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Chapter 1:

Odd Invitation

Ike had lots of potential; everyone agreed about that. Some even called him a genius. What he lacked was direction. He had no idea what to do with his life.

He gazed at the pile of college and university brochures on the table. Many were impressive, and some were from top-ranked institutions. Anyone should be proud to go to any of them. Some even offered scholarships, which helped, because his family's means were limited. But as he pored over their offerings, he found that none of them really turned him on.

So what would turn him on? Apart from a portal to a grand future universe like those described in his collection of science fiction books, nothing much. The problem was that Ike knew the difference between fiction and reality. He could retreat into fabulous alternate worlds only via the pages of a book or a computer link to a massive multiplayer virtual reality game, and even those were becoming stale. “When I was a child,” he muttered, remembering a quote from somewhere, “I thought as a child. But when I became a man I gave up childish things.” Something like that. At age eighteen he was legally a man, but not quite ready to give up the foolish dream of alternate realities. The educational institutions were thoroughly grounded in realism; that was their problem. He wanted more.

He pawed the pile, restless. He had to decide on one, and be forever locked into its mundane reality. His folks were out working all day, making ends meet; he didn't want to disappoint them. Should he simply close his eyes and pick one? That was a ludicrous way to make a decision, but when all choices were essentially meaningless to him, maybe it would do.

He did it. His hand fell on what felt like a small one. He opened his eyes and gazed at it.

LOOKING FOR YOUR MISSION IN LIFE?

Actually he was, coincidentally.

WE HAVE IT. IF YOU CAN HANDLE IT.

They did? That intrigued him. At least enough to make him explore the brochure further, which was of course its purpose. Prepared for disappointment, he opened it and began to read.

The brochure was from Pomegranate College. He had never heard of it. There was no indication where it was located or what its curriculum was. Did it grow exotic fruits? That was not his idea of a life mission.

COURSE WORK IS CHALLENGING AND REWARDING.

Yeah, sure.

BOARD AND TUITION ARE FREE TO QUALIFIED APPLICANTS.

Now that was interesting. He could afford that.

EVERY GRADUATE IS GUARANTEED PRESTIGIOUS EMPLOYMENT.

That was nice to know. But what was the nature of the employment?

IF YOU WISH TO APPLY, SIGN BELOW.

Ike stared at it. That was all? He had virtually nothing to go on. Why should he apply? Yet there was nothing else.

“So if I want to find out what this is all about, I have to apply,” he said. “But that doesn't mean I have to go there, even if accepted. Just that I'm interested.”

The brochure waited patiently.

There wasn't even a mailing address. How did they expect to receive his application?

What the hell. Ike signed his name.

There was a honk outside.

He jumped, amused by the timing. He peered out the window. There was a limousine parked before his house. Had it gotten lost?

He went out to talk to the driver. But there was no driver; it was a driverless vehicle. He had heard of these, but never before encountered one. The things were programmed; they could not get lost unless wires shorted out. This one did not seem to be in trouble. So why was it here.

Then he saw the lettering on the side: POMEGRANATE COLLEGE.

“Oh, my!” he breathed. That brochure must be a computer terminal, and his signature had summoned the limo to its location. It had come for him.

But could he trust this? He still knew next to nothing about the institution.

The door to the passenger compartment slid open.

What the hell, again. Ike got into the vehicle. He found the seat belt and put it on. He leaned back against the plush upholstery. This might be his only chance ever to feel like a one percenter. The one percent richest folk on the planet. The ones to whom civilized rules barely applied. Realizing that this was likely to be a limited experience, he set the bezel on his watch. He liked to time important things.

The door slid shut. Pleasant background music came on. The limo started moving. It pulled out into traffic, going where only it knew.

Ike shook his head, bemused. “Do you talk?” he inquired.

“No.” The voice was from the speaker system, along with the music.

He had to laugh. Then he decided to experiment. “Do you provide snacks to travelers?”

A small desk swung out to lock in place before him. Two panels opened. A plate holding a sandwich rose up, and a plastic cup containing a beverage.

Ike opened and sipped the drink. It was a pleasant-tasting sport beverage. He bit into the sandwich. It was wholesome lettuce, baloney, and cheese.

When he finished, he put the cup and wrapper back into their compartments. These closed up and the table swung away.

“How about something to read?”

A panel in the front opened. There was a booklet. AVAILABLE COURSES.

Maybe that made sense. He flipped it open and put his finger on a page, randomly checking.

BASIC LASER MAGIC.

That was the course? Ike knew that lasers were marvelously sophisticated, involved in everything from eye surgery to high powered particle collisions. But magic? Maybe that was figurative: it was so good it seemed like magic. Lasers were science, of course, not magic, so it had to be just a way to phrase it.

The limo turned and slowed. It glided to a halt. The door slid open.

“Thank you, Limo,” Ike said politely as he unbuckled and exited. “It has been a pleasure.”

The car honked acknowledgment.



Ike stood on the pavement, waiting for the vehicle to depart. It didn't; it merely waited, parked.

Ike turned. He stood before a nondescript building. A green line started from where he stood and moved along the walk to the entrance. What was there to do but follow it?

The line took him to the front entrance, which opened as he approached, and into the building. Intrigued, he hardly noticed where he was going, until he found himself alone in what looked like a changing room. There was a sign: REMOVE CLOTHING. PERFORM NECESSARY NATURAL FUNCTIONS. DON FILM SUIT. DRESS.

Well, in for a nickel, in for a dollar. Ike stripped, folding his clothing and stacking it neatly on a table. He used the toilet. Then he picked up the film suit. It was gossamer light and transparent and significantly smaller than he was; he was afraid it would tear if stretched to fit his body. But he put his feet carefully in, and it extended to fit them. He hauled it up along his legs, and it covered them. When it reached his crotch he hesitated, but found that it actually enclosed his penis and scrotum like a second skin, not at all uncomfortable; it seemed to be designed to accommodate this part of the body too. He brought it on up, finding the arm extensions. The hand sections were like gloves, fitting his fingers. He paused, then drew it on over his watch. Then up to his head, where there was a hood. Again he hesitated, fearing he would be smothered if he put it over his face. But here it was fine mesh that he could breathe through. Good enough.

Complete, he gazed at himself in the mirror. He looked just like a naked man; the film suit did not show.

He put his regular clothing back on over the film, and it was almost as if there was no change; he did not feel the underlying suit. His hair was a bit messed up, and he could not comb it, though, so there was a difference. He should have combed it down, then carefully applied the hood.

Now what?

He saw the green line going in another direction; it must have moved while he was changing. He followed it to another chamber. This one had a sheet of similar film, held in the shape of a vertical cone from floor to ceiling, about five feet across. The line led to the center of the cone and stopped.

Ike went where it led. “What now?” he asked.

Suddenly the conic wall illuminated. It formed a scene of a pleasant college campus with walks, buildings, trees, shrubbery, a fountain, and young people, evidently students or other applicants. It wasn't quite virtual reality, but the circular image came close. It was as though he stood within a transparent gazebo and was gazing out upon the real world beyond.

The green line reappeared. It led beyond the cone and toward one of the buildings. Ike took a step—and instead of moving, he found that the floor moved back, but the image progressed. It was as if he had taken a real step, when actually it was an emulated step. Somewhat like a versatile treadmill.

Okay. He began walking, and the scene moved smoothly past and behind him. At first it was confusing, but soon it was as though he were walking normally; it was mainly a matter of schooling his perspective. He saw others moving similarly, following their lines. So they must be applicants too, brought in the same way he was. This continued to be interesting.

His path joined another, and there was a girl on it. She was nothing special, being plain of feature and body, with her hair bound tightly back. But she was another person, in this decidedly odd situation. “Hello,” he said experimentally.

“Hello,” she answered.

 He was surprised; somehow he had expected them to be ghosts to each other. “I'm Ike. I signed the form, a limo honked, and here I am.”

“Me too. I'm Felony.” She held up one hand in a stop signal before he could react. “I know, it sounds like a joke. My theory is that my folks didn't want another child, especially not a girl, so they took it out on me. I do get teased; I'm used to it.”

“Oh, I wasn't--” Ike broke off, then tried again. “I was just surprised. Now you have explained, and it's okay. I know you are not a criminal.”

“How do you know that?”

“Pomegranate College would not have extended an invitation to a criminal. They surely want only the best, so you must be one of the best. Your name hardly matters.”

Felony smiled. “You're good at explaining things, aren't you? Even when caught off-guard.”

Ike shrugged. “I guess I am. My problem is finding the right questions.”

“I, in contrast, am forever coming up with questions. But I'm not so good with answers. Such as, why would any college solicit seemingly random students, and even provide limos so they can take the entrance examination? If they already know as much about us as they seem to, they should know whether we're qualified, and not need to bother with an exam. Let alone treat us to what has to be a pretty expensive virtual reality game setup.”

“There must be qualities they can't figure from the paperwork,” Ike said. “Such as character, commitment, compatibility. For those they just have to see us in action. I suspect we'll encounter some practical ethical challenges that will soon separate the sheep from the goats.”

“I see it,” Felony agreed. “Maybe this encounter is just such a challenge.”

“To see who lets who pass first? I doubt it. There's room on the walk for us to walk abreast of each other.”

“Abreast, a breast,” she said. “And mine don't measure up.”

“I didn't say a thing!”

“You didn't have to. I saw you check me out and lose interest. I'm too skinny.”

Ike spread his hands, embarrassed. “You've got me. I do look at women. It's a man thing.”

“I apologize. Sometimes I just seem to be looking for a fight. I shouldn't have mentioned it.”

Ike considered. Normally he could get along with anyone, and it bothered him to have even a passing encounter go wrong. Felony had a lot of personality and was surely worth knowing, regardless of her figure. So he proceeded carefully. “I think we complement each other. That's complement with an E.”

“I heard the E. We do.”

“So maybe our encounter is not coincidental. Our colored guide lines could have been drawn to make us never get close to each other. Instead they converge. We may be judged by how we handle this. We may be almost sure we are being observed.”

She smiled again. “You're pretty smart. Handsome, too.”

“Why don't we give them something to digest? Set them back a bit for spying.”

“I like the way you think.”

“Kiss me.”

Felony paused. She evidently had not anticipated this. Then she nodded. “Let's blow their circuits.”

They faced each other. They stepped into each other. Now each of them was up against the film wall. Ike reached slowly toward her. She leaned toward him. His hands encountered the film and poked through it in much the manner his body had fitted into the film suit. He reached around her and put his spread hands against her back. She put her hands on his shoulders. She felt solid to him, and he must feel solid to her.

“I'll be darned,” he murmured. “I doubted it was possible.”

“So did I. This is some technology.”

Their faces came close together. Closer. Then they touched.

They kissed. Her lips were soft and warm and very womanly. He embraced her more tightly, reacting to the magnetism of the kiss. There were layers of film between them, but they were barely perceivable, and apart from that their contact seemed totally real. It was as if they really were touching through the film.

They separated slightly after that eternally brief contact. Ike felt dizzy. “Was it my imagination, or was there more to that than teasing a spy?”

She closed her eyes dreamily. “I could fall in love with you without half trying.”

He was embarrassed again. She thought he was trying to seduce her? “I didn't mean to come on to you. I--”

“I know. The breasts.”

“Damn it, Felony! You're like a prickly cactus!”

She winced. “I know. I'm sorry. I'm just so used to being rejected, I react automatically. I apologize. Again.”

She evidently did have a thing about being judged for her body. He was guilty of doing exactly that. She was not his girlfriend type. How could he reassure her without lying? Because he wasn't going to lie, to her or anyone; even social lies bothered him. Yet she did need something, and he was messing up.

The truth would have to do. Unless he could rephrase it.

So he brought her into him and kissed her again, hard. It was just as evocative as the first one.

“Rebuke accepted,” she said breathlessly when he let her go.

“It's true,” he said. “I like them buxom. But we're not here to date. We're here to apply to a college.”

“Can we do both?” She held up her hand in the stop signal. “Cancel that; it's already been asked and answered. At least now we know we can interact physically, even though we must be hundreds of miles apart. How about teaming up temporarily for the purpose of maxing the exam? I promise not to mention those things again.”

Those things: breasts. “Agreed.” He let her go, and they resumed their walk along the path. They were coming to a classroom building.

“But there is something else you should know, if we are to associate. That may turn you off.”

There was? “Then I'd better hear it.”

“My name, Felony. I didn't tell you the whole of my theory. I think I am the child of rape, and my mother married in a hurry rather than have an abortion. It's not a perfect marriage. So I'm not my father's daughter, and not a child of love. I messed up my parents just by existing. I have felt guilty all my life. I am desperate to get out of their lives so they can finally forget the crime. I want to make my own life, better than theirs, but I am emotionally clumsy about it. So when you called me a cactus, you were on target. I'm sorry, but that's the way I am. So if you'd rather just separate now, I will understand.”

“You were not responsible for the way you came into existence!”

“But I shouldn't have existed. My existence still causes them pain. I'm so ashamed. I don't want to cause you pain either.”

“You may cause me pain,” Ike said carefully. “But not because of your history. You have been forthright about your motives, and I appreciate that. I am trying to be similarly forthright about mine. If you can live with mine, I can live with yours.”

“You're not rejecting me?”

“Of course I'm not! Now let's move on.”

She seemed to unwind like a tight spring being slowly released. For a moment he was afraid she would cry, but she managed to stifle it. “Thank you.”

“And if there's any shame, it's certainly not yours.”

She nodded, accepting his verdict. Then she changed the subject. “This is an incredibly sophisticated setting,” she said, looking around. “The trees look real, the flowers smell nice, and there's even a bit of a breeze. I've played some virtual reality games; they did not require film suits, but neither were they close to realism like this.”

So she had had to don a film suit also. Of course she had. There was just something about such extremely intimate contact that made him nervous. Had she been a pretty girl...

He cut off that thought. “It deepens the mystery of their mission,” he said. “They don't have to go to such extremes to attract students. Not when they offer free room and board, and guaranteed employment for graduates. Even sending limos to bring students in. This is one expensive project. I don't see how we could be worth it. Something else is going on.”

“That smells more like a question,” Felony said. “I was hoping you would have an answer.”

“I'm working on it. Did you notice that they provide no clue about where they are? This is a setting, probably crafted by artists; it is unlikely to have much to do with their real campus.”

“Now I am getting nervous. Maybe we should turn around and go back to our stalls.”

“Maybe we should,” he agreed. “But I'll bet you have questions about that.”

“Will they let us? Or are we already in too deep to be let go?”

“Let's find out.”



“But if this is some sort of trap, and we show we have caught on--”

“They're monitoring us anyway. Come on.” He took her hand and turned to face the way they had come.

Nothing happened. They took a few steps, and there was no impediment.

“Why am I not reassured?” Felony asked.

“Maybe I can help there. If they are selecting a few students from hundreds of applicants, they may not want any who don't want to be here. So any who want to quit now can do so. That simplifies the process.”

“It does,” she agreed. “That does reassure me. I think I want to learn more about them. I am curious as hell about what they are really up to. And--”

“And?”

She nerved herself visibly. “I guess I'll just have to say it. Promise you won't be mad.”

Ike paused, figuring it out. What did she figure he wouldn't like? “You want to be with me.”

She nodded silently.

“No problem. We can work together. Only--” 

“Strictly business,” she agreed. “No social.”

“Not boyfriend/girlfriend social, anyway. We can be friends. I'm just not one to promise what I can't deliver. I have to be honest. I don't want to hurt your feelings.”

“I understand. And I really appreciate your honesty. I'd rather associate with you like a sister than not be with you at all.”

“But I can say this, Felony: we haven't known each other long, but you seem like a real person, in contrast to the setting. I would rather explore it with a friend by my side, instead of alone.”

“I agree completely. Friend it is.”

“Let's go tackle the mystery.”

“That too,” she agreed, smiling. They turned back toward the building. What would be, would be.







Chapter 2:

Sword & Shield

“Did you notice,” Felony murmured. “Our lines have merged.”

“I hadn't noticed,” Ike said, surprised. His green line and her red line had been parallel; now they overlapped, alternating colors to make a single line. “It must have happened when we decided to handle this together.”

“So you're right: we're being watched.”

“It means they agree to our working together.”

“That, too,” she agreed with a smile.

They mounted the steps to the building. The glass door slid open before them. The line led them to a classroom, and then two seats near the front. They sat down.

Other students were entering and finding their places. They were all young, and looked vaguely uneasy.

Ike took Felony's hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “We're in good company.”

“Maybe now the mystery will be resolved.”

When the classroom was full, an instructor appeared at the lectern in front. That was literal; he did not walk in, he appeared in place. He had a lined face and gray hair, and looked very professorish. “Welcome to Pomegranate College,” the man said. “I am Professor Comodon, and this is your orientation session.”

The room was silent. All of them very much wanted to know what this was all about.

