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What if the entire universe happened to be the creation of alien minds? Dreens are extraordinary storytellers—and they can actually make the worlds they imagine come to life—and this is the origin of Earth and the entire known universe. Even though Dreens live far across the universe, the human race has the technology for interstellar travel and the military power to destroy the aliens’ core planet. But Earth itself is only sustained by the continued existence of the Dreens. If the last Dreen dies, all of humanity will disappear!

A science fiction adventure showcasing the imagination that made Frank Herbert famous and the wry wit and satire that brought Brian Herbert critical acclaim.
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Frank Herbert:

A Man of Many Worlds

Brian Herbert

I am writing this on what would have been my father’s 95th birthday, had he lived. Long ago, on his 8th birthday, he stood on top of a dining room table and announced to his family, in a very determined tone, “I wanna be an author.” From a very young age, Frank Herbert knew what he wanted to do with his life, and he became a great and beloved author, as I detailed in my biography of him, Dreamer of Dune.

The Herbert family was in crisis during the entire time that my father and I worked on Man of Two Worlds. It began in December 1983, when I had a new story idea that I set to work on, hoping Dad would like it, and that we could collaborate on it. At the time, my mother, Beverly Herbert, was terminally ill with complications from radiation treatment that had been administered to her for lung cancer, a treatment regimen that had damaged her heart.

In late January 1984, my mother was not doing well, and she was living with my father just outside of Hana, an incredibly beautiful, remote region of Maui in the Hawaiian Islands. At the time she knew that I was going to submit the outline to Dad for his consideration, and that I had a working title for the book, “A Man of Two Worlds.” She was very excited about the potential project, because she very much wanted us to write together, feeling we might become like Irving Wallace and his son, David Wallechinsky. Dad liked the concept of the novel, and early in February, he decided to collaborate with me on the book.

Yet sadly, my mother died only a few days later in Hawaii, never seeing the completion of the novel. But she knew about it, and knew in general what the book was going to be about.

In the story, I envisioned a universe that was entirely dependent for its existence upon the imaginations of an alien race, the Dreens. They lived on the distant planet Dreenor and created magnificent objects with the power of their imagination. Out of their imaginings, entire worlds and star systems came into existence. Earth was one of those worlds. A situation would come to pass where the people of Earth would perceive a threat from aliens living on Dreenor, and a military task force would be sent to destroy the planet. Of course, such an act would destroy Earth, too, if all the Dreens were killed, since Earth only existed by virtue of the imaginations of these beings. But the military authorities on Earth would have no knowledge of such an impending catastrophe.

The key character in the story would be Lutt Hanson Jr., a young business tycoon who runs a high-technology, multi-planet communications empire, a character who would bear some resemblance to William Randolph Hearst. (One of the real newspapers owned by Hearst, the San Francisco Examiner, had employed both my father and me in the 1960s—he as the picture editor and me as a teenage copyboy.)

After my mother died, Dad returned to his original Port Townsend, Washington home, an A-frame house in the woods that he had kept after purchasing property in Hawaii. In Port Townsend, Dad and I sat by the antique roll-top desk in his writing loft, where I described my “A Man of Two Worlds” plot ideas for him. He liked them. It had taken me two months to work the ideas up, and I was heartened by his reception.

However, Dad was busy with technical advising and promotional work on a big Dune movie directed by David Lynch, scheduled for release in December 1984, and on writing screenplays for two of his other novels, The Santaroga Barrier and Soul Catcher. Because of this, I was left with the task of doing most of the writing on our book during 1984. Dad thought he might be able to begin work on the project without distractions in the spring of 1985, with completion expected by the end of that summer.

During 1984, we had a number of conferences about the new novel. After making an outline we agreed upon a division of labor in which Dad would write some chapters and I would write others. In the end, however, he could not find the time to do the writing that year, so eventually I went back and wrote the first draft of his chapters as well. Shortly after the premiere of the Universal movie Dune in December 1984, I gave Dad a complete copy of the manuscript, as much as I had written thus far. He said he would get busy on it after completing a screenplay for The Santaroga Barrier. At his suggestion, we had modified the title of our novel to Man of Two Worlds.

Early in 1985, Dad remarried and moved to Manhattan Beach, California. He worked on our book there, while my wife Jan and I lived for six months in Hawaii, with our three children. He telephoned me regularly with questions and comments to tell me how it was going, but I wasn’t left with enough writing to do, so I worked on a new solo novel of my own, Prisoners of Arionn. In one of my conversations with Dad about Man of Two Worlds, he reported, “It’s going well. I’ve got Prosik [one of the main characters] in deep fecal matter.” He said he was having an immensely good time writing the book, and that he was adding humor to it.

By late June 1985, Dad was living with his new wife, Theresa, on Mercer Island, a suburb of Seattle. My wife Jan and I met him for lunch at a small sandwich shop in Seattle, and we discussed our story. For the first time I learned that he was fighting an apparent case of stomach flu, and had visited the doctor that morning. Whatever he had was hanging on tenaciously, though he said he was feeling better than the week before.

