the black attendant, a middle aged woman, and made a deal for arapid
crossing.

"That will be directly past the cone," thewoman said. "It is quiescent now, but thereisaways
risk. Y ou may prefer to take the longer route around the fringe.”

Augur hoped she was agree to the longer route, but she didn't. "The direct route will get usthere
by dusk. That seems best.”

The black woman shrugged. "Agreement.” She led them to agreat round door set in the side of
the adjacent black hill. She drew on alarge lever, and the door swing grandly open. Insdewasa
black chamber whose far side was convex. Thisturned out to be the wall of ahuge black bubble with
asmadller round portal set intoit. They entered that and took black seats. It was like a coach, but
without windows.

"Question: have you traversed a Black Chroma zone before?!
"Negation," Steviaanswered for the group. She hersdf surely had, but the others had not.
"Explanation: Black Chroma conesimplode rather than explode. They suck al matter into

themselves, where it disappears. Neverthel ess, enough magic ambiance remains to empower the
zone." The woman floated near the floor, demongtrating. “We protect ourselves by developing our



establishments largely underground, hollowing out the rock. Thisis secure from most inruptions. We
use vacuum to suck our transport bubbles through the tunnels from station to station. Y ou are advised
to hold on; acceleration can be sudden.”

Augur discovered handholds on his seet. He grasped them, and the women did likewise. He did
not care to display his nervousness about being in aBlack Chroma zone.

"Thisglobeisrouted close by the central cone, per your request,” the woman continued.
"Suction is greatest at the cone, so it will accelerate toward it, and decelerate as it proceeds away
fromit. You will be aware of it, but will not experience discomfort, and your landing will be soft. The
risk is not from the travel, but from the small chance of an inruption occurring during your trip. If a
sgnificant inruption occurs, you arelost. But the chance of that isvery smdl at the moment." She
glanced at them. " Satifaction?’

"Agreement,” Steviasaid.

"Do not attempt to open the capsule whileit isin motion. That would be foolhardy; the vacuum
would probably kill you. Merely wait. The door will open of itsef when the pressure equaizes at the
far gation. Parting." She closed the door on them.

Almost immediately Augur heard a peculiar whine, as of awind blowing through acrevice. Then
their globe moved, accderating asif flung from adingshot. The vacuum had taken hold, suckingitin
toward the center of the zone.

"Emotiona discomfort,” Aurasaid.

"Comfort," Augur said. "Reassurance. Love."

"Apprecidion."

The sharp acceleration continued, pressing them back into their seats. The whine intensified.
Augur felt asif hewerein the grip of aviolent ssorm that was blowing him wherever it wished. Its

power was avesome; he could not affect its course. He hardly blamed Aurafor her fear.

The whineincreased in loudness and rose in pitch. Then there was akind of ping and it changed,
beginning its descent. "We are past the cone,” Steviasaid. "It remains quiescent.”

"Relief," Aurabreathed.

The dowing continued, feding likefaling. Findly they cameto ahdt, and the portd opened.
They werethere.

A black man wasthere. "Gresting, travelers. All isin order?'
"Agreement,” Steviasad.
"Y our trade for the travel includes|odging and sustenance for the night, if you wish to accept it."

Augur wanted to say no; he wanted to get well clear of this scary black Chroma zone. But



Stevia spokefirgt. "Acceptance.”

The man showed them to a suite of chambers and shut them in. " Portals are kept closed
between uses," Steviaexplained. "For protection against a surprise inruption.”

"Concern,” Aurasaid. "Wouldn' it be safer in the next Chroma zone?'

"Negation. The next has no facilities, while thisoneiswell equipped. Observe." She went to the
lavatory chamber and stepped into the shower sphere, her clothing dissolving as she did. She was not
bothering to conced her nature from them, now that it had been exposed. Warm water cascaded
down on her body. "Few sations have thiskind of shower."

Augur saw her point; thiswas nice. They took turnsin the shower, and it was refreshing. They
did not bother to dress after it; instead they put their clothing into alaundry hamper, and it
disappeared for cleaning. Then Stevia demongtrated their dinner service: she spokeinto atube, and
soon asmal globe arrived with four complete medls. They were completely black, from potatoesto
wine, but were excdllent; the taste was normd.

"l think | am not used to this," Ini said from her chair. She was invisible except for thefood she
wastaking in; it outlined the upper portion of her dimentary tract before dowly dissolving into
fuzziness and fading out. Her body seemed to be weaving dightly.

"Thewing" Augur sad. "Itisintoxicaing.”

"So | discover. | liked the taste, but it seems stronger than | thought. | may becomeill.”

"Swae" Stevia sngpped.

"Present,” the succubus said in Ini'sbody. "I will handlethis." The body straightened and ceased
wavering. Evidently Swale was accustomed to wine, and had no problem with intoxication. " Of
course | would like some sex in exchangefor this service."

"Sincel can't have him, you might aswell," Steviasaid.

"Objection,” Aurasad.

"Suggestion,” Steviasaid. "Let Swale put Ini down for the night, and transfer to you.”

That notion intrigued Augur. He glanced at Aura.

"Acquiescence,” she said. Evidently she wasintrigued too.

In due course Ini was safely adeep on her bed, beyond the danger of illness. Swae, in Auras
body, joined Augur on his. "Favor," she murmured.

"We dready agreed,” he reminded her.

"Request: let meremain in control, but treet me as you would ared woman."



He paused, considering. The succubus wanted to act like areal woman? Shewaslike Ini in that
respect, wanting smple recognition for hersalf asa person, rather than as a performer. "Agreement.”

He madeloveto her, inleisurely fashion, and she responded cautioudy, as though not quite sure
how to do this. There was no compulsion, just adow accommodation. When at |ast they climaxed,
she kissed him with amuted intengity that was unlike Aura. "Gratitude," she breethed. Then sheléft;
he felt the change.

"Shewas like an innocent maiden,” Aurasaid. "Sheredlly haslittle experience with making love
rather than sex. It waswonderful feding with her.”

"Agreement,” he said. Then they dept.

In the morning they considered it again. "Aswe get to know those of other Chroma," Aurasaid,
"we find they are like usin basic respects. They have hopes and fears and desires despite their

megic.”

“Ini isunder her intelligence an innocent teen girl," he agreed. " Searching for true love, and fearful
shewont find it. But shewill."

"And even Svaelongsfor smilar fulfillment. Her obsesson with sex isin her nature, but she
longs for true love too. Isthere any hopefor her?!

"With an incubus?'

"She's atamed succubus; there may be no other like her. | think she'd rather have thelove of a
norma man. Lagt night, with you, she just floated, pretending she waslike me. | felt sorry for her.”

"Y ou have atender nature.”

"It came upon mewhen | met you."

They kissed, used the facilities, and emerged from their chamber to join the others. "Y ou're
right,” Augur told Stevia, asthey breskfasted on tasty black fruits and porridge. "Thislodging is better
than deeping outside where bandits lurk.”

Stevianodded. "I have had experience.”

"Curiogty,” Aurasad.

"1 am approximately two hundred and sixty five years of age. | achieved Glamor Satus at age
fifteen, and have not aged since. | have enormous Glamor powers, yet a heart | remain alondy girl in
search of love™”

"Youtoo!" Augur exclamed.

"1, and dl women." Stevias gray form faded, and the bright red form of the Glamor emerged.

Thiswasthefirst time Augur had fully seen it, and he was awed. Her face and form were perfect; she
was scintillatingly lovely. Beside her even Auralooked comparatively plain. "That iswhy | seek solace



anonymoudy in the arms of mortal men.”
"But thereare male Glamors," Aurasaid.

"And | have had intermittent affairswith them dl, over the centuries,” the Glamor agreed. "We
know and understand each other, and have no trouble relating, emotionally or physicaly. But it does
get monotonous. There are only so many times you can have sex with the same man without
exhauding the variations.”

Augur nodded. He had begun to see a pattern, even in the variety of sex Stevia had provided
fivetimes. Supposeit continued five hundred times? It would indeed get dull. "Regret,” hesaid. "Had |
known, | would not have fathomed your identity. That is—"

"Had you known that Stevia's secret needed to be maintained, you would haveleft it," the
Glamor said. "But | will find other innocent men. Thismerdly clarifiesmy nature. | must separate from

you soon anyway."

"Were amost therel” Aurasaid.

"Agreement. | will takeyou asfar as| can, and point theway, and leave you." She faced Augur.
"But if you encounter awilling maiden hereafter, and suspect sheis mein another guise, do not seek
to confirm your suspicion. | would dearly like to embrace you again, and | will not take you from
Aura"

"Ded," he agreed.

The red beauty faded, and the plump gray Chromawoman formed. "Actualy there are ways,"
Steviasad. "But they require more time and effort than we have to spare at present. | explored them
with Havoc, and it wasfun.”

"King Havoc?' Auraasked, surprised.

"She and my sexy sister Inetook on King Havoc together,” Ini said. "I received a stroke by
stroke description.” She shook her invisible head; the ribbon in her hair moved. "For days| dreamed
of being seduced by a Glamor. But that'simpossible, even were one interested in me.”

"Only if you know hisnature,” Augur reminded her.

"Andif | don't know, what isthe point?"

The dialogue lapsed. They completed the medl, then left the suite. "Appreciation,” Steviatold the
black attendant. "Y our hospitality isexcelent.”

"Wdcome"

They walked the short distance to the edge of the Chroma. "I shall no longer be so wary of
Black Chromazones," Aurasaid. "'l was superstitious.”

"All Chromaare ultimately smilar,” Steviasaid. "All volcanoes are smilarly dangerous, whether



they blow in or out. And al people are smilar under their colors.”
"Underganding.”

The adjacent nonChroma zone was thicker than usua. V olcanoes wereirregularly scattered
across the planet, so some were crowded close together while others were widely spaced, and the
nonChroma zones represented the regions where no magic color extended. They could be vanishingly
thin, or quite extensive.

They cameto aformidable mountain range that extended to either sde beyond the horizon. "This
istheregion,” Steviasaid. "It isapatch of land that would be a solid day'swalk across, wereit aflat
plain. Asitis, it cannot be walked; the peaks become sheer, and the cartographers record sheer cliffs.
It obvioudy hides a secret, Sinceit is proof against Glamors, and we suspect it isthe secret of the
origin of the dtars. Perhapsthisis where the materia was mined to make them. We doubt there are
dangerous animas or plants here, but we don't know."

"Weare specidigtsin plantsand animals,” Augur said. "We should be able to recognize their
natures.”

"One reason Havoc selected you for thismission. Find your way over or through these
mountainsto theinterior valey, and | will meet you when you return thisway. Parting.”

She faded out before they could acknowledge. The Red Glamor was gone.

* * *

Aurashook her head. "Confession: | was coming to depend on her protection and guidance.
Now | fed nervous.

"Agreement,” Ini said.

"And | wanted to learn more from her about sex,” Augur said.

Auraconsidered a sharp retort, but had learned enough recently to understand that he was
serious. Such knowledge did haveits place. "Maybeif she comesto you in another guise, you can
learnit.”

"Meanwhile, | supposel'll haveto settlefor you."

"Much more of that attitude, and you'll be settling for Ini." She caught hersdlf too late. "Apology,”
she said to the Air Chromawoman. " Affront not intended.”

"Needless. Y our implication was that he must not disparage you lest he be denied you.”
"Accuracy.”

They st off for the mountains, following what trace paths offered. It was obviousthat thiswas
sparsaly settled terrain. The way became rugged, and progress was sow.



"Assigance?' Swaeinquired from Ini.
"Can you spy out agood path ahead of us?* Aura asked.

"Simplicity. Provide amoment while| check." After amoment shewas back. "Thisway." Ini
moved out.

It was indeed improved. They wound around and over rocky outcrops, avoided aggressive
vegetation, and found aledge leading upward. "Thisleads to a cave that may go through the
mountain,” Swaesaid. "l was unableto exploreit asaspirit; | think there are barriers. When you
enter, | shal haveto stay body-bound, or leave you. Preference?”

"Usemy body," Aurasaid promptly. At first she had been diffident about the succubus, but
familiarity had reassured her, and the sesson of gentle sex with Augur had abolished any remaining
doubt. Swale was ahighly sexua person, but a person nevertheless.

"Ormine" Ini said. "Will you befixed in onefor the duration, or can you transfer?"

"I can trangfer, but only with your cooperation. Y ou must make physica contact with each
other."

"Then remain with Ini, and tell me when you wish to bewith me.”

Even with the way clarified, it was no easy trek. It was midday, and they were hot and tired by
the time they achieved the cave. It did seem to be their destination; it looked unnatural, its Sdes being
smooth and with afaint phosphorescence. They could seeitsinterior, which curved on theleve into
the mountain.

"Crafted,” Augur said. "Thisis meant to be entered.”

"Crafted,” Auraagreed. "But asan aid to travel, or asatrap for the unwary?'

"1t would seem pointlessto set up atrap where no folk go,” Ini said. "Or to make an opening
that is not supposed to be used. Easier smply to let the mountain balk intruders, if passageisto be
denied.”

Aurawasn't sure of that, but had no better case to make. Of course there was danger; they
were entering aregion forbidden to Glamors. It was bound to be achallenge, of what nature they

could not know.

The cave opened into achamber with five passages|eading directly into the mountain. "Definitely
crafted,”" Auramurmured. "But which one are we to take?"

"Try themdl," Augur suggested.
"Caution,” Ini said. "We need to judge: crafted for what? This could be aseve.”

"Question?" Auraasked.



"A seve sortsthing by size or type. These seem to be passages intended for human beings or
crestures of amilar Sze, but we can't be surewhat their sdlectioniis. | think we need to find additional
information.”

"There are marks above the passages,” Augur said. "Each one different.”

"Those may bethekey,” Ini agreed. "It could be atest for sapience.”

Aurastudied the marks. They were smplelines. Thefirst passage on the left had asingle vertical
line. The second had two lines crossing, forming an X. Thethird had three lines crossing imperfectly,
forming asmal trianglein the center. The fourth one had no mark. Thefifth had five lines crossing
imperfectly, forming afive-pointed Star.

"Why isone missng?' Auraasked.

"Erased?' Augur asked.

Ini peered closdly at the place. "Negation. This surface is untouched. There was never afigure
here"

"There must be reason—or meaning,” Aurasaid. "Thismust offer the hint. It should be a set of
lines crossing with asmal squarein the center.”

"Agreement,” Ini said. "Asariddle, it iselementary. But by itsdf it ssems meaningless.”

"Soweexplore,” Augur said. "l see no indication thet there are trgpslikefaling ceilings,
presumably we are intended to scout the region and draw a conclusion.”

They checked each of the passages. Four were dead ends, going nowhere. Only the unmarked
oneled to the next chamber.

"1 wonder if thisisagame?' Aurasaid. "A puzzle we need to figure out, to win."

"Only intellects of acertain leve are partid to games,” Augur said. "Even competitive games, like
chess or anagrams, can be phrased as puzzles. We will prove our fitness by solving it."

"Andif wearenot fit?' Auraasked.
He shrugged. "Wewon't get through.”

She hoped it was that Ssmple. Some mysteries had deadly answers. But they seemed to have
little choice. They took the passage to the next chamber.

That chamber had five more exits, dso marked with smdl symbols. They were formed of marks
of equa length, again: two lines parald, three forming atriangle, four forming asguare, and five
forming a pentacle. Asbefore, one was unmarked. But the symbols were not in progressive order;
they were random.

"Now we haveariddle" Ini said. "All these passages seem to go somewhere. Surely four are



wrong. How do we know which oneisright?'
"Maybe the unmarked one, as before,” Augur suggested.
"Perhaps the fourth one from the | eft, as before,” Aurasaid.
"Or the one marked with the four lined symbol—the square,” Ini said. "Asimplied before.”

They nodded. "The random order of the symbolsthistime suggeststhat astraight left right
progressionisnot vaid,"” Augur said.

"And the unmarked oneis not the same one asbefore,” Aurasaid. "That suggests that that ruleis
dsoinvdid"

"Which leavesthe square,” Ini said. "We had to establish its nature, then search it out, applying
intelligent selection. Does this make sense?”!

"A deve" Auraagreed. "A sdection for intelligence. Mere animaswould be unlikely to grasp it,
if they even noticed the symbols.”

"We can exploredl of them, again,” Augur said. "Just to be sure.”

"l wonder." Ini peered down the passage without a symbol. Just before it curved out of sight,
there was a barred gate on avertical hinge at one side. "That appears to be arotary mechanism. Does
it move both ways?'

Augur walked to the gate and pushed it without following. It swung forward, and a second gate
swung out behind it. "A rotary gate," he said. He caught the second and pulled it backwards. It
baked. "Oneway."

"Sowedon't explore al passages, thistime," Aurasaid. "We haveto guessright thefirgt time."

"Surprise” Ini said dryly. "But | prefer not to guess. We don't know where the wrong ones lead.
It could beto the outside, or to abailing fissure.

"Thefissure would stop a person from going outside, returning to the entrance, and trying
another passage, negating the selective process,” Augur said. " So danger seemslikely.”

"In any event, we want to go together,” Aurasaid.
"Agreement!" Augur said, touching her hand.
"What does Swalethink?' Auraasked Ini.

"I'm not sure what would happen to meif my host died while | waslocked in," Swalesvoice
answered. "'l want to survive, and | think that ismore likely asagroup.”

"Together," Aurarepested, satisfied.



They reviewed their theories, and concluded that the most likely correct answer was the square.
With a certain trepidation, they waked down the passage as agroup. They passed the rotary gate
and followed the curving passage to anew chamber.

Thisonewas different. It had just two passages going on, and one of those showed daylight
beyond another turngtile. They could leave if they chose, and perhaps could return a another time.
The other was blocked by—an dtar.

"Thisiswhat we camefor,” Ini said. "Or aconfirmation that it is here: the secret of the origin of
thedtars”

They studied the dtar. It was roughly cubic in shape, with 18 small pockets at the top. All were
empty. They could see that there was a squared off passage beyond it, just large enough for the altar
tofitin.

They tried to movethe dtar out of the way, but could get no grasp onit; it could not be pulled,
and they could not get behind it to push it out. It seemed that the only way to move it wasinto the

passage.