“You have been selected as applicants for admittance as students to Pomegranate College,” Comodon continued. “You will face a formidable entrance examination that will eliminate the great majority of you. As we are interested in giving you maximum opportunity to display your merit, we offer you several optional classes that will clarify aspects. More on that in a moment.”

He took a breath. “The examination is in the form of a virtual reality game. There are a number of settings, each its own enclave with its own geography and rules, the whole making up the larger sphere. Think of it as a pomegranate; the enclaves are its seeds. This is the origin of the name. There are admittance passes hidden throughout the sphere; your challenge is to find them and present them to me, where I will pose one or more questions to you. Your answers to those questions will determine your status. In sum: find a pass, answer a question, and you are in. Fail in either, and you are out. Any questions?”

A student raised a hand. “Yes, James,” the Professor said.

Ike exchanged a look with Felony. Comodon already knew the applicants?

Then he realized that the professor must have a seating chart. All of them had been led by their colored lines to their places.

“Do we have to take the classes?” James asked.

“No. You are free to search immediately for a pass. However I must advise you that it can be dangerous there. Monsters you have not seen before may attack and kill you. Your death in the setting will not harm you in your real life, but it will wash you out of the search, and you will not be admitted to Pomegranate College. So we seriously recommend that you attend some of the preparatory classes.”



“Yeah, sure,” James said. “While other folk grab all the passes.” He got up and left. Several others did the same.

Felony shook her head. “They are already washouts,” she whispered.

The Professor glanced at her. “Perhaps, Felony,” he said. That shut her up. In fact she was blushing.

Another hand rose. “Yes, Claudia,” the Professor said.

“How much time to we have for those preparatory classes? I mean, if we have, like, an hour to find a pass, we can't use it up in a class.”

“A thoughtful question, Claudia. You should have all the time you need. This introductory session will be an hour, after which you will be returned to your homes. Tomorrow there will be another hour, for those interested. These hourly sessions will be available for thirty days. We believe that any applicants who have not found their passes by that time probably would not find them if given more time.”

Another hand rose. “Yes, Steven.”

“So we'll have time for the classes. But what about the ones who are already looking? If we spend too much time in classes, there may be no passes left for us.”

“This is true to an extent. But the passes are not easy to find or fetch. Some we think will not be found by anyone who has not attended and understood enough classes. So it is a gamble. You must judge how much time you can afford to spend improving your chances, before actually taking those chances.”

Now Felony raised her hand. “Yes, Felony.”

“May we work in teams, rather than alone? To better our chances?”

“You may. However, most passes are singletons, so you may have to choose which of you gets the pass you find. Unless you hold it and continue looking for a second pass. This may be a gamble of a second sort: trusting your partner.”

“Thank you.”

The professor smiled, and Ike realized that Felony had been the first to thank him for his information. That indicated something about her: she was a nice person despite her cactus nature.

Now Ike had a question. He raised his hand. “Yes, Ike.”

“Maybe I missed it on the promo brochure, but I did not see any indication of where Pomegranate College is, or what it specializes in. Will you tell us?”

“No.”

“Then why should we be applying at all? This could be a scam.”

There was a murmur of interest from the others. Ike had evidently asked a question they had had, but not had the courage to ask, and he had used provocative language. That could mark him for trouble.

Comodon smiled. “Perhaps I should clarify that somewhat. We are looking for a very special type of student, and those who are admitted will receive full information. But we prefer to maintain a low profile, so are not giving information to others. But I will say that there are evidences of our nature and locale in this exam setting, so that you may achieve a notion if you are alert for it.”

Ike nodded, not surprised. “Thank you.”

There were no other questions. “About half an hour remains in this session,” the professor said. “You may use it as you please, to sample a class or explore the terrain. Good luck.”

The others quickly scattered, but Ike and Felony remained. Felony raised her hand again.

Comodon came over to them. “How may I help you?”

“Will you recommend a class to sample first?”

“Basic Laser Magic, in the next classroom.”

“Thank you.” They did not ask whether the magic was literal or figurative; they could find out soon enough.

They got up and moved to the adjacent classroom. It was empty except for its professor, a middle-aged balding man. He stood as they entered. “Greetings. I am Professor Entrep.”

“We are Ike and Felony,” Ike said. “Professor Comodon recommended you.”

“I shall be glad to oblige.” Entrep reached into a drawer and brought out two tubes the size of stubby wooden pencils. “These are laser stubs. When you squeeze the base, they project the beams.” Suddenly a beam of light appeared, extending about a foot from the stub. It scintillated in the air. “This is a sword. These are demonstrator models that will not damage a person. They do however invoke pain, so you know when they score.”

The beam vanished. He handed the stub to Felony. “Try it.”

Felony took the stub and squeezed. The beam appeared. It caught the top of one of the fingers of her other hand. “Ouch!”

“Precisely,” Entrep agreed. “Handle with care.” He gave the other stub to Ike. “This is a different model.”

Ike squeezed it. Light came, but not in the form of a sword. It was a globe about a foot in diameter that covered his hand and wrist. There was no pain.

“Yours is a shield,” Entrep said. “Squeeze again.”

Ike did so. The sphere expanded. Now it was a yard in diameter, and encompassed his arm up to the elbow.

“You will note that you feel no pain,” Entrep said. “That is because you are wielding it. Anyone else would feel pain on contact.”

“Let me try,” Felony said. She poked one forefinger gingerly at the sphere. “Ouch!”

“The shield can be expanded to entirely enclose you. It represents protection from infringement by others. But there are limits.”

“Anything inanimate can pass through?” Ike asked. “Like a spear, arrow, or physical sword?”

“Exactly. Also another laser. So Felony could stab you through it, as long as she keeps her hand clear of its periphery.”

“Could I use a sword laser and shine it through the shield?”

“Yes. That would be an excellent combination. But that would occupy both your hands, and require fair coordination. You might be better off to specialize in one or the other, or at least, carry both but use only one at a time.”

“There are dangers out there that a laser sword or shield could balk?” Felony asked.

“Indeed. Anything animate. Since animals don't generally use spears, clubs, or arrows, the shield should hold them off.”

“The course title is basic laser magic,” Ike said. “I see how basic relates, and laser. But magic?”

“In a setting like this, magic may be feasible,” Entrep said. “Advanced science may be indistinguishable from magic. It is best to make no firm assumptions.”

He was being evasive, but Ike took the warning. There was more here than was visible. “It strikes me that the shield could be more useful than the sword.”

“That depends on how you use it,” Entrep said. “There are different settings. For example, you can set the shield to reflect a sword beam back on its wielder, reversing the thrust, as it were. Or it can be made hard and deflective, so as to repel outside things like stones or arrows. But the problem there is that you won't be able to use a sword from inside it. It requires considerable practice to become fully proficient.”

Ike nodded. It might be worth it, if he enrolled in Pomegranate. Why had Comodon recommended this class? Was this a martial arts institution? That really wasn't what Ike was looking for.

Entrep glanced at his watch. “I see our time is up. You will be welcome to explore laser magic further in future sessions if you wish to.”

“Thank you,” Ike and Felony said almost together. They returned the stubs and left the classroom.

No other candidates were in sight. They had either gone out to find passes, or simply gone home.

“I wonder if Professor Comodon is still there,” Felony said.

“Easy to check.” They peered in. “Yes.”

“Something private I want to ask him.”

“You're entitled. Don't forget that nothing is ultimately private in this setting.”

She smiled. “It's something I'd like to surprise you with, next session. Something you might like.”

Surprise him? That made him curious, but he knew better than to ask.

Ike waited outside while Felony went into the classroom. She talked briefly with the professor, then returned to Ike. “He said okay.”

“Good enough.” He would find out tomorrow. “I think our hour is not yet quite done. Care to take a scenic walk, get a notion what we're in for?”

“May we hold hands?”

He laughed. “Why not.” She obviously had not given up on a more intimate relationship.

They walked out from the cluster of buildings, following a walk that seemed to be designed for a tour. It led to a perimeter that was sharply delineated. One side was scrupulously up-kept lawn, the other a ragged wild landscape. “That must be the badlands,” Ike said. “Where we'll have to search for passes.”

“Where we may need sword and shield,” she agreed.

The path looped around a spreading oak tree and tied back into itself. This was as far as it went. “We're not seeing the bad beasts,” Ike said. “They may be hiding, waiting for us to cross the line.”

“Yes. We're not ready to risk it. That business with the laser weapons satisfied me that we do need further preparation.”

“The other classes may have useful input too. I think it's best to sample them all before we venture farther.”

“I agree.”

“Now that we're alone, will you kiss me again?”

“Felony, you know I told you--”



“I must be blunt. I may have very little time to make my case. I do like you, Ike, and would like to be your girlfriend.” She held up her stop hand to forestall his protest. “I know you aren't interested now, but I may be able to impress you when you get to know me better. Please, let me try, in my fashion, when I can do so without making a public scene. If I can't impress you by the time we come to a decision about Pomegranate College, then we'll separate and that will be the end of it. But if I can impress you, I'd like to be your college roommate.”

“Felony, that's getting way ahead of ourselves, even if I was hot for you.”

“This time, when you kiss me, put your hands on my bottom. I've got the girl parts, and they will be yours at such time as you want them. So play this game with me, knowing you can end it unilaterally at any time.”

He sighed inwardly. “As you wish.” He took her in his arms, put his hands on her buttocks, and kissed her.

Again, it was a surprisingly mature kiss. Her body was tight against him, and her buttocks were singularly evocative. Her breasts might be small, her figure thin, but she did have a very nice butt. She was more than willing, which counted for a lot. Was sex possible in this setting?

They broke. “I wonder,” he said.

“I'm game. We can try it right now.” She wrapped her hand suggestively around his forefinger.

That surprised him. Would she actually do it? True, this was virtual, however real it might seem, so it was safe. But by similar token, it was not private; everything was being broadcast to make them seem real to each other. That turned him off.

“No,” he said with a certain regret. She might not be his type, but she had her points. He had had a girlfriend, and lost her because, she said, he was too much for her; he wanted more than she could give, physically and emotionally. He had not really understood, but now, dealing with Felony, he was beginning to. If he had come across to Lucy the way Felony was coming across to him, then yes, he had been too pushy. Yet he was also flattered. Felony was smart and motivated; he surely could do worse. If only she had a better body.

“Because we don't know each other well enough?”

He smiled. “I suppose so.”

“Because you don't want to commit to that extent?”

“That, too.”

“Because I don't have big boobs?”

Honesty was best, he was sure. “That may be a factor.”

“But that's not your main reason?”

“It's that this may seem private, but it isn't, pretty much by definition. That makes me uncomfortable.”

“Oh, damn! You're right. Again I had the questions, you had the answer.”

“I'm sorry. If we really were private, then the other reasons might apply.”

“Maybe sometime we will be. But you're right: this is not the occasion. I wouldn't have come on to you like that if I had thought it through. I'm embarrassed.”

There wasn't much he could say to that, so he changed the subject. “Do you think we can get away with crossing the line? The campus boundary, I mean.”

“I know what you mean. Let's explore.”

They stepped gingerly across the line. Nothing happened. They walked toward a gnarled tree.

Felony paused. “Do you hear that?”

Now he became aware of it. A sort of faint scratching coming from behind the tree. That made him nervous. “Let's back off, quietly.”

They retreated. That must have alerted the predator, because suddenly a monstrous running bird darted out from behind the tree. It stood taller than a man, had a large head, and a ferocious sharp beak.

“Run!” Ike cried.

But Felony was frozen in place, staring at the dreadful bird as if mesmerized.

There was no time to argue. Ike leaned down, grabbed her about the waist, hauled her up, and lumbered for the campus line. He got there just before the bird did. They fell across it together. Ike tried to face the bird, to defend them from its onslaught, but knew it was hopeless.

The bird stopped just short of the line, not crossing. It squawked angrily, then turned and ran away.

“Saved by the line,” Felony gasped.

“It must be a laser shield, to protect the campus,” Ike said. “Porous to us, but total pain for the monsters.”

“We just missed getting eliminated for admission.”

“I think now we know why the professor recommended the laser magic. I don't want to try this again without it. Sword and shield: I want both.”

“You bet. I think that bird was stalking us, just waiting until we crossed, so it could get us. And it almost did.”

“We took a foolish risk,” he said. “Let's not do it again.”

“Let's not.” She stood and dusted herself off. “Thank you for saving my virtual life.”

“You're welcome. We couldn't have any kind of relationship if one of us got eliminated.”

She smiled. “Was that all?”

“No. I think we can make a good team.”

“Oh, come on now.”

He laughed to cover his embarrassment. “And I do like you, and don't want you to be hurt.”

“That's it,” she said, satisfied. “Now we'd better follow our lines home.”

Indeed, their merged lines had separated and were now parallel, leading back the way they had come. They had disappeared while they were exploring, more evidence that they were being tracked.

Their lines diverged where they had met. “See you tomorrow,” Ike said.

But Felony remained in place. After a moment he caught on, and kissed her. The cases might be reversed, but he was not going to dump her because of it. Not all of what he was learning was about Pomegranate College.

“I'm trying so hard not to exploit my crush on you.”

“Felony, you have little basis for that. I have made plain that--”

“You're the first eligible boy to treat me decently, knowing my history. That knocks me for a loop. I know how you feel. I just hope you will be tolerant about the way I feel.”

“And what if I should do with you what you let me do, then leave you, the way some boys do?”

“The more you do with me before you leave me, the better off I will be.”

There seemed to be no reasoning with her on this score. So he kissed her again, spanked her behind, and stepped back. Now at last she went on her way.

So they parted, and soon he was back in his chamber. Actually he had been there all along, but had let the virtual setting take him. It had been quite an experience!

He stripped, removed the film suit, then dressed again. This was what made it all possible, copying his motions and expressions so that he could become part of the setting. What a setting it was!

And what an emotional complication. Felony was the most interesting girl he had interacted with in a long time. But she really did want more from him than he was prepared to give. Well, maybe one of them would be eliminated soon, and that would solve whatever the problem was. That might be the coward's way out, but he didn't know how to handle it otherwise.

He exited the chamber. His green line appeared before him, leading him out of the building and to the waiting limo. He got in, and it took him smoothly home.

He looked at his watch. It had been just over an hour since he set the bezel.

What an hour!







Chapter 3:

Magic

Ike said nothing to his folks about Pomegranate College, only that he was still zeroing in on prospects and might locate one they could afford. He doubted they would believe the actual experience he had had. Both his parents had long working hours, so he was alone in the house by day. That made this particular exploration easy. For now.

The limo came promptly at the same hour. Ike got in, snacked while he rode, exited at the anonymous building, followed the line to the changing chamber, and got into the film suit. Important as the matter of college was, and mysterious as it was, his mind was on something else: Felony. He knew that if she offered again, he probably would accept despite the supreme lack of privacy, and then like as not regret it. Because it wasn't right to take advantage of a girl merely because she was available. If there were any serious chance of his being her regular boyfriend, then maybe it would be all right. But he doubted it. So he felt guilty already for what he was bound to do. The lure of sexual experience with any girl was simply too great. That could have been part of the problem with Lucy: she knew he wanted it.

He emerged from his chamber and set foot on the college campus. And there before him was the most gorgeous doll he could have imagined. She had an hourglass figure under her ornate dress, gorgeous red hair to her waist, and a face--

No face. She was veiled. So she was anonymous. That added to her allure.

“Ike,” she said huskily.

He was taken aback. “Do we know each other?”

“I think so. But not well enough.” She lifted the veil.

Ike felt his jaw literally drop. “Felony!”

“Feel me.”

“But--”

She caught his right hand and brought it to her outstanding bosom. She pressed it against her left breast. The touch, even through the cloth of her dress, electrified him. It felt completely real.

“It's mostly illusion,” she said. “My hair is real, my bottom is partly real, but the rest is pure enhancement. I need to be sure you know that before we go farther.”

“Illusion,” he repeated, stunned by the feel of her.

“Maybe I had better show you. Let's go inside.” She guided him back to his chamber and closed them in. Then she slipped out of the dress and stood abruptly nude. It was a one piece outfit, with no bra or panties beneath.

“It looks real,” he said, unable to come with a more original statement.

“It feels real, too.” She took his hand again and stroked it over her torso from breasts to butt.

“How--”

“That's the surprise. I asked Professor Comodon whether illusion was included in what they offer. He agreed that it is. So I arranged this sample for you. So I could be what you want me to be. I hope you like it.”

“I adore it,” he said, amazed. “But the hair—you said that's real?”

“I wore it bound up before, because I generally get teased about that too. But now I have let it down.”

“And your bottom is partly real?”

“The illusion widens it, but the buttocks are unchanged.” She passed has hands across them again. “So now you know. I don't want you to be deceived about anything. It will all seem real as long as we share this setting. If we are admitted and room together, and you don't want illusion, then, well, I'll don a body suit to enhance my torso. I want you to be satisfied.”