During 1985, most of our Man of Two Worlds sessions were at my father’s Mercer Island house, in a study he set up in a small room at the rear. He had a rustic black desk on one wall, with a single bookshelf holding books about Nepal and mountain climbing, along with a clapboard from the first scene of the Dune movie. Along the opposite wall were his word processor and printer, and to the left of that was a closet with an immense fire safe inside. A brass lamp stood on a shelf over the word processor. On the floor by the window sat a framed list of national bestsellers from earlier in the year, showing that the Dune paperback had reached #1 on the New York Times list, two decades after its first publication, thanks to the publicity from the Dune film.

In our writing sessions, Dad would sit in front of his Compaq computer, with its black lettering on a light green screen, and I, not knowing how to use a computer at the time, sat in a chair to his left with notes on my lap. The printer was set up in front of me, with a large box of old-style computer paper beneath it on the floor. He couldn’t seem to beat the stomach problem and said it was giving him considerable discomfort.

By the third week of July, we were on a roll with Man of Two Worlds. Dad agreed to delete a number of his passages that I didn’t like, and he went along with my suggested substitutions. He concurred with almost all of my recommendations, but said I was too expository on occasion, that I should leave more to the imagination of the reader. We went over characterizations carefully, fine-tooth-combing each scene to make certain our people acted within their characters, with proper motives, and that the actions advanced the plot. Much of the material involved his own first draft insertions, and I was impressed by the quality—especially considering the rapid pace at which he wrote and the fact that he wasn’t feeling well.

Incorporating all of our new scenes, I typed up an updated outline, which I kept handy. Dad was impressed at the way I used it to access scenes we needed to find. Very often my comparatively primitive method was faster than the search function on his computer. Sometimes Dad and I performed role-playing games to draw out characters, seeing how they might react to the situations in which we placed them. We spoke prospective dialogue aloud, and went back and forth with it. When we liked the way a scene was going, we wrote it down.

Dad went to a writing conference in Utah in early August. By the 6th of the month he was back in Seattle, and we resumed work on Man of Two Worlds. His stomach continued to bother him as we worked. He said he was in considerable intestinal pain, and was taking pain killer medication, which worried me.

Thursday, August 8, 1985 was our longest day. We tended the printer and made corrections through the end of the book on page 565. During a break, he shared a hard-to-find Echt Paulaner beer with me, his last bottle. He wore a navy blue pullover shirt and blue jeans, but in the evening changed into a regal red velvet robe. His glasses had black rims, and when he looked through their lenses that night at the green-illuminated computer screen his head shook a little from side to side ... a constant, apparently involuntary motion that I had noticed previously. It seemed to be one of his signs of fatigue.

Years ago, when I was growing up in Frank Herbert’s household, we did not always get along. In my youth, I did not think I liked him because of his stern ways, but by the time I was in my twenties it all changed when I saw him take heroic measures to extend the life of my terminally ill mother, Beverly. This man, whom I had once disliked, had been generous with me in my adult years, helping immeasurably with my writing and also entrusting me with the management of his financial affairs. Considering the bad start to our relationship, I have never heard of anyone who tried harder to get to know his eldest son, or who changed more than he did. The effort was late, but at least he made it.

Now he was working in pain, and I was growing increasingly worried about him. Others in the family were equally concerned.

When we were still laboring on Man of Two Worlds after midnight on August 9th, I reflected on how wonderful it was to be working beside my father, this great and learned man. I watched him leaning over the computer screen, punching buttons to cut words from a paragraph. Whenever we added material, he tried to find somewhere on the same page where he could cut, so that the page numbering would not be altered, and he only had to reprint one page at a time. I was amazed at the way virtually any paragraph could be cut, without harming the quality of the writing. He felt this process actually improved the writing.

We worked on polishing up the novel during the rest of year. By December, we learned the terrible news that Dad had pancreatic cancer. He was going to undergo a new experimental hyperthermia treatment in Madison, Wisconsin, which involved using radiant heat and water vapor to induce fevers of up to 108 degrees Fahrenheit, heating the blood. He went through a series of treatments there in December 1985 and January 1986, returning periodically to Seattle. After one of his treatment sessions in Wisconsin late in January, he was up and walking around before any other patient. Doctors were shaking their heads in disbelief, saying no one else recovering from that surgery had ever walked before five days. He was up in three. This gave us hope, because we knew he was strong. But we were all shocked when he passed away on February 11th, suffering a pulmonary embolism after surgery.

As fate would have it, the very last story my father wrote was with me, the novel my mother wanted us to do together, Man of Two Worlds. He never saw the completed book, though he did see the cover proof and the typeset galleys.

It was an emotional moment when I received copies of our collaborative novel from the publisher shortly after his death, especially when I saw the photograph of us together on the back, taken on his 65th birthday. That was 30 years ago today.

When we wrote the novel together, we laughed often, because of all of the humorous scenes we were including. Though I had published a number of humorous books before working with Dad, including three satirical science fiction novels, many of the laughs in Man of Two Worlds were added by Frank Herbert. Prior to the publication of this novel, many of his fans didn’t realize that he had a great sense of humor, something I knew from my childhood, when I overheard him telling funny stories to adult guests in our homes—showing them a side of his personality that I didn’t always experience first-hand. As we wrote together, I hoped that the writing process was therapeutic for him, because there were medical studies showing that laughter was beneficial to people who were suffering from serious illnesses.