They considered. "It seemswe can leave, or push,” Augur said. "So we had better push." He put
his hands on the side of the altar opposite the passage and pushed. The dtar didn't budge.

Aurajoined him. When they braced and pushed together, suddenly the cube moved into the
passage and stopped.

"Now it'struly blocked,"” Aurasaid.

"We don't know how far the passageis,” Augur said. "Presumably it goes somewhere. We
merely have to push the dtar into the next chamber and get around it.”

"Asatest of strength, thismay be gpt,” Ini said. "Asariddieit ssemslessso."

"We must havefaith that thereisaway through,” Aurasad. "Even if we have to do some hard
labor.”

"Perhaps | should take aturn a pushing,” Ini said.

"Welcome," Augur said, standing aside.

Auraand Ini put their shouldersto the cube and shoved. To Auras surprise, it moved forward
another square, though she was sure that Ini did not have Augur's strength. Apparently any two
pushers sufficed; it might be amatter of position and balance as much as power.

"Maybe this represents a salection for number,” Augur said. "Two people rather than one.”

Now a space opened to theright. The floor here was dark and polished, in contrast to that of

the prior chamber and passage. There was another polished space beside the cube, and a short
passage extended from it, to theright.



"1t seems we have found the way through,” Aurasaid.

The passage to the right led them to a second dtar in its own chamber. There was another
passage to the left, then left again, bringing them to athird dtar Sitting in the middle of achamber.
There was a passage |eading back toward the chamber with the polished floor, and it was clear that
the second dtar could be pushed in that direction. Beyond it was another square passage, which
turned left, bringing them to afourth dtar in its own chamber.

That was all. There was no other exit from the linked chambers, except the way they had
entered.

They considered. "There seemsto be no point in going back,” Augur said. " So there must be
something we have yet to understand.”

"And that would be the next riddliein the Seve," Aurasaid. "Four dtars, acentra polished
section, connected chambers. What can we make of this?'

"The polished squares are the same Size asthe bases of the atars,” Ini said. "Perhapsthey are
supposed to rest on those squares.”

"We could push them there," Augur said. "There is no agpparent reason, but maybe the selection
isfor those who are able to think beyond the obvious.”

"Agreement,” Ini said. "The three polished squares form a pattern that can be completed by the
sguare our first cube is on. We have but to push the other three into their places.”

"But the dtar we firgt placed blocks the access of the one opposite,” Aurasaid. "We need to
push it back asguare.”

"Whereit will block the dtar to the left," Augur said.

"So it seemsthat we have another riddle,” Ini said. "How to push the cubesin place. Perhapswe
should makeamap.”

They sketched a crude map on the polished floor. It showed the four polished squares, and four
passages leading out to the four dtarsas origindly placed. Now it was clear that all could be pushed
in from the outside, but that the manner of the placements mattered. If they did it wrong, the figure
could not be completed.

They numbered the dtars 1 to 4, clockwise from the first one they had pushed in. The pattern
would have been smpleto completeif they had not pushed #1 in prematurely—but they had had to
do that to get into the chamber. Now they were stuck with it interfering with the other placements.

"| fathomit," Ini said. "Place #2 firt, in the southwest spot. Then push #1 back to the spot it
crossed tolet usin.”

"But that will block our exit,” Aura protested.

"We don't want to go that way anyway," Augur reminded her. "Then we can place the other



two, and it isdone."

They got to work. Augur and Auragot behind atar #2 and pushed it across the southwest
sguare and to the southeast one. This blocked their prior route, so they backtracked around the
outside to pass atar #3 and go down the passage to reach altar #1. Ini remained behind. "Are you
there?" Augur called.

"Affirmation," she called back.

They pushed, and the block did into place. This reopened the way through the center. They
walked back to dtar #3 as Ini walked around to join them. They pushed it into place, right where #1
had been before.

Then they went around to push dtar #4 into place, completing the pattern.

There was amelodic sound, and the four blocks faded out. In their place was acircular stairway
winding down.

"It seems we passed thetest,” Ini said, pleased.

So indeed it seemed. Aurawas relieved; she had not been sure of their course, but this
confirmed it. They had redlized that they needed to move the blocks, and figured out how, and done
it. But why did this elaborate setup exist, and who had made it? The makers of the dtars?

The stairsled to anew and larger chamber. Four dtarswerein it, more or less dong the far
wall. Two were blocking the exit passages.

"We have learned how to play thisgame,” Ini said. "Now, | suspect, comes the serious
chdlenge.”

They took time to check the situation before doing anything. The problem was that they could
not see down the passages aslong asthe dtars were there, and if they pushed them into the passages
they would be committed, right or wrong.

Ini made another map. They pored over it. "Look," Augur said. "Move this one south, and that
makes a place to move that one south without blocking. That opens one passage, and we can go
down it and see where it leads, before committing.”

They did 0. It led to a passage parale to the wall of the chamber, connecting with the other
blocked passage. It went on to another chamber where there was a placement square. That was
where the atars were supposed to go.

It was dtill tricky to figure out the exact movements necessary to move the cubes without
blocking up, but they worked carefully and got them to the receiving section, one by one. Auratook a
break after the third while Augur and Ini went back for the last one. Thiswas wearing work!

She gazed around the second chamber. There was another exit to the outside, perhaps for those
who were unable to solve the puzzle. They had no need of that; the problem wasn't that hard. Then,
idly, she practiced her illusion penetration. The chamber, passages, and dterswerered, of course;



they had been working directly with these. So therewas noillusion here.

Then her gaze fell on the remaining square for the last dtar. The floor was not polished there.
How could that be? They had just been moving the dtars there because the squares were polished.

She blinked and looked again, and the polish regppeared. It wasillusion!

The lagt dtar came diding down the passage toward her, Augur and Ini hidden behind it. "Halt!"
she cried. "We're making amistake."

They peered around the cube on either sde. "Question?' Augur asked.
"Come look at thefourth pot. It'silluson.”

He came and looked. "Confirmation. | never thought to questioniit.”

They pushed the other blocks off their spots. None of them were polished.
"You'resure?' Ini asked. "They look polished to me.”

Auralaughed. ™Y ou can makeillusion, but can't seethroughit.”

"Accuracy. Only Glamors and changelings can penetrateit, like my sister Ino.” She paused.
"Thisisasevefor changdingd Anillusontrick that norma humanswould be deceived by."

"The nature of the selection iscoming clear,” Augur said.

"With distressing specificity,” Auraagreed. "This passageisalowing only avery specid
contingent to pass.”

They checked around, and found an acove with four rea placements. To Ini they were ordinary
floor; now theillusion was of floor, covering the polish. That made quite certain that no
non-changeling would be successful, even if suspecting thetrick.

They moved the dtars to the correct site. They merged and faded, and another stair appeared,
thisone winding up. They followed it, and in due course emerged to the light of declining day—on the
other sde of the mountains.

Now they saw across avast cdderato the far sde of the ring of mountains. Colored plumes
hovered in parts of the depression. Plants grew there in abundance, and many birdswerein evidence,
That made sense, Auraredized: birds could fly over the mountains and get insde, while most animals
could not. So thiswas aprivate paradise of birds of many types.

"Where do we go now?" Augur asked.

"Probably to the center,” Ini said. "That's the obvious place.”

Aurasaw asmall round peak in the center. That disturbed her, though she wasn't sure why.
"Caution."



Augur glanced a her. "Quegtion?”

"There's something | don't like about this. | want to understand my concern before we proceed.”
"Acquiescence,” Ini said dubioudy.

That doubt nettled Aura. "Ask Swae."

| am here, Svalethought. | am able to travel again, at least within thisvalley. May | join
you?

Aurathought an affirmation, and was aware of the succubus entering her body. She did thisvia
the vagina and the womb, where her main portion stayed; from there she could reach out to take
control of the host body if invited to do so. The womb made sense; it was close to the Site of sexual
activity that the succubus related to so ardently.

So what's your answer? Aurainquired.

Thisvalley is strange. | have never seen one quite likeit. | agree that we should
understand it before proceeding into it; it could be dangerous.

"Swae agreeswith me" Auraannounced.

Augur shrugged. "We can camp here, perhaps within the tunnel; | think no creature will bother
usthere”

"Appreciation.”

They made camp, and ate from their knapsack supplies. They sat gazing out at the darkening
centra valey. It waslike agreat pool, alake, ases, filling in from below. It was deepest in the center,
except from the lone round hill there. That dark searose as the night thickened, until it [apped at the
steep dliffsof thering of mountains.

"Volcano!" Ini exclamed. "Thisisagiant caderal”

And that wasit, Aurarealized. Thering of mountains—the remnant of the cone of agiant
volcano. But what amongter! It would take a person aday to walk acrossit. She had never seena

conethat big, never imagined one. Thiswas avesome.

"The point in the center,” Ini said. "That could be the result of new eruptions, starting over after
themain blast. Intimeit could build up to the Sze of the origind..”

"What Chroma?' Augur asked.

That stumped them. There was no color near the center point. In fact, the center appeared to be
nonChroma. It floated like an idand above the pool of shadow.

Swal e borrowed Aura's mouth. "'l never heard of anonChromavolcano."



"NonChroma!" Ini exclaimed. "Oxymoron."

"Isit?" Augur asked. "Now that we know magic exists aso in nonChroma zones, why not
volcanoesto feed it?"

"The Cartographers have never recorded a nonChromavolcano,” Ini said. "'l have observed
Counter Charm though my lens, and seen none there either. NonChromaiswhat exissswhen thereis
no Chroma, by definition.”

"What about the past?' he argued. "This caderais ancient, dating from long before the time of
man'sarriva a Charm. Maybe in the early days of the planet, there were nonChroma eruptions, just
asonour origin world of Earth."

"Earth's volcanoes are Science Chroma," Ini said.

"But not white," he said. "So at least one kind of magic is possible without Chroma. Maybe it
wassmilar here

Now that her concern had been supported, Aurafound herself questioning it. "'l saw color
around the edges of the valley—the caldera. That suggests that there are Chroma here. How could
they be venting within the cone of anonChromavolcano?'

And now that her skepticism was being supported, Ini dso argued the other sde. "As Augur
says, thiscrater isancient. Volcanoes change dl the time; every day thereis some starting,
somewhere on the two planets, and old ones going quiescent. That's why the Cartographers haveto
congtantly revise their maps. So the huge nonChroma vent could have disappeared, and now
otherChromaare invading. There has certainly beentimeto doiit.”

"Doubt," Swale said. "Thiswas the biggest cone ever imagined on the planet. It must have had
an immense reservoir of magma. How could that dissipate so completey?"

"Intime," Augur said. "In sufficient time, the universe can change.”

"Y et there isanew cone forming in the center. That suggeststhat the magmaremains.”

"And no Chromain the center," he said. "The nonChroma could have been blasted out across
the planet, exhaugting itself, and now only atiny fraction remains. So the Chromainvadesthe

perimeter.”

That seemed viable. The discussion lgpsed, and they settled for the night. "Depart?' Swae
asked.

"Can you inhabit abody without governing it sexualy?' Augur asked.
"To adegree. My very presence enhances a body's sexuality, even if | do not govern.”
Auraremembered the effect, when she had been with Ini. "Stay," she said.

"But do not govern,” Augur said.



Then they made love, asthey had to, for the succubus's nature did make it urgent. It was Aura
doing it, albait with greater intengity than normal. 1t was as though she was walking, but somehow
taking running steps; she was buoyed, so that her dight reactions became significant ones. She could
tell that Augur was reacting Smilarly, whether because of her enhanced responses, or direct
overlapping by Swale's spirit. Overdl, it was very nice.

For me also. | feel almost as though | am feminine rather than sexual. | could acquire the
taste.

Aurasmiled in the darkness, acknowledging.
Then they dept, and it continued nice.

In the morning they watched the greet shadow seadiminish to alake asthe light spilled over the
perimeter and brightened. The lake shrank, until it was merely apool around the center point, and
findly evaporated entirely.

It wastimeto hike. "I want to reach it well before night,” Aurasaid.

They st off acrossthe cadera, which wasfairly even apart from its gradual dope down to the
center. Hocks of tri-beaked birds were foraging and nesting, hardly spooked by the intruders; it was
evident that they had never been hunted. They were of different colors, reflecting the smal Chroma
vents of their spot regions; thiswas amini-world, with Chroma zones ranging from severa hundred
pacesin diameter to barely an arm-spread across. Aura had never seen such small ones, and was
consderably intrigued.

"Plants of many Chroma," Augur remarked. He of course was naticing the things of his specidlty,
as she was noticing those of hers.

"And afew rats" Ini said asasix legged one ran acrosstheir path. "They must have made their
way through the caves, too smdl to be balked by the blocks."

"| can rangethisregion,” Swae sad with Aurasvoice. "l find no larger animals. Thisisa
paradisefor birds."

They came up againgt alarger Chroma patch, thisone black. "Let'sgo around it," Aurasaid.

They skirted it, and that wasjust aswell, because it had asmal inruption while they watched.
Black dirt and stones sucked down into the hole, and acloud of dust formed and funneled down too.
Then it was over asfast asit had begun, and the air sweeping in to the vacuum swirled chaotically,
dirring up more dust.

"If | haveto bethiscloseto aninruption,” Augur said, "that'sthekind | prefer.”

But the experience started Aura thinking again. Eruptions brought magic out from the depths of
the planet; inruptions sucked material back below. How could there be such acycle, where there had
been a monstrous nonChroma zone? Other Chromamight have leaked in from outside, but how could
avacuum legk in?



She gazed ahead at the small mountain they were headed for. It did not look like avolcano,
ether current or extinct. It looked like afused pile of rocks. Where could they have come from?

Itisinert, Swaethought. No volcanic activity, and | think there never was.
Then Aurasuffered arevdation. "Thisisnot a cadera—it'san impact crater!”

"Confirmation!" Ini exclaimed. "I knew there was something wrong with it, but not what. The
center isthe debristhrown up in the heat of the aftershock.”

" So there were no giant nonChromavolcanoes," Augur said. "That explains much.”
"There must have been many impacts of many szes”" Ini said. "All over the planet. Then astime
passed, these became fewer, and the vol canoes took over, obliterating most of the prior traces. But

there was no mgjor Chroma pocket in this region, so the remnant of the crater remains.”

"And whoever st up the dtarsused it asabase,” Aurasaid. "It is safe from molestation by the
wrong people.”

"Or they madeit safe," Augur said. "Using Glamor-proof wards, and perhaps seding off any
other routes over or through the mountains.”

"Question,” Aurasaid. "Thisisancient. How could it have been made Glamor-proof before
Glamors existed?'

The others paused to stare at her. "Bafflement,” Augur said. "There must be more here than we

But Ini wasonit. "This must have been fashioned in connection with the Glamors someone knew
were coming. So the way was prepared, but the Glamors themsalves were barred. Whoever set this
up knew the nature of what wasto come.”

"That would be precognition,” Augur said. "Has there ever been evidence of such magic?'

"Not that we know of. But maybe they merely put in place instruments that would cause
Glamorsto develop, without actudly seeing the future.”

"And now we come to fathom their secret,” Aurasaid.

"Nervousness” Ini said.

"Agreement,” Augur sad.

They forged on, avoiding most mini Chroma zones, passing through the Red, Blue, or Invisble
ones, and watching out for bird colonies or dangerous plants. They reached the center mound by

noon.

It was certainly no volcano. Fused glassy rock rose up in apointed peak rather higher than it
had looked from adistance. A closed round porta was set in the base. They had merely to dide off a



pand and pull asmall lever to rleaseit. Thelock swung open, admitting them to the interior.
Inside was achamber containing asingle dtar. That wasall.
They consdered it. "Confusion,” Augur said. "'l expected more.”
"Disgppointment,” Ini said.
"There hasto bemore," Aurasaid. "We have but to fathomiit.”

They waked around the dtar. It seemed exactly like the ones they had pushed through the
chambers. It had eighteen small pockets on top, al of them empty.

"Conjecture,” Ini said. "Other atars contained single Glamor ikons. They were in chambersvery
near active volcano cones, to be near the sources of their power. Perhaps this was intended to
contain anonChroma Glamor ikon, but there were no nonChroma Glamors at the time, so it remained
unused.”

"Belief?" Augur asked.

Ini Sghed. "Negation. There were no Chroma Glamors either, at the time. This surely has some
other purpose.”

"Y ou mentioned aloom,” Aurasaid. "That acted like an ikon, but with no Glamor attached.”

"Themagicloom,” Ini agreed. "The Ladies Ennui and Aspect, and the girl Nonce who carries
it—they are weaving amagic tapestry map onit. It iswhat may be amap of a section of Planet
Counter-Charm, where perhaps something important lies.”

"Amazement!" Augur said.

"Awe, for me," Ini said. "I have studied Counter-Charm, and long to learn more about it. The
Glamors may go therein quest of their origin, and may take me with them. Absolute longing! But the

relevanceto thisatar isuncertain.”

"Point,” Aurasaid. "Could this ater belike theloom?With some particular purposeit will take
time to understand?'

"We must undergtand it now," Augur said. "Once we leaveit, it will betoo lateto useit.”
"Unlessit isanother ikon,” Aurasaid.
The others stared at her.

"Surmise” Ini said. "If itis, it will convert to portable form." She touched the dtar with her
gloved hand. Nothing happened. She removed the glove and tried again.

The dtar disappeared. In her invisble hand was atiny replicaof it, the samein detail.



"So we can takeit with us," Augur said.

"And understand it later,” Auraagreed.

"Confirmation,” Ini said. Then after apause. "Complication.”

"Question?' Auraasked.

"Theikons affect their bearers. They give them protection, a suggestion of Glamor powers, and
may become attached to particular persons so that others can't handle them. Who should carry this
one?'

"Y ou don't wish to?" Augur asked.

"Privilege. But | understand they also arouse sexud appetite.”

Then Swale spoke with Ini'svoice. "Confirmation. She's getting hot aready. Problem?’ Of
course the succubus saw it as an asset rather than aliability.

Auralaughed. "Borrow Augur!”