“Satisfied,” he echoed. Illusion or not, this body totally turned him on.

“So how about it? We know it's not really private, but everything you see here is yours to take. Are you ready?”

He was almost painfully ready. “No.” He was surprised to hear himself say it.

“If there's something I have overlooked--”

“No. You're great.”

“If it's my history--”

“No! That doesn't matter.”

The tears were trying to come to the surface. “Then what?”

“Because now it might be serious.”

She gazed at him, baffled. “Serious?”

“I might fall in love with you.”

“That's bad?”

“I can't bed you and leave you. I might have to room with you, and marry you. That's not a decision I care to make at this moment.”

“I ask no such commitment. I just want to be with you on your terms. You can bed me and leave me.”

“No. If I touch you now, I'll probably fall for you. Then if it doesn't work out, we'll both be heartbroken.”

“But if you don't touch me now, and it doesn't work out, we'll both be losers.”

“That's a risk we'll have to take.”

“You're sacrificing now, to gamble on a bigger win later?”

“Exactly. Now get dressed. We have classes to attend.”

“If that's really the way you want it. But will you at least kiss me?”

“No. I can't risk that either, at this point.”

“Please, Ike.”

“I was willing to gamble on relatively small stakes. Now the stakes are large. I already know something about you, and its generally good. Now you have the body. But if I marry you in real life, you'll have your own body. If I come to love you, I'll love that too. You have gotten through to me, Felony. I need to work this out in careful order, to be sure it's love. Because we don't want to marry if it isn't. You know how that is from your own family.”

“I do.” She shook her head, bemused. “I'm going to cry. That's not bad, its good, I think.”

“I will hold you. I think I can do that.”

Then she overflowed. He took her in his arms and held her close but not too tight while she sobbed into his shoulder. He was holding an absolutely lovely naked woman, but comfort was all he wanted to give her at the moment.

Could he love her? He already knew he could. Did he? He doubted it. But the skids were greased, if nothing happened to disrupt the process, he would love her soon enough. He wanted that to happen before he took her up on anything physical. He hoped he was being practical.

After a while she subsided. She drew back and mopped her face. “Thank you, Ike. Even if this is temporary, you have made me happier than I have ever been.”

“I echo that,” he said, surprised. “If it is to be love, it's worth doing right.”

“Oh, yes.” She put on her dress and brushed out her hair. Somehow she was able to do that despite wearing the film suit. “Now let's go to class. We have wasted valuable time.”

“We haven't wasted anything.”

She smiled, accepting that.

They went outside. “Which class?” she asked.

“Basic Laser Magic, of course. In case we encounter another bird.”

“Laser magic it is.”

They entered the classroom. This time there were a number of other applicants. Evidently they had caught on to the dangers of the badlands and wanted to be prepared. They paused in their activities when they saw Felony. Ike understood completely. Clothed or unclothed, she was a knockout. She could have dazzled any other male student, but had saved it for him. He liked that.

The class was informal, an individual work session. They both practiced first with the sword, which they learned could be adjusted for length, breadth, and type; it was not limited to pain invocation. It could be fashioned into a burning hot beam that would melt metal or rock, and could kill an animal or person.

“Yes,” Professor Entrep said, to them and the class. “With such a weapon you can duel another applicant, if that is your preference, and dispatch him or her to oblivion. We recommend against this, but the choice will be yours.”

“Wouldn't that be murder?” Felony asked.

“Not in the outside world. Remember, this setting is merely an emulation. Death is expulsion from the setting. So it is not as serious as it may look.”

“But suppose someone doesn't like competition, so he starts cutting down other applicants?” Felony asked.

“That will not be allowed on campus; the beams will not be effective here. But off-campus yes, it could happen. There are monsters out there, but not all of them will be in animal form. You must be prepared, and trust no one.”

“I trust Ike,” Felony said.

“No one you don't know well,” Entrep said. “Alliances can change. Preparedness may be better than trust.”

Ike was well coordinated, and turned out to be quite good with the laser sword. He could score on any of the other members of the class. But he wasn't satisfied. Anyone could ambush another person in the badlands, regardless of his proficiency.

The hour ended and they turned in their stubs and left the classroom. “Tomorrow let's focus on shields,” Ike said. “I want to find a setting that will protect us from the sword.”

“Yes. But we still don't know what we're fighting for. What does Pomegranate College teach? Is it something we really want to learn?”

“This setting is so sophisticated that it has to relate in some way, if only to select people who are really good at survival in strange circumstances. I'm guessing that there may be danger. But if we learn how to handle it, that may not be an issue.”

“You'd think they'd give us some better hint.”

“I think they want us to figure it out for ourselves. Teaching us is one thing; they can do that. But having a real aptitude and motivation for learning it is another. They want to find students with that.”

“I think you're right.” She paused. “There's something else.”

He glanced at her, appreciating her beauty yet again. “Should I be wary?”

“Yes.”

“Don't tease me, Felony. Out with it.”

“When I asked about magic, it wasn't just about appearance. It was about love.”

“Uh-oh. You're going to feed me a love potion?”

“No. That would be unethical. Also, we can't eat or drink here; the emulation doesn't go that far.”

“What, then?”

“But we can work spells. I could enchant you into loving me. If you wanted me to.”

“Two things there. First, this setting is all about appearance, not inner feeling. You got my attention by converting your appearance, not by directly enchanting me. I don't think that would work. Second, what's this about if I want you to? Why would I want you to mess with my feelings, assuming you could do so?”

She smiled, and it seemed to brighten the welkin. “Now you're asking questions and I am answering. That's unnatural, but I'll try. First thing: the magic may be real, in which case I could indeed enchant you. Second thing: I don't want to compel you. I don't think that would last. I want you to do it on your own. Then it will be permanent.”

Ike considered. “Felony, I am seriously intrigued. I don't believe in magic, but for the sake of argument, let's assume it is so. If the spell is not permanent, then it should be safe to experiment with it. So go ahead. Try it.”

“I will, Ike. But to be completely fair, I will not take advantage of it now. This is a demonstration only.”

“Fair enough. Do it.”

“Because if I did it, and took advantage, next thing we'd be on the turf making it.” She lifted his hand, which he realized she had been holding all along. She used her fingers to form his hand into a one-finger salute. Then she wrapped her hand around that finger, as she had before. The symbolism was unmistakable, and far more potent now. And, given what the body suits could do, it was feasible. They could have virtual sex that would be almost indistinguishable from real sex. That was a really interesting notion.

“I will try to restrain myself,” Ike said, bemused. “Show me.”

They paused on the walk, and she faced him. “Gaze into my eyes.”

He did. “They're brown.” And absolutely beautiful.

Then her pupils seemed to expand. They became huge, spreading beyond her eyes, then beyond her face, overlapping each other, becoming one spiral. They were like merging vortices drawing him in, not physically so much as emotionally.

Then they contracted, leaving him still gazing into her normal face. It was the same, only different.



“I'll be damned,” he breathed. “I do love you!” He moved to kiss her.

She drew back. “Stay clear, Ike. I'd love to kiss you, but not now. Go home.”

“The magic! It worked! It made me love you.”

“Yes. Now you know. It will wear off in a day. So tomorrow when you're back to normal I'll do whatever you want. Even enchant you again, if that's what you decide. Then it will be fair.”

“Fair,” he echoed.

Then he was alone, exiting the setting. He must have done it on auto-pilot, bemused by the emotion inspired by the spell. His passion for Felony had blossomed far beyond anything he had felt when he saw her new body. The magic really did work, amazingly.

He remained distracted as the limo took him home, and thereafter. He had operated on the assumption that the setting was virtual reality, seeming real only because the participants suspended their disbelief and got into it, much as they might forget their surroundings when reading a really good book. But that love spell was something else! It had touched his heart and revved up his emotion amazingly. Suddenly he loved her, and this was no imagination.

Ike sat down in his room and pondered. He was a rational person, with no belief in the supernatural. He knew magic was not real. So how could this love spell actually work? He knew that things like voodoo depended on the belief of the participants; if they thought an evil hex was real, they suffered from it, while nonbelievers who knew better did not. He did not believe in magic, so how could it work on him? If he and Felony had been physically together there could have been pheromones, but their togetherness was illusion. Sure, it had seem real when he picked her up and carried her away from the predator bird that time, but that was a matter of their film suits reacting to each other, like the kissing only more comprehensive. Strictly sight, sound, and touch, no chemistry. Her spell had touched him inside, and he still felt it.

Oh, did he ever feel it! His heart was beating hard and her image was in his mind. He wanted to hold her, kiss her, be with her in every sense. He was in love.

And that could not be. Felony was a fine girl, surely worthy of love, and it might happen, but he was more cautious about emotional commitment. Ike learned well from experience, and getting dumped for wanting too much, too fast, had been a hard lesson. Felony in her beauty stage could likely be a lot of fun, but that was not at all the same as love. So how could he feel it so strongly?

Ike was good at answers. He had posed the question; now he had to answer it. How could he account for the way he felt, if magic didn't work? This was not some magic show, where the stage magician used suggestion, sleight of hand, and stage props to make impossible things seem to happen, like a sexy young woman getting sawed in half. This was real, in its fashion.

Suggestion. Felony had said she had a crush on him, and strongly hinted that she would do anything he wanted her to. She had held his hand in a really suggestive manner. That had put the idea forcefully into his head. Then she had looked into his eyes. Since she was after all just an image, she could arrange to have her eyes magnify; all she needed was a special code to alter her eye image, just as she had altered her body image. Sleight of hand, in a manner, not magic. 

Then the jolt of love had hit him. No pheromones? There could be pheromones! He was in a controlled environment, the air in the cell provided by the air conditioning of the building. Introduce a waft of the right pheromones and he would feel it immediately. He had read about it: touching, massage, or sex evoked something called oxytocin that seriously affected feeling and behavior. It could be released as a nasal spray. Put that in his cell, and his emotion would leap, and he would interpret it as he had been conditioned to: as love. Voila!

No now he had the answer. But it evoked another question: why did the professors of Pomegranate facilitate such a thing? Obviously they had done it for Felony; she had asked them, and they had set it up. Were they playing favorites? He doubted it; the relationship between applicants was no proper concern of theirs. They wanted the best potential students, and if they had already chosen them they would not need to bother with special effects. Why, then?

That question brought its own answer. Magic might not be real in real life, but in the framework of the setting it was valid. They could hardly have made a more persuasive demonstration than this. Now Ike would take magic seriously, as Felony did, at least in the context of the exam. That was surely the lesson.

Now all he had to do was give the “spell” time to wear off. Already his feeling was fading, though one thing was clear: it was a good feeling. It would be no bad thing to be in love with Felony.

Next day when they met she was lovely but reticent. “Are you over it?”

“Pretty much.”

“Do you want to do anything?”

“Oh, yes! But not right now. We need to study shields, and we need to talk.”

“Have you figured it out?”

“I think so.”

“Good. Because I don't really believe in magic.”

“Next time come in your own body. Then I'll kiss you.”

“You're getting to like me!”

“Yes. I love your luscious illusion body, but I want to get to know you better as you really are.”

This time they were down to a class of two. It seemed the other applicants were attending other classes, or were out in the field. Professor Entrep happily demonstrated the formats of the laser shield. It could be made to seem hard, so that it was physically solid to outside objects, or sticky, so that what touched it became tangled in it. But the one that most interested Ike was reflective: whatever came at it was bounced back the same way it had come. So a sword beam would either glance off or return to tag the one who sent it. That could be a nice response to assassination from ambush.

“I think you've got it,” Entrep said. “I have no more to teach you. Either of you. You may keep the laser stubs; you are ready to use them in the field.”

“Thank you,” Felony said, and kissed him on the cheek. She remained in her lovely image, and it was apparent that it had impact even on one who knew better.

They walked out to the tree where the predator bird had hidden, but this time there was no attack. They sat down beneath the tree, and Ike explained about suggestion, sleight of hand, and pheromones. 

“So that's it!” Felony exclaimed. “But why would they--”

“Because to get along in this setting, we need to believe in magic,” Ike said. 



“But if we use magic to win our passes, and get admitted, what then? There can't be magic in the real Pomegranate, can there?”

“There might be science that resembles magic. We need to be able to figure it out. That may be the mental agility they are looking for.”

She was troubled. “I really don't know if I want to commit to a college blind. I prefer to know what I'm getting into. As it stands, my main reason to sign up is to continue my relationship with you.”

“Mine too,” Ike said. “But in case we don't both make it, let's exchange addresses now, so we can get in touch in the real world.”

“You really want to? Knowing I'm not your type?”

“You are my type. I was hung up on bodies. Now I'm learning better. You are more woman than I ever encountered before. You can put on a luscious body to give me a treat, but my real relationship is with the real you.”

“Oh, Ike!”

Then they kissed, exchanged addresses, and parted.







Chapter 4:

Familiars

Back home, Ike texted Felony. Are you there, for real?

She answered immediately. I am here for real.

They had established real-life contact. Ike was thrilled, because he had somehow feared that the whole thing was illusory, and that he was falling in love with a nonexistent woman. But now that he could talk with her outside the context of the Pomegranate setting, he discovered he did not have a lot to say.

Yet somehow when he put down the phone, an hour had passed. They lived a thousand miles from each other, geographically, but now it felt as if she were in the next room. They had agreed to try another class before going out into the field; it would delay their quest for passes, but it seemed safer. There was just too much they did not yet know about Pomegranate.

Next day they met on campus. Felony was back in her unenhanced body, lean and plain, but he no longer cared. His foolish fascination with appearance was abating. He took her in his arms and kissed her. She melted.

Then they went to the class listed as Familiars. Neither of them had any idea what it was about, but they were pretty sure all the classes related to survival, so they needed to get a proper notion of this one.

Again, they were the only ones. The professor was a woman of motherly heft and manner. “Welcome, Ike and Felony,” she said. “I am professor Howell, and this class is on Familiars. Do you have any idea what it is about?”

“No,” they said almost together.

“A familiar is a supernatural spirit in the form of an animal that aids a witch or warlock in performing magic. This is always by mutual consent: you do not catch and tame an animal, nor does the animal choose you. As with human relationships, chance and compatibility play a significant part. So the first thing you need to do is find your familiar. Name it, and bring it back here. Then we will be able to exploit the relationship for mutual advantage.”

“The familiars--if we don't choose each other,” Felony asked, “how to we get together?”

“In real life this can be difficult,” Howell said. “But here in this setting it will be facilitated. Go out and look in the greenhouse, and it should occur.”

Ike and Felony exchanged a glance, mutually shrugged, and left the classroom. Now their guiding lines reappeared, leading them around the campus to what appeared to be a larger greenhouse. Exotic plants abounded, and so did a number of small animals: dogs, cats, rabbits, hamsters, tortoises, lizards in the foliage, and assorted colorful birds perching in the limbs of small trees, ranging from wrens to hawks. Many of those were spectacular in their plumage, sporting displays unlike those Ike had seen on Earth.

“All potential familiars,” Felony murmured. “I have no idea which one is mine.” It was a question.

“The plain one,” Ike said, in a moment of inspiration.

“Who can have other merit,” she agreed wryly. It was a personal matter, but new she knew he had seen beyond appearance. She held up her hand, and an olive- drab parrot flew to it. “You called?”

“You talk?”

“Some.” And there was the indication of merit: no only was it talking, it was making sense.

“Do you have a name?”

“Not yet.”

Felony smiled. “Then I will call you Demeanor. Miss Demeanor. Because my name is Felony, and you're not as bad as I am.”

The bird laughed. “You're a rare one, Felony! I like you. I will be your familiar.”

Felony smiled. “We'll get along.” Just like that, she had her familiar, in this contrived setting, having identified the correct one.

Now it was Ike's turn. Like Felony, he had no idea, except that he didn't like to be too conventional. Witches had cats or frogs? He wanted something else. So he walked around the greenhouse, looking. The animals looked back. It was increasingly impressive. There were foxes, wolves, goats, pumas, leopards, bears, alligators, rattlesnakes, pythons, and some that seemed foreign to the planet. None of them particularly turned him on, and the feeling seemed to be mutual. He was not looking for a fancy animal, but a talented and compatible one, quite a different matter.

Then he saw a small blue snake caught in a crevice. It was struggling to free itself, without success. It must have tried to crawl through the panels from outside, and gotten stuck. Ike reached across, caught the edges of the crevice with his fingers, and carefully pried them apart, enabling the snake to slide free. “There you go, fellow. But watch it, in here; there are formidable predators. You might be better off outside.”

Then his jaw dropped, because the snake slithered into the air and did not drop. It hovered there, floating.

“I could be mistaken,” Ike said. “You do have your special ability.”

The blue snake remained suspended, gazing at him. Was he missing something?

Then Felony spoke behind him. “Familiar.”

The familiar! He had forgotten in his distraction with the snake's ability. “You want to join me?” he asked, holding up his open hand.