So, it is with bittersweet feelings that I now write about the time when my father and I worked closely together on this book. We enjoyed writing in collaboration, and talked about doing more projects in the future, but this was the only opportunity we would ever have. I had never expected to write even one novel with him, so Man of Two Worlds was a blessing for me, and for our relationship. I loved sharing the creative process with this most complex of all men, and despite any hardships I experienced earlier in his household, I do not regret a minute that I ever spent in his company. He was a very special, loving person, and it was a great honor to have known him.


Brian Herbert

Seattle, Washington

October 8, 2015
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If every Dreen dies, the universe collapses, for all life and all matter are sustained by Dreen idmaging.

—The Touchfinger Tabloids, Dreenschool curriculum



Ryll felt no pain on awakening, and he did not remember the collision. His mind groped for reality. What was the odd surface under him?

I am on a Far Voyager deck, he thought.

The surface where he lay felt slippery with viscous liquid. Something approximating gravity held him down. His Dreen senses suggested he was caught in an erratic spin but it was more than that, perhaps the gravitation of a planet as well, and he could not understand why he returned to consciousness this way—his eyes swiveled inward to darkness.

I am a Dreen.

It was a clear thought and suggested things not in immediate memory. His brain ached as badly as from a bazeel hangover. Urgency tugged at him but he did not want to face it. Better to consider what it meant to be Dreen.

Was it good to be Dreen?

I can idmage.

Despite this Dreen creative power, he now saw little that was graceful or pleasing in his native flesh, an observation that struck him as peculiar.

But Dreen mind powers could create new matter (even stars with planets) and new life forms. He could shapeshift his body into that of any other creature, changing functions and appearance entirely.

Why then, Ryll asked himself, did Dreens look so similar—lumpy ovoid bodies with four concealed legs and two arms with six-fingered hands extruded only when needed?

Even Habiba, Supreme Tax Collector of Dreenor and the oldest Dreen, could not explain this peculiarity. She said the reasons for Dreen shape and powers were lost in prehistory. Dreens, Habiba explained, were similar to other life forms in this limited knowledge about themselves.

An intrusive buzzing and clanking sound interrupted these reflections.

Odd sounds. Patricia at work?

What a strange name for a semisentient spaceship: Patricia. That had been his first reaction. It was not a name a Dreen spoke easily even after creating the requisite vocal system in his malleable body.

Patricia?

He recalled his initial shock at the ship’s odd behavior.

“My name is Ryll.”

He had said this in a patronizing tone, the one taught for use with Excursion Ships. The response was unexpected:

“Don’t take that tone with me!”

He remembered sitting in the control room, shocked by the ship’s commanding tone. Did it suspect he was adventuring? He thought of his intentions as adventure, not as stealing.

I was escaping Dreenor’s boredom.

Ryll had been extremely tired of all the talk about his gifts and potential. What did they expect from a son of Jongleur, the Chief Storyteller? He thought the Elders would call his taking the ship a schoolboy prank if they caught him.

So I took the ship. And I am Dreen but far away from Dreenor.

He had no idea how he knew these things nor why it was important to reflect on being Dreen,

Why don’t I think of myself as graceful?

Was it that he could completely alter his appearance but could not make piecemeal changes? A Dreen’s floppy ear covers draped like small brown blankets down each side of his body. Very impractical, as was the large horn-tool nose that dominated his face from the widow’s peak of pink hair atop a neckless and shoulderless body to the concealed mouth that revealed itself only when open to receive food or make noises.

He had a memory vision of fellow Dreens lifting an ear flap and asking speakers to repeat themselves. Impracticality: small mouth, weak vocal cords, ears blanketed. By idmaging, he could shapeshift his entire body, but tradition dictated he never do this on Dreenor. Metamorphoses were reserved for offworld. Dreenor was a place of sanctuary and storytelling camaraderie.

Ryll wished he were back on Dreenor now to share a tale of distant travel, idmage creations and adventure.

That’s why I defied my Elders and took the ship. I was tired of the boring schoolboy life. I wanted to be the youngest Junior Storyteller. That’s why I did it. That’s why I’m here on this slippery deck.

Slippery deck?

His eyes remained swiveled inward to darkness but more details began to surface.

The ship.

Many ships sat on the mud-brown Flat of Dreenor, coming and going with their Storyteller captains. The ships were great bulbous things with extruded sensors like waving cilia to guide them through the Spirals of Creation in tangled space.

Sometimes, for no observable reason a ship would remain unchosen and dormant, awaiting just the right captain. That was the way it had been with this ship. It had been part of Ryll’s environment from earliest childhood only a few months out of seedhouse.

Even before being sent to the school for gifted children he had thought of this ship as his own, creating fantasies of himself in the Spirals.

He had wondered often about its personality. The varied personalities of Excursion Ships as taught in school fascinated him. Ships were almost like people. But this one ...

“You will call me Patricia!”

Ryll’s proctors had told him the most enjoyable trips into the tangles of space were on ships having personalities compatible with your own. You chose your ship with great care.

Patricia?

Immediate sense impressions demanded attention. What was this viscous fluid under him? Why the dullness in his body? Something was disturbingly wrong. Had Patricia malfunctioned? Impossible! Excursion Ships were idmaged to be perfect. Then what was this erratic spinning motion holding him to the deck?