Augur averted his gaze. Auraknew he was not averse, but did not wish to suggest that he
wanted any woman other than Aura hersalf. She could handle that; she liked Ini. So Augur would be
having alot of sex on the return journey; he would survive.

"Perhaps you or he should carry it,” Ini said.

"Doubt," Aurasaid. "Augur and | are evenly matched, both being changelings and of an age.
Powers added by an ikon would distort our relationship. But you it would help.”

"Acquiescence,” Ini said. Her hand holding the ikon became visible. "It isacting like a Chroma
gem, restoring my home Chromamagic.”

"Deserved reward,” Aurasaid. "Now let's return to the rim before nightfall. 1 think our misson
has been accomplished.”

Chapter 4-Tapestry

Ennui paused, gazing at the expanding tapestry. "We are dmost out of yarn," she said.

The Lady Aspect nodded. "Havoc saysthat Ini ison her way back, with Red Chroma Augur
and Blue Chroma Aura, and another ikon. He wants usto delay our quest for yarn until they arrive, in
casethereisinteraction between the ikons.™

"Understanding. But | confess| hateto delay on thiseven aday.”

"Commiseration. The tapestry wantsto be made.”



They endured the ddlay, and in afew daysthe dtar party arrived. Ini carried theikon, which was
inthe form of asmall dtar, and it showed: she was visible and had a certain hungry sex apped despite
her plain face and body. Ennui understood exactly how that was.

They met with King Havoc and Queen Gale: the three of them working on the Tapestry, the
three who had fetched the Altar, Symbol, and Swale. Nine people and a succubus spirit intent on
fathoming the mystery of the origin of the Glamors. The three roya babies were present a so,
aternately nursang on Gale or Symbol, gazing at thefolk in the room, or ngpping. When they were
active, Havoc entertained Weft, so that each baby had one adult to be with. Symbol wasn't a Glamor,
but Flame liked her well enough and gave her no trouble.

Ini introduced Augur of the Red Chromaand Auraof the Blue Chroma, both of whom Gale had
hel ped save from execution. They were both handsome changelings. She reported on their trek to find
the dtar ikon, which had turned out to bein ahuge ancient impact crater, an isolated region largely
isolated from the rest of the planet.

"Mini-Chromazones?' Gale asked, intrigued.

"With mini-Chroma plant and bird communities” Ini agreed. "Too small to have much effect on
ther neighbors™

"Let'sseethisdtar,” Havoc said.

Ini brought the ikon from her mouth, and set it on thefloor. It expanded to full dtar size. "Itis
clearly amagic ikon," she said. "But we have not fathomed what its purposeis.”

The group clustered around it. Neither Havoc nor Gale were able to touch it; it was proof
againg Glamors. But it did not seem to do anything.

"When | carry the loom ikon,” Nonce said, "It guides me where it wants me to go. We expect to
be guided to find more magic yarn, to complete the tapestry. Doesthe dtar ikon have any smilar
effect?'

"None," Ini said. "It protects me and animates me, but leads me nowhere."

"Let'sseeif it rdatesto theloom," Havoc said. "Fetch the loom."

"l haveit here," Nonce said. "Weran out of yarn, so had no need for the full szeloom." She
stepped back, removing the ikon from her mouth. She set it down next to the altar, and stepped back.

Thefull loom appeared, larger than the atar but less solid. The partia tapestry wason it.

Sideby sde, the two magic items glowed. There was the sound of faint music. It was asif they
were recognizing each other. Then the effect faded and both were quiescent.

Havoc nodded. "We have moreto learn. Altar crew, remain at the palace and study it. Loom
crew, go whereit leads. These mysterieswill alow usto unravel them when they areready.” He
grimaced. "Meanwhile, therest of uswill get on with running the kingdom."



Weft squirmed, and he amended his statement. "And raising fine children.” The baby relaxed,
satisfied. Thelittle Glamors did not yet speak, but seemed to pick up on thoughts. They were eerily
precocious.

Symbol smiled. "He's got three remarkabl e babies, two sexy women, dl the power of the planet,
and hefedsconfined.”

"Undergtlanding,” Augur said. He was the only other man in the room. "Adventureis better.”

"Typica men," Aurasaid. "Augur had endless sex with two women, a succubus, and a Glamor,
and he's bored too."

"Let'sleave these dull creatures and get drunk,” Havoc said to Augur.

"Enthusiasm,” the red man agreed.

Thetwo left the chamber.

"Fake" Gaesad. "A Glamor can't get drunk, and Havoc didn't do it when he was morta.”

"Augur neither,” Auraagreed. They al laughed.

Soon Ennui and Aspect went to see Havoc. She had accessto him at any time, both ashis
secretary and his oath friend. "We haveto go find moreyarn,” she said. "Thismay take sometime

away from the palace. Can you spare us?'

"Not readily," Havoc said. "'l depend on both of you to steer me right, in decision and protocol. |
have little competence for kingship."

"Y ou have competence,” Aspect said. "What you lack istaste for it."

He nodded. "I need both of you as | need Gale and Symboal, only in different ways. Suggestion:
I'll go find the yarn; you remain here to run the kingdom."”

Both smiled. "Understanding,” Ennui said. "But negation. We have theloom ikon to lead us, and
we know how to useit. Y ou can't touch it."

"Agreement.” He sighed. "Go, ladies. Return soon.”

"Love" Agpect sad. "Parting.”

"Parting,”" Ennui echoed.

He reached out and caught them both around their waists, drawing them into him. The ikons
resisted, but allowed this. He kissed each on the cheek, with evident effort; it was not easy for himto
touch them. "Love," hesad. "Parting.”

They found themsalvesin the hall. Ennui wasreding. "He said 'Love," she bresthed.



"And 'Parting," Aspect agreed. "But | know what you mean. We're his mother's age.”

"It must be theikon. It not only makesmefed sexy, it linksmeto him. | fed so guilty.”

"For what?'

"Asif you didn't know!"

"Asif | didn't know," Aspect echoed. "But we must bear in mind two things: we can never touch
him that way aslong aswe bear theikons, and it isthe ikonsthat turn us on, not our natural

inclinations. So we should fed neither threat nor guilt. Heis surely oblivious, let'sleave him that way."

"Agreement!" Ennui found hersdf flushing. "He meant friendship love, not passion.” But till she
fdtlikeateen girl after her first seriouskiss,

"We must bid parting to Gae and Symboal."
They went to the baby chamber and knocked. "Welcome, Ladies!” Gale called.

At the moment the babieswere quiet. "We must seek yarn,” Ennui explained. "For the tapestry.
We may be gone sometime. We cameto bid parting.”

"It isaworthy misson,” Gale said. "Do you need guards?’

"Negation; that would end privacy. Well travel as On and Speck. The ikons protect us."
"Advice" Symbal said. "Theikons do more than protect. Use them to advantage.”
"Quegtion?" Aspect asked.

"They turn you on sexually, and make you sexualy gppedling. Y ou could seduce arandom man
amogt asreadily as| could.”

"Doubt," Ennui protested. But she suspected it wastrue.

" Anonymous travel meansyou must pay your way," Symbol continued. "Not every Chromaman
will be satisfied with cooking or housecleaning. Usethe universal offering: no fault. It is expected of
nubiletravelers.”

"l am beyond nubility,” Ennui said, feding theflush rising again.

"Not any more. With proper expertise you will have no trouble.

"I'mforty oneyearsold”

"Not any more,” Symbol repeated. ™Y our body isthirty, pushing twenty nine, and rarely formed.
Y ou have but to show it, and the terms of travel are yoursto set.”

"Diddief."



"Demongtration. Y ou know how | am formed, but | can't show you nudity." She glanced at
Gde. "Show?'

Gale stood and removed her robe, quickly nude. Her pregnancy did not yet show. Shewas as
shapely ayoung woman asany inthecity.

"Now the two of you," Symbol said. "Before the mirror.”

"Protest,” Ennui said.

But Aspect understood the demonstration. "Withdrawn," she said, removing her own clothing.

Overruled, Ennui did the same. Soon the three of them stood before the large wall mirror.

Ennui gasped. They were three beauties, ayoung one and two mature ones. All had dender
bodies and outstanding breasts. The main differences were in the faces and hair. She had thought she
would be ashamed to stand nude beside a beauty like Gale, but she had become remarkably comely.
That was of course why Symbol had set this up: to show the two older women just how far theikons
hed taken them. Certainly it was magic.

"Some adjustments,” Symbol said. She put her fingersto Ennui's hair and removed the combs
that bound it into abun. Her dark tresses dropped loosely to her waist, half masking her breadts.
Aspect did the same with her hair. Ennui's hair had been somewhat lusterless; now it was lustrous,
faling in slken hanks. Aspect's hair had been good; now it was perfect.

Thefiguresin the mirror looked even more smilar. They werethreesirens,

"And makeup," Symbol continued, applying it to Ennui's face. In amoment her eyes were darker
and larger, her lips prominent. She could be aking's dancer. Aspect, doing the same, was smilar.

"Amazement." Y et her appearance merdly reflected the way shefdt. "I was never likethis"

"Theikonsare potent,” Aspect said. "They have been working on us both, restoring me,
enhancing you. Y ours has indeed made of you the woman you never were."

"Now moveit,” Symbol said, demonstrating with aflourish of her swathed hips. Aspect readily
emulaed her, remembering her youthful beauty, but Ennui couldn't.

"Theknees" Gaesad. "They power the hips.”

Ennui bent her kneesin turn, and saw her hipsflaunt in the mirror. It was astonishingly sexy.
Could thet redly be her?

"Try therear,” Symbol said, giving her ahand mirror and turning her to face awvay from thewall
mirror. "Do the knees again, and watch."

Ennui held the mirror so that she could see the reflection of her backside as she moved. Her
back was narrow, her hips remarkably wider, and her legs were impossibly shapely. Suddenly her
bottom flexed, radiating sex apped. "That can't be mel" But it was. It was like adream of



transformation, and she half expected to wake at any moment.

"Buttressed by theright clothing, you will beakiller," Symbol said approvingly. She got to work
onit.

"But we need to be anonymous,”" Ennui said. "This—thiswill make of usatour of courtesans.

"Masked by dingy outer robes," Symbol said. “Now when you approach the proprietor of a
Chromatransport, bear in mind that he will be intrigued by your nonChroma appearance. Chroma
men love to have sex with otherChroma and nonChromawomen, just for the novelty. So you should
show very little, and that briefly, until the ded ismade. A little goesavery long way, when you have

such abody.”

"But to—to solicit strange men for sex—I could never do that," Ennui said.
"Onedoesit subtly,” Symbol said. "Pretend you are aman for amoment. Gale?'

Gale, now fully dressed, came to stand before Ennui. "'l need to crossthis Chromazone. | have
little to offer in trade." But her robe had fallen partly open, reveding the shadowed contour of one full
breast.

"And the man will say he has abetter idea,” Symbol said as Gale inconspicuoudy drew her robe
closed. "You will demur at first, but not strongly, and soon allow him to persuade you to acquiesce to
his suggestion. Y ou never openly solicited him. Y ou don't need to.”

"But dill—to sl sex—"

"It isexpected,” Symbol repeated. "No fault can be agreat tool. Women with your forms can do
quitewdl, and there will be no complaints.

"But sex!"
"Which iswhat the ikon ismaking usdesire," Aspect reminded her. "We want to be wanton."

It wastrue. They wanted to travel anonymoudly, and thiswas the way it was done. And it would
alow them to indulge passions that were becoming overwhelming. Already Throe, agood man, was
aurfeit, being unable to satisfy her completely, and she knew it was similar with Aspect and Chief.
Nonce had less trouble, because while the loom was full Sze it wasn't enhancing her, but when she
carried it asanikon, it would. To travel without men would be asking for trouble, unlessthey had a
plan to handleit. And they had to get more yarn. Thiswould get the job done.

Consderably educated, they postponed their journey until morning. That gave them onelast
night'sfling with their men, and afew more hoursto adjust to the notion of serious no fault traveling.

Y et they wererestless. Their men, thoroughly satisfied, were deeping, but the women were ill
up. "l fed nostalgiafor the paace, and we haven't even left it yet,” Ennui said.

"Agreement. | find mysdlf pondering who will perform our functionswhile we are absent.”



"And | find mysdf pondering whether we redlly should keep our secret from Havoc.”
Aspect smiled. "Let's choose our successors, and tell Havoc.”
"L et's be naughty, and tell Havoc about our secret passion for him.”

Aspect agreed. Perhaps, with luck, they would succeed in shocking him. They departed for the
roya chamber, mentaly sgnaling their intention to meet him so that he could see them privately if he
wished.

Later, satisfied that they had surprised Havoc and nudged him in two new directions, they
returned to their beds and dept. It had been naughty fun.

In the morning the three of them set out, wearing rather dingy robes over rather tight ouitfits.
Their hair was caught up in dull efficient hanksthat could readily beloosed to let it flow at need. They
crossed the moat, as some called it, and walked to a staging area. Nonce guided them; the loom
knew whereto find what it needed.

When they were clear of other company, Nonce raised aquestion. "The loom ikon makes me
fed sexy asanything. When | carry it in my mouth, | want kissing or oral sex. When | wear it between
my breasts, | want to smother a man with them. When | have it near my crotch, | want straight raw

penetration.”
"Familiarity," Ennui said.

"Here'sthe thing: if were going to have sex with men to pay our passage, where do we carry our
ikons? | mean, if | know ther€ll be sex coming, | should have it near my cleft—but then | won't be
abletolet himin. If | haveit in my mouth I'll want to kiss him—and won't be ableto.”

She had a point. Theissue hadn't come up when they weren't considering sex, but now they
were. "We may just have to move them around. But it does suggest that we are doomed to be
frustrated, because we can't explain our limitations to strange men.” Ennui had moved her ikon around
when having sex with Throe, sometimes holding it next to her cleft until the moment of his gpproach,
then putting it behind her. He was patient, knowing her reason: the closer the ikon, the more intense
her pleasure.

"Theikonsoffer alot,” Aspect said. "But they have their price.”

Ennui concurred. Part of that price was aguilty desire for aman they knew they shouldn't try to
seduce.

They started at the fringe of a Brown Chroma zone, where huge golems waited to carry
coach-loads of passengers. There were several coaches waiting, asthere was agood ded of travel to
and from Triumph City.

They started toward the closest. Ennui's dragon seed buzzed, and she knew Aspect's had
buzzed aso. "Wrong one."

They turned toward a second, and got buzzed again. It seemed that there was a difference



between transports.

Findly the seeds alowed them to approach the most distant of the coaches. It wasfar from the
most impressive, it was smdll, and its golem looked battered. The man himsdf was of middle age and
unhandsome. But they had learned to trust the seeds.

"Question: who triesfirst?" Agpect inquired.

"Answer: | will," Ennui said. "1'm the one who ismost nervous about it. If | candoit, you
certainly can.”

"Impeccablelogic.”

Ennui approached the brown man. "We are three traveling women who need trangport across
your zone and others." She twitched her shoulder so that her robe opened just enough. She was half
surprised that it worked correctly thefirg time. "We have little to offer but the skills of householding,
such as cooking, cleaning, or minding children. We don't need any fancy accommodations, and are
good workers."

"] have abetter idea," the man said. For amoment Ennui thought she wasimagining it, because it
was exactly what they had said in rehearsa. But aman was aman, regardless of the Chroma; they
were dl much dikein certain Stuations. She could read it in his unguarded mind: the sight of just a
portion of her firm breast had set his pulsesracing. Sex, it was turning out, was amazingly easy—now
that she had the body for it.

She looked up a him with eyesthat had been subtly shadowed to look larger and brighter.
"Question?' It was the maidenly pretense of ignorance.

"Nofault."

She amiled carefully. "But | am beyond youth, surely not of such interest.” Her misbehaving robe
fell farther open; she drew it modestly closed after providing the man with asufficient additiona
glimpse. His desire had been thoroughly stirred; the lust in his mind was feeding back to her, making
her amilarly eager.

"Youll do. I am not young ether. Ded ?'

"Agreed.” And she had doneit, to her passing surprise. "But we are three. What of my
companions?”'

"Let melook at them."

Aspect stepped forward, her robe drawn tight at thewaist but hardly concedling the underlying
figure. Nonce paced her, requiring no clothing wiles at dl, because of her youth. "Introduction,”
Aspect said, providing what Ennui had forgotten to do. "1 am the woman Speck, and thisismy
companion thegirl No."

"And | anthewoman On," Ennui sad.



"1 am the man Nocount." He grimaced. "The one my peers concluded would never amount to
much, no account. They were correct.”

"We are anonymous,” Ennui said. " At present we are of no more account than you, and satisfied
to be s0." Thiswas a sensible quaification, because once he saw any of them nude he would know
they were not washwomen drudges. The dragon seed had not buzzed to stop her, asit could have
done. Shewas subtly enlisting his cooperation in maintaining their anonymity.

"l have anotion,” the brown man said, thus encouraged. "1t may not apped to you."

"We need very much to get wherewe are going," Aspect said with ahesitant but appedling
amile. "We are open to anything within reason.”

"l have dreamed of having abed of lovely women. Severa together, dl amenable.”

"Severa?' Aspect asked asif not understanding. Of course she understood quite well; Symbol
had mentioned this variant. To aman, the only thing better than asingle lovely amenable woman was
severa of them, at once.

"In my bed at the sametime. For the duration of the trip." Caught up by the vision, he added to
the offer. "Food provided. No housework. Just that."

Aspect looked a Ennui, then at Nonce. The other two hesitated, then reluctantly nodded. "It isa
bit unusua,” Nonce said, "but we should be able to manageif thereisno unkind stuff.” That could
have been what the dragon seeds had warned them away from: unkind stuff, which could include
sadismor truly ugly sexud tastes.

"No unkind stuff,” the man said quickly. "No pain, no discomfort, just loving.”

"And no telling," Nonce said. For three atractive women in the bed of ahomely man would be
consderable news.

Nocount hesitated. It was a man's nature to talk about his conquests. "Tell aslong ago?'

That was a decent compromise that would keep them anonymous. "Agreed,” the two said
together.

"Ded," Nocount said, and the three of them nodded affirmation.