The snake slithered smoothly through the air to his hand. Just so. He had found what he was looking for, where he had not expected it.

“Name him,” Felony murmured.

Oh. Yes. But suddenly his mind was blank. What was an apt name for a small flying snake? All he could think of was the odd color. “Blue.”

Felony sniffed. He had muffed that one.

But the snake seemed satisfied. He slithered out of Ike's hand, crossed the air in front of him, found his breast pocket, crawled in and curled up. He was at home.

They exited the greenhouse and returned to the Familiar classroom. “Good enough,” Professor Howell said. “You have chosen well.”

The parrot perched on Felony's shoulder. Blue poked his head out of the pocket.

“It was mostly accident,” Ike said. “It just happened.”

“Exactly. Now the thing about your familiars is that they are of this setting in a manner the two of you are not. You are emulating your presence here, acting via film suits and film interfaces, suspending your disbelief. But the familiars are integral to this setting, needing no film. So you don't need to worry about feeding them; they can forage for themselves. They will wait for you when you're off the set. They can accomplish things you can't. They are also familiar with this realm in a manner you are not. They can warn you of hazards you will otherwise miss.”

“Suppose we aren't paying attention at the moment?” Ike asked. “Blue does not appear to talk.”

“Your familiars understand your speech perfectly. Miss Demeanor can say a few words. Blue can hiss: once for yes, twice for no.” It seemed the professor already knew the names they had given the familiars, though they had not mentioned them; yet another reminder that nothing here was truly private. “You should practice communication now, because this is vital.”

“Is this true, Blue?” Ike asked the snake.

Blue hissed once.

“You understand everything I say?”

Hiss.

“And you think the professor is an idiot?”

Hiss. Hiss.

They all laughed. Ike had tried a trick question, just making sure.

“You said our familiars can help us perform magic,” Felony said. “What kind of magic?”

“That depends on your aptitude. As with anything, it takes time to develop useful skill. Initially they will mainly warn you of danger. You must learn to be extremely sensitive to their warnings. Some dangers will be subtle; those are the main ones they can help you with. They can also enhance magic you perform. You will discover more as you work with them, just as you are discovering about each other as you associate. In fact, you should go into the badlands now and discover more about this aspect. Be very cautious at first.”

“There seem to be few other applicants remaining,” Felony said. “They must all be out looking for passes.”

“Indeed,” Howell agreed. “But most of them are dead.”

“Dead!” Then Felony recovered. “Oh, you mean eliminated as candidates.”

“Yes. They will not be admitted to Pomegranate College. They went out foolishly and carelessly and were destroyed by things they could readily have learned about in these classes.”

“We will try to be more careful,” Ike said.

“Indeed,” the professor repeated.

They went out to the badlands beyond the campus, their new familiars riding along. “She seemed contemptuous of those others,” Felony remarked as they walked.

“I suspect they deserved contempt. They were given the chance to do it right, but they went out and did it wrong. This is too complicated a setting to be wasted on careless folk. It may be like a game of Scissors.”

“Scissors?

“You don't know that one? This group of people sit in a circle and pass around a pair of scissors. As each one gives the scissors to the next, he or she says “I received these scissors crossed and pass them on uncrossed.” Or whatever way they are. You can see the scissors uncrossed. There's no problem until someone new to the game gets them. Then like as not he does it wrong, and everyone else sees that. It seems that sometimes he has to do the opposite of what he says, to get by successfully. It's maddening.”

“That doesn't sound like much of a game.”

“One by one the newcomers catch on, and start doing it right. Here's the key: what counts is not the scissors, but the legs. If your legs are crossed, you pass the scissors on crossed, even if they're uncrossed. It's just a teasing game, but it can frustrate some folk endlessly.”

“And you think those passes we're searching for are like scissors? That maybe they aren't really the point?”

“Or at least not the point we think. You do need the scissors for the game; without them there is no game. But you have to watch for more than them. They may be only part of the point.”

“I see,” she said thoughtfully. “Miss Demeanor, what do you think?”

“I think he's right,” the parrot said.

“Do you agree, Blue?” Ike asked.

Hiss.

“But if that's true, and they are tracking us, then they know we've caught on,” Felony said.

“All part of the process. We still do have to find passes. They just may not be exactly what we expect.”

“Scissors,” she agreed.

They activated their laser shields and crossed the campus line.

They came to what they thought of as the big bird tree. Blue hissed.

Ike stopped immediately. “That's a warning, isn't it? There's danger?”

Hiss.

“But Demeanor didn't say anything,” Felony said.

Then something dropped from the thick foliage of the tree. It looked like a person. In fact it was a nude young woman, with a flaring mane of black hair, full breasts, and a lovely figure. She opened her arms to Ike.

Hiss.

Ike stepped back. “That's why! She's a danger to me, not to you. She may be trying to tempt me close enough so she can bite me.”

The nymph growled and showed her pointed teeth. Fangs, really.

Ike extended his shield and advanced on her. “Get away, nymph, or I'll burn you!”

The nymph retreated, growling. Soon she was gone.

“Score one for the familiar,” Felony said. “Blue did warn you.”

“He did. Thank you, Blue.”

Hiss. It sounded like “Welcome.”

They walked on, watching carefully. Then the parrot spoke up. “Beware, Felony. There's a male.”

“What would a man want with me?” Felony asked. “I'm not luscious today.”

“Any female is prey to this male. Get away from here.”

“What's the point in coming out here to try out our weapons, if we just flee before we encounter anything? I don't have to fear any man as long as I've got my sword and shield.”



“I can't help you if you don't heed me,” Demeanor said, nettled.

“I am heeding you. I just am not inclined to let a stupid man drive me off without even token resistance.”

Ike did not comment. This was another side of Felony. She had wanted to impress him and had succeeded, but it was clear she had her issues.

“Well, I tried,” the parrot said.

“You tried,” Ike agreed sympathetically. 

Felony marched on, and Ike followed. Then a figure stepped out from behind a boulder. It was a naked male with a huge erect phallus. In fact it looked like a satyr, the mythical shaggy goat-footed creature of lust. He looked at Felony. She froze in place. Then he beckoned, and she started walking toward him.

Blue hissed.

“Uh, Felony,” Ike said.

She ignored him. She seemed to be in a trance. Worse, her familiar seemed to be similarly fascinated. The satyr had used his magic to enchant them both. That explained how he could catch even reluctant women: it was a variant of the love spell Felony had demonstrated on Ike.

But Ike was not about to let Felony be raped. “Satyr!” he called. “Fair warning. Desist, go your way in peace.”

The creature ignored him, just as Felony did. His monstrous member swelled visibly, preparing for action. Presumably in this game-context it would fit without destroying her. Or maybe this was another way for an applicant to get killed.

“Well, I tried,” Ike said. Then he drew his sword laser and beamed the satyr through the head.

And the thing did not react. He stood there with a literal hole in his head, his phallus still growing. Felony was almost there.

Ike got smart. His second stab was through the phallus.

Now the satyr reacted. He folded in on himself, mortally wounded. He shrank, becoming a quivering mound of flesh. In moments he was a pile of goo on the ground.

Felony snapped alert. “You got him!”

“Before he got you,” Ike agreed. “I didn't think you really wanted to make it with him.”

“Never!” she said, shuddering. “I was horrified, but his gaze locked me in and I had to obey. I knew he would rape me, and I wouldn't be able to resist, and I might get my innards pulped, and I'd want to die of disgust yet still get a guilty pleasure from it. It was awful!”

“That's the way of it,” Demeanor said. “He got me too. No female can resist a satyr once he makes eye contact. I should have looked away.”

“Fortunately Blue and I are males,” Ike said.

“I was a fool,” Felony said. “You must be disgusted.”

“You didn't know,” Ike said. “I would have been caught by that nymph, if Blue hadn't warned me.”

“But I was warned, and walked into it anyway.”

Ike did not argue with her. He simply drew her into him and kissed her.

“Thanks,” she said. “I needed that.” She glanced at the parrot perched on her shoulder. “And next time you warn me, I'll heed it.”



“That's the object lesson,” Demeanor said, satisfied.

“Let's get out of here,” Ike said. “We've had enough for one day.”

“No, I want to continue, at least until I succeed in not making a fool of myself today. Does that make sense?”

“Yes,” Demeanor said, and Blue hissed.

“Then we continue,” Ike agreed, bemused. Felony was tough, emotionally, when push came to shove. He liked that about her, too.

They walked on. Blue hissed, but Ike didn't see anything. “I appreciate that there's a threat,” he murmured. “But I don't see it. Can you show me where it lurks?”

Blue hissed and slithered out of his pocket and into the air. He moved quietly to a pile of debris from some erstwhile flood and hovered there a moment, then returned to Ike. So there was something in there.

“Okay, act innocent,” Ike murmured to Felony. “While I set off this bomb.” She nodded.

Ike took his shield stub and held it ready. Then he walked nonchalantly to the pile. As he approached it, something stirred. A cute little pig emerged.

“Oh, how sweet,” Felony said.

Demeanor made a sound as of stifling laughter. They both knew that this was likely to be anything but sweet.

“Well, hello there, piglet,” Ike said. “May I pet you?”

The pig pointed his snout at Ike and inhaled. Blue hissed.

Ike snapped on his shield just as the pig shot out a jet of fire. It was a blow torch! The fire bounced off the shield and blasted back at the pig, scorching its whiskers. It squealed angrily and ran away.

“Well done, hero,” Demeanor called, chuckling, and Blue hissed approvingly.

They walked on. Felony saw a pretty green and gold flower and reached out to pick it. “Nu-uh!” Demeanor warned. “That's poison. One touch and you're dead.”

Felony hastily backed off. “Thank you.”

“That's what I'm here for.”

The land sloped down. Soon they came to a river. It coursed curvaceously around the landscape before meandering elsewhere. Part of it broadened out oddly, with squared off gaps in the bed. “What's this?” Ike asked.

“A mini-quarry,” Demeanor explained. “The river bed is formed of tuff, a nicely workable and pretty stone made of compacted volcanic ash. They mined it for the foundations of the college buildings. The river doesn't mind.”

“I see that it is much prettier where the water covers it,” Felony said. “The fragments they chipped away to make the blocks look like soggy old cereal.”

“They must have weathered down,” Ike said. “It seems to be relatively soft rock.”

“In just a few years?”

He shrugged. “It's workable, which is why they used it.” But he wondered. If it weathered rapidly, why use it for foundations? That could be mischief.

They forded the river and walked on. But then Blue hissed and Demeanor sounded off almost together. “Something wicked this way comes,” the parrot said.

Ike and Felony drew their laser sword stubs, but Blue hissed again. “Those won't work,” Demeanor said.

“What will work?” Ike asked.



“Just get out of their way, or hide.”

Now they saw a pack of dogs charging toward them. They were in open country just beyond the river. There was no place to hide.

Blue launched himself from Ike's pocket and slithered rapidly toward the river. “Good idea,” Demeanor said.

They ran back to the river just as the dogs were closing in. Now Ike saw that their noses were circular snouts, and they were firing out little darts. Those were surely poison-tipped. Their shields might have stopped the darts, but Ike's shield was set on reflect and probably would not be able to handle a dozen darts simultaneously.

They didn't hesitate. They jumped into the river. The dogs surged up to the bank, looking for targets to fire on. Ike held his breath and ducked under the surface, and Felony did the same. When he ran out of air he surfaced briefly, saw the dogs still there, took a breath, and ducked back down even as darts splatted into the water around him. Felony matched him.

Fortunately the attention span of the dart dogs was brief, and after several breaths they were gone. Ike and Felony emerged from the water. Blue had gotten along nicely in the pocket, not needing to breathe often, while Demeanor had flown up high, out of the darts’ reach.

But now Ike and Felony were sopping wet, their clothing plastered to their bodies, and it was uncomfortable. “We'd better get home,” he said. “Where we'll be dry.”

“We can dry here,” she pointed out. “The sun is shining.”

“And we'll get sunburned.”

“You just don't want to get naked with me!”

“Wrong. I do want to. That's why we'd better get home to dry.”

She eyed him cannily. “Did you just pay me a buried compliment?”

“I think I did.”

“But I'm not luscious.”

“Nor do you need to be. I can see enough of your body now to know that I'd better not see any more of it. I might lose control.”

“Even though this is all virtual? Anything we do here is all perception and no reality. Completely safe.”

“Completely unsafe. I want to get our relationship straight before we do anything that serious, even in virtual. Please stop wickedly tempting me.”

She shook her head, bemused. “I think you just turned me down for the right reason.”

“I hope so. I'd hate to pass up a chance like this for the wrong reason.”

“So would I.”

“Do you want my comment?” Miss Demeanor inquired.

“No!” they said almost together. Then laughed.

They sloshed their way back to campus and to their stalls. Soon Ike was home, completely dry. Had he done the right thing?







Chapter 5: 

Awful Tower

Next day they met as usual. Their familiars were waiting there at the rendezvous point. They went to Professor Howell's classroom to report, and she agreed that they had bonded will with their familiars and were ready to use them in the field.

“It's past time for us to start looking for our passes,” Felony said. “I wonder how many are left?”

“Five,” Demeanor said.

“You know the count?” Felony asked, astonished. “Why didn't you say?”

“You didn't ask.”

“And you're not supposed to volunteer,” Ike said before Felony could explode. “So it's not meanness.”

“You do understand,” Demeanor said.

Felony was back in control. “And do you know where the remaining ones are?”

“No. Only the count, which is updated whenever another is found.”

Ike wondered again whether the passes were truly necessary, but knew they would be foolish to gamble that they weren't. The scissors game did require the scissors, if only as a distraction. Their best bet was to find two passes, then ponder whether they really wanted to apply for admission. They still had no idea what the college taught. Only that it was bound to be important, to warrant this elaborate admissions setup. This supremely odd exam.

“To what extent can you advise us on our search for passes?” Ike asked Demeanor.

“All we can do is warn you of danger, and facilitate your magic,” the parrot said. “We can't tell you where any pass might be.”

Ike pounced on that. “You say your count is updated whenever one is found. Do you know where each is found? Can you tell us where?”

“Yes.”

“That's what I thought. You aren't allowed to--”Ike paused, doing a double-take. “You said yes?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe we should check out where the other passes have been found,” Felony said. “That may provide a pattern we can use to zero in on the remaining ones.”

“That works for me,” Ike agreed. “It might even enable us to make up for lost time.”

“But maybe we need to put them in order,” Felony said. “Or better yet, to plot them on a map of the environs. Can you provide such a map?”

“No,” Demeanor said.

Blue hissed twice.

“Oh, shut up, serpent tooth! I was getting to it. I can't provide the map, but I can lead you to where it is posted and plot the points for you.”

“That will do,” Felony agreed.



They went to the main annex. There in the hall was posted a model of the Pomegranate College campus, set within a much larger model of the local area. This consisted of the surrounding badlands, which then gave way to a cluster of roughly circular sections that filled a spherical enclosure. In fact it was a three dimensional image of a pomegranate fruit, with each seed a separate realm.

The found passes were all in those seeds. There were five of them. As they looked, another popped into representation, in a formerly empty seed. Now there were four passes left.

“How many applicants are still looking?” Ike asked.

“Six, including you.”

“So there are two more of us than there are remaining passes,” Felony said.

“Yes.”

“How many applicants did you start with?” Ike asked.

“Thirty two.”

“How many of those have been eliminated?” 

“Twenty.”

They looked at the map. “So you plan to admit ten new students,” Felony said. “Twenty two need to be eliminated.”

“Yes.”

“And we need to see that we are not the last two eliminated.”

“Yes.”

“I fear we have waited almost too long,” Ike said. “While we were taking classes and learning the ropes, others have been getting the passes.”

“But more than three have been eliminated for every one who found a pass,” Felony said. “Those are not good odds. In fact we have improved on them already: four out of six is better than one in three.”

“Twice as good,” Ike agreed. “And with what we now know, our odds may be better yet.”

“But only if we get moving.”

They looked at the four “empty” seeds, establishing their locations. They would probably need to get into two of them, to find two passes. Ike knew that there was no guarantee that each held a pass; all four passes could be in just one seed. Or they could be in one of the prior seeds. But the prevailing pattern suggested that it was one to a seed. “Which one?” he asked.

Felony shook her head. “I have no idea. It's a sheer gamble.”

“How about this: we check whichever ones nobody else is checking.”

She nodded. “Works for me. Demeanor, which are those?”

“These two.” The parrot indicated two of the seeds.

“We'll start with the closer one.”

That was it. They followed a line out of the campus, through the badlands, and to the perimeter of the seed. This was a kind of wall that enclosed a distinctly different-looking terrain. The vegetation was unfamiliar throughout, resembling tree-sized ferns.

“I've seen that kind before,” Felony said. “Sort of halfway between ferns and palm trees. I forget what they're called.”

“Cycads.”

“That's it! You had the answer again.”



“You had the question. I didn't think of it until you commented.”