He tried to consider the possibility of something wrong with Patricia and recalled instead the appearance of the ship on the Dreenor Flat—a golden egg with cilia-sensors glistening. Each time passing the Flat he had looked to see that his ship remained unchosen by an adult,

Wait for me, beautiful ship. When I graduate you will be mine.

Once he had seen a group of adult Dreens working on the ship, all under the direction of Mugly the Elder. They conferred, pointed and swiveled their eyes inward to idmage, making the ship even more perfect, no doubt.

Nothing could go wrong with a perfectly idmaged ship.

Could it?

Early one morning before school he had sneaked past the sleeping monitor and boarded the ship to take away copies of its flight-simulation manuals in their crimson displays.

He rationalized that gifted children were expected to prepare them-selves for the day they would go out as Storytellers to create new worlds. But this was secret preparation, teaching himself to pilot an Excursion Ship, something far beyond the careful pacing of the adult-monitored curriculum.

No one suspected he could pilot his ship, could take it without permission and vanish into the Creative Spirals—no matter that he was too young and had not absorbed enough cautionary instruction.

I’ll be the youngest Dreen ever to create new worlds.

He saw himself in the Elite class of Junior Storytellers, training ground for advancement to Elder.

Idmaging!

How attractive to contemplate the supreme Dreen ability: to make tangible the living fantasies of the mind, to create new life forms and return to Dreenor with stories of his artistic efforts. That was why he had taken Patricia.

So why was he here on a deck with a slippery fluid under him? There was an odd smell. Vaguely familiar. What was it?

“Patricia?” he ventured.

The ship did not reply.

Patricia had not opposed him when he took over the controls, although she called his pretensions “an interesting dream produced by your immaturity and boredom but consistent with a Dreen’s natural idmagination.”

Did Patricia self-destruct?

That was a terrifying thought and flooded his mind with Patricia’s irritating voice: “You are going to a dangerous place and the Storyteller who commands me likely will die.”

By Habiba’s everlasting seedglands! He suddenly remembered the awful revelations of his ship: “The Earther Zone Patrol holds captive Dreens. I have this information to explain why I must self-destruct rather than permit Earthers to learn my secrets.”

This was more than the bits and pieces from adult whispers about Dreen disasters.

“The creatures he made worshiped him!”

“His creatures did not evolve and just died out. Faulty precepts.”

Children heard such things and created their own myths. But his present situation was no myth to be greeted with amused tolerance by adults.

Why wasn’t I told?

Patricia said children could not share real disaster tales until deemed capable of handling harsh information.

I have encountered harsh information.

What happened to my perfect ship?

Once more he called out to Patricia but still the ship did not respond.

He thought he would even welcome one of her caustic lectures, if only she would speak. He did not want to be alone.

Where am I?

Ryll swiveled his eyes outward and locked them into place. He saw shadows, then bursts of light that brought pain and forced him to blink. He squinted cautiously and saw a dented silver-yellow bulkhead directly over him—Patricia’s control room but badly damaged. Destruction but not total.

He lay on his back and it hurt when he extruded an arm to touch the deck. Not cold ... not hot ... sticky stuff.

More memories returned.

He saw his ship emerge from the Spirals, felt again the excitement of that moment and ... and ... and then disaster!

Another ship occupied the emergent space!

The effect was not just a collision but a massive attempt by two large objects to occupy the same space at the same time. His control room smashed through to the center of the other ship, dominating the impact and telling him his was the more massive object.

When the first shudderings and boomings of the crash subsided, he heard hissings, clangings and snappings and saw emergency repair manipulators attempting to seal his area against loss of atmosphere. Fire! He remembered flames. That was what destroyed the sacred Dreen drive!

I am trapped here! But where is here?

He could still hear nearby sounds to suggest emergency repairs. This gave him hope. He rolled his body slightly to the right. Pain! He was a moment fighting off the defensive-ball reaction, every Dreen’s instinctive response to danger.

Curiosity and a need to know sustained him. What were those two mounds stretched across a break in the bulkhead? He stared at them.

Badly damaged protoplasm! Bodies from the other ship.

Ragged bits of green and black fabric hid some of the shattered flesh.

Ryll took an interminable time extruding legs to help him crawl toward the bodies. His efforts hinted at terrible injuries—vital organs crushed and severed. Too much damage for idmaging repairs, but those bodies at the broken bulkhead offered a way to survive.

Painfully, he reached the first body. He recognized the shape from Storyteller accounts: an Earth human. The Earther was dead.

Ryll moved to the second body.

Blood ... much blood—some his own yellow, flowing and mingling with Earther magenta ... and a clear fluid spouting from a bulkhead rift.

The second human still breathed. Ryll’s left front leg crunched shattered eyeglasses. Agonizing cramps warped his flesh and the defensive-ball reaction tried to dominate him.

Can’t let that happen!

This was no time to be immobilized and helpless.

The odd smell remained but he noted no more hiss of escaping atmosphere. What was that smell? Memory from a fully assimilated Storyteller account answered his question.

The clear fluid: vol-tol!

It had been an extremely artistic Dreen story explaining vol-tol, the highly explosive fuel used in Earthers’ primitive ships.