They entered his coach, and the brown man directed the huge brown golem to carry it carefully
across the zone. Of course that was for show; the golem would do it asit dwaysdid. By thistimeit
had probably worn atrack aong its familiar route.

Asthe coach was lifted and carried, the brown man closed the window shutters and cleared the
seets to the Side so that the interior became one big bed. Then he put a hand to his brown clothing,
and paused. "You firg."

He still wasn't quite sure they would do it, despite their agreement. Ennui smiled and undressed
in leisurely fashion, knowing that the man wanted to savor every part of his dream. She was pleased



to seethat he got a masculine reaction, barely masked by his brown trousers, she was being a success
asadgren. When she was naked, she lay down on the bed, her legs dightly apart. She was
discovering that not only was she able to do this seduction, she was enjoying it. She was flaunting the
body she had never had before.

Aspect then did her languorous strip, more artisticaly than Ennui had managed, causing
Nocount's bresthing to accelerate. Finally Nonce did hers, at which point the man almost ripped of f
his own clothing and stood erect in more than one sense. His body was middle aged but clean,
fortunately.

The three smiled warmly at Nocount. Thiswas hisfantasy, and they were obliging it to the best
of their understanding and &bility. Ennui realized thet it wasredly aplay, with the cast catering to the
lead character.

Some choreography, Aspect thought to Ennui. 1'll take the head, you take the groin. We'll
have to keep our ikons clear of our action areas. When he's done with you, we can change
positions.

Action areas: their mouths, breasts, and clefts. An unromantic description, but redigtic.
Agreement.

Still bemused that they were actudly doing it, Ennui found herself quite ready. Thiswasaman's
fantasy, but she was reveling in her newfound capacity to be a stranger man's dream. They kept their
ikons dways on their bodies, never in their clothes, because they couldn't afford to be separated from
them. It wasn't just amatter of the protection the ikons provided them; it was that each ikon was
incalculably valuablein itsef and could not be risked. They owed it to Havoc, Gale, and the loom.
What of Nonce?

She can start with hislegs.

Ennui put it into motion. "Don't tease us, virile man; comefind your lodging." She spread her legs
farther, invitingly. Oh what anaughty show!

Nocount was drawn to her as by amagnet. He came down on hands and knees, and she caught
him about the waist and drew her groin into his. She avoided hisface, as she had her ikon in her
mouth; he would not be able to kiss her, and she didn't want him to redlize that.

Meanwhile Aspect, knedling, caught his head and drew it in to the pillows of her breasts. She
had her ikon in alittle pouch tied to her ankle. Nonce, guided by a glance from Aspect, sat by hislegs
and massaged them. Her ikon was in her mouth.

The coordinated effect was overwhelming for the man. He thrust into Ennui and jetted ingtantly.
She held him close, making little Sighs of pleasure, as she had so recently learned to do from Symboal.
Men wanted to think that their pleasure trand ated automaticaly to the women, even when it wasfar
too fast for that to be possible. But the fact was, she was so ikon-hot that mere penetration was
enough to bring her to climax, and of course she was receiving his climax from hismind, triggering
hers anyway. Teepathy transformed sex, making the woman share the man's urgency. So sheredly
didn't have to pretend pleasure; she was havingit.



Spent, the brown man rolled off Ennui and let his head |oll between Aspects generous breasts.
Nonce continued massaging hislegs, dowly working her way up. "Oh, that was great,” he gasped.

"It hasjust begin," Aspect murmured. ™Y ou must do me next." She stroked his brown hair.

Ennui faced away and used atissue to do a pot cleanup while the others occupied Nocount's
attention. Men were not much on the necessary supplementary details of sex; they preferred to focus
only onthe act itsdf.

Congtantly stimulated, it wasn't long before the man was ready for the next bout. Chroma men
could recharge rapidly with the help of magic when they needed to. Aspect did down and stroked his
penis, while Nonce moved up to become his breasts pillow. Ennui took over the leg massage. They
helped him get into position for Aspect, and she facilitated his penetration. But it was after al too
soon; he was erect but not quite ready to climax again.

Spank him, Agpect thought to Ennui.

Surprised, Ennui hesitated. But Aspect sent her amentd picture: both men and women liked
being sexudly spanked. Thiswas not something Ennui had ever had experience with, but she could
not doubt Aspect's experience. Aspect had been abeautiful woman long before Ennui, despite their
being the same age. So shetried it, lightly smacking Nocount's bottom as he lay on Aspect. His
brown buttocks tautened, and his mind reacted; it wasindeed stimulating him sexualy.

She spanked him harder, making it ing alittle, and that sting trandated into further desire. So
there really was a connection between pain and pleasure; she had never believed it, but now was
experiencing it through him. Soon he was pumping into Aspect, long and dow. Amazing how well
such small sgnalsworked.

After another interlude of pillows and massage, during which Aspect quietly cleaned up, it was
Nonce'sturn. Shewas so eager she didn't wait for Nocount to initiate it; she got on him ashelay
supine, set himinto her, and clenched and bounced on him until he had no choice but to climax athird
time. Ennui and Aspect felt it telepathicaly, and shared her urgency. His conclusion was dow, but
amog painfully intensewhenit findly got there; the two of them gasped with him.

Sexualy exhausted, helay among them, gill gppreciating their incidenta catering, not noticing
Nonce's quick cleanup. "Y ou are the hottest three women I've met," he said in wonder.

"Weintend to satisfy you," Ennui said. "Let it never be said that nonChromawomen are

Inadequate.”

"Never!" he agreed fervently. Then, perhaps fearing that they would want another round,
embarrassing him by hislack of further ability, he remembered his promise to feed them. "There's
good food in the locker.”

Ennui got up and located it. She did not dress; the man's dream wasn't yet over, and three naked
women were part of it. There was an ample supply of brown bread, wine, potato salad, mesat, and
pudding. She portioned it out, and they sat cross-legged in acircle and ate. It was good food, and
welcome,



"Comment," the brown man said. Now was the time to get to know each other, when there was
No urgency.

"Wedcome" Ennui said for thethree of them.

"l know it's no fault, and you're just keeping your end of the dedl. | figured you'd honor it
technicaly, but it wouldn't really be dl there. It can make abig difference, how awomanis, even
when she'sdoingit, if you know what | mean.”

All three amiled. "Weknow," Ennui said.

"But you three gave me more than | ever expected. It'sasthough youreredly intoit, liking it the
way | did. And you'redl beautiful; | figured you'd be less so when your clothes were off. Even now,
you're letting me see your breasts and cracks, when you don't haveto. If that's an act, it'sadamn
good one."

It was phrased as acomment, but it was redly aquestion, and required an answer. "We are
traveling, and will be returning in due course. It will be easier if we can cross the Chromazoneswith
the same people asthe first time, so we wish to make agood impression.”

"No offense.” This meant he had a negative remark.
"None," Ennui agreed.

"I think thisis horse manure. Y ou could have made agood impression on mewith alot less
enthusiasm. Y ou could impress anyone without half trying. In fact, why did you choose my coach?
It'stheleast of the onesavailable. | usualy get theriffraff.” Hefrowned. "I took thejob | could get,
apprentice to acoachman, and when he retired twenty yearslater | took over the business. Strictly no
account. Some women do pay with sex, but none of them have been anywhere near the class of any
of you three. I'll bet you are part of atroupe doing pro entertaining. Y ou had no need to ride with me,
let aone make my dream.”

"We haveways of judging,” Ennui said. "We fdt we would be more comfortable with you."

"Evenwith my dream?"'

"Especidly with your dream. It's one we are equipped to accommodate.”

"You surearel"

More explanation was needed. "And as it happens, we are lusty women. We don't like pain or
degradation, but straight passion is nice. Some men are too cynical, sometoo brutd, and someinsst
on telling too much. So you were the one for us. We can oblige you, and you will keep our secret.”
She dlowed him to believe that he had guessed correctly about their employment; that wasfar safer
than the truth.

Nocount pondered amoment, thinking of the obscure tastes of some of the other coachmen; just

the bits of it Ennui picked up telepathically were enough to make her glad the dragon seeds had
guided them. "Well, you've doneit,” hesaid at last. "And I'll be glad to take you back when you



return, if I'mthere. | just wish | had moretime and vigor."
"Yoursare sufficient,” Agpect said.

"Negation. | wish | could do at dl again with you, but we're getting near the other side of the
zone, and I'm not ready."

"And the moment were gone, you'l regret it," Agpect said. "That you couldn't take it whileit
wasthere"

Nocount laughed ruefully. "'l regret it dreedy.”
"Let's seewhat we can do," Ennui said, loving the unfamiliar role of seductress.

They cleared away the remnants of the food and closed in on him. They kissed him, fondled him,
rubbed him, and soon had him sexually excited again. They knew that the nearness of the threeikons
affected him, restoring him more rapidly than would otherwise be possible even with his Brown magic.
Then Ennui did the honors, taking him into her and bringing him to adow climax while the others
stroked his body.

"You see, you wereready after al," Ennui said, kissng him as she held her ikon in her hand,
behind her back. Then Aspect kissed him as Ennui quietly returned her ikon to her mouth. Findly
Nonce kissed him smilarly. He was still ingde Ennui, softening; she fdt twitches asthe others kissed
him, but that was al. He wastruly done.

The coach was lowered to the ground. The four of them hastily separated and dressed. "Maybe
on the way back, you'l tell me more," the man said. "There's got to be more.”

"Maybewewill,” Ennui said. "If you keep thefaith.”
"Oah!"

That set Ennui back for irrdlevant reason: it reminded her of her oath with Havoc, that had
transformed her life. Suppose she hadn't thought to demand it of him? It was possible that both of
them would be dead, and someone € se would be king. The thought appalled her.

Fortunately Aspect covered for her. "Fond Parting,” she said, kissing Nocount again. Nonce
followed, and then Ennui, reminded. They walked away, |leaving the nice brown man bemused.

* % %

Aspect smiled asthey |eft the Brown Chroma zone. That had been more of an adventure than
anticipated, but a pleasant one. Nonce, by far the youngest, was neverthel ess most experienced in the
art of man-pleasing, being abath girl. Agpect hersaf knew it, but had not practiced it in decades; it
was good to verify that she could till do it, albeit with the considerable aid of theikon. Ennui was
least experienced, because there had not before been genera mae interest in her body, but she had
come through well. They had demonstrated that they had what it took to travel with sexua no faullt.

Then next Chromawas Air, or Invisble. Of courseit wasn't invisble it wasariot of colors, as



every person, anima, and plant projected its own image, the way it wanted to be seen. It was only
when folk |eft their Air Chromazonethet they lost their magic of illuson, and becameinvisble.
Symbol suffered that, and the three Air Ssterswho had visited Triumph City. One might have thought
that they would become dully visible when they lost their magic, but that wasn't the way Chroma
worked; people retained their colors, until they dowly faded in new territory. Few regarded this
fading as desirable; their colors were much of their identities, beyond their Chroma.

They had no trouble making adea with ahandsome (naturally) pair of Air men, who took one
look at thelr figures and had better ideas. They made acompetitive game of it: one had sex with
Ennui, the other with Aspect, smultaneoudly, and the first one who recovered enough to achieve afull
second erection got Nonce for the follow-up. Asit turned out, the second got her too, in the interest
of maintaining male harmony. Thereafter the men concluded that they had had enough, their sexua
ambition being dightly larger than their capacity. Symbol had covered that too: give men dl the sex
they wanted, because it was sdlf limiting, despite their expectations. Meanwhile they floated magically
across the zone in alarge open basket, supported by piled pillows. Evidently these men had
entertained traveling women before.

By the time they reached the other side of the zone, night was closing, and they camped for the
night. "It has been interesting,” Aspect said asthey ate their supper, "But | think | have had enough
sex for the day.”

"Agreement,” Ennui said. "But it certainly iseesier to travel thisway."

"| dwaystrave thisway," Nonce said.

"Y ou have dways been young," Aspect informed her. "Thetwo of us have only recently gotten
young again." Actually she had understood that Nonce preferred to save her sex for the king, in case
he should ever want it, but it was her business,

The next zone was Green. Fabulous plants were everywhere, but the green men werejust like
the men of other colorsin what counted. The three ikon-enhanced bodies lured them uncontrollably,

and adeal was easy.

In due course they cameto a Gray Chromazone. "'l think thisisthelast one," Nonce sad. "l fed
it getting dlose”

"It will beaplessureto let no fault befor awhile” Aspect said.

They approached the Gray Chroma fringe station. This one had a nondescript gray-haired
woman. That meant they would have to make some other kind of dedl.

"Confusion,” the gray woman said. "Y ou wish to cross the zone?'

"Webdlieve s0," Aspect said patiently. "We are not sure of our destination, but believeitisclose
beyond.”

"That would be Death Vdley. No one goesthere.”

"Quedtion”?'



"It ispart of athick ribbon of barren terrain that extends throughout thisregion. It isnonChroma
and deadly; few thingslive there, and only knowledgesble folk even approach it. Your missonis
urely dsewhere”

Thethree of them did not need to exchange aglance or thoughts. This sounded like the kind of
place where something essential would be hidden, like magic yarn. " Perhaps. But we fed the need to
check."

"Introduction: | an Makin."

Sometimes peer-naming could be unkind. Theword Malkin meant arag mop or an untidy
woman. Evidently she had reason for more comprehensive didogue, so was taking a necessary step
toward it.

"We are the women Speck and On, and the girl No."

"If you are determined to vist Death Vdley, you will need aguide from Village Edge, adjacent
toit. Otherwise you will bein peril. But even their experienced guides are not keen on penetrating that
wilderness. They will make ademand.”

Hereit came: the price. "Continue.”

"They have agtuationin Village Edge. They are looking for aperson or personsto represent an
unpopular Sdein adecison on exile”

"And thiswill bether price for acompetent guideinto Degth Valley," Agpect said. She
wondered whether this could resembl e the Situation Throe and Gale had faced when they had been
required to judge Augur and Aura, the cross-Chromalovers. Travelerswere liable for what loca folk
avoided.

"Affirmation.”
"What isthe 5de?’

"That is something they declineto divulge, but it must be extremdy awkward. | am unableto
make arecommendation, other than caution.”

Thistime Aspect did exchange the glances. "We seem to be without choice. Wewill go there
and negotiate with them. But first we need to obtain passage to that village."

"I will provide it without other requirement. The villagers have agreed to recompense mefor any
effort | make on their behdf.”

"Agreement,” Aspect said. Her dragon seed had not buzzed. Of course the seeds had limits, and
did not seem to be concerned about things like awkwardness or embarrassment, only safely and truth.
Malkin had not lied.

The gray woman ushered them into her coach. Actudly it was more like aboat, having no
wheels and being open above. There were three seat-benches across it with room for two people on



each. Aspect sat with Makin in the front seat, and Ennui and Nonce sat in the real seet, leaving the
middle one empty for balance.

"Fasten bdts" Makin demonstrated by drawing up straps that were tied into the seat, and
knotting them across her |ap. She waited while the others did the same. "The ride can veer."

Aspect tried to peek into the gray woman's mind, but it was thoroughly opague. The gray
Chromaredly did tifle other magic, it seemed, to adegree.

The craft moved. It did forward along a shalow indented track, self propelled. Its progress was
smooth, asif the track were adippery chute, as perhapsit was. She saw that the track curved
snuoudy ahead, and the boat followed it, gaining speed. When it cameto acurve, it swung around it,
throwing the passengers outward with surprising force. But the seat belt held, and no one toppled off
the seet or out of the boat.

"Comment: Each Chroma zone has a different type of transport,” Aspect remarked.

"We prefer our own." Evidently the woman wasn't much for conversation.

They zoomed across the gray monochrome landscape at considerable velocity. Aspect saw gray
trees, houses, lakes, and people, al looking much like those el sawhere, except for the color. She saw
other diding tracks, some with boats moving. Sometimes tracks diverged into two, or merged; they
interconnected in much the manner of roads, except that there were no right angles. Some tracks
formed bow-like loops. Agpect didn't understand that until she saw aboat zoom from one track,
around aloop, and onto anew track going adifferent direction, without ever stopping or even dowing
much. That wasit: no sopping, therefore greeter efficiency.

After atimethey cameto agray village. The boat smoothly dowed, and findly glided to astop
at an outlying house. An old man emerged asthey untied their seat belts and got out of the boat.

"Greeting," theman said.
"Acknowledged," they chorused.
"Welcometo Village Edge.”
"Appreciation.”

"Introduction: | am Elder Regper.”
They named themselves.

Then Makin got to business. "These travelers need to vist Degth Vdley. They may bewilling to
serve your need.”

Regper didn't hesitate. "Hospitality of the village for the duration, and acompetent guide to
Desath Vdley when the matter is concluded.”

Aspect paused momentarily, listening for abuzz from her dragon seed. There was none.



"Agreement.”

"Parting,” Malkin said, returning to her boat. She seemed relieved. Perhaps other attempts had
not worked out.

"Parting,” they echoed as the boat did away.
"Y ou did not inquire as to the matter we contemplate,” the elder said.
"Our need isurgent,” Aspect answered. "Y our terms seem fair.”

"Nevertheless, we shdl give you the option of declining, after you understand its nature,
provided you will agreeto keep it private.”

"We agree not to bruit it about €l sawhere," Agpect said.
Reaper glanced at the others; they nodded acceptance.

"We havein our village two women whom some wish to exile; otherswish to let them be. There
will be ahearing and a decison. The women need a person or personsto argue their case effectively,
asthey are not apt at public presentations.” He paused, awaiting their response.

Aspect had appeared in public many times, as queen, and was fair spoken. Now, with Gal€'s
ikon enhancing her body and mind, she knew she could be quite effective. "I am apt, if thereisa
reasonable case to be made.”

"That depends on your view." He paused again.

Something was up, but the dragon seed did not buzz. The man was not lying, merely being
unusually cautious. His mind was opague to tel epathy, asthe gray woman's had been, so shewas
dependent on the guidance of the seeds.

"My view ismuch asthat of any other mature woman." Seeing hisbrow wrinkle, she explained:
"] am forty one yearsold, and past my four children. Magic hasimproved me somewhat.”

"Undergtatement!”