“We make a team, all right, for what it's worth. Next question: where are the oaks and pines and flowers?”

Ike considered. “I thought the pomegranate seeds were just marked sections to indicate different challenges. But this suggests that they are more than that. This could be another world.”

“With the same gravity, temperature, atmosphere, and halfway familiar plants? That's a reach.”

He nodded. “It must be Earth. But it could be from a different time.”

“Time travel? Complete with ferocious paradoxes?”

“Or maybe an alternate Earth, parallel but not identical, that split off from ours some time ago. All the seeds could be different alternates, some with dinosaurs, some with nothing but insects, some with nothing but birds, depending on what won out in their particular frames. We've seen some imports, like those dart dogs and the big running bird.”

“So every pomegranate seed is a different parallel world? That's one hell of a fancy virtual game set up!”

“Or a series of sets made up to resemble other Earths,” he said. “Sets aren't as complicated as real worlds, and for this purpose they work about as well.”

“For this odd examination,” she agreed. “It's still a remarkably elaborate setup just to see how prospective students manage.”

Ike smiled. “Did you notice how quiet our familiars are? They know what the deal is, but can't tell us. We have to figure it out for ourselves.”

“You're too smart for your own good,” Miss Demeanor said, and Blue hissed agreement.

“All the same, we'd better be ready for trouble,” Felony said. “Maybe one of us have the sword ready, and the other the shield. Just in case.”

“Just in case,” Ike agreed. “Because whatever the setup, they don't want dopes or fools.”

They moved on into the seed, Ike with his laser sword ready, Felony with her laser shield. Their colored line had faded out; they were on their own.

They passed through a forest of cycads, but encountered no creatures of any kind. This was a relief, but it also made Ike nervous. There surely were animals; where were they hiding?

“I know you're thinking the same thing I am,” Felony said. “So what's your answer?”

“Maybe some calamity, like a meteor strike, wiped out all the animals, leaving only the plants, which can grow from seeds that survive the holocaust. But I'm not satisfied with that, because the world is in balance, with plants emitting oxygen and animals breathing it. Take out one, and the other will soon suffer. So there should be animals here.”

“There should be,” Felony agreed. “Except that a lot of the life on Earth is bacterial and viral. I understand that there are ten times as many bacteria in each person's digestive system as in all the rest of his body. So there can be balance here, just not birds, reptiles, and mammals.”

“And they're not attacking us because they're not used to mammals,” Ike agreed. “It could be like the Garden of Eden, a paradise without people.”



“We're Adam and Eve? I think we're not innocent enough, and will be kicked out.”

“I think it's the opposite. We'll be kicked out unless we catch on to its real nature.”

“Which is?”

“For now, let's make an assumption. That when the Permian extinction came, two hundred and fifty million years ago, for some reason vertebrate life did not recover. It faded out, leaving bacteria and maybe the fish. That's this seed.”

“The fish would have formed their fins into legs and invaded the land, the way they did before.”

“So maybe no fish either. So here is this open world, waiting to be colonized.”

Felony smiled. “I like it. But are we worthy?”

“That's what we have to prove.” He held up his hand, imitating her Stop signal. “And not by being fruitful and multiplying. Not yet. By properly understanding it, and passing the exam.”

“Aww.” She plainly enjoyed the role of seductress.

The cycads gave way to a clearing. They paused, amazed.

There was a structure, not exactly a building. It was more like a monument, five sided, its network of struts curving up into the sky.

“The Eiffel Tower?” Felony asked.

“More like the Awful Tower. This is its skeleton. The surfacing must have weathered away millennia ago, leaving only the invulnerable framework.”

“It must have been some tower! It's a thousand feet tall.”

“And maybe a thousand feet down,” Ike said.

Felony looked down. The tower stood above a similar hole, an inverted image of itself, disappearing into the darkness below. “What immortal hand or eye...” she murmured.

“Can frame thy fearful symmetry,” he concluded. “Somehow I doubt this is the work of our kind.”

“But why make it and leave it to flake apart?”

“Conjecture: when the world got wiped out, aliens visited and thought it could make a good way station between their galaxy and Andromeda. So they set it up with all the amenities. This is the signal tower, to contact other worlds.”

“And then deserted it?”

“Maybe not; maybe they used the station for a million years, then had to move on to another universe. So it's been here ever since, a relic of their one-time presence, like the Pyramids.”

She clutched his arm. “Ike!”

“Or maybe not. I'm just guessing.”

“Shut up and look.”

What was on her mind? He looked where she was looking.

There, in the middle of the hole, attached to a cord danging from the base of the tower, was a weighted pouch. From it projected a pass.

They had found what they were looking for. The college authorities had placed it where it could not be missed. It was also inaccessible. That explained why no one else had taken it.



“Maybe I could climb one of those struts, grab the cord, and haul up the pouch,” Ike said dubiously.

“No. Those struts are greased. You'd fall to your doom.”

Now he saw the glisten on the strut. “No climbing,” he agreed.

“We'll have to go back to campus and get a pole long enough to reach the pouch, with a hook.”

“Or maybe just a ball of string. One of our familiars can carry the end of it around the cord, hooking it so we can haul it in to us.”

Blue hissed, and Demeanor nodded. “Feasible,” the parrot said.

“The sooner the better,” Felony said, excited.

“Time's a wasting,” he agreed.

“One detail: whose pass is it?”

“Yours. You saw it first.”

“I want you to have it.”

He shook his head. “I'll find my own. But let's not argue; we need to nab this one before someone else does.”

“Any comment, Familiars?” Felony asked.

“You're doing fine on your own,” Demeanor said, and Blue hissed agreement. “You can decide after you have the pass.”

“First catch your rabbit,” Ike said, smiling.

They hurried back to the campus. But before they could search for a pole, Professor Comodon intercepted them. “There's an emergency. You need to get home before it strikes.”

“Home? But we have a good half hour left of the session,” Ike protested.

“A stone termite swarm has been spotted. It will eat our foundations and damage the classrooms. We will have to shut down for repairs. The limo will come for you when we're back in business.”

Ike exchanged a look with Felony. This happened right when they had a chance to get a pass? That was suspicious. 

Comodon was studiedly neutral. That confirmed it as part of the exam.

“How can we help?” Felony asked.

“We're not sure you can. We'll just have to rebuild after the swarm departs, sated.”

She looked at Ike. “Got an answer?”

Ike had been wracking his brain. This was obviously a setup. They could find string and head back out to claim their pass, or they could help save the buildings. But the pass would keep; the buildings might not. Better to help with them first.

That left the termites. There had to be an answer. They had to come through.

Then he had it. “The river. The quarry. The tuff is untouched under the water.”

“But the foundations are above water.”

“Yes. Something in the water stops the termites. We need to douse the foundations in river water, and keep them wet until the termites go. It'll be a job, but it should be feasible.”

“That just might be,” Comodon said.

They got buckets, co-opted all personnel in the area, and set up a bucket brigade. Just as the first ones were splashed on the foundations, the swarm of termites arrived. It darkened the sky as it oriented on the campus. Would this work?

The first termites closed on the buildings, covering them like rugs. The bucketeers kept splashing. Wherever they splashed, the termites sailed up angrily, not liking the taste at all. But more came in, not learning from the experience of their neighbors. Still, it became evident that they were not chewing on the tuff. As long as it was wet, they couldn't eat it.

“Your time is up,” Comodon said. “You will want to go home.”

Interesting the way he framed it. They had a choice?

“Do you shut down the set when the students are gone?” Felony asked. She was disheveled from her exertion, but looked happy.

“No, it remains. But we feel it is unfair to hold applicants longer. There are natural functions and such.”

“Which can be done expeditiously in the changing chamber,” Felony said. “So we can stay and see this campaign through.”

“That is feasible, yes, but we do not require it of you.”

And there were students who did only what was directly required. None of them were in evidence here. They must have gone home before it started. 

Felony glanced at Ike. He took the hint. “I'm for it. We can take quick breaks, then return to the fray. Until the job is done.”

“We can even stay the night, if necessary,” Felony said. “Sharing a room.”

Oho! Would the professors go for that? Ike was more than intrigued. “Can you leave a text message for our folks, so they know we're okay?

“We can do this,” Comodon said. He almost smiled.

They headed out to refill their buckets. “You're really pushing it,” Ike said.

“I am coming to the conclusion that whatever Pomegranate College teaches, I want to learn. And I want to spend all the time with you I can, in case one of us doesn't make it. So I have two reasons. You object?”

“No.” Her reasons were coming to be his reasons.

“We're the only two applicants participating in this effort. The others went home. I think the buckets seem too much like work to them.”

“That is my impression too.”

“They'll be too short-handed to protect all the buildings without us. We have to see it through.”

“We do,” he agreed.

They kept going. After the first swarm of termites gave up and moved on, there was a break, during which Ike and Felony returned to their chambers for rapid snacks and functions. Food and drink were waiting for them in the chambers. This was routine, but Ike found it anything but routine in feeling. He agreed with Felony: he wanted to be admitted to Pomegranate College, to learn whatever it had to teach, and to be with Felony.

The second wave came. Again, the termites covered the buildings; again they were repulsed. Their annoyance was palpable. “Tough spit,” Ike said unsympathetically as he soaked them in water.

Finally the termites moved on. “The third wave is the last,” Comodon said. “It should arrive within four hours.”

“Give us a room to rest in,” Felony said. “I'm bushed.”

The professor showed them to a nice dormitory room, complete with two beds, two desks, closets, and a bathroom. “We will notify you when they arrive. Your service has been exemplary.”

“You're welcome,” Ike said. He shut the door and was alone with Felony.

Except for the familiars. “Now this is nice,” Demeanor said, flying to a perch on the back of a chair. Blue agreed, slithering to the cushion on the same chair.

“I have to get clean,” Felony said. “I'm just about made of grime.”

“You look great to me.”

“But you wouldn't want to kiss me this way.”

He took hold of her and kissed her.

“But you wouldn't want to strip naked with me.”

He stripped, and she did. They stood naked before each other. She remained lean, but she did have what she called the girl parts, and they turned him on.

“But you wouldn't want to join me in a shower.”

“If I did, I'd get a—you know.”

“So you're balking?”

He joined her in the shower. He did get a reaction, which she ignored. However, he got the impression that she was pleased rather than embarrassed. She might have been annoyed if he had failed to react, showing his judgment of her non-luscious state. The shower felt exactly like a real one, and they did get clean.

They dried and returned to the bedroom. Their filthy clothing had been replaced with clean clothing. Ike realized that wasn't difficult, because their dirtiness was mainly illusion; their clothing always had been clean. They did not put it on immediately.

“We resisted the urge to peek at what you did in the shower,” Demeanor said.

Felony's mouth quirked. “Thank you, birdbrain and snake eyes. That saves us phenomenal embarrassment.” As if they had done anything more than wash.

The bird shrugged. “Now you will want to rest, while you can.”

Felony looked at the bed. “I won't tease you any more, Ike. You have to want to do it. You know I want to.”

“I do want to do it! But not yet.”

To his surprise, she accepted that. “I can see how badly you want to. You're not just saying so. But your spirit is stronger than your flesh. I admire that.”

“Thank you. You—you could make me do it, if you tried.”

“But I know you would rather I didn't. So I won't.”

Ike was both relieved and disappointed. “Then let's lie together and rest.”

They lay on the bed and embraced. Her body was soft and warm against him, and utterly sexy. “This is my dream, being with you like this,” she said. “I'd like to sleep with you holding me.”

“Do it,” he said.

“And just so you know: if you want to fondle any part of me, awake or asleep, you're welcome.”

“I'll try to restrain myself.”

“Too bad.”

They needed to change the subject. “Felony, I was always smart and together, but I lacked direction for my life. With you, I am finding it. I think you are right: whatever the college teaches, I think I want to learn it as long as I'm with you.”

“You mean I don't need to seduce you to get you to stick around?”



She phrased it as humor, but it was exactly the case. “Yes. You can seduce me when we don't have other things to do.”

She closed her eyes and relaxed. In moments, to his surprise, she really was asleep. He lay there, holding her as she breathed against him. Then, unable to resist, he slid one hand down to her bare bottom. It was sheer delight.

“Well, now,” Demeanor remarked. Blue hissed, and she shut up. The familiars were each protecting the interests of their primaries.

All this, because of termites! But he wondered: assuming the termite menace was a made-up challenge, to put them through their paces, had they passed the test? He rather thought they had. And what about this supposed aloneness in the room? He had never forgotten that nothing was truly private here; that was a significant part of what restrained him. Was this another test? Were they passing it? He wished he knew.

Once the termites had been dealt with, they would return to Awful Tower and fetch the pass. They would still have to find one more pass. They would do it. Ike relaxed with that certainty.

There was a knock on the door. Ike woke with a start. So did the familiars. So did Felony. “We slept!” she said.

“Three hours,” he agreed, glancing at his watch. “Naked.”

“Loved it.”

“In a moment!” he called to the door as they scrambled up and got into their clothes. The termite wave must have arrived.

It had. They rejoined the bucket brigade and fended off the insects, saving the foundations. Only when the last insect departed did they relax.

“You two did good work,” Comodon said. That was all.

“He might at least have thanked you,” Demeanor grumped, and Blue hissed agreement. That made Ike wonder again about the familiars; they seemed human in all but form. Were they actually mock-ups being controlled by hidden humans? Why?

Now it was dusk, too late to go for the pass. But Ike had another thought as he bid parting to Felony. “Let's save the Awful Tower until the end. If we find one other pass, then we can go for it. I don't think anyone else will get it in the interim.”

“Okay.” She kissed him, and they separated. The familiars remained by the side of the walk.

It had been one remarkable session, for more than one reason.







Chapter 6:

Blue Heaven

They met at the usual time and place next day. Blue and Miss Demeanor were waiting. “I've been thinking,” Felony said. “Where did our familiars come from? I'll bet it's one of those pomegranate seeds.”

“True?” Ike asked.

Blue hissed once, and the parrot nodded. “We are from other worlds, yes.”

“Any passes there?”

“Yes. But we don't recommend those ones.”

“We're down to how many passes remaining?”

“Three, including the one at Awful Tower.”

“And two may be in your realms?”

“Try for the one that isn't,” Demeanor recommended.

“All three could be in one of your worlds.”

“They could be,” Demeanor agreed reluctantly. “But your best hope is to get one that isn't.”

Ike sighed. “This does not seem promising.”

“We'll have to try one, even if our familiars don't like it,” Felony said. “What choice do we have?”

“None we can think of at the moment.”

“So which one?”

Ike spread his hands. “We have so little information, its a pure guess. Let's try Blue's seed.”

Blue hissed twice.

“I know,” Ike said. “But we are left with unkind alternatives. Will you help us there?”

The snake hissed once, resigned.

The line formed, showing the way, and they hiked to the Blue Seed. Here the line turned everything to shades of blue, monochrome. The grass was blue, the foliage blue, the sand blue, but each was distinct so there was no confusion. Apart from that, the vegetation seemed normal; Ike recognized an oak tree, and a dandelion weed.

The guide line ended at the entrance to the blue domain, but there was a neat path leading on. “If this is part of the exam,” Felony said, “that path should lead toward the pass, as the other path did. Why am I not much reassured?”

“Because we don't know that there is a pass here,” Ike said. “And if there is, we don't know that someone else has not already claimed it. And if it remains available, it may be because anyone who tried for it before is dead.”

“That's a more comprehensive answer to my rhetorical question than I care for.”

“But it will do,” Demeanor said. “This place makes me nervous.”

“There is more,” Ike said. “If others have used this path, the predators of thus realm may have caught on, and be lurking by it, waiting for us to walk into their lair.”

Blue hissed once.

“So maybe we should avoid the path,” Ike continued. “We can use it as a guide, but not actually walk on it. That way we can see where it goes, without being complete targets.”

Blue hissed again, approving the strategy.

“But let's have sword and shield ready,” Felony said. “Maybe both together, for both of us. That may be clumsy, but halfway safe.”

Ike got both laser stubs in his hands. “Works for me.”

Another hiss. Blue seemed less worried than he had been before.

Fully armed, they entered the blue domain. Even before they stepped off the path, Blue hissed warning. A huge blue serpent slithered from the side, flying at about head height, mouth open wide, fangs leading. It encountered Ike's shield and writhed in pain. It had indeed been lurking in ambush, and been surprised by a prepared foe. It contorted and sank to the ground, then slithered away when out of pain.

“Just so,” Felony said, satisfied.

“You were lucky,” Demeanor said.

Ike smiled. “Luck favors the prepared.”

“And now we know: we face flying serpents here,” Felony said. “That gives me the creeps. No offense, Blue.”

Blue hissed, amused.

They stepped off the path and made their way slowly through the forest. “I see familiar trees, bees, squirrels, butterflies,” Felony said. “This seems to be an entirely normal world, except for a couple of details.”

“Blue color, flying reptiles,” Ike said. “Some details!”