The other ship in the collision was of Earther origin! One of its occupants lay dead and another appeared to be dying.

But the vol-tol demanded immediate attention. It could ignite, destroying the shambles of the collision and every living thing aboard.

Ryll knew he had to deal with the problem himself. Patricia was no longer functional.

I must move quickly!

He touched the surviving human’s crushed head and neck.

Yes, dying.

Darts of agony shot through Ryll as he moved. It occurred to him that he, too, might be fatally injured. He paused to make an internal assessment.

By the blessed left arm of the Supreme Tax Collector! Almost ten percent of my mass is gone!

This time there was no trouble with the defensive-ball reaction. His probing hands fanned into cilia, an automatic reaction against which every Dreen child was warned. Ryll watched the cilia slither into the dying human’s face.

Merging!

He knew he must prevent this. Combining life forms created unpredictable and often dangerous results. That was one piece of harsh information taught to every child.

But without more mass immediately I will die.

Ryll stared at an audio-visual ID tag on what remained of the mortally wounded Earther’s green and black tunic.

“I am Lutt Hanson, Jr.,” it said in English.

Ryll’s language-interpretive facility, a product of Dreen storytelling and education, immediately shifted to the proper linguistic form.

What odd names Earthers chose.

No matter the harsh warnings, survival necessity drove him. There was no time for idmaging, and he needed portions of this dying body to rebuild his Dreen mass.

Abruptly, he heard wreckage moving. Metal grated against metal. Then ... voices!

Discarding niceties, Ryll allowed Earther flesh to flow into and combine with his own, an oddly pleasing sensation. He felt his Dreen resources using Earther protoplasm, letting it creep into and around his cells. Alien memories intruded.

Fascinating! The cells earned Earther information—too much to review at once, but similar to assimilating a Dreen Storyteller’s account.

Suddenly, a voice boomed from behind Ryll.

“All personnel evacuate this ship immediately!”

Ryll identified the characteristic sound-clipping of an artificial amplifier.

The shock of the voice and the final merging with an essential mass of Earther flesh jolted him.

I must hide!

Using Earther-cell data, Ryll assumed the appearance and clothing of Lutt Hanson, Jr. A facsimile Earther took shape on the shattered deck, complete with clear-lensed, round-framed eyeglasses—no need to match originals. Ryll’s eyes in a new olive shade stared out of Earther-shaped flesh. The meticulously copied face was blocky and soft: thin red-brown hair, a high forehead and a raised blood vessel like a tiny medusa serpent on the left temple. With desperate cunning, he appropriated a nametag from the Earther’s ragged tunic and pushed discarded flesh into contact with the dead companion.

The intrusive voices were much louder, metal slamming against metal. Once more, the amplified voice boomed out.

“Fuel rupture! All personnel except emergency volunteers evacuate the damage area!”

Metal crashed to the deck behind Ryll. Heavy footsteps clumped to his side. An armored hand came into view and a brown faceplate with helmet lowered close to Ryll’s face.

“Hey! This one’s alive!”

“Move him!”

That was the amplified voice of command.

Memories and motivations from Lutt Hanson, Jr. seeped like tendrils bleeding across nerve contacts into Ryll’s awareness. What an odd creature, this Earther. There were visions of a wealthy family rife with disputes and intrigues—this Lutt Junior active in many ways, coordinating and plotting to fulfill his single, driving ambition ...

“A dead one here!”

That was the voice of the one who had come into Ryll’s view.

“Part of the body’s melted away! Yeccch!”

“Leave it and bring the survivor! This place could blow any second!”

The amplified voice of command again.

Ryll felt something being slipped under his body—a thin fabric with stiffeners. Two armored Earthers lifted him and carried him through the hole torn in the bulkhead.

Ryll closed his eyes and experienced a deep sense of gratitude at being rescued, even though it was by creatures produced in Dreen idmages. Survival dominated his reactions now and an immediate problem required attention.

Lutt Hanson, Jr. was becoming aware of the merging.

Who are you? How did you get into my mind?

It was a soundless voice but it roared in Ryll’s awareness.

What are you doing to me? Get out! Get out!

Ryll formed a responsive thought, trying to make it as soothing as possible. But overtones of panic were unavoidable.

I can’t get out. That would kill both of us.

The human responded with more panic and tried to take control of their mutual body.

This is my body and I want you out of it!

Only a small part of this body is yours. Most of it is mine. I’m trying to save us both.

You’re lying!

Ryll allowed a memory vision of the moments before fleshly merging to flow into common awareness. He carefully controlled what was shared but made it appear uncensored, astonished at his sudden ability to dissemble.

The human’s response was predictable.

My God! Is that me? Oh ... yes. The back of my head was crushed! Nobody could have survived that. I must’ve been dying.

We both were dying. There was enough flesh to save us but only in one body.

Can’t we separate?

There may be a way but it will take time and facilities you don’t yet possess.

Who are you?

I am a Dreen Far Voyager.

That was a lie but the human could not know, could not acquire any of Ryll’s memories unless Ryll chose to share them.

What’s a Dreen?

I’ll explain later. What was your ship doing in my emergent space? You caused the accident.

No response from the Earther.

Ryll sensed advantage and pressed it.