"Appreciaion. Smilar istrue for my companions. We have become more attractive than we
were, but we remain normal in other respects. We should react to issues as other women would, but
perhaps with greater tolerance than some, for our experience has educated us." It wasn't necessary to
clarify that that experience had been at the king's court, where acquaintance with and tolerance for
many divergent types and attitudes was necessary.

The gray eder nodded. " The women are lesbians.”
So that wasit. By sheer coincidence, Aspect had recent experience handling such acase. "There

arethose who do prefer their own gender. If this does not interfere with their households, it should not
be occasion for concern among others.”



"They have had their families, and are considered to be good mothers. Now that their four are
done, they wish to leave their husbands and live together as a couple. The village is divided whether to
alow this. If it isnot allowed, they will be sent into exile. They say they would prefer to die.”

Aspect had managed to ded with the young nonChroma man's situation by arranging his
marriage to alesbian woman, masking their natures. But this was open. "And you wish usto try to
persuade the villagers to accept them.”

"1 wish you to make their case, s0 that no unfairness may be attributed to the village for gecting
them.”

So hewas one of the naysayers. Thiswas ajob likely doomed to failure. But it was the price of
their guidance to Death Vdley. "We will makether case," Aspect said, and Ennui and Nonce
nodded.

"Thisway." Heled them to an empty gray house that turned out to be fully functiona and
provisoned. They would have no trouble staying here for the duration of their business here.

"Thelesbians are in the adjacent house," Reaper said. "The hearing will be held tomorrow at
noon. Parting.”

"Parting," Aspect said somewhat faintly to the man's back. They had barely aday and night to
prepare their case. It occurred to her that aday and night of wild sex with dl the village men would
probably have been easier than what they faced.

"But they will guide usto Degth VValey, win or losethiscase," Nonce said.
"Neverthdess, | want towin thiscase," Ennui said grimly. "I know discrimination when | seeit.”

"Y ou two get settled,” Agpect said. "'l will make contact with our clients, and set up adialogue
for this afternoon. We shal need to marsha our thoughts."

She went next door and knocked. There was no answer, but she knew people were there. "1 am
your representative,” she called.

The door opened, reluctantly. A gray woman of middle age wasthere. "Greeting," she said
unenthusiadticaly.

"Explanation: | am one of three nonChroma travel erswho need to see Death Valey. We are
informed that we must make your case to the village tomorrow at noon, in return for aguide. We have
sympathy for your situation, and want to do our best. But we have little notion how. Perhapsif we can
talk with you for awhile, we can work something out. We mean well, and are competent in our
fashions. Perhaps we can help.”

"Enter," the woman said, seeming rdieved.

"l do not mean to vist, just to exchange introductions and agree to meet | ater today," Aspect
sad, entering the house.



In the main room stood another gray woman, much like the first. To Aspect, one middle aged
Gray Chromawoman looked much like another.

"Introduction,” the firs woman said. "1 am Mender, and my companion is Sympathy."
"l am Speck, and my companions are—"

"The Lady Aspect!" Sympathy said. "King Dedl's queen. | saw you on atour a decade ago, and
you look even better now."

Thiswas awkward. "Favor. Y ou have recognized me, but | am traveling anonymoudly. | ask that
you keep my secret.”

"Agreed," Sympathy said.

"We are good at keeping secrets,” Mender said. "We kept ours for twenty years." She glanced
a Sympathy. "Thiswoman isredly the queen?'

"Not any more," Aspect said. "My husband died, and now Havoc the Barbarian isking, and his
wifeisqueen. | am on amission for them. We fear it would be compromised if known."

"We understand compromise,” Sympathy said. "Surely you can make our case well, if anyone

"l will do my best. But | need to know you better. Can my associates and | converse with you
thisevening? We havelittletime.

"Wewill cometo your house a dusk,” Mender said. "Apology for mistrusting you at the door.
We have been shunned or condemned by some.”

"Needless. Understanding.” Aspect stepped back, in ahalf unconscious mannerism signifying the
letting go of something unwanted—and her dragon seed buzzed.

Alarmed, she turned. The floor she had been about to step on consisted of gray boards like the
rest, but these seemed less solid. In fact, she recognized the contours of aremovable pand, perhaps
covering accessto acdlar. It was not quite tight; her foot might have didodged it and sent her
tumbling.

She turned back to the two women, and caught mutual expressions of darm. "Problem?’ she
asked.

"None," Mender said quickly. "Here isthe door."
But the seed buzzed. The woman waslying or at least concealing something.

"There must be candor between us, if we areto help,” Aspect said. "'l have no intention of
exposing any secret of yours, just asyou are keeping mine. Isthere something | should know?"

Sympathy sighed. "Confirmation.” She indicated the stove, where apot was bailing. "We are



making poison.”
"Horror!™

"Not for you or anyone dse," Mender said quickly. "For us. It isaherb that puts aperson to
deep so deeply that soon degth follows, painlesdy.”

"Y ou expect to be banished,” Aspect said.

Both nodded. "Exiled," Sympathy said. "We can't face that. All our lives have been here. So we
mean to remain, the only way we can.”

"But we do not want our bodies to be despoiled or removed," Mender said. "' So we have made
another brew, alot of it, that will dissolve our bodies and enable them to sink into the ground where
they can never berecovered. That brew isin the cdllar.”

"Which | might havefdlen into, had not some fluke stayed me," Aspect said. Shewasredly
getting to appreciate the dragon seed!

"We did not mean to burden you with thisinformation,” Sympathy said.

"It is better that | know. It impresses on me the importance of my assgnment. | shall try to save
you from the necessity, but will not interfereif that isyour only choice.”

"Appreciaion,” Mender said. "Thevillagerswould prevent it, if they knew."
Aspect stepped to the door. "Parting, until dusk.”
"Parting,” the two women echoed.

Back at the other house, she found Ennui and Nonce comfortable. "Thisgray food is excellent,”
Nonce said.

"Asisthar lavatory," Ennui said. Shewasin agray bathrobe, having just washed.

"1 have met our clients," Aspect said as she disrobed and went to the lavatory herself. "They are
nicewomeninacrud dilemma They meanto dieif they are exiled. We must prevail .

"How can we persuade reluctant villagersto be tolerant?' Nonce asked. "Triumph City has
many visitors and many variants, and leads to tolerance, but isolated villages tend to be bigoted.”

"1 don't know how, only that we must," Aspect said. She discovered ashower chamber that
magicaly pumped warm water. That was aluxury dmost unknown in nonChroma, but commonin
Chroma zones. Her voice resonated in this confined space.

"Sing," Ennui suggested. "1 did. | was surprised how good | sounded.”

Aspect had sung in youth. She had been fair, not greet. "Black, black, black isthe color of my
trueloveshair," she sang, and indeed it sounded good. "Her lips are something rosy fair."



"Y ou need to beaman to sing that," Ennui said.

"Or—" Nonce started, but broke off, embarrassed.

"Or awoman who loves awoman," Aspect finished. "Suddenly | have aweird notion.”
"We shouldn't tease them about being lesbian,” Ennui cautioned her.

"That'snot precisdly it. But before| finish my thought, let'sfind out whether we redlly can sing.
Theikons may have enhanced usin this manner too.”

They tried it. Soon they were singing in three part chorus, and it seemed quite melodious. The
ikons had enhanced their voices, and now they were near minstrel levd.

"l believewe can do it," Agpect said. " Song—music—has evocetive qualities. It can movethe
heart and spirit. That'swhy young men sing to young women."

"l know," Nonce said dreamily. "Two years ago, when | was fourteen, aboy sang to me. Of
course he just wanted to Poke & Tdll, and | knew it, but he succeeded.”

"Full sx?' Ennui asked. "At fourteen?"

"l had breasts," Nonce said defensively. "And he had such avoice. It would have been ashame
to let hiseffort be wasted.”

"Thistime | want to move some villagers,” Aspect said. "I know Havoc and Gale could doit,
both being minstrels, they could make the rafters weep. If we can do it too, we can save those poor
women. It'sawild idea, but | think it's possible.”

"Not much eseis" | suspect,” Ennui said.

They sdlected songs and practiced harmonies. There wasllittle doubt about it: they were better
sngersthan they had ever been before, and their voices related nicely. Nonce was soprano, Ennui
alto, and Aspect could manage countertenor. Theikons might be responsible for the interaction too,
relating magically to each other.

At dusk the two leshian women came. After introductions, they al sat and talked. "How were
you named?" Aspect asked them. That was dwaysthe signd for an interesting little story that so
clarified a person's nature.

"l was from aneedy home," Mender said. "Instead of new, we patched the old. Asthird
daughter, | waslastinline, and dl my clothing waswell worn before | got it. So | learned to patch it
well, sometimes so that no sign of repair was evident. Redlizing this, other children came to mewith
their repairs, and | become Mender.”

"From the art, | was sympathetic to others,” Sympathy said. "l was awaysinterested in their
stories. | don't know when | was named; it just seemed to be my identity. We met when | had atear
inmy skirt and she had a scratch on her leg. Shefixed my tear and | commiserated about her
scratch.”



"We were friends from then on,” Mender agreed. "But we didn't know our natures."
"Confuson,” Aspect said.

"Then came the dread eighteenth birthday,” Mender said, proceeding to what she knew the
vistorswanted to know. "Neither of uswereredly pretty, so we lacked choicesin men. But after the
pretty girls were taken, there was less choice, and our turn came. We were lucky; our men were
decent. We knew our duty to the village and humanity, and they knew how to get uswith child. We
did love our children, and dl other children; they congregated at our houses.”

"And when the time for our fourths came, our men smply exchanged partnersand did it,"
Sympathy said. "They said it wasintriguing, and perhapsit was. Wedid not find it any more
interesting than it had been with our husbands. It was effective, and we each had our fourths, and we
loved them too, asthey tied our families together. Then one day when she was mending for my family,
| remarked on how little | felt the need for sex; wereit not for my husband's desire, | would be
satisfied to live without it. Mender agreed; it was no better for her. We know that it was not because
of the men, because we had clasped each other's men and found them no better. Most women find
the seeding of their fourthsto be exciting or revolting; we found neither. We knew that other women
had some genuineinterest, at least when that man was handsome or especialy attentive. So the lack
seemed to beinus.”

"Then, somehow, it happened,” Mender said. "The children were dl out e sewhere, and so were
the men; we were donein the house, her house. | was holding amended blouse up to her chest to
verify thefit, and she put her arms around me to maintain her balance, and then we came together and
Kissed."

"And it wasmagic,” Sympathy said. "We got athrill we had never had from the men. We kissed
and kissed, and it just got better. Then we stripped away our clothing and lay on the bed and fondled
each other's breasts. | had never done that before; | had only been fondled by aman, and while | was
glad to give himwhat pleasure | could, therewaslittlein it for me. | had learned to be stimulating to
him so that he would grow more quickly urgent, and do it, and deep, letting me be. Now | discovered
what hefdt: the touch of awoman's breasts can be marveloudy exciting. And her bottom. And her
kisses. And when she kissed my breasts, | became eager for more. It was all so novel and exhilarating
and wonderful."

"So we madelove," Mender said. "We adapted the techniques we had used on our men, and
that they had used on us, and now they worked phenomendly well. We knew that this was what true
sex could be, and true love.”

"And kept it secret from all others™ Sympathy said. "No one thought it remarkable that we were
together so much, for we had aways been close friends, and cared for each other's children. But
when we were done, it wasn't talking or mending we did, but sex. We had discovered its meaning a
lest.”

"Once our children were grown,” Mender said, "we redlized that if we were ever going to know
complete happiness, thiswas the time. Wetold our husbands.”

"That was our first mistake,” Sympathy said. "We thought they would understand. They did not.”



"They told others," Mender said. "And others condemned us. Our marriages were over indl but
name. There was nothing to do but be open about it, and move in together. That freed our husbands
to take other wives, which actualy helped the village, because there are more women here than men.
So our husbands became reconciled.”

"In fact, having younger wives, they became enthusiastic,” Sympathy said. "It seemsthat
passvely cooperating women had |eft them somewhat unsatisfied. Once they discovered how active
women could be, they were ready to make up for lost time. So it seemed to be a good solution for
everyone."

"Except to agood many other villagers," Mender said. "They fdlt there was something obscene
about it, and petitioned to have usforced to return to clasping men or to be exiled. So the elders
arranged a hearing, but there was a problem.”

"No one wanted to plead your case," Aspect said.

"Accuracy.”

"Soitwasin limbo for sometime" Sympathy said. "Until now."

"Suspicion,” Aspect said. "It might have been better for you had we not come.”

"Negation,” Mender said. "It hasto be settled. We can not endure indefinitely in limbo."

"One way or the other," Sympathy agreed.

They talked further, and got to know each other reasonably well. There would be othersto
interview in the morning. If they were ableto put it together well enough, they had acasethey had a
chancetowin.

The two women returned to their house, and the three travel ers settled down to deep. Aspect
had no certainty that they could prevail, but they did have achance. It depended on how well her idea

for the songs worked out.

In the morning they practiced their snging, making sure they had not lost their voices. They
worked out amedley of adaptable songs. Thiswould be an unusud hearing.

Then they went out to interview the two husbands and some of the supportive friends. The
village was closgly divided; no one could be sure the way the vote would go.

By noon they had a pretty good idea of who favored the women and who wanted to berid of
them. The children generally favored the women, who for twenty years had been highly supportive of
al children, not just their own. But children would not vote; that was a privilege of adult status. Many
of the younger adults who had recently been children felt the same; their votes would count. The two
ex-husbands had changed their minds. "'If | had known it would cometo this, | would have kept my
mouth shut,” one said candidly. " Sympathy was dways agood woman, aways there for me, and
great with the children. The village needs her."

But there was a hard core of older women and their husbands who absolutely rejected the



notion of women loving women. A number of their supporters might changeif the prime moversdid,
but would not be weaned away from them. There were as many of them as there were young adults,
making the issue too close to cal. Those were the ones to be addressed.

The hearing started on time, as Vivid was at zenith. Mender and Sympathy took seatsin the
center of the village square, the cynosure. They looked awkward and afraid. It was obviousthat they
would not be able to speak effectively in their defense. They never tried; they just sat there, eyes
downcast. Aspect would have felt sorry for them even if she hadn't had the job of defending them.

Two children came to the women, aboy and agirl. Aspect knew these were the youngest of
those they had raised, now ten years old: the fourths. They understood what it was like to be set
gpart, even if there was no officia discrimination. Each of them hugged each of the women, tears
flowing. They did not want their mothersto belost.

Aspect glanced with assumed casua ness at the villagers, and saw the effect. These two had
been good mothers, and the whole village knew it. Sexud preference was one thing, parenting
another.

A severe-faced older woman stood first, afemae elder, addressing the assembled villagersin
the circle around the stage. There was no introduction; al that mattered was the statements. "The
guestion is whether we wish to have among us women openly practicing perverson,” shesaid. "After
the presentations, therewill be adivison of the village by dl adults, and aclear mgority will carry the
issue.” Shelooked around. "First the case for exile.”

Another sour woman rose and stepped into the center. "Outrage. It was bad enough their doing
it in secret, but doing it openly isworse. If we countenance this, we become supporters of corruption.
They must either return to their men and do their duty by them, or depart far from our sight.”

Several more spoke, most of them mature women. Aspect found it interesting that the women
seemed to have stronger feelings on the subject than the men. Perhapsit was that to a man, any
woman was looking for aman, and only if she could not find aman did she turn to awoman. That
wasn't true, but men's sexud notions were crafted largely on illuson anyway.

Then it wastimefor the defense. Aspect spokefirst. "Y ou have known these two women
throughout. Y ou know they have dready done their duty by their husbands and the village, raising
eight fine children. If the vote were put to the children, there would be no question of their fitness.”

"Fadty," one of the prosecution women said angrily.

Aspect pounced on it; she had long experience managing the reactions of large audiences and
knew the advantage of flair. She aso knew the nature of children, whatever their Chroma. "Y ou
believe | speak falsaly? Then let's have ashowing of the children.” Shelooked around, her eye
catching those of many of the children who lurked around the outside of the group. Usudly children
were seated up front, but thiswas no entertainment play, and they were excluded from participation.
"Children!" she cdlled. "This doesn't count, but you can till show how you fed. Come hereto the
center, dl of you!"

"Irregular,” the elder woman protested.



"Y ou chdlenged my statement,” Aspect sad firmly. "1 must defend my credibility.”

Other villagers nodded. Aspect's statement had been rhetorical, but now needed to be
defended. The elder had unwittingly opened the door.

The children were glad to have the attention. They flocked in, about thirty of them, ranging from
just below marriage age to toddler. They weretittering excitedly at this unexpected recognition.

"Now well have adivison of the group,” Agpect said. "All who want to banish these two
mothers stand here.” She indicated a spot near the prosecution elder. "All who want these women to
stay in Edge Village stand here." She gestured to a spot near Mender and Sympathy.

Perhaps five gray children walked toward the exile place. The rest ran to the seated women.
They didn't just stand, they clustered around them, chorusing their Greetings, taking their hands,
hugging them. Some were crying. It seemed that most of the children of the village had closereations
with these two mothers. The five saw that, hesitated, and then went to join the others. It was hard for
achild to be part of aclear minority.

Aspect made agrand gesture with her hands: Observe. She had made her point. One thing was
sure: the other side would not challenge her again. They had discovered the hard way that she was an
experienced handler of groups. That was important, because this was going to be an unusua
presentation.

It took awhilefor the children to clear the stage. Severd of the older oneslingered, looking
serioudy out into the adult audience. They were slently challenging their own parents, making them
fed guilty about the proceedings.

"What is more important than motherhood?" Aspect asked rhetoricaly. "The children know.
What businessisit of anyone else whom awoman embraces at night, aslong as she's an asset to the
village by day, and therefor the children?'Y ou know these are fine people—whom you now propose
to punish for their honesty. Y ou think no woman ever loved awoman before, in secret? Asif forcing
them to embrace men again would do the village any favor, when there are more women here than
men. Which other women will have to be exiled, because there are no men for them to marry here?

Y ou should be thankful you have an aternative." But she saw that wasn't going over; the specter of
unnatural sex did not alow for convenient dternatives.