“And no birds,.” Demeanor said, shuddering. 

“No birds,” Felony agreed, surprised. “What can account for this?”

“I'm working on it,” Ike said. “Maybe the snakes took out the birds, who have no place to escape them.”

“That makes unfortunate sense.”

They came to a clearing. There was a deer grazing. It looked up as they saw it, seeming unalarmed. They advanced on it, and it considered, then bounded away without panic.

“At least there's a mammal,” Ike said. “It did not seem much concerned about us. I wonder whether our human species exists here.”

“It's concerned about giant flying serpents.” Then she considered. “But this still bothers me. How is it that we have a normal deer, and presumably normal other animals, at the same time as flying serpents? How could this realm be so familiar, yet so different in that one respect?”

“That doesn't seem to make much sense,” Ike agreed. “Surely the reptiles would have evolved differently, if they could fly all along. Why have a body designed for slithering through the crannies, when you rule the air? Unless--”

“Unless?”

“Unless it happened recently, geologically. Like maybe in the last million years. All the animals evolved as we know them, then something changed for the reptiles, enabling them to fly. With that advantage they took out the birds, but they haven't yet conquered the mammals or insects. Probably they took out the birds by raiding their nests, as they always have, only now no nest is safe. To the mammals it doesn't make much difference whether what flies in to attack is a hawk or a snake; they can handle it, or at least hold their own for a while.”



“And what happened to make the reptiles fly?”

He had to struggle to come up with an answer again. “Maybe a magnetic change. Like a collision with a blue meteor that didn't destroy the world but did lend its color to the air and seriously mess up its magnetic field, so that the snakes were able to use it to repel the ground and in effect nullify gravity.” He held up his hand in her stop signal. “I don't know why it affected only reptiles; maybe there's something in their cold-blooded makeup that relates. So they took to the air and now govern it, and are on the way to eliminating other species. But at least that would explain them, and Blue, here.”

Blue hissed once.

“Now we'd better find that pass,” Ike concluded.

“Not quite yet,” Felony said grimly, as Blue hissed and Demeanor squawked.

This time it was a crocodile. It was swimming slowly toward them, alert in case they dodged. It looked pretty sure of its prey.

“My guess is that no one has been here before,” Ike said as he oriented both sword and shield. “That thing is too cocksure; it hasn't encountered lasers.”

“Just as the deer hadn't been hunted by our species,” Felony agreed.

Ike aimed the sword and extended its range. It struck the croc's armored hide and glanced off. “Uh-oh,” Ike said. He had assumed that the beam would penetrate flesh and generate intolerable pain.

“Aim inside the mouth,” Felony suggested.

He did. The beam passed between the teeth and struck the interior, probably the tongue. Now the croc reacted, whipping back.

Blue hissed warning.

The croc whipped back, with redoubled fury. Ike barely had time to put the shield on max before the teeth snapped on it.

For a moment the croc froze, jaws still wide. Then it lurched back, evidently blinded by pain. This time it fled.

“I agree with you, Blue,” Ike said. “We don't want to stay here any longer than we have to. Even with our weapons, it's really not safe for us.”

“Amen,” Felony said.

“Let's get on the path, since the snakes know we're here anyway. We can move faster on it.”

They got on the path, and did move faster. No snakes attacked them. Either they had handled the ones local to this area, that might regard this as their territory, or word had gotten around that they were not easy prey.

They came to a kind of pasture where sheep were grazing between widely spaced giant pine trees. “I wonder if this herd belongs to the croc?” Felony mused. “So it came after us not because it was hungry for our flesh, but because we were intruding on its domain.”

“That could be,” Ike agreed. “I haven't seen any sign of mammal predators; they may have been driven off by the reptilian ones.”

“Look!” She pointed.

Ike looked. There, high in a pine, was a nest. From the nest projected the end of a pass. They had found it.

But there was a problem. The nest was a good thirty feet high, and the trunk of the tree below it was limbless. With proper tackle Ike could have climbed it, but of course he lacked that equipment. How could they reach it?

“Don't tell me, let me guess,” Ike said. “That pass is going to be anchored in there so that neither familiar can fly there and pull it out, right? We have to fetch it ourselves.”

Blue hissed agreement. “You got it,” Demeanor said. “We'll help all we can, but we can't do it for you.”

“Maybe I can knock it out,” Ike said. He looked around and spied several loose stones and branches. He picked up a short but solid branch, took aim, and heaved it up at the nest.

It scored. The branch struck the nest, knocking part of it loose. But the pass remained in place.

“Uh-oh,” Felony said. 

Now he saw the occupant of the nest: a flying rattlesnake. It was about six feet long and looked annoyed. It probably didn't care about the pass one way or the other, but did care about getting its nest molested. Even if Ike could climb the tree, he could not have a hand free to work the laser to defend himself.

There needed to be some other way. It had to be possible to get that pass down; he just had to figure it out. Hitting the nest with branches would probably not get it out, and would further annoy the rattlesnake. He saw no deadwood long enough to make a pole to reach the nest. He could not fly up there himself.

Unless the laser shield had another setting. Could it nullify gravity? He toyed with it, but got nowhere.

Then he tried the laser sword, having a wild idea. It was controlled partly by the squeeze of his fingers, and partly by his mental guidance. Suppose he focused on what he wanted it to do?

“You're getting that look,” Felony said. “What's on your devious mind?”

“Tractor beam.”

She laughed. “That's impossible! A beam might push a little, from the impact of the photons, but that's strictly one way. It can't pull.”

“Not in our universe,” he agreed, continuing his focus. “Help me, Blue. Tell me when I'm getting warm.”

Surprised, the snake curled around his arm, tuning into the laser he held. He hissed.

“There?”

Two hisses.

“You mean I overshot it?”

Hiss.

Ike backed off a bit, mentally, searching for the particular mental setting he had passed.

Hiss.

He concentrated, amplifying the particular feel of it. “Show time,” he said trying to mask his doubt.

The beam shot out. He oriented it on the nest, then on the visible part of the pass. Make this work! he prayed.

He felt a tug. It was doing it! Carefully he pulled on the beam, and slowly it drew on the pass. It started to come out of the nest.

“I'll be double damned!” Felony breathed.



He continued to pull, like a fisherman on his line, carefully so as not to let the fish slip the hook. Slowly the pass emerged.

Then it snapped free of its anchor and flipped into the air. The beam lost its hold, but it didn't matter, because the pass was drifting town to the ground. Felony ran to fetch it as it landed.

Ike shut off the laser, amazed. It had actually worked!

Then he looked around. Blue and Demeanor were both quite still, staring. They were obviously as surprised as Felony, though Blue had helped him do it.

“You did the impossible!” Felony said, returning with the prize. “You got the pass!”

“I got the pass,” he agreed weakly.

“Warning,” Demeanor said. “She's in kissing mode.”

Then Felony flung herself on him and was kissing him out of sheer exuberance. He kissed her back as they rolled on the grass.

“Take your pass,” she said as they broke.

“You take it. I know where's there's another.”

“But you got it, I didn't.”

“We're a team, aren't we? It's yours.”

“If you don't stop me, I'm going to make love to you.”

“I'd love that. But what about that rattlesnake?”

“I'm not going to make love to it.” She paused. “Oh. Is it coming after us?”

They looked. The rattlesnake was hovering not too far away, evidently trying to decide to what extent they were guilty for violating its nest. They lost their interest in romance and drew their lasers, just in case.

The snake flew back to its nest, but the mood had changed. “We'd better get back to campus,” Ike said.

“You'd better,” Demeanor agreed. “You riled the snakes, and they're not stupid.”

That reminded Ike of another thing. “You Familiars—you're way smarter than normal creatures of your kind. Why is that?”

“Where I come from, birds dominate,” Demeanor said. “Some are big, some are fast, some are poisonous, some are smart. Different survival strategies. Same for Blue Heaven here: Blue is smart, to compete with the larger brutes, and it seems he has a special feel for lasers. The atmosphere may enable our special powers too. But mainly, Blue and I are enhanced and trained to comprehend human ways and speech, so we come across as smarter than we are.”

“You're telling a lot, now,” Felony said.

“You figured out a lot. We're just confirming it.”

“Enhanced?” Ike asked.

“They've got ways. Pomegranate's more than it may appear.” Blue hissed agreement.

Ike and Felony exchange a glance, but did not pursue that farther. The more they learned about Pomegranate, the more interesting it became.

They moved out, alert for other flying reptiles. They followed the path back.

Blue hissed warning. Ike and Felony oriented their lasers.

“Damn! Ambush!” Demeanor said.

Then a virtual platoon of serpents erupted onto the path ahead of them. They were huge, pythons twenty feet long, and more. They were coming in from all directions, and down from above, jaws gaping. They were clearly organized.

Ike saw no easy escape. “Shields on maximum pain!” he exclaimed. “Stab with the swords.”

Blue hissed warning again, but of course Ike was already aware of the threat. “It's not what you think!” Demeanor called. “Be alert.”

They were both warning him of something, but Ike could not take time to analyze it. Any pause, and the serpents would overwhelm them.

They fought with swords and shields, but the pythons were wary of the beams, constantly swerving so that it was difficult to score. Three of them evaded Ike's thrusts and piled into his shield. It flickered and dimmed, overcome by the sheer mass of them, probably not hurting them much. So there was a limit to its power, unsurprisingly. Was that what the familiars meant?

Ike stepped back, aiming his sword at the head of each impinging python. This was point-blank range, easy to score, and it was effective; each snake tagged reacted by quivering, and ceased attacking. In moments Ike was clear.

Then he saw that Felony had been less fortunate. She had fallen on the ground and was being overpowered by the serpents.

He dived to her rescue, stabbing each from behind. But then his shield came up against her shield. Light coruscated where they touch each other, and both shorted out. Maybe that was what the familiars had meant.

“Hang on, Felony!” he cried. “We've got to align the shields.” He grabbed her shield hand, put his shield hand next to it, and turned his shield on again. “Do yours too!”

She did. Now they were in the center of two shields, one larger than the other. The serpents were getting tagged in two places. That caused them to writhe clear, to escape the pain. It might be less from each shield, but two places were worse than one. Ike's sword encouraged them to retreat farther as Felony rolled to her feet.

The pythons drew back, watching warily. They were not giving up. That was not a good sign. They knew that they faced pain if they tried to penetrate the shields, and possible death if the laser scored scored on their heads. They had already taken losses, and now the humans were better organized for defense. There was no easy victory here. Yet they persisted. What was in their minds?

“Let's see if we can move like a tank,” Ike said. “Grinding slowly forward, our shields doubled, our swords read to stab any snake who forges through despite the pain. Keep going long enough, and we'll reach the exit.”

“Works for me,” Felony agreed breathlessly.

They stood together, hip to hip, then stepped forward together. The serpents retreated before the doubled shields. It was working!

Then the pythons charged again, plowing in from behind. The big head of one knocked Felony forward. She stumbled, tried to catch herself, but fell to the ground. The pass flew out of her pocket and landed on the ground. Blue hissed.

Felony grabbed for the pass, but another snake forged through the shields and took the pass in its mouth. It slithered on, injured but determined. Ike aimed his sword at its head, but another python collided with him, knocking the beam skew. The one with the pass made it out of the shields and collapsed.

Another python took the pass from its mouth and slithered up and away, rapidly ascending into the sky.

The the other serpents withdrew. In moments all of them were gone.

Felony was crying. “Damn! Damn! Damn! I lost it!”

But Ike was more amazed than chagrined. “The pass! All they wanted was the pass! They organized to distract us until they could get it. They weren't after us at all.”

“They couldn't eat you anyway,” Demeanor said. “You're not of this world. All they'd get would be a mouthful of film. But the pass is in their realm. That they can take.”

“That's what you were trying to warn us about,” Ike said. “But you weren't allowed to tell us directly.”

Blue hissed agreement. “We want to help, but are constrained,” Demeanor said.

“I should have paid more attention, fool that I am.”

“No, you're doing very well,” the parrot said. “They raised the ante on you. That's why Blue didn't want you to come here.”

Felony was pulling herself together. “As if he's at fault. I lost the pass.”

“Ante?” Ike asked.

“They want to know your limits. They don't do that for dull prospects.”

“So they sent smart snakes after us,” Ike agreed. “Now they know our limit.”

“And we're stuck without a pass we earned,” Felony said. “That annoys me all to pieces.”

Blue hissed twice. “Don't be annoyed,” Ike translated, smiling briefly. “They have their reasons.”

Felony turned to Demeanor. “What reasons?”

Demeanor looked at Blue, who hissed once. “We can tell you this much: nobody knew those swords could be turned to tractor beams. They want to recruit you.”

“Funny way they have of showing it,” Felony said. “Suppose we wind up without passes?”

“You'll find passes if you really want them.”

“And why wouldn't we want them?”

“You may not, once you find out what Pomegranate is.”

“It's not a college?” she asked sharply.

“Not exactly. Call it an educational institution.”

“I'm not sure I like the education we're already getting.”

“Precisely.”

Ike had stayed out of it, interested in the interrogation Felony was performing. For one thing, the parrot was revealing significantly more of herself and the nature of the examination. These familiars were anything but simple animals. They were probably more like guardians. But now Felony seemed ready to explode. It was time to intercede. “Tomorrow we'll try for another pass,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” Felony agreed grimly. “And what of today?”

Ike smiled. “Today we relax.”

She shook her head. “You're seeing me at my worst.”

“I like you that way too.”

“Are you sure you wouldn't like me to put on my luscious form and make savage love to you, right here in Blue Hell?”

“Not at all sure. But let's get our passes first.”

“You're incorrigible.”

“Thank you.”

Then at last she smiled.







Chapter 7:

Bird Seed

They met at the usual intersection. “Which seed next?” Felony asked.

“I'm thinking the Bird Seed. Miss Demeanor can be our guide.”

“I don't recommend it,” Demeanor said.

“Our alternative is a completely new one, with dangers none of us know about,” Ike said. “Why don't you like your own world?”

“Because it puts me in conflict with my own kind. There may be dangers I'm not allowed to warn you about. Also, those birds are too smart. Best to stay clear.”

“What kind of dangers?” Felony asked.

“The birds know of Pomegranate College. They may want to get in on the action. They may not much care how they do it. We don't want to just walk into their talons.”

“So it's a choice between the known evil and an unknown one,” Felony said.

Demeanor looked at her. “You're going to do it, aren't you! And they call us bird brains.”

“If we don't find our pass there, then we can check an unknown seed,” Felony said.

“Well, I tried.”

“You tried,” Felony agreed.

“First some background,” Ike said. “We figure that the world of the reptiles suffered a collision with a comet that stained things blue and messed up the magnetic field so that they were able to use magnetic repulsion to fly. But birds already fly. So what happened there?”

“The comet was olive drab. It messed up the trace electrical currents so that the intelligence of mammals was reduced and that of the birds enhanced. So we became the smart ones, while your ancestors went back into their woods. I think some of my kind resent the fact that birds did not dominate similarly on all other worlds. The idea of talking apes is, frankly, repulsive.”

“So why did you join us?” Felony asked.

“I'm small. My kind is treated with contempt by the larger, smarter birds. So when the professors offered me enhancement in exchange for my service, I took it.”

“And you don't want to return to the world where you will be treated again with contempt.”

“I don't. Would you?”

“No. But for me, Pomegranate represents freedom from the kind of contempt I face: for my plain face and lean body. Here I can enhance my body, but I think Ike likes me anyway.”

“I do,” Ike agreed.

She flashed a smile. “I think you have no idea how excruciatingly I value that. I would do anything for you.”

“What, anything?” he asked with a mock leer.

“Well, almost anything. But that's certainly included.” She returned to the parrot. “So here is where I want to be, threatening to seduce him, knowing he's really interested and not just playing me along.”

“The way that I can be genuinely useful here, and no one sneers at my size,” Demeanor said. “You do understand.”

“Oh, yes.”

“And you still want to visit my seed.”

“That's right.”



“You are managing me.”

“Of course.”

“But you really don't need my approval. I am committed to support you to the best of my ability as long as you are a candidate.”

“I want you to want to. Same as I want Ike to want to, in another venue.”

“And you are managing both. You're pretty shrewd.”

Ike realized that this was about more than merely getting the job done. It was about emotional validation. Felony and the bird truly did understand each other. And Felony had persuaded Demeanor to participate with pleasure instead of reluctance. Just as she had won Ike over. She was some woman.

“And what about you, Blue?” he asked. “Why are you working for the Yankee dollah?”

Blue hissed. “He says it's the same thing,” Demeanor translated. “In Blue Heaven he's nobody. Here he's important. You saw how it is in his seed.”

“I saw,” Ike agreed. “So are we ready to go?”

“Almost,” Felony said. “Demeanor, you said that the professors had raised the ante on us. Are they likely to pull some stunt this time, to see what we're made of?”

“That is my fear, yes. They want to make you really work for whatever you get.”