Didn’t you know an Excursion Ship of a Far Voyager might come out there?

The human tried to change the subject. What’s this language we’re using and how come I understand it?

This is the Dreenor language. Habiba’s language. When we merged, some of my language facility became available to you.

Why do you say I caused the accident?

You entered emergent space without proper warning.

I was testing my new ship. Definitely defensive.

Well, your companion is dead and both of our ships are total disasters. Who are these people rescuing us?

Zone Patrol. I wasn’t authorized in their perimeter and there’s going to be hell to pay. It’s into the clink for sure, no matter who I am.

Ryll allowed himself a secret thought: Zone Patrol! The ones who held captive Dreens!

He assumed his most persuasive personality. I have a suggestion, Lutt. May I call you Lutt?

Sure, but what do I call you?

My name is Ryll. I suggest you take over control of our body and answer the Zone Patrol’s question. I suggest you not tell them about me.

Silence, then: Yeah. They’d think I was nuts unless ... Say! What’s our body look like?

Like you but slightly larger than before the accident. More massive.

Ryll felt the litter being lowered to a flat surface and opened his eyes. He sensed Lutt reaching for dominance in their mutual flesh. Vision blurry—vague movement of armored figures, a gray bulkhead.

A faceplate came into view.

“He’s coming around. Should I give him a shot?”

“Hold it. This deck will shake if that fuel blows.”

As though the words created the effect, red brightness erased the shadows. There was the thumping sound of a muffled explosion. Ryll bounced in a wash of heat.

“Jeeedarussi!” It was a voice close to his ear.

The commanding voice boomed out: “Get the fire control team in there or we’ll lose the whole thing!”

Ryll heard the movement of many armored humans but could not see them because someone without armor bent close, blocking his view. Ryll saw a wide, heavy head with short hair. Hands probed and tested his new body. Female by the voice and briskly professional.

“We’ll ’ray him but there don’t appear to be any broken bones.”

“If that isn’t fool luck I never heard of it. Right next to a dead one, too.”

That was a masculine voice from one side.

“His lapel tag says Lutt Hanson, Jr.,” the woman said.

The man spoke sharply. “Hanson? This is old L.H.’s kid! I’d better call in.”

Ryll still felt the gropings of Lutt Junior trying to take over control of their body. Very tentative and wary, like an insect crawling along his nerves. The human lacked Dreen experience in the mental acceptance of storytelling.

There came the sound of a click and a humming buzz.

Ryll thought: My human head moves on a supple neck. He turned his head toward the sound but could not bring the man into view. The voice was clear, though.

“Sergeant Renner here, sir. We’re at the crash site. One survivor with an identity label saying he’s Lutt Hanson, Jr.”

Silence, then: “No, sir. Fuel spilled and exploded. There are no other survivors.”

Ryll focused on a circular crest adorning an arm of the woman bending over him. He filled out the shared memory with an assimilated Dreen Storyteller account.

Zone Patrol. This is the dangerous, all-encompassing United States security force—a unification of their previous military agencies.

Sergeant Renner spoke: “There was only one other body, sir, and we couldn’t get it out.”

More silence, then: “Very well, sir. Will comply.”

I really messed up, Ryll thought.

He closed his eyes and began sorting through newly acquired memories.

What a jumble! Important data, though. The Earther ship employed a primitive form of Dreen drive. We collided because the crude thing inherently homed on the signal of my incoming ship. Stupid! Stupid!

What happened to Patricia? Is my perfect ship destroyed forever?

Why, oh why did I take that ship?

Lutt Junior assumed command of their flesh and Ryll sank into his own thoughts with a sense of relief.

In school they had said the Dreen partner in this amalgam might have difficulty withdrawing completely but could be dominant by choice, taking over muscle and nerve control at any time. That was reassuring.

He felt the litter being lifted and carried somewhere.

Patricia, what is happening to you?

It had been so easy to take the ship. Too easy. The chief monitor at the Flat during Ryll’s sixteenth year out of seedhouse, an Eminence named Prosik, had shown flexions and tremblings characteristic of bazeel addiction. Prosik had other defects, all of them adding up to sufficient reason for his never having risen above the position of Eminence, nineteenth from the bottom of Habiba’s fifty-seven social varieties. He often slept during guard duty and even when awake accompanied the curious child into the ship for play at being a Storyteller.

If he hadn’t been asleep I never would have acquired the flight-simulation manuals.

Despite the present mess, Ryll still felt proud of the way he had taken the ship. He had raised the impossible-to-idmage bazeel in a small experimental horticultural garden off his bedroom, hiding the prohibited plant under broad-leaved herbs. His parents, admiring the garden, never suspected.

Ryll had tried the bazeel once and awakened the next morning with a severe brainache and little memory of its effect except for vague visions of extruding all four legs and falling asleep while counting them over and over.

Periodically, Ryll presented small stems of bazeel to Prosik and, one day, gave the Eminence a large frond of the drug “to thank you for letting me play in the beautiful ship.”

Shortly after consuming the bazeel, Prosik’s horn-tool extension sank into the brown mass of his body until it lay almost buried there and the chief monitor was a comatose lump of protoplasm. He did not stir as Ryll crept into the ship, gaze fixed on the icy yellow light shining from the control room.