"But argument is usaless," Agpect continued. "Instead we propose to show you the essence of
what you contemplate.”

Now Ennui and Nonce came to the stage, swathed in encompassing cloaks. Nonce carried a
gaff, though it was evident she did not need support. Ennui took center stage, an obscure figure facing

away from Aspect.

Without preamble, Aspect sang, drawing on al the power of her restored voice. She was aware
of the surprise of the villagers, there had been no prior hint that she was asinger. Indeed, she had not
been, since her youth. Nonce joined in, providing asupportive chorus; thiswas astandard devicein
minsirel presentations, and understood as such. The song was of course well familiar; dl the ancient
songs of Origin Earth Planet were congtantly circulated throughout the human community, and the
monoChroma zones did not affect the wording. It was its sudden rendition &t the serious hearing that



was dartling.
Black black black isthe color of my truelove's hair
Her lipsarelike somerosy fair
The prettiest face and the neatest hands
| love the ground whereon she stands.

As Aspect sang, Ennui dowly turned, letting her cloak fall to the ground. She shook out her dark
hair, which was surprisingly luxuriant. Herein this gray Chroma zone, the effect was considerable; no
woman here had hair like that.

| love my love and well she knows
| love the ground on where she goes
If sheno moreon earth | see
My lifewill quickly fade awvay.
Ennui smiled and removed her shirt, showing her fine breasts. There was amurmur through the
audience. After the first shock of the emergence of the song, they were redlizing that this serenade

was by awoman to awoman, and not merely spiritualy. The woman was asex object.

Thefact wasthat while any man could relate to awell formed woman, so could many women.
Ennui now had the kind of form most women longed to have. Thekind that was amagnet for male
attention.

Then Nonce advanced. She gestured with her staff in aGo Away signd. Ennui, obedient, picked
up her shirt and cloak and walked off the stage.

Aspect, seeing that, bowed her head in projected sorrow. The village authority had denied the
right of awoman to love awoman. She sang, drawing on the ikon to project fegling.

| go to troublesome to mourn and weep
But satisfied | néer could deep
I'll writeyou in afew littlelines
I'll suffer degth ten thousand times.
So fareyou wdl, my own truelove
Thetime hascomeand | wish you well

But il I hope thetime will come



When you and | will be asone.

Thereit was. love and exile. Changing it to femae-femade made dl the difference. Thevillagers
were uneasy; they well understood the joys of love, but didn't want to understand thistype of love. It
was a popular song, generating powerful emotion—which was uncomfortablein this circumstance.
Especidly since Ennui had become atruly lovely woman, so that anyone could understand loving her.

Aspect brought out alittle pad, and quickly wrote on it. These were the "few little lines' to her
lover. Nonce glided up, took the note, and carried it offstage. Then Aspect departed to the other
gde.

Ennui returned, reading the note; she had received the letter. She hurried after Aspect, but was
too late; Aspect was gone, facing away from the stage.

Then Ennui broke into song, and Nonce supported her vocally too. Ennui was not as apt as
Aspect, but her ikon gave her a better than average voice, and it, too, projected well. Thistimeit was
"Greendeeves," with the color understood despite the Chroma monochrome.

Alas, my love, you do mewrong
To cast me off discourteoudy
When | have loved you so long
Delighting in your company.

Now it was Aspect who faced away, dropping her cloak to revea her own figure. She joined
with the other two for the chorus; thistoo was standard, and did not mean shewasredly
participating. Everyone had to sing, in dramatized songs.

Greendeeveswas my ddight
Greendeeveswasdl my joy
Greendeeveswas my heart of gold
And who but my Lady Greendeeves?
The song continued, asthe lover poured out her grief at being denied. It concluded:
Greendeeves, now farewell, adieu
God | pray to prosper thee
For | am ill thy lover true

Come once again and love me.

Ennui gave up and walked away. Only then, in the measured timing of such drama, did Aspect



turn back and address her again in song. By thistime the fact that this was woman to woman love was
established, and the audience was accepting it, at least for the assmilation of the show. Thistimethe
song waslessfamiliar but nonetheless beautiful and feding:
Inthe gloaming, oh my darling,
When thelightsaredim and low
And the quiet shadows stedling
Softly come and softly go.
When the winds are sobbing faintly
With a gentle unknown woe
Will you think of meand love me

Asyou did oncelong ago?

For thiswasthe voice of the one who had |&ft, despite loving. It was painful, and the pain came
through asthe ikon lent Aspect even more evocetive power. She could fed it affecting the audience.

Inthe gloaming, oh my darling
Think not bitterly of me
Though | passed away in Sllence
Left you londy, left you free.

For my heart was crushed with longing
What had been could never be.

It was best to leave you thus, dear
Best for you and best for me.

But Ennui had not yet departed the stage. As Aspect sang, she paused, and turned, and dowly
oriented on her. When Aspect finished, she stepped toward her, and sang, with Nonce providing
support and Aspect joining the refrain.

Tell methe talesthat to me were so dear
Long long ago, long long ago.

Sing methe songs | ddlighted to hear



Long long ago, long ago.

Now you are comeal my grief isremoved
Let meforget that so long you have roved
Let me believe that you love asyou loved

Long long ago, long ago.

As Ennui completed the song, they came together, reunited. Aspect was aware of the audience
feding for them, relieved that reconciliation had been achieved.

They embraced and kissed, woman to woman. Aspect knew it was an evocative moment.

"Outrage!" Nonce cried. "Obscenity!" She charged in from the edge of the stage and thwacked
her staff hard against Ennui's back. The sound was loud in the quiet of thekiss.

Ennui dropped to the floor and lay ill. She was stage dead. The blow had not hurt her, because
of theikon; infact it had required specid techniqueto causeit to land at dl. But it wasimpressvein
this context.

Nonce faced away, careless of the deed she had done.

Aspect seemed not to know what had happened. Thistoo was a conventional stage device,
dramatic irony: the leading character did not know what the audience knew. She walked away, lay
down as on abed, closed her eyes, and sang:

| dreamed a dream the other night
Lowlands, lowlands, away my John
| saw my lovedressed dl inwhite
My Lowlands away.

Asshe sang, Ennui quietly got up and stood, in white.

She came to me by my bedside
Dressed dl in white like somefair bride

Ennui walked to the "bed" and stood besideit.

And proudly in her bosom there

A red red rose my love did wesr.



And Ennui did have ared patch of cloth there, suggesting the flower.
She made no sound, no word she said
And then | knew my love was dead.

In shock, Aspect sat up. Simultaneoudy Ennui dropped, lying sprawled as she had before. This
was redity returning. Ennui in the gown had been avison, aghog.

Aspect kneeled by the body, horrified. She looked beseechingly at Nonce, but she remained
adamantly facing away. No help there.

Aspect sang once more, afragment from "Barbary Allen,” one of the most familiar balads. Just
oneword was modified.

O mother, mother, make my bed
O makeit long and narrow
Sweet Willadied for me today
I'll diefor her tomorrow.

Then she collapsed over the body of her lost love. She was dead too. Nonce remained standing,
facing away, unrepentant. The message was plain: bigotry had dain thelovers. A needlesstragedy.

The tableau held, none of them moving. Then one of the children tarted crying. In amoment
severd more joined in, and then some of the adults.

"Divigon of thevillage," the femae elder snapped. She was calling the vote before there was any
more erosion of her case.

The villagers got up and moved. Some went to join the elder; more went to stand beside the
seated defendants. The children went there too.

Still the tableau on stage held. Nonce did not move. She was facing the el der woman. Aspect
and Ennui lay asthey were; Aspect's head was to the side so she could see Nonce and the elder and
part of the audience. They were forcing theissue.

Nonplused by the disparity, the elder looked around, but found only her closest supporters. She
had lost the vote.

She made the best of it. "The village must be united,” she said, and walked acrossto join the
other sde. Her companions went with her. Now it was unanimous.

And now at last the stage tableau ended. Nonce turned back to face the others, and Aspect and
Ennui got up. Asagroup they walked to Mender and Sympathy. "Live asyou choose," Aspect told
them. "Y our village supportsyou.”



They embraced each other and dissolved in tears.

* * *

Next morning the guide reported to their house. "Introduction: | am Crow. | will take you safely
to Degth Valley." Hewas ayoung gray man, burly and rough-hewn.

"l am On," Ennui said. "My companions are Speck and No. Appreciation.”

They were packed and ready to resumetravel. They left the house clean, not knowing when or
whether they would be back. They followed Crow out of the village. The path was wide enough for
two, so Ennui paced the man, and Aspect and Nonce followed.

When they were clear, Crow spoke again. "Comment: you are some women!”

"Response,”" Ennui said cautioudy. "We are not |esbian, despite the play. We had acaseto
make."

"Understianding. And what a case you made! Admiration.”
"Appreciation.”

Crow was now talkative, astheice was broken. "I thought the case was lost, and | was amazed
when you started singing. | never thought you were amingtrel troupe.”

"Recent formation."

"Those songs—Yyou changed them to fit. | thought it was crazy at firgt, but then | got into it and it
seemed sensible. | never redlized women could love women, but it began to make sense. I'm glad
they're staying. When | was achild I cut my finger once and Sympathy comforted me and Mender
mended it. | never forgot.”

"They are good women," Ennui agreed. Then, curious, she asked a standard question. "How
were you named?’

" practiced with my ding," he said, showing the smal wegpon he carried. "I wanted to hunt with
the men, but | was only twelve and they thought 1'd be adrag. But they gave me achance. Try that
crow, onetold measacrow flew by. | hurled my stone and brought it down. After that they let me
hunt, and | had my name. How were you named?"

Ennui smiled. "l am not going by my redl name, because our missonisprivate. | can't tell you.
None of uscan.”

"Understanding,”" he said, disappointed.
Ennui's dragon seed buzzed. That surprised her; how was she going wrong? Crow had wanted

to get to know her better, and she had denied him. But surely she couldn't tell him her redl identity.
The buzz had come as he spoke, but she was sure he wasn't lying. So where was the wrongness?



Then it cameto her: they had been warming to each other, and she was now abeautiful woman.
She kept forgetting. Men aways thought of one thing when they encountered such women. She had
denied him that by declining further persona knowledge. He thought it was al or nothing.

"l will makeit uptoyou,” shesadimpulsively.

"Y ou don't owe me anything. I'm honoring the village's dedl.”

"Y ou assume | was offering no fault sex?'

Crow blushed. "Apology."

Sheliked that. She had never before been pretty, but neither had she ever been naivein the
village manner. "'l was."

The blush wasworse. "Confusion.”

"Trave iscustomarily no fault. | have no objection. | can't tell you my red identity, but we can
relate in other ways. That'sthe nature of no fault.”

Now he understood. But it seemed he wasn't used to no fault, as he had never traveled to other
Chroma. "Y ou—L ady, you—when you stripped halfway down yesterday on stage—I thought you
were older, but then—"

"l am older. Over thirty."
"Doubt."

"But | encountered magic that enhanced me. Perhaps there will be something | want of you.
Then we can trade." That gave him achanceto earn it, and should make him more comfortable. The
seed hadn't buzzed again, so it seemed that thiswaswhat it had in mind. Actually the dragon seeds
didn't have minds, but it was easier to assign rationaesto their warnings.

"Excitement!"
What delight to encounter youthful directness. "Y ou are married, of course?!
"I love my wife. But she—amonth ago she got stung by a poisonous nettle when foraging, and

came closeto dying. The hedler saved her, but her recovery is dow, and she can't work. That'swhy |
agreed to return to guiding to Desath Valley; no one esewill. It's dangerous. But | have to make our

way."

Hewasin atough stuation. And if hiswife could not work, she probably couldn't have sex
gther. Shefdt sorry for him.

Do it, Aspect'sthought came. It's smart to befriend him.

That was aso Ennui's thought, especialy considering the seed'swarning. "Isthere aplace we
can sy pause?”



"Affirmation. But if you want to get there and return by nightfal, it is better not to delay.” Then he
made a connection. "Oh—you mean for private busness?’

He thought she needed to urinate. "Not precisaly. Take methere. It won't belong.”

"Theré'saplaceto the Sde, here," he said. "Behind that rock. Let me check it to be sure no
predator isclose, then | will leave you."

They started to the sde. Nonce started to follow, but Aspect held her back. Nonce was not
telepathic, so missed some things. But she quickly caught on.

They cameto therock and went behind it. Crow lifted his nose and sniffed. "It is safe, for now."
He started to go back around the rock.

She caught hisarm. "No fault,” she murmured.
Crow licked hislips, though evidently not quite daring to believeit. " Serious?"

"Affirmation." Sheremoved her shirt, then her skirt, conscious of his eager gaze. She liked being
acompelling woman; she hadn't been one long enough for it to become stale. She spread her clothing
on the ground and lay down on it. She spread her legs, just enough to be enticing. "Asyou said, best
not to delay unduly.”

"Agreement!” He hastily dumped hisown clothing.

Hewas on her inamoment, and in her, erupting ingtantly. "Oh Lady!" he gasped. "Gratitude!

Oh, the ardor of virile youth! "Welcome." She held him close until he had drained, then released
him. Once again she had succeeded in climaxing at aman's pace, despite not being ableto get into his
mind telepathicaly. Theikon madeit possible. She hadn't thought to remove it from her mouth, but he
hadn't thought to kiss her, soit wasdl right.

They did spot cleanup and quickly dressed. "But Lady—why? We made no trade.”

She wished she knew, apart from fedling sorry for him, and the warning buzz of the dragon seed.

Naturaly she couldn't say that. Now she had to come up with arationale. "It isataste of what |—and
my friends—offer. If we make aded with you, you will know that we are worthwhile."

"Known!" he agreed. The wonder of it remained in hisexpression.

They returned to the others. Agpect and Nonce saw them and resumed travel. Evidently Aspect
had updated Nonce, who was now ready to do her part when necessary.

"Negation!" Crow shouted, diving forward.

Things happened rapidly. Aspect, dightly ahead, paused, sartled by the shout. Something
erupted from the ground just ahead of her. Crow landed on his shoulder, and did aforward roll
between Aspect and the eruption. Herighted himself and kicked with hisboot, knocking asde a
strange point that projected from the ground.



"Question?" Agpect asked in confusion.
"Thorn treeroot,” Crow gasped. "Poison.”

Now it came clear. Theroot, foiled, disappeared into the ground. Ennui saw that there was a
tree nearby that had large thorns. Evidently its roots were thorny too, and it used them to stab unwary
prey. Crow had saved Aspect from an ugly encounte.

Actualy theikon probably would have made her invulnerable to the stabbing, but the man did
not know that. He had done what he thought he had to do.

And it had happened because he had been approaching from the side, and recognized the tree
and its access to the path. He might have missed it, had they not had their brief diversion. That
explained the dragon seed's buzz. It wasn't pro sex, but anti-danger. Ennui would have been walking
where Aspect was.

But it wasn't over. Crow was baring histeeth in pain.

Ennui kneded beside him. "Question.”

"Grazed," he gritted, showing hisleg. Gray blood was flowing from a scrape on the caf. There
would be poison in that wound.

Your ikon, Agpect thought. Havoc's the Glamor of Trees.

That wasright. That meant that he drew his power from trees, and had power over them.
Maybe hisikon did too.

Ennui spit theikon into her hand and held it concedled in her figt. "I have some hedling ability,”
shesad. "Allow." Shereached for hisleg.

"Can't hed," Crow said, wincing. "Gray Poison—gray magic can't sop. Same as my wife."

"Negation." Ennui put her fist right up against the wound. She could do this because she was
widdingit; it would have stopped him from touching her on hisown initiative.

The bleeding stopped. "The painisfading!" Crow said in wonder. "Y our touch ishedling me!"

"Travelers have somemagic,” Ennui said. "So as hot to be vulnerable." That explanation would
have to suffice. She continued pressing her fist againgt his calf, impressad by the speed of the effect.
Aspect wasright: thiswas Tree magic, effective againg tree poison. It could prevail in asituation
other magic would not; trees responded to their own.

Crow gazed at her with continuing amazement. "Firgt you give me fantastic sex. Then you hedl
me. What are you—a Glamor?"

Hewas closer than he could be allowed to know. Ennui forced alaugh. "Congderably lessthan
that. | have an amulet.” She paused, but the seed did not buzz. She opened her figt, showing thelittle
treeikon. "Just a healing stone, effective for such aninjury.” That wasalie, or a best aquarter truth,



but her seed did not buzz. She was alowed to be untruthful; the seed reacted only to others she
encountered. He did not recognize the ikon's true nature, and that was best.

"Love"

"No fault,”" shereminded him.

"Of course." He was embarrassed again. "1 meant—"

That he was passionately grateful for what she had done for him. "Understood.”

Soon Crow'sinjury was gone asif it had never been. He got to hisfeet, testing the leg, shaking
his head in amazement to find it sound.

They resumed travel. Now Crow was ebullient, perhaps affected in another way by the hedling
contact of the ikon. He sang, with afair voice and considerable enthusiasm. It was " The Crow," a
song that associated with his name.

There once was afarmer a-traveling to town
Hey boom fale-la, sing fa-le-la, boom fa-le-lalay!
Saw acrow in afir tree, way up in the crown
Hey boom fa-le-la, sing fa-le-la, boom fa-le-lalay!

They joined him in the refrain, augmenting the luster of the melody. He amiled, loving their
support, for they had been recognized in the village as mingrels. Ordinary villagers normally loved to
joininwith mingrds; it lent brief excitement to their routine lives. Ennui had known that wastrue for

nonChromafolk; it seemed to be true for Chromafolk too. There redly wasn't much difference
between the two, other than the magic.

The ding from his shoulder he quickly brought down.
He hit that black crow and it fell to the ground.

He had changed two of the words to fit his Situation; that was common, as many of the ancient
Earth terms did not relate well to Charm society.

That black crow was useful in numerous ways
The keel-bone was sailed over oceans and bays.
The feathers were made into festherbeds neat
And pitchforks were made from the legs and the feet.

More things were made from this wondrous crow



Y ou may dl doubt this story but it redly is so!