“Because they feel we're worth pushing.”

“Yes.”

“So this may be a worse challenge than we like.”

“Yes.”

“And suppose their raised ante succeeds in washing us out of contention? By getting us killed or at least without passes?”

“I can't say.”

“Can't say or won't say?”

“Forbidden to say,” the bird said uneasily. “We familiars are supposed to help you, but there are limits. We don't necessarily agree with all of the program.”

“I think I can answer that,” Ike said. “The professors see real potential in us, but they need to know that we don't have corresponding liabilities. We could be geniuses, but also crazy. That would be dangerous for their program, and they can't risk it. It's like having the ability to conjure fire, without the common sense not to burn down the campus. So they are trying to fix it so that if we have some critical liability, we'll get eliminated. The decision remains in our hands, depending on what we are.”

Felony nodded. “And again I had the question, you had the answer. We do make a team, don't we!”

“We do,” Ike agreed. “Felony, maybe we're unsuitable for this program, and will wash out. But I think we're suitable for each other. If we do wash out, let's try to get together in the mundane world. The professors can keep us out of Pomegranate, but they can't keep us out of real life.”

“Yes! There are two things I have come to want, these last few days. One is Pomegranate. The other is you. Of those, I want you more.”

She wanted a serious relationship that will might include marriage. Ike realized that he did too. “Ditto, both.”

“That's so romantic,” Demeanor said, and Blue hissed agreement. “Could have been phrased more colorfully, though. ‘Ditto both'?”

“We'll try to add color,” Felony said. She came to Ike, and they embraced and kissed. The ardor practically radiated from her. Ike wasn't sure that it was love, for him, but it was certainly passion pointing the way. She was definitely the woman for him, even if donning her luscious form turned out not be feasible in the real world.

“That will do,” Demeanor agreed. “For now.”

Then they went to get their lasers, and set out for the Bird Seed. This turned out to be an olive drab monochrome, another world where a meteor collided, this one greenish, and messed up whatever electrical or magnetic currents that enabled higher intelligence. So the birds became smart, and the apes did not.

Felony paused at the entrance, looking at Ike. “I've been sort of leading the way. If you'd rather not do this, tell me now.”

“I'm ready for it. I tend to let life go by, and concentrate only when I have to. You are providing direction, and that's fine with me.”

“But it's not really the feminine thing to do. For you, I want to be feminine.”

Ike saw that she was looking for more than just his acquiescence. “There are different ways to be feminine, just as there are to be masculine. You're fine as you are. If we get in trouble, then I'll focus. It's my nature to wait until I have to, then bear down as hard as I need. I think the professors are trying to put us in a situation where we'll both have to work our posteriors off to get through it unscathed. Then they'll really know what we're made of.”

“Are you finding a diplomatic way to say I'm pushy and you're okay with that?”

“Let me rephrase that: you are an independent thinker, and I admire that.”

She shook her head. “How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. One hundred, two hundred...”

He laughed and spanked her bottom, knowing that was part of what she wanted from him. “Let's go.”

They went on in. It was impressive from the start. Here the trees had not been cut for fuel and construction; instead they had been encouraged, and there were giants: Douglass Fir, Redwood, White Pine, Sequoia, admixed with lesser but still formidable other trees.

Ike halted, staring at a tree with many trunks, like a giant spider. “What's that?”

“Banyan,” Demeanor said. “Grown to size. We value living trees, here, especially large ones.”

“So I see. I never saw such giants as these before.”

“Your seed demeans trees.”

“Let's not forget the birds,” Felony said. “I see nests galore. As a general rule, I think birds are pretty and harmless. But not here, I think.”

“We're all shades of green,” Demeanor agreed. “And hardly harmless. Keep your lasers ready.”

“Will you have a conflict of interests?” Ike asked. “If we have to fight birds.”

“No. I was pretty much de-nested when I enlisted with Pomegranate College. They regard me as a traitor.”

“So you're in danger too?” Felony asked.

“Probably not. They know I am under the protection of the college, and they don't want to provoke it. So they should pretty much ignore me. But I won't be able to return here to live in any comfort.”



Ike marveled again at the elaborateness of this setting. The background rationales were worked out to an amazing degree. All for the sake of verisimilitude, making it seem real.

They saw a rabbit, then a small snake. So there were mammals here, and reptiles, but probably not predators that would menace birds. Just as very few creatures who were a danger to mankind remained on Earth, apart from the parasites.

“Now there should be a pass we can find,” Felony said. “And not readily get. Part of the game.”

“It's the game I fear,” Ike said. “It should be set off when we go for the pass. We won't be able to avoid it.”

“We'll just have to try to win it.” Felony smiled. “But this time you carry the pass.”

“I still want you to have it.”

“Then preserve it for me. Don't let them get it from you.”

“That is the challenge,” he agreed.

They followed a winding little path through the forest. Soon the land sloped down. Then the forest ended and they stood at the edge of a valley with a river running through it. A herd of goats grazed on the tall grass. It looked quite peaceful.

Blue hissed warning.

“I agree,” Demeanor said. “It's treacherous.”

Felony shaded her eyes with her hand. “What's that in the river?”

“An island,” Ike said.

“On the island.”

“A single tree.”

“On the tree.”

“A pass!” Ike said, seeing it now.

“So we have to get to that tree on that island and take that pass. Knowing it's the bait for the trap.”

“If we can figure out the nature of the trap, maybe we can nullify it,” Ike said.

“A big bird swooping down and grabbing us in its talons, maybe?”

“That would be a roc,” Ike said. “A fantasy bird that can fly away with an elephant in each claw. We've seen nothing to suggest that anything like that exists here.”

“Still, we had better be prepared to repel an attack from above.”

“One of us can wield a shield, the other a sword,” Ike said.

“You're better with both than I am.”

“Okay. Set up your shield for protection, and I'll set up my sword. You watch the sky for any danger, and I'll try to beam it.”

Blue hissed twice.

“No?” Ike asked. “Other way around?”

“No,” Demeanor said. “He thinks that the danger is more sophisticated, just as it was when the serpents mobbed us but only wanted the pass. You're setting up to fight the wrong battle.”

“Then what is the right battle?” Ike asked, nettled.

“We don't know. That is for you to figure out.”

“I have an idea,” Felony said. “Those goats are grazing, unperturbed. So it seems there's no danger to goats at the moment. Why don't we try to emulate goats, as we approach the island? With luck we won't be noticed.”

Neither familiar was keen on that, but they had no better suggestions. So Ike and Felony hunched forward, almost touching the ground with their hands, trying to look like goats, at least from above. They moved into the field.

Nothing happened, so they kept going. The goats continued to graze, undisturbed. Ike doubted they would be able to approach the goats, but they didn't need to; they just needed to make it to the river, and thence to the island. So far so good. The familiars remained nervous.

Then, when they were well into the field, far from the cover of the forest, mischief struck. Not from the sky, but on the ground. Four giant running birds charged from the forest, orienting on them. The same kind as the one that had chased them near the campus, the first day. Blue hissed and Demeanor screamed together, their warnings coming too late.

“Those aren't ostriches!” Felony cried. “They look more like—I can't remember the name, Phora-something, long extinct predator.”

“Phorusrhacus,” Demeanor said. “The running carnivore. Top predator for thirty six million years, until almost recent times. Seven feet tall, massive beak, powerful legs and deadly claws. They herd the goats. This is a protected hunting range for them.”

Indeed, the birds were the height of a man and had proportionally large heads, with cruelly powerful beaks. They were obviously designed to make short work of any flesh they chomped.

“Now you tell us,” Felony muttered.

“Now I am allowed to. We tried to discourage you from exposing yourselves.”

“And forfeiting the pass,” Ike said sourly.

“You just needed to find a better approach. One that wouldn't alert the guardians.”

Meanwhile the birds were closing the distance between them. “Keep your shield tight and run toward the island,” Ike said. “They don't look like water birds.”

“They're not. They merely fish in the river,” Demeanor said.

“Big help,” Felony said.

“Run!” Ike repeated. They ran, but the predators were rapidly gaining. They were not going to reach the river before the birds caught up with them. The charge had been timed to catch them at their most vulnerable point, too far from any possible cover.

“I'll try to stop them,” Ike said. “You go on. Try to find cover.”

“Not without you!”

“I'll follow. Go!”

She ran on. Ike set his shield carefully, then focused his sword. He lasered the lead bird in the chest. It squawked and fluttered its vestigial wings, but continued its charge. It was too massive for the laser to bring down at this range.

Ike aimed carefully. His second beam played across the bird's face, bouncing off its beak and catching an eye. Now the bird stopped, temporarily blinded.

But the three others were still charging. They were upon Ike before he could orient on another.

And their feathers charred as they touched the shield. They squawked and flung themselves away from it.

“Heard about the shield, but didn't believe it?” Ike asked. “Now you know.”

They walked around him, studying the shield. They did not seem to be afraid of it, merely wary, now that they had felt its power. They were looking for some way to get through it.

“Don't bother,” Ike said. “Just stay out of our way while we get our business done here and depart.” He walked on toward the river as if more confident than he felt. If three crashed the shield together, they might overload it. He did not want to give them time to figure that out.

Felony was there, waiting for him. He saw the faint scintillation of her shield, and knew the birds did too. The birds had learned respect. But Ike did not trust them to maintain it; they might change their minds, as the serpents had. He knew he could never stand against one of these monsters physically. Without the shields, he and Felony would be dead.

“I found something,” Felony called. “A boat and pulley.”

Ike looked. There was a small wooden boat tied to a doubled cord that reached across the river to the island. “One person can haul another across,” he said. “It must have been left when the professors placed the pass. They didn't want to get their feet wet.”

“Must've,” she agreed. “Maybe there's something in the water.”

“Or maybe shields don't work well in the water,” Ike said. “They might short out.”

“Boat's too small for us both together. Why don't I cross, fetch the flag, and return, while you entertain the Phorus. Then we can go home.”

“Do it,” he agreed. He parked himself by the boat and faced the birds, sword ready.

Blue hissed twice. “He says it's not safe,” Demeanor said.

“Nothing's safe here!” Felony snapped. “What's really unsafe is staying here half a moment longer than we have to.”

“But he's right. Find another way.”

“If you aren't going to suggest one, then stay clear,” Felony said, exasperated. She got on the boat, put her hands on the cord, and drew back on the one not attached to the boat. Sure enough, the boat moved forward across the water. It was slow but sure.

“Damn,” Demeanor said, and flew across to her to perch on her shoulder.

Meanwhile Ike faced down the Phorus birds. They eyed him cannily but did not try the shield again. They obviously were not stupid, but also not smart enough to develop a better strategy. He hoped.

Felony got halfway across the river. Then she screamed.

Because suddenly the ropes were lifting up high, hauling the boat up with them. It dangled, and Felony had to grab onto it with both hands to stop from falling into the water. Then it accelerated along the lines, through the air, over the island and beyond.

While Ike stood and watched, unable to stop it. He knew that the second part of the trap had sprung.

Satisfied, the four big predator birds walked away. Ike realized that as with the serpents, their charge had been a mere diversion, herding the intruders into the real snare. And the two of them had fallen for it.

At least he could fetch the pass they had come for, while he pondered what to do to rescue Felony. Because obviously they had wanted to take her prisoner, not to kill her. He looked across the water to the island.

The pass was gone.

That, it seemed, had merely been part of the setting, the bait to bring them here. They had been distracted by it and not seen the larger picture.

These birds really were smart.

Ike realized that the challenge was upon him. He had said he tended to focus only when he needed to. Now he really needed to.

“Okay, Blue,” he said. “It's up to us to figure our way out of this fine mess. What do you recommend?”

The little snake hissed.

“And that's a problem. I can't understand you the way Demeanor does. But I think I'd better learn how, and fast.”

Blue hissed agreement.

Then Demeanor, as if summoned, flew to them. “Bad news,” she said. “They've taken her hostage. I'm the intermediary. Difficult negotiation ahead.”

“Hostage,” Ike repeated numbly.

“She's in a big high nest in a giant tree. No way down without flying. The boat line no longer connects; it's lying on the ground. They want ransom.”

“The birds are holding Felony for ransom? Can they do that?”

“It seems we underestimated them. I warned the professors that the birds are smart, but none of us realized how motivated they are. Now they are making their play.”

Or more likely the professors were tying to put Ike through his paces. Either way, this was serious. “What do they want?”

“They want the secret of portals.”

“Come again?”

“The pomegranate seeds are portals to alternate Earths, as you surely realize by now. When we enter a seed, we are passing through a portal. The birds want that power, so they can explore and maybe colonize other worlds.”

“I don't have that secret,” Ike protested.

“But the professors do. Give that secret to the birds, and they will release Felony unharmed.”

They couldn't really harm her anyway, but they could kill her in this setting, and thus remove her from qualification to enter Pomegranate College. Ike had to prevent that. But how? “Since I don't know that secret, I can't give it to them. The professors are unlikely to do it just to bail Felony out. I think I know what she would say: put it where the sun don't shine.”

“They have sweetened the offer: it includes the pass. She'll be able to enter the college.”

“That's nice, but since we can't give the birds what they want, we'll have to forfeit. Tell them that.”

“Are you sure?”

It was a threat to make the birds back off. “Reasonably sure. Tell them to make a better offer.”



The bird shook her head, then flew off.

Ike faced Blue. “Now we have work to do.”

Blue hissed questioningly.

“I wasn't joking when I said I focused hard when I needed to. This threat to Felony puts me into a truly different mode. You helped me when I found the tractor beam. Now I need another assist.”

Hiss.

“I want to fly without wings, the way you do. Is this remotely possible?”

Hiss. Hiss.

Ike sighed. “You say I don't have reptilian chemistry for it? Then we'll have to do it indirectly. How about reversing the tractor beam to make it thrust?”

Three hisses.

Ike nodded. “I see what you mean. I might make it push like a rocket engine, but how could I hold on to it with one hand? It would shoot right out of my grip.” Ike pondered briefly. “Then how about the shield? Make it push hard enough to fly, and I sit inside it, becoming part of the bubble.”

Blue was not at all sure about this, but did not refute it outright.

They worked on it, and located a setting that generated ground repulsion. But even at its maximum, the bubble did not fly. The best it could do was slow a person's fall. “Like a parachute,” Ike said. “That's not enough.” Then he reconsidered. “Or maybe it is. We just need to use it correctly.” He turned off the shield.

Demeanor returned. “They have added to their offer.”

“You don't look thrilled. What is it?”

“They will restore my prestige, here in the Bird Seed. It's a good offer.”

“Except that you don't want to go home.”

“True. But if it is enough to enable you to rescue Felony, I'll do it.”

“Tell them you'll consider it, but I still can't think of a way to get that secret for them.”

“This will not suffice.”

“I'm stalling for time. Don't tell them that. Meanwhile, I want you to take this shield stub to Felony, with a private message.”

“But you need that for defense!”

“You can bring me back hers in exchange. Here is the message: Turn on. Jump. Hide.”

Demeanor considered. She turned to Blue. “This make sense to you?”

Hiss.

“Then I'll do it. But it's your fault if she suicides.” Demeanor took the stub and flew off.

“I hope Felony trusts me enough,” Ike said. “Now let's follow that line to her tree. We have a damsel to rescue.”

Hiss.

Ike waded into the river, which wasn't deep. He crossed to the island, then waded across the other fork of the river. He tromped squishily on toward the forest beyond. He saw one tree towering above the others, with a large swelling in its upper section. That would be the prison nest. Felony probably wasn't guarded; they knew she wouldn't jump to her death. They weren't even watching him; they figured they had him trapped too.



Demeanor intercepted him. “Here's her stub. She wouldn't let me stay to watch her jump. She just said she trusted you.”

Ike took the stub. He felt more secure with that protection available. “Lead me to the base of that tree.”

They reached the forest. The parrot led him to the tree. No one was there.

“Is the coast clear?” Ike asked Blue.

Hiss. 

“Felony!” he called. “It's me! Let's get out of here.”

Felony appeared from behind a large fallen branch. She rushed into his arms, kissing him savagely. “Great parachute!”

“You did trust me,” he said, gratified.

“With my life.”

“Let's go home. The birds can't stop us, if they even try. We've beaten them.”

“You have,” Demeanor agreed. “Once you freed her, their cause was doomed. They'll leave you alone.”

They started walking.







Chapter 8:

Sacrifice

They talked by text that night. “That was genius, the way you figured out that parachute,” Felony told him. “And you rescued me! I've never been rescued before.”

“Well, I couldn't let you perish there.”

“Tomorrow, when we meet, are you sure you don't want to, you know?”

“Not at all sure. But first I want to get that pass.”

“Two passes. We need two passes.”

“Yes, but we know where one is.”

“One to find,” she agreed. “I love you.”

But Ike was unable to say it back to her. “I think I am getting there.”

“That will do. Maybe once I seduce you.”