At last! He was in a Storyteller’s sanctum and he possessed the knowledge to command an Excursion Ship.

Around Ryll lay an ovoid enclosure seven times his height and so wide even his longest extensions could not span it. He touched the first command plate and a silver-yellow glow filled the space with an exciting lambent radiance.

Ryll stared at the controls. This was the light that signaled life-creating forces.

So I have the necessary powers.

One could never be sure until touching that plate in the command space and this had been forbidden to a mere child.

For a moment he felt fearful of the life patterns that might emerge from this place and he dawdled while sealing the external hatches.

Hesitation passed. He formed the proper pseudopod, touched the proper plates in proper sequence and exactly as the flight simulator had predicted, he found himself and the ship in the infinite Spirals of tangled space.

Elation filled him.

I’ve done it!

Sensors displayed what lay outside—the substance of creation bathed in a light very like that within the Storyteller sanctum. Out there stood the most exciting mystery of all—the raw material from which Dreen idmaging produced new places and new life. He had touched the control plate and filled his mind with awareness of the Spirals. Now ... now he could idmage something important!

And no other Dreen could track him. Memory and the ship systems held the coordinates to guide his return. Dreenor was not lost to him; he was lost to Dreenor.

Ryll sat in the Storyteller harness, swinging at the focal center of command and he felt very much the maker of a reality dream, that marvelous precursor to idmages. That was the moment the ship chose to shock him.

“You will call me Patricia of the female gender.”

Ryll jumped. Nothing in his education had prepared him for the candor and adjustment capabilities apparent in the voice of this ... this artifact. He had never heard of a ship initiating conversation.

“That’s interesting,” he managed. “Why should I call you Po ... Putrushua?”

“Patricia!” she corrected him. “You will call me Patricia because it is my name and we are going to a place where that is a common appellation.”

“But I want to go through the Spirals and—”

“I am ordered to one destination and cannot disobey.”

“My name is Ryll and you will—”

“I observe that you are quite immature and will require careful supervision. It is difficult to compute why you were assigned this mission. Perhaps you are expendable. That fits the rationale of my task.”

“Answer my question!”

Silence.

“Please tell me why we have only one destination.”

“I am a Reserved Inspection Ship devised to erase an idmage.”

Ryll’s body collapsed into a hard ball, his horn tool pointed at the source of the ship’s voice above him on the plate wall. He knew this posture. Defensive reflex.

Slowly, Ryll formed his voice orifice and did the only thing left to him. He confessed.

“Interesting,” Patricia said. “I am incapable of turning back from this mission and you are the only Dreen available to make the life and death decision.”

“Why didn’t Prosik warn me what kind of ship you are?”

“Prosik is only an Eminence. He will, of course, be severely punished. What they will do to you must be left to conjecture.”

“They know where we’re going and they’ll come for me, won’t they?”

It was more statement than question.

“They will follow at a much slower pace. I was devised for the swift emergency erasure of a particular creation should a Storyteller command it.”

Erasure!

That word again, and Ryll thought of what it meant—a planet and its life gone forever, the tangible evidence of a Storyteller’s creative idmaging ... everything gone and never to recur. Ryll’s horn tool pulsed in and out with distress.

“But why would ... I mean, if ...”

Ryll could not bring himself to say it. The idea was horrible beyond anything he had ever considered.

Harsh information, indeed!

“The creatures of this world pose a potential threat to every idmaged creation the Dreens have ever made.”

That was worse!

Ryll began to see the extremis behind creation of this ship. Another aspect of the problem occurred to him.

“You mean I may have to decide on ... I may have to order the ...”

He still could not say the word.

“You are Dreen and you may have to command it. If you give the order, I must obey.”

Then she gave him the full dose of harsh information.

Loneliness enfolded Ryll. Accounts from school and Storyteller assimilations had not prepared him for this. He was cut off from security, from things known and expected.

He might never return to Dreenor. That was where all Dreens conveyed their tales and replenished themselves.

“Tapping into the past,” Habiba called it.

Even if he survived the ... the ...

Damn Habiba!

“Return or die,” Habiba often said.

And she had the long history of Dreen tragedies on her side.

I have nine Dreenyears at most.

Dreens who failed to return within that limit had been found dead in distant places. Folk wisdom said all Dreens must share their story experiences to survive, that Dreenor was a storehouse of mystical regeneration, enabling Dreens to live forever. This was believed despite infrequent accidental deaths on Dreenor and elsewhere.

Return or die.

Ryll thought he might rather die than take this kind of story home to Dreenor. Who could possibly admit him into the Junior Storytellers after he had ... had ... had ... done what Patricia said?

That might be a useless fear, too. Even though disguised as an Earther, he was now another Dreen captive in the hands of the dreaded Zone Patrol.
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Chapter Two
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There will always be newspapers, always some crusty old publisher, or a young publisher with crusty old ideas, who refuses to let go of the past. I respect the past, the smoke-filled, bustling news offices and all that, but I’m not a sentimental person. We create a better future if we stay in touch with our past, but I feel damned good about my electronic newspaper. It’s my base and conduit for creativity. No details yet, but I’m about to unleash a technological breakthrough in this industry. And a related, but even more astounding development will follow shortly.