They applauded themsalves a the conclusion, laughing, their fingers crossed in open denid of the
clamsof the song. Children loved such games. They were bonding, and it was a pleasure. Ennui
made amental note: it was easy to relate to aman sexually, but better overall to relateto himin
friendship. Perhaps she had known that once, but her dreary life (before Havoc) had erased it.

Meanwhile she had learned more about the ikons. They were turning out to be anything but inert
tokens. They had powers akin to those of the Glamors themselves, abeit smaller and more subtle,
because they werefiltered through the people who held them.

The gray countryside gave way gradudly to nonChroma. "But Degth Valey iswerd," Crow
said. "It'smostly nonChroma, but | have seen Chroma vents here and there. That's part of what
makesit dangerous.”

Thiswasinteresting. "NonChroma vents?'
"Liketiny volcanoes. Little patches of color, and magic. | know of no other region likeit."

But they did. Augur and Aura had described a huge impact crater with exactly such vents. That
suggested that thiswastheright place.

"We shdl haveto observethose," Aspect said, asif dubious.”

"Agreement,” Crow said. "But it will help if you tell mewhat you arelooking for. Death Valey is
not aplaceto wander amlesdy."

"We hope we know it when we seeit,” Ennui said.

"l do not mean to pry into what is not my business, merely to get you where you are going,” he
said, atrace defensively.

"Pause," Ennui said. Then shetook him by the face and kissed him, her ikon safely away from
her mouth. "We are not being secretive at the moment. We merely areignorant of what we seek.
Fortunately No has asense of direction that may enable usto find it."

"Persuaded,” he said, somewhat faintly. As Ennui had suspected, the kiss had impact. Oh, what
fun to be beautiful!

Crow led the way up the dope of ahill. Therewas no discernibletrail, which was one reason
they needed a guide. He looked constantly about, alert for danger. Once a six-legged panther
crouched beside astream. Crow waited for it to drink, then lifted his ding so that the animal could see
it. The panther considered, then loped away. Ennui knew it might not have done so had the women
been done. It evidently recognized the weapon, and respected it. The man was competent in the
wilderness.

Which made her wonder why he preferred to avoid Death Valley. He had to have good reason.
Should sheinquire?



"l see you wondering,” Crow said. "There are only so many times aman can go into danger and
emerge unscathed. That thorn tree—I could have been caught, but it'sacalculated risk. But there are
thingsin Death Vdley | don't understand, and that makes the odds worse. | can't afford to die or be
incapacitated while my wifeisill."

"Persuason,” Ennui said. "When wefinish here, we will vist your wife. Perhgps my amulet will
hep her."

IIHmII
"Intention.”

Helooked at the stream. "Thisisthe last water before the Valey. All the creatures here shareit.
Y ou must take what you need now, lest you be thirsty.”

Good advice. They drank, then filled their water bags. They had not discovered whether their
ikons protected them from hunger and thirst. They had remained mostly in the city, in the paace,
where dl physical needswere served. Now they were learning much more about their ikons.

They continued up the dope. " Observation,” Crow said. "Y ou ladieswak well."

"Sexily?" Ennui inquired.

"That, too," he agreed, embarrassed.

He had expected them to tire. The ikons made them virtudly tireless. "We have had to walk
before” Ennui said.

"Y et you look so—" Hefdtered. "Déelicate.”

"We have good legs."

"Agreement!” Then he blushed again.

The man is a delight, Aspect thought. Today he is yours. Tomorrow mine.
That seemed fair.

At length they crested the hill and saw acircular valey ahead. Surdly an impact crater. There
were small patches of color scattered acrossit.

"Necessary to go intoit?' Crow inquired warily.
Ennui looked at Nonce. She nodded.
"Affirmation. What we seek isthere”

Heled the way down. "There arefew predator animasinthe Valey itsdlf,” he said. "But those
vents are tricky. Winds can shift erratically and sweep Chroma vapor across new sections without



warning. They can contain Chroma pollen and insects. Their magic can be awkward.”
"Awkward?'

"There are gories, and some are true. Insects can paralyze animals, so asto make living food for
them. Or cause aperson to become ravenous so as to become fat for the larva. Pollen seeks not only
flowers, but places for new plants. It can rot the flesh to make rich soil. Or cause a person to sneeze
violently and continuoudly, so asto better spread it. And since Death Vdley isextremely dry,
everything seekswater. They can rapidly suck it out of abody. Soit isbest not to get caught by the

megic."

Hisreasonsfor avoiding this region were becoming sensible. "We have some magic defense,”
Ennui said carefully.

"Unsurprised. Still, best to remain no longer than necessary.”

"Agreament.”

They wended their way down into the valley. Crow sdected aroute that took them well wide of
any Chromavents, but it was not possible to avoid them al, because some weretiny. Ennui looked

down to seeadish sized cloud of blue around asmal crack in the ground. A tiny Chroma zone.

Asthey reached theroughly level floor of the valey, abreeze sprang up. "Annoyance,”" Crow
sad. "Retreat isbest.”

Ennui was about to agree, but her dragon seed buzzed. "Negation. We must presson.” She
looked at Nonce.

"Thisway," Nonce said. Sheforged oninto thevalley.
"Alarm," Crow protested. "Dangerous.”

"Still, we must proceed,” Ennui said. Still, she wondered; the dragon seed had never been
wrong, but this did indeed seem dangerous.

The Chromazones smeared out in the wind, becoming elongated streamers. Some were low
enough to jump over; others high enough to duck under. They jumped and ducked, following Nonce.

She led them toward alow mound. "Nothing here but Chroma," Crow caled. "I have been dl
around thisregion. We must get out of thevalley."

But Nonce continued. And suddenly came to ahole in the ground, just beyond ayelow Chroma
vent. It was big enough to alow standing entry. " Caution!" Crow warned, but Nonce dodged by the
vent and forged on into it. Ennui followed, and Aspect and Crow had no choice but to do the same.

"Amazement," Crow said. "l never saw thishole"

It was dark below, but Nonce seemed to know where she was going, and the dragon seed did
not buzz. In amoment the passage opened into afair sized cave with another smal Y elow Chroma



vent. They hurdled this and landed within it, then looked around by thelight of the Chromafire.
"Thisisman-made," Crow said in wonder. "But empty, with no other exit."

Ennui wasn't sure how he knew, because it looked natura to her, but trusted his judgment in this
respect; he must have explored many caves. "This must be the place."

"Thisisthe place," Nonce agreed.

They explored it. There was an opening in the far sde of the chamber, with another glowing
Y elow Chromavent, and beyond it was another chamber. Crow was amazed. "llluson,” hesaid. "All
| saw waswall."

Thisone had aholein the center, and in the hole was dark liquid.

"And now we don't have to go back over therim,” Ennui said, dipping her hand in it and tasting.
It was good water.

"I couldn't seethat either,” Crow said. "Just floor." How isit that your ladies can see through
illugon?'

Ennui exchanged glances with Aspect and Nonce. This had to be another attribute of the ikons:
penetration of illusion. "We have had some experience with specia places” shesaid. "Things are not
alwayswhat they seem, so we verify. Once we know what is there by touch, we are ableto seeit.”

Onthefar wall of thischamber was an outcropping of crystalline rock, reflecting different colors.
Aspect stroked it with her fingers, found aloose fragment, and took it down. She brought it to the
light of the Chromafire.

It was abright blue crystal. "Do you suppose?’ she asked.

"It doeslook likeit," Nonce sad.

"Andif itis—" Aspect said.

They left that thought unfinished, and explored farther. They found another passage and another
chamber. Init was an dtar. They immediately turned back, not speaking of thisto the guide, who
remained fascinated by the water he could fedl but not see. Ennui knew they had to get him clear. She
took the blue crystal and addressed him.

"Crow, we are not expert in crystals,” Ennui said. "Isthere someone in Edge Village who can tell
whether thisisinnocent colored sone—or a Chromagem?"

"A Chromagem!" he exclamed. "That would be incomparably vauable."

"Y es, this could be agem mine. Y ou need to return soon; we shdl not. We must remain herefor
an indefinite time while we figure out exactly what we are doing here. We have enough for awhile, but
soon we shdl need supplies—mainly food. Take this stone with you, find one who knows, and verify
itsnature. If it is Chroma, it isyoursto keep or trade. If it is not, we shadl try to find some other way



to make another trip here worth your while." She amiled a him. "In addition to our no fault
acquaintance.”

Hewasin doubt. "To leave you here, in this dangerous val ley—"

She embraced him, pressing her bosom against him. "We must do what we must do. Perhaps
wewill find that there is nothing here for us, and will return to the village with you. We should know
by the time you return with supplies. Shal we say three days?"

"But villagerswill question—"

"It must be secret. Please, Crow." She kissed him, and felt him giving way. It was dmost
impossible for aman to resist abeautiful woman's plea. She had seenit in her past life; now shewas
practicingit.

"If that's what you need. But—"

"Thisway." Sheled him to the entrance passage, and they returned to the first cave. Aspect and
Nonce remained behind.

Ennui removed her clothing, asbefore, and lay onit. Thetacit nature of the dedl was clear: if he
had sex with her again, he was committed.

He couldn't help himself. In amoment he was with her. Thistime she held theikon in her hand,
away from her body, so0 that she could do everything with him. Asbefore, hewason her and in her in
amoment, eegerly jetting. Thistime she held him longer, kissing him and stroking his back with her
free hand. "Oh, Lady, oh Lady!" he said.

She knew it was more than sex she was giving him. Sex wasto an extent apretext for himto
clasp her and alow his emoation to show. Comfort hiswife could not provide at the moment. "And
first opportunity | will return with you and seeif | can help hedl your wife"

"For that alone | would do your bidding forever!"

"When you comein three days, it will be Speck'sturn with you. Y ou will find her as
accommodating as | am. After that, No, who is closer to your age. We will take turns, aslong aswe
are here. All wereguireisyour silence, and supplies.”

"Thisisnot no fault, then.”

"For the supplies, the gems," she agreed. "For your silence, this."

"Agreement,” hesad.

They got up, and he dressed and departed. Ennui rejoined the others. "Ded made.”

"Weknow," Aspect said. Ennui had not closed her mind during the sex or didogue. The dragon
seeds had not buzzed. This had to be the correct course.



Meanwhile, Aspect and Nonce had examined the dtar. "The eighteen pockets arefilled with
seedd!" Aspect said.

"Hax seeds, by their look."
"Hax—the source of linenyarn.”
"Soit seems.”

They looked at each other, temporarily baffled. "We can't weave the seeds,” Ennui said. "We
need the yarn. Are we expected to grow it oursalves?

"Seeds do grow, if planted and watered," Aspect said.
"But we need magic yarn," Nonce protested.

"There are multiple small Chroma zones outsde," Ennui reminded her. "Plantswill grow to match
whatever Chromathey arein.”

And thereit was. "l think we are about to become farmers," Aspect said.

* * *

They surveyed the land beyond the cave. There turned out to be vents with dl the different
Chroma. So they had seeds, Chroma, and water. It would be work and take time, but they could do
it.

Aspect nodded. "' never anticipated this, but in retrogpect it makes sense. No animal or ignorant
person would go to such trouble. Only one who knowswhat sheisdoing.”

They reconsidered the caves as atemporary home. They would need bedding and better
lighting.

"We can forage outsde," Ennui said. "We may be immune to Chromathreats aswell as
nonChromaones.”

"We are not helplesswomen," Agpect agreed. She looked at the crystal wall. "I wonder if there
isany moss here?'

"Glamor of Mossl" Nonce said.
"The Treeikon did hedl tree damage,”" Ennui said. "But we aren't threatened by moss.”

"Some moss glows," Aspect said. She focused her attention on maoss, willing it to glow. Would
thiswork?

Sowly dim light appeared on the cave walls. The moss was responding. She walked closer to a



wall, and the brightening intensified until the light was significant. The whole wall was covered with
moss that had been invisible before, but now made its presence known.

"| think we have learned more than how to makelight,” Ennui said.

"And | think I will do whatever | can for any moss| encounter,” Aspect said, amazed and
gratified.

"And | for trees," Ennui said. "We have become committed, and they have accepted us.”

"l don't think my ikon has acongtituency,” Nonce said.

"Unlessit isthose seeds," Agpect sad. " Certainly theloom.”

"Maybethis cave," Noncesaid. "I wonder—could my ikon affect local Chroma?"

"Question?' Ennui asked.

Nonce walked to the passage between caves, where the Y ellow Chromavent was. She
squatted beside it. Suddenly the seeming fire brightened, becoming fierce. Then it faded, and the
passage behind it disappeared. There was only the blank cavewall.

"Alarm!" Agpect said.

"Illuson,” Nonce replied. The passage regppeared. "The Chromaresponded to my will."

"Explanation,” Aspect said. "Y ou found these caves, when Crow had never seen the entrance.
Y our ikon showed you redlity.”

"You saw it too," Nonce sad.

"Onceyou did,"” Ennui said. "We can penetrateillusion when we know it isthere, but you were
the onewho saw it first. Theloom ikon gives you that power over its demesnes.”

"Agreement,” thegirl said, gratified.

"lllusonisagood protection,” Agpect said. "But fear is better. Can you make the main entrance
seem threstening?'

"Discovery,” Nonce said. They went out of the caves and stood by the entrance. She addressed
the vent.

Firgt the passage disappeared, showing merely the dope of the mound. That was what Crow
and any others had seen. Then the fire became intense, and they felt its heat. Aspect put her hand
toward it, and the heat became pain. It might beilluson, but it was burning hot. "Thiswill be
effective”

They explored the region around the mound. Now that they were cataloguing spot Chroma
zonesingtead of avoiding them, they realized that this section of the valley was quite well endowed.



All the Chroma were represented.

Then they gathered dry brush. Very little grew in Deeth Valey, but there must have been more
water at sometimein the past, so that shrubs and low-lying plants could grow. This brush could be
centuries old. Even the dry grass might be ancient, preserved by desiccation.

They carried armfulsinto the cave and made three bedsin the first section. By thistimeit was
evening. They broke out their food packages and ate conservatively, knowing the supply had to last
three days.

"We have our home for the duration,” Aspect said. "It does not seem quite up to the standard of
the palace, but neither isit out in the dangerous wilderness. Surely we shal make do.”

"Tomorrow we must start planting,” Nonce said. "The seeds dl |ook the same. Will they
differentiate as necessary?'

"Surely they will," Aspect said. "Each Chromazone will makeits plants magicd initsown
manner, and those will make magicd threads equivaent to the ones we have dready used. The magic
of theloomisto integrate al the different Chromainto asingle magical tapestry. We have but to
endbleit.”

"And when wefindly have the complete tapesiry,” Ennui said, "wewill try to integrate thet into a
singleimportant quest for the ultimate riddle of Planet Charm. Who made the loom? Who hid the
atars? How did the system of Glamors and ikons come about? There is so much to know!"

Indeed there was. Not least, the effect the ikons were having on the people who carried them.
Nonce was young and pretty, and hadn't changed, but she was now invulnerable to attack and
smarter than she had been. Aspect hersdlf had returned to her physical and mentd prime. And Ennui
had gained most, becoming a strikingly lovely woman. They al had developed an &bility and passion
for sex, and had become excellent singers. They could penetrateillusion, and hedl, and were
indefatigable. The ikons were remaking them, and so far that was ddightful. But wherewasit leading?
At what point would they cease to be themselves and become something else?

Should she share that concern with the others? What good would it do? They were locked into
their mission, and had to completeit, regardless of persona cost. They had to keep the ikons, to
safeguard the Glamorsthey related to. And perhaps the icons were merely enabling them to be dl that
they could be.

Shedecided to let it be. She put it from her mind—and it was gone.

In the morning they got to work. Thefirst problem waswater: they had the spring, but little way
to carry water to their Chroma garden patches. They had their water bags for drinking, but were loath
to expend that water.

"Congderation,” Ennui said. "We have water here. If it is sufficient for our flax gardens, it should
be sufficient for us. We can use the water bags and refill them.”

Aspect had to agree. "If we believe in thismission, and in this Site, agreement. But those bags
will betedioustofill here. Buckets would be better.”



"Wewill have anumber of patches, some distant,” Nonce said. "Wewill spend alot of time
carrying water regardiess. Thisisadesert; they will need alot.”

Then Aspect had awicked idea. "We could carry more, if we careto.”
"Not without more containers,”" Ennui said.

"We have containers. We merely don't think of them as such.”

Both looked at her blankly.

"Our bladders,” Aspect said. "We can drink hugely, and urinate. The plants will not object; they
might even prefer it."

"Pee on them!" Nonce said, laughing.

"Havoc makes offerings to plants,” Ennui said. "Not just piss. When he and | needed the good
graces of aplant, he made medo it. | was not pleased at the time, but soon | understood the
necessity.”

Aspect nodded. "WEIl have to defecate somewhere. This settlesthat.”

"If we drink now, well have some ready when we plant thefirst ones” Ennui said.

They took turns drinking copioudy from the spring, then fetched seeds from the dtar and headed
out. They approached the nearest Chroma zonelet, a green one. " Should one person service the same

zones?' Aspect asked.

"Negation," Ennui answered. "'l will haveto vigt the village, and will not be able to tend my zones
then. They should get used to dl three of us, assuming they care.”

That made sense. Aspect kneeled at the edge of the green zone and reached into it. There was
no problem; it was like aregular zone, magic but not hostile. Crow could be correct about pollen and
insects, but she rather thought not, because these isolated little zones would need to interact with
othersif any lifewereto survivein them. In fact they would want animasto vigt, and leave offerings
of urine and manure.

"We could use trowds," Aspect said as she dug her fingersinto the hot green sand.

"We can ask Crow," Ennui said.

Agpect made severd smdl holesin the ground, then carefully pressed the seedsinto them, one
to ahole, and covered them over. She did not know the proper procedure for flax, and hoped this
would do. Then shetilted her water bag over the region and let some water dribble onto it.

"What, no piss?' Nonce asked.

Thus challenged, Aspect responded. She stepped into the zone, hoisted her skirt, squatted,
pulled aside her panty, and let go with asmal amount of urine. She didn't want to wasteiit, but it was



an effort to cut it off in mid flow. Shelet go rather more than she had intended.

They went to the next, which was blue. Ennui tried this one, carefully placing her seeds, then
squatting and letting alimited flow out. She was better at it than Aspect had been.