“Maybe,” he agreed, and they left off.

Then he wondered. Why couldn't he say it? She was fully worthy, and he liked her a lot. They understood each other in a way neither of them had managed before with anyone else. Was he still afraid that the moment he got really serious, she would change her mind and dump him? Intellectually he knew there was virtually no risk of that, but emotionally it seemed he was not yet convinced.

He reviewed that emotion. He had thought his prior girlfriend, Lucy, had reacted against his wanting to take the next step beyond kissing, and been skittish. But she had not been skittish about other things, so that was out of character for her. It had seemed to be going so well, until she suddenly disengaged. In fact she had seemed to really like him.

Now suddenly he realized that he had it backwards: she had gotten to like him too well. She wasn't ready for serious commitment, so had had to break it off quickly lest she be swept away. Much the way he had reacted with Felony when she put on her luscious form: realizing that this could become desperately serious at a time he wasn't ready for that, he had backed off. So as to give them both the chance to discover just how serious they wanted to be.

So was he now ready to commit to Felony, as she plainly was ready to commit to him? It seemed likely. But he was still trying to get around the fact that physically she was not his dream woman, even though she could assume that form in Pomegranate. Again, his emotion warred with his intellect: Felony was well worth it, yet he still hankered for that dream. His emotion was a fool.

Then he saw a text message he had missed before: it was from Lucy. “How's it going? Miss U.”

He stared at it. Lucy, physically, was his dream woman, or close enough. He had liked her a lot—in fact, it seemed too much. Was she signaling in interest in resuming their relationship? That would have electrified him, once; now it merely stirred mixed feelings. Lucy had been dating other boys; maybe she found them less worthwhile than she had found Ike. Maybe she had discovered that they all had primary interest in her body rather than her mind. She was by no means a bad person, but did have her faults. She was not phenomenally smart, and depended on her looks more than real effort. In fact now he realized that, taken as a whole, she was not half the woman Felony was.



“It's going well. I have new interests,” he texted back. That was a polite way of saying that he was not hot for a resumption with her.

Then he returned to the family routine. He hadn't told his family about Pomegranate; for one thing, if it didn't work out, it didn't matter. If it did, then they'd be glad to know it. They knew he was looking, because of the contact the professors had made. Soon, perhaps, he would have significant news on more than one front.

Next day Felony and the familiars were waiting for him. “Bad news,” Miss Demeanor said. “The next to last pass has been taken.”

“There's only one remaining?” Ike asked, alarmed.

“They say there are two, but that must be a misprint,” Felony said. “The only site listed is the one at Awful Tower.”

“What happened to the Bird Seed pass?”

“We fear the birds destroyed it, enraged because you rescued me. It's not listed there any more.”

“Damn.” Ike did not need to say the obvious: there were two of them. They needed two passes.

“The other applicants have all quit or been eliminated,” Felony continued. “We're all that's left.”

“Let me be quite sure I have this right,” Ike said. “They won't admit anyone without a pass?”

“True,” Demeanor said. “I think they want to admit both of you, and certainly we familiars want it, but they set up their rules for a reason and won't change them.”

“Damn,” Felony said. “Maybe they want only one of us, because they knew the two of us will be an item. They want students there to study, not to make out with each other. So they're letting the pass decide it.”

“I don't want to be admitted without you,” Ike said. “You're a major part of the reason I want to get in.”

“That goes double for me.” She wiped her face. “Oh damn. I'm crying.”

Ike took her in his arms and held her. “As far as I'm concerned, it's a package deal. They can't have me without you.”

“Don't be that way,” she said into his shoulder. “Better for one of us to get in, than neither. We can still be together in the real world.”

“I don't have the money to travel. Do you?”

“No.”

“So we're stuck,” he said. “It's all or nothing.”

“Damn,” she repeated brokenly.

Ike came to a decision. “Let's go get that pass. I want you to have it.”

She looked at him. “You'd do that for me?”

“Of course I would. And we can date by texting until there's a better alternative.”

“That's not enough.”

“We can't be sure of the future. We can worry about that later. Now that pass.”

“Now that pass,” she agreed faintly.

Blue hissed. “He hates this,” Demeanor said. “So do I.”

“We all do,” Ike said. “But when there is no good alternative, we simply have to pick the best of the bad ones.”



They set out for the Awful Tower. It took time, but somehow it seemed as though they were there in an instant. The pass still showed in its pouch, hanging below the Tower.

“We forgot the string!” Felony said. The familiars were chagrined; they should have remembered and reminded.

But they had other options. “Now lets see how the tractor does,” Ike said, aiming the beam.

“I forgot about the tractor!” Felony said.

The beam touched the pass and drew on it. It started to come out of the pouch.

Blue hissed. “Warning,” Demeanor said. “That beam won't hold; the pass will drop into the hole.”

“The way the one in the Bird Seed did,” Ike agreed regretfully. “Maybe I can catch the string.”

But the beam did not hold on the string. It did draw on the pouch, but that twisted around, threatening to dump the pass.

“Maybe the parachute,” Felony said.

“That would take one of us down into the hole,” Ike said. “That's no answer either.”

“I wonder,” Felony said. “We couldn't send a familiar for the pass, last time, because it was supposed to be anchored in the pouch. But if that's so, then it will remain in the pouch regardless of its orientation, and the tractor will haul it in.”

Blue hissed. “No good,” Demeanor said. “Now that pass is loose, and we aren't allowed to touch it.”

“That's cheating,” Felony muttered.

“They don't consider it so,” the parrot said. “The parameters are fixed only day by day and visit by visit. This is a different day and visit.”

“I have an idea,” Ike said. “Since only one of us can have the pass, and I want that to be Felony, and death here is merely elimination as a candidate, I'll jump for the pouch, rip it off the string, and hurl it out of the well. You be ready to catch it, Felony. Then go and get admitted.”

“No.”

“You can't stop me, Felony.”

“Yes I can.” Then, before he could react, she jumped into the pit. She caught the pouch, ripped it off, and threw it back to him as she dropped. “I love you!” she cried as she disappeared.

Ike caught the pouch automatically, and pocketed it. Then he stood and stared down into the hole. She was gone.

“She wasn't fooling,” Demeanor said. “Crazy, but not fooling. Now I'm unattached and will stay with you. I have nothing better to do for the remainder of the hour.”

Numbly Ike walked back out of the seed. Felony had indeed proved her love, and put him in a supremely uncomfortable position. She had made the sacrifice he had intended for himself. “This isn't finished,” he muttered grimly.

Blue hissed. “You're getting a wicked notion,” Demeanor said. “We like that.”

Ike went to the administration building. Professor Comodon was there, as if expecting him. “What can I do for you, Ike?”

“You can accept an admittance pass.” Ike brought it out.

“So you have elected to attend Pomegranate College?”

“No.”

The professor and both familiars looked at him in surprise. “Then why bring the pass?”

“It is for Felony,” Ike explained. “She earned it, she deserves it, and I want her to be admitted.”

Comodon did not seem completely surprised. “But didn't she sacrifice herself so that you could have it?”

“She did,” Ike said. “Because she loves me. That does not make her any less deserving.”

“Indeed. But why are you giving it back to her?”

“I love her.” He had finally said it, and it was true.

“That does not make you any less deserving.”

Ike shook his head regretfully. “I would have given almost anything to be here with her. But since it is not to be, I want her to have it. I think she needs Pomegranate more than I do.”

“Bring out the pass.”

Ike brought it out and proffered it to the professor. But Comodon did not take it. “Look at the pass.”

Ike looked. Then he saw something odd. “This has two backs!”

“I do not believe so. Examine it more closely.”

Ike did. “It's two passes stuck together!”

“Isn't that a coincidence. Now it seems you both can be admitted. You are exactly the kind of applicants we want.”

Ike did not fully trust this. “Can you bring Felony back? I want her with me before I go farther.”

“It seems that her fall was not a fatal one. She landed in a subterranean lake and is making her way through the caverns back to the surface, guided by a glowing line. She should arrive at any moment.” He glanced at Demeanor. “Go to her. Guide her here.”

The bird took wing.

And in a moment there she was, still soaking wet, bedraggled, but healthy. “Felony!” Ike exclaimed, sweeping her into him. “You have a pass!”

“No, that's for you,” she insisted. “It doesn't much matter whether I live or die here. It's yours.”

“There are two passes. Here's yours.” He gave her the second one.

“Two?”

“They were stuck together. I didn't notice. You would have noticed.”

She took it, seeming dubious. “All this time there were two there?”

“Yes.” Then he addressed another thing. “I love you.”

She looked at him wide-eyed. “You said it!”

“Yes. I won't attend this college unless you do.”

She kissed him. “Then we'd better complete the formality.”

They presented their passes to the professor.

Comodon nodded. “As you know, the pass is only one requirement for admittance. You must answer a key question.”

“I remember,” Ike said. “We are ready.”

“I will pose it to the two of you jointly. The question is: Why?”

Ike smiled. “I am better at answers, so I will answer for us both. The way I see it, is you must have something very special to teach, and you need to be sure that every student has the potential and the will to learn it. So you made it a real challenge to locate and obtain the passes, with each prospect observed along the way; I'm sure that those who got passes by illicit means, such as stealing them from other applicants, have been eliminated by unanswerable questions for admittance. You would not go to this considerable trouble to recruit, and then to provide free room, board, and tuition, without being quite sure of the quality of your students. In fact you wouldn't bother with seeming magic like a brochure that seeks a random hand, a limo right in the area, or lines that guide a prospect to the site.” He paused. “The other part of my answer relates to me personally: why do I wish to enter this college? That is because it promises to give my aimless life meaning, as well as a woman to love.”

Comodon nodded. He turned to Felony. “We do need your answer also.”

She nodded. “I am better at questions, so I will ask one. Is it real?”

“That is the right question.” Comodon glanced at Ike. “You have an answer?”

“Oh yes, a qualified one. This setting is merely an emulation, but I think it is a mock-up of a real situation. That means that you did not go to all this trouble to make a wildly irrelevant game to test applicants. This odd exam is to qualify applicants who have potential to handle the actual challenges in store. It seems we do.”

Comodon nodded. “Indeed you do. We had a number of prospects, most of whom have been eliminated. Some had bad character, as you surmise. Some lacked the ability to handle a challenge like this. Some were simply not sufficiently interested. Two were marginal.”

“Us?” Felony asked.

“Us,” Ike agreed.

“You, Felony, have intelligence, determination, and flexibility,” Comodon continued. “But you are severely conflicted, with problems of self image, judgment, and emotional instability. We thought that the best way to nullify those problems was to set you up with a complementary—that's with the E, as Ike once pointed out—companion. Buttressed by his physical and emotional support, you could shine.”

She nodded. “So the timing of our entries, and the way our paths converged, was not coincidence, was it? You wanted us to meet, knowing I'd latch on to Ike if I possibly could? Because he's handsome, smart, and decent. Right?”

Ike did not comment. Even now, she was unwilling to make direct statements; she was making them questions.

“Correct,” Comodon said. “You, Ike, have intelligence verging on genius, but you lack motivation. Nothing in school ever really made you work; you could make top grades without effort. So you lacked sufficient challenge, and therefore motivation. You are socially stable; Lucy broke up with you not because you were unworthy, but because you made her feel that way. She had always been in command of her relationships; with you she felt inadequate. So you were without compass, exerting yourself only when you happened to get in trouble. We thought that the right woman and the right challenge might provide you the necessary direction. We saw Felony as that woman and our project as that challenge. We really need you both, as a team, or neither of you individually. So your interest in each other is exactly what we prefer. You motivate each other.”

“Her motivation becomes mine,” Ike agreed. “Because she needs me, and I love her. She anchors me. But what's this about genius? I simply never encountered anything difficult.”

Both Felony and Comodon laughed. Even the familiars looked amused.

“That tractor beam,” the parrot said. “That parachute. They didn't even know either could be done. But you did them almost without thinking, when the need arose. That's genius.”

“That reminds me,” Felony said. “What about the familiars? They're real too?”

“Yes, actually,” Comodon said. “The settings are mock-up, but the familiars are genuine. Blue comes from the seed of flying reptiles, and he does have near-human intelligence. Miss Demeanor is from the seed of intelligent birds.”

“Can we keep them?” Felony asked.

“I'm sure they will feel honored,” Comodon said. “So long as you appreciate that it is not possession, but an association of equals.”

“Oh yes!” she agreed.

Blue hissed. “Oh, yes,” Demeanor agreed.

Now Ike had a question. “Those pomegranate seeds have to be portals to alternate Earths, where things worked out differently. You want to explore them, and you need competent people to train to do that without getting themselves killed. But some of these things seem to border on super science or even magic. For example, the way Felony can turn luscious; I'll bet you really do have magic for that. And how did you get the laser units? Those aren't portals; they're tools.”

“Portals, yes,” Comodon agreed. “We have a device that opens them randomly, and we do need to explore more of them, as you surmise. Some are downright dangerous. We found the laser stubs in a warehouse in what appeared to be a super-science seed. We took them, retreated, and closed that portal, fearing that if the people or creatures of that seed discovered us, they might cross over and exterminate us. We thought we had determined the functions of the lasers, but as you demonstrated, we had not. There is indeed a portal to what seems to be a magic world; we sealed that over without abolishing it, while we test its artifacts. That, again, is why we need you. The potential rewards of the portals are huge, beyond our present imagination, but we are severely constrained by the dangers. This is something both of you need to be aware of: what you have seen so far is merely the tip of the iceberg. You will be putting your lives at serious risk. We have already lost personnel despite our precautions.”

“As long as we can tackle it together,” Felony said, gazing adoringly at Ike.

“As roommates,” Ike agreed. He was truly looking forward to it.

“I'll invoke luscious there.”

“No need.”

“But I want to!”

“You can alternate nights. I enjoy variety.”

“Okay!” she agreed gladly. “And without the film suits. This is going to be joyfully, exuberantly, sickeningly real, regardless of the form I'm in.”



“I look forward to being sickened.”

“Brother,” Demeanor muttered.

“One more thing,” Comodon said. “We have what I think is a formality. Your familiars need to accede.”

“Accede?” Felony asked.

“They represent their seeds. We have agreements with them, which is why they cooperate with our recruitment program.”

Ike had an insight. “The Bird Seed demand for access to the portals—they already have it!”

“They already have it,” Comodon agreed. “They put on a good show, no?”

“A good show,” Felony agreed sourly.

“So do you approve these recruitments, familiars?” Comodon asked.

“Oh, yes!” Demeanor said. “We want these folk on our side.”

Blue hissed.

Comodon nodded. “I'm not surprised. You were not supposed to be a candidate for this office, as judged by our trainers, but you sneaked in, even if you did get caught partway, and Ike accepted you. He won your vote in that moment, didn't he?”

Blue hissed again.

Ike smiled. “I'm glad we met, Blue. You have been a good and able companion, regardless what those trainers thought. I couldn't have made those laser breakthroughs without your help.”

“You were lucky, both,” Felony said fondly.

“The next time the limos come for you, after the necessary paperwork, ” Comodon said, “They will take you to private airports, where you will fly to the actual campus, which is an unadvertised location. There you will meet your familiars and each other in person, and commence your rigorous training.” He smiled, “Yes, as roommates. We value your togetherness. We look forward to your participation.”

“So do we,” Felony said. “It's a dream come true.”

“A dream,” Ike agreed, taking her hand.

Blue hissed. “But don't get mushy yet,” Demeanor said. “Plenty of time for that when you have some privacy.”

“We may not wait,” Felony said, moving into Ike's embrace.

They all laughed.
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Author's Note

I had a different novella in mind to write the month of June, 2012, but something odd happened on the way there. On May 2, while doing other things, I had a notion, which I duly recorded in my Ideas file for future reference: suppose a young man, college bound, sees among the course offerings Basic Laser Magic? Sure that must be figurative. Then it turns out that it really is magic. Then a few days later I returned to it: suppose it's a virtual reality game, Pomegranate, with many seeds that are actually separate little realms? And in that game he meets the interesting girl, Felony? Another day I returned to ponder the ramifications of the laser shield. In fact, I just kept returning to it all month, until I had some 6,000 words of notes about this odd examination. What could I do except write it? It's not that I thought it was the world's greatest notion, just that it had my attention. And that's how it came to be.

I do many series, but I see this one as a singleton novella. But of course I can't guarantee that a notion won't seek me out, relating to adventure on one or more pomegranate seeds. I'm a creative writer, and don't even want to turn it off.

Readers are welcome to visit my www.hipiers.com site, where I have a monthly blog-type ornery liberal column, and an ongoing survey of electronic publishers and related services, for the benefit of aspiring writers who find themselves shut out of Parnassus, the traditional publishing establishment, which is essentially a closed shop. E-publishers are far more open to newcomers, and the market is growing.

A note of appreciation to my proofreader, Rudy Reyes. He catches the typos that grow on the page after my own proofreading.
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