Nonce took the third zone, abrown one. When she squatted, shelet go too fredy, and squirted
with too much power, overshooting the garden area. "Obscenity!" she swore.

"Assonit,” Ennui said, smiling.

They continued to other patches. Long before their supply of seeds or zones was gone, they ran
out of water, both internal and externd. They had to return for more. But they had watered perhaps
twice as much as they might have done with just the water bags. It was agood start.

By day's end they had processed alot of water, two ways, and managed to plant seedsin all
their designated Chroma zones. They were not physicaly fatigued, thanksto the ikons, but were
emotiondly tired. They ate and dept quickly.

The following day they checked their gardens and watered again. All the patches were dry,
which suggested that they needed more water. But even with voluminousimbibing and full use of the
water bags, it was hard to give enough. They were spending all their time going back and forth, and as
yet had nothing to show for it. No shoot had shown, and they couldn't even be sure the seeds were
fertile. They might have remained in the dtar in the cave for centuries, and died. But probably, they
reassured each other, the seeds werejust taking their time,

Onthethird day Crow returned. Asit happened, Aspect wasjust then squatting over abrown
Chroma patch, squeezing out her last available drops of urine, and didn't see him until she was done.

He was standing there, blushing furioudy; his gray face was amost black. He must have seen her
sguat, and not redlized what she was doing until too late. He obvioudy did not know what to say or
do.

Poise was best. Aspect stood, turned to him, and smiled. "We have planted seeds. We have no
water buckets, so we use what we have. Apology for embarrassing you.”

His mouth worked. "1 would have—have turned away, had | known. Abject apology.”

"Needless. Y ou have not seen anything | was not about to show you anyway. Thisday you are
mine. Cometo the cave with me."

Sheled him to the cave. Ennui was returning from her own watering mission to another patch,
saw her, and hated. Do himfirst, shethought. | will tell Nonce.

Aspect nodded, and led Crow on into the cave. They had turned down the Y ellow Chromapain
firefor the day, knowing the man was scheduled. Inside she gave him time to remove his heavy pack,
then led him to her bed and stripped.

Therefollowed avery fast clagping and penetration. Ennui had warned her, but ill it was
surprising. The man was practically jetting before he made it into her. He must have been eager for



this event, and unable to hold back. She was not able to climax hersdlf, so swiftly, and that annoyed
her, but she said nothing to him about it.

Instead she engaged him in diaogue. "What did you bring us?'

"Everything | could think of," he said happily. "That gem stone— It was Chroma! Vauable. It
paid for al of it and more. They wanted to know where got it, but | just told them | found it in Degth
Valey. They wanted to know where you three women were, and | told them you had found acaveto
rest in, and that | would go back for you. Only to my wife, | told the truth, I mean about that, no faullt,
you know."

"We know," Aspect agreed amicably.

"And she—she cried. | did not know why. She wasn't jealous, she knows about no fault, she
expected that, but she cried. | didn't know what to do.”

"She cried for what she could no longer give you,” Aspect said. "But soon shewill be able,
agan.”

"Hopel" He got up, went to his pack, and started unpacking it. He wasright: there was
everything. It was alarge pack, and well filled. They would est better than they had, because now
there was enough. "My wife told me what you would need. She was very helpful. | told her how the
Lady On had healed me, and she cried again.”

Sure enough, there was more than food there. There was fresh gray underwear, and washcloths,
and asmdl mirror. There were little candles, and inflatable pillows. These would be ablessing.

"Y our wifeisthoughtful," Aspect said. "Appreciation. Wewill thank her more properly when we
are able, soon."

"It has been awful, half without her," he said soberly. "Not just because of—you know. | hate
having her in pain." He paused, turning hisface avay.

Aspect put her arms around him, and he cried into her shoulder. Then she drew him back down
onto the mat and dowly stroked him. Thistime there was no urgency; sheled him in leisurely manner
Into sex, lying on top of him, kissing him, setting his hands on her body where she chose, building him
up to aculmination she could share. The climax was long and dow, but nonethel ess potent. His gray
Chromamind was closed, but she had come to know him enough to pick up some of the surge of
fedling, and so she shared it.

"Oh Lady, | never had it like that before!™

"Thisishow it will be with your wife, when she can do it again. It must be dow, so asnot to
drain her."

"Agreement!"

She held him for atime, schooling him in gentle sex, and he marveled at it. He had not redlized
there was any other way but instant. Now he knew.



They finished, and dressed. The others returned, seemingly by coincidence. There had never
been any secret what he had been doing with Aspect, but they pretended innocence.

"We need buckets," Ennui said briskly. "We shdl be staying here after dl, and we have water to

"Buckets," Crow agreed.

"We are gardening,” Nonce said. They had agreed that they would have to explain thismuch to
him. "We have found that the little Chroma zones are just right for our flax."

"Hax?'

"Specid flax, for weaving,” Ennui said. "Pretty colors, hard to get in nonChromazones. Wewill
grow it, then depart.”

Hisfacelit with comprehension. That waswhy the"Lady Speck wasin the Chromal" But the
recollection of the scene embarrassed him again, despite their recent intimacy.

"Why we need buckets," Aspect said. "So we have a better way to carry water."

He nodded. "Y ou shdl have them." He glanced around the cave. "I feared you would bein bad
draits here, but you seem to have done wdll."

"We are tougher women than welook," Aspect said, amiling.
"You look beautiful.”
"Appreciation.”

Aspect gave him another gem, thisonered. "Do not spend it al on our supplies,” she said.
"These are worth far more, and you should have thingsfor your wife."

"For her," he breathed. " Agreement. Appreciation.”

It wastime for him to go. Aspect saw him out, and walked with him to the edge of the vdley.
"Wewill seeyou inthree days" shesad.

"Agreement." He was ready to go, but lingered. There was something he wasn't quite ableto
sy.

Men were s0 easy! "Pause," she murmured.

She embraced him, kissed him, then led him to the vertical face of aboulder and leaned back
againg it. She opened histrousers and brought out his member. It was throbbing. Y outh was so
resilient! She guided it up under her skirt and into her cleft, then closed her legs about it and pushed
forward as her hands drew hisgroininto hers. Thistight penetration set him off, and he pumped and
jetted into her. Thistime she matched his climax despite its speed. It was partly the naughty novelty of
doing it verticdly, outsde, in daylight. She had never donethat before, and it was a private thrill. He



didn't redize that she had controlled this liaison throughout; that, too, stimulated her.
"Oh Lady!" he exclaimed. It seemed to be his only way to acknowledge such interaction.
"Welcome," shesaid. "Next time, it will be On."
"Y ou are S0—s0 understanding.”

"We arewomen." She disengaged as his member dackened. She put it back into histrousers
and closed them. Then she kissed him. "Take good care of yourself, Crow. We depend on you."

"Degth Vdley nolonger repesme.”

She laughed, and patted his behind as he started off. "Fortunate.”

He climbed the dope, and she waited, reaching under her skirt and wiping her crotch with a
tissue. He hadn't even thought to question why she had not worn underwear when leaving the cave.
As he crested the ridge, he turned back to ook at her, and she waved, smiling. Only when he was out
of sight did she turn and make her way back to the cave.

They continued their |abors, largely on faith that the seeds had to be dive, perhaps magicaly
preserved in the dtar, and next morning as Aspect squatted at the green patch—the first one—she
spied atiny shoot. She was so excited she splashed urine on her foot. "It's growing!" she called.

In amoment the others were there. "Better clean it off beforeit formsasixth toe," Nonce said,
observing her wet foot.

"Theplant," Aspect said, though she knew it wasteasing. "There!" She pointed to it.

Indeed, it wastrue. Soon Ennui found onein ared patch, and Nonce ayellow one. They were
bresking ground al over.

"We should celebrate with wine," Aspect said. "'If we had wine."

That dampened the mood for amoment, reminding them how isolated they were. They missed
the comforts of the paace and Triumph City.

"But now we are on our way," Ennui said. "We are accomplishing our misson.”
"Well celebrate with water,” Aspect decided.

"I'm so full of water | squish when | walk," Nonce protested. But she joined them in the pretense
that water waswine.

Thefollowing day dl the patches had shoots growing, and the first oneswere thicker and taller.
Aspect was no farmer, but she was sure thiswas very fast growth. They werein Chromazoneets, to
be sure, but even s0, they were fast. So the seeds must be specid. It made the chore of constant
watering seem worthwhile,



On the third day Crow returned. Thistime he brought six gray leather buckets and three yokes,
and showed them how these were worn over the shoulders so as to suspend a bucket on either side.
They would be able to carry twice as much water with half the effort. They were thrilled, and Nonce
flung her arms around him and kissed him dl over hisface. Then sheled him into the cave. It was her
turn.

"I'm getting to like that man,” Ennui remarked as they returned to their watering with what they
had. They would not be able to use the yokes and buckets until Nonce was through with him, but they
practiced with the empty ones, getting the fed of the yokes. Thiswas amuch better solution than they
had anticipated.

Then Nonce poked her head out of the cave. "Comein!" she called. "Therés more."

There wasindeed. Crow had brought them some wine. Not alot, because of the weight, but
enough to let them have one merry celebration. They had it immediatdy, ingsting that he sp with
them.

Nonce nudged Aspect. "He asked me a question one of you can better answer. Talk to him."
She made a cute forbidding frown. "But no sex; he's mine today."

Ennui was busy filling buckets from the spring, so Aspect took Crow outside. "Question?"

"My wife—she can't do it, but she wants to know how."

"But surely she knows sex,” Aspect said, surprised.

"Affirmation,” he agreed, turning adarker gray. "But if—when—she's better—she knows the
three of you have—you're so good at it! She knows she was never like that. | love her, and never
sald—but shetook onelook at me and knew."

"Women do," Aspect said, smiling.

"l don't know what to tell her."

"Crow, On and | are older than we look. We have had experience. No has had experience too;
she had a specid position where beauty and ability count. And we—we have had magic
enhancement, sexually aswell as physicaly. So we have advantages over norma women. We do not
mean to spoil you for your wife" Y et they might inadvertently have done so. It had not occurred to
any of them that their newfound sexudity could have anegative sde.

"l cantdl her that," he said dubioudy.

Wasthereaway tofix it?"It'snot just physicdl,” she said. "It'san expression of love. It starts
with you; you must show her that you love her."

"l do!"

"Not onceamonth,” she said. "Not once aday. Not just during sex. Congtantly. Build your
relaionship.”



"Confusion."

Hewas atypica man. He meant well, but he wasn't given to romantic expression. This might
require consderableingtruction. "First thingsfirst," she said. "We should be able to keep up with our
gardening better, thanks to the equipment you brought. Next time On will return with you to try to
hed your wife. Thereafter, if necessary, | will go with you to talk with her. Perhgpswe can
accomplish something.”

"Gratitude!"

Ennui emerged with her filled buckets. She hooked them to the yoke and walked toward the
farther patches. Aspect and Crow went inside, and they filled her buckets. Then shegavehim a
Chromacrystd and left with Ennui, leaving him with Nonce for another session.

The yoke worked well. It was shaped to conform to her shoulders, so that when she walked
erect the filled buckets seemed much lighter than they were. She walked to other patches, and
carefully poured water.

By thetime she and Ennui finished, Nonce and Crow emerged. She would see him off while
Aspect and Ennui refilled their buckets from the spring.

"Wife problem?' Ennui inquired.

"We may have been too good to him; hiswifeis concerned.”

"Dismay! | never thought of that."

" told him that after you hedled hiswife, | would go talk to her. Perhapsthat will be enough.”

“Hope"

They took timefilling the buckets, so that Nonce would have whatever time she needed. Aspect
could see the shape of their future routine. But the wife would have to be reassured. What could she

say to her?

Nonce returned. "Answer," she said, though they hadn't asked. She knew they were curious. "It
wasonly akiss. | think hefedsguilty doing so much with us, while hiswifeisill."

Guilt. That could beit. "Wemay have been too free with him," Aspect said. "We are sexually
charged. We can't blame hiswifefor her concern.”

"But how ese can we reward him?' Nonce asked. "We need those supplies.”
"I will talk with her."
The plants grew vigoroudy. All the seeds they had planted had sprouted, and each plant wasthe

color of its Chroma zone. Because they were close to the vents, the changeable winds did not deprive
them. They were definitely successful little gardens.



A six legged desert panther cruised by, one of the deadly predators. Aspect saw it first, when
her dragon seed buzzed, and was dlarmed. Shewas donein the vicinity a the moment, and had no
weapon. But when the creature sniffed too close to a garden patch, she advanced on it, hefting a
stone. It faced her and crouched, snarling.

She hurled the stone. It flew straight and fast, striking the big cat on the shoulder. Surprised, it
shied away. She was surprised too; she had never had any kind of throwing arm. Credit one more to
theikon.

She picked up another stone. The panther oriented on her, not quite sure enough of itsdlf to
attack. She threw, and the stone smacked into its nose.

That decided the issue. The panther bounded away. Only then did Aspect relax, shaking. How
could she have done such athing? She was a soft roya woman, acity girl, completely untrained in
combat. She should have fled screaming helplesdy. Y et that had never occurred to her; instead she
had braved the panther like an Amazon and driven it off.

True, she suspected it could not hurt her, because of theikon. Still, she hadn't thought of that
aspect either. She had smply done what she had to do. No single woman ever stood up to such a
predator, yet she had not only done so, she had been the aggressor. She had attacked it, and driven it
off.

Now the othersarrived. "Amazement!" Nonce said. "Y ou tackled a panther!”

"Barehanded,” Ennui said.

"Negation. | threw stones at it."

"Spooked it?' Nonce asked.

"No, actudly I hitit. | didn't know | could throw that hard or accurately."

"Theikon," Ennui said.

"They make usimmune from attack,” Nonce said. "They must dso make us ableto attack.” She
picked up astone and throw it at the standing tower of along-dead tree. She hit it.

Ennui tried it, and dso hit the tree. "There seemsto be no end to their powers.”

"That concernsme," Aspect said. "They are changing us, remaking us. Wherewill it end? Are
wetruly ourselves?' She had been silent about this before, but now it came out.

"Similar concern,” Ennui said. "l didn't want to causedarm.”
"Ditto," Nonce said.
So they had dl thought of it, and been silent. "We must assume that the ikons are beneficid, or at

least neutral," Aspect said, now arguing the other case. "Otherwise we must fear the Glamors are



The others nodded. They couldn't afford to believe that thiswasthe case.

Next time Crow came, with regular supplies and more wine, Ennui returned with him. They were
efficient enough to handle the watering with two, thanks to the yokes and buckets. Other plantswere
gprouting along with the flax, and these seemed to have a protective effect, holding the water close.
They had decided not to weed them out; Ennui'sikon related to plants, and they were plants. Mosses
also formed, making small colored carpets on the ground; those too were | eft, for the sake of
Aspect'sikon. Increasingly they were thinking like Glamors.

"Thisisnot the adventure | anticipated,” Nonce confided. "But | think | likeit."
"Agreament.”

They had to work harder, with Ennui absent, but were capable. Worse than the work was agap
in the fabric of their association. The three of them had come together dmost randomly, but now they
wereateam, and it felt like athree legged stool with one leg missing.

On thethird day Crow and Ennui returned. "Shedid it!" he exclaimed exuberantly. " She hedled
my wife! She'swdll now."

Aspect redlized that he had never referred to hiswife by name. That might be part of the
problem.

In due course Crow returned to the village, and this time Aspect went with him. She discovered
to her surprise that she remembered the route perfectly, in every detail. Her memory had never been
that good before; it had to be another gift of theikon. When they passed the place where Ennui had
taken him for aspot liaison, thus saving them from the attack of thorn tree, she saw him glance that

way.
"Show me," she said.

They went behind the rock, and she kissed him and drew him close. Things proceeded
according to the script, and soon he was spurting into her. "Oh, Lady!"

Now al she had to do was discover what she had that hiswife lacked. If the wife were not
pretty, it would be a problem. Character, competence, and dependability were important, but
generally went for nothing without gppearance. WWhen a man chose awomen for her pleasant nature, it
was actudly the pleasant nature of apretty person, not of aplain one. Ennui'slife had been
transformed not by the intelligence, endurance, and other ikon-sponsored gifts, but by the wonder it
had made of her face and body. Aspect herself had become supremely appealing to men not because
of her qualities of character, but because she had recovered the physical splendor of her youth. She
was without illusions on this score. Crow's wife would have no ikon to transform her.

"It's so good to have her healthy again,” Crow said asthey resumed travel. "But shefedsit isnt
enough. She thinksyou can help her.”

"l hopel can," Aspect said sincerdly.

Thetrip back was faster than the trip out had been, because he had become well familiar with



thetrail and its dangers, and because he had discovered that he did not need to dow his pace for
these women. Neverthdess, it was | ate afternoon when they reached the village.

The wife met them at her door. She was hardly plain; her body was well assembled, bordering
on generous, and her face was cute. "Introduction,” she said. "I am Blackbird, Crow'swife."

" am Speck, traveler.”
"Y ou saved Sympathy and Mender!"
"We did what we could.”

Crow gave Blackbird the Red Chroma crysta he had received thistime. Shefiled it in adrawer,
knowing its nature and vaue. The house was neat and well kept; no problem there.

Blackbird served anice evening med. Here too she was plainly competent. Their incidental
dialogue was pleasant; Blackbird was neither smart nor stupid, but pleasant in the middle range. Her
manners matched those of her husband: adequate for village life, crude by city standards. Why did this
woman fed she wasinadequate?

"I'll go check with themen," Crow said asthey finished. "Parting." He was gone.

Blackbird wasted no time. "Crow saysthe girl isgood, but the women are wonderful. He can't
get enough of you. What isyour secret?'

There had to be something. "He likes sex, asal men do. Surely helikesit with you."

"Not as much as helikesit with you. Oh, heloves me; it's not that. But somehow you compel
him. He says he can do it severd timesaday with you."

"And not with you?'

"Well, for atime, not at all with me. But your friend On—she put her hands on me, and | felt the
poison leaving. She made mewell, and I'll dways be grateful. Then | could do it with Crow again. But
he redly wanted it with On;