—Lutt Hanson, Jr., an interview in his Seattle Enquirer



Someone’s moving my arms, my legs and my head and controlling where I look.

These were panic thoughts in Lutt’s awareness. Through the round lenses of his spectacles, he saw foggy human shapes. He heard the rattle of keys and clanking metal. There were men walking around him—at front, back and both sides.

I stumbled and something took over my body.

An alien force held him upright and walking steadily.

“I am Ryll, son of Jongleur, the Chief Storyteller.”

That was hearing voices in his head—madness.

I was in my ship, the Vortraveler, Lutt thought. I said something to Drich Baker, my engineer and copilot. What did I say?

Memory provided no answer. He knew there had been a blackout. It had erased part of his mind.

He took a familiar mental course then, recalling the day before boarding the Vortraveler.

If I exercise the brain muscles, go through everything up to the blackout, maybe I’ll remember.

He had been in the family-owned Seattle Enquirer Building. That much he remembered. A gray, seventeen-story structure, the building housed the plant of an electronic newspaper.

Only a tax write-off in Father’s mind.

Running the family’s Newspaper Division gave Lutt the sense that the Enquirer was much more than “a fixture of antiquated technology,” as his father called it.

Lutt recalled arguing with old L.H. in the boardroom that morning. But Father always had the last word.

“Stop wasting time on that damn vorspiral crap! You’re making us a laughingstock, predicting ‘astounding developments’ and ‘technological breakthroughs’ that’ll never happen!”

“Dammit, Father, you think things will never happen just because you don’t want them to happen!”

“Son, you’re sounding more and more like that crazy brother of your mother’s. You keep on this way and you’ll wind up like your Uncle Dudley!”

Lutt stared at his father. For years, the cloud of some violent quarrel between the two men had hung over the family. And now the old man broke his own rule against mentioning Uncle Dudley.

“Just how did Uncle Dudley wind up?” Lutt asked, almost choking on the forbidden name.

“I hope what they say is true—that he disappeared on Venus! He deserved to get his ass fried!”

Seeing the signs of increasing rage in his father, Lutt changed the subject but that only led them back into the fight about the Seattle Enquirer, vorspirals and Lutt’s future in Hanson Industries.

It was a continuing conflict with predictable reactions on both sides.

But L.H. doesn’t know what Drich and I have already achieved.

Drich!

The voice in his mind said Drich was dead. And there was that brief memory—his own body with a crushed skull.

Was that really me?

Lutt cast off those thoughts.

Hallucinations. The Zone Patrol doctor gave me a shot. That’s what’s causing me to feel this way.

Vorspiral communications technology! That would win the argument with Father. The ability to send almost instantaneous messages across millions of kilometers of space—transmissions faster and clearer than anything in history.

Just a little more testing and development, some careful publicity, and it surely would be of interest to the military and even to other news services.

But old L.H. wouldn’t listen, wouldn’t bend from his rigid ways.

We’ll call it Vorspiral News Service—VNS.

And the possibility—no! the probability!—loomed before him of extremely rapid travel across interstellar space. Theory said there were vorspirals to link any place in the universe with any other place. The speed of this travel still had to be tested, but he knew it would be very fast.

Abruptly, Lutt recalled what he had said to Drich Baker in that instant before the blackout.

The memory came to him so clearly and in such detail that he found himself reliving the events. He was in the Vortraveler’s cockpit. It was late afternoon and the ship sat on the tarmac of the secret testing site just east of Seattle. A rainy day with water running down the shields. The instrument panel glowed green. There was a reassuring hum to the power systems. Drich sat beside him and they were struggling to get the ship into a vorspiral that (theory said) would link them to another solar system.

“Maybe this time.” That’s what I said.

Lutt recalled the words but nothing more. Whatever happened after those words was eaten up by ... by ... a blackout.

Lutt’s troubled memory returned to the morning at the Enquirer. It was after L.H. had slammed out of the boardroom.

I went to the fourteenth-floor editorial conference room.

Eight senior editors sat with him around the long table amidst ranks of electronic newspaper receivers. He recalled arguing loudly that the Enquirer was not resourceful enough or snappy enough in its news play.

The ranks of receivers showed the Enquirer and rival publications to back up his argument.

“We need more sensational stories, more grabbers!”

He flipped the paper-thin sheets of liquid crystal screens to display pages of the rivals.

“Look here!” Lutt said, pointing to a headline on page one of the Cincinnati Crier.

PATTERN TO UFO SIGHTINGS

“Here’s a story that screams to be read. The Crier says a classified Zone Patrol report shows common factors for credible UFO sightings. This is great stuff! They say all UFOs have a bulbous shape and insectlike antennae all over them, plus flexible rods that sway as though blown by a wind.”

“Those guys on the Crier make that stuff up out of their heads!”

That was city editor Anaya Nelson, caustic as usual.

Lean, heavily made up around the eyes and framed by straight golden hair, Anaya’s face still held a measure of her youthful beauty. But she had hard edges now. The staff said her face had only one relaxed expression—condescending.

“They quote pages and paragraphs of this Zone Patrol report!” Lutt snapped. “And they’re citing the First Amendment to protect their sources!”

“So they got some rear-rank swabby to steal a piece of ZP fantasy.”

“It sells papers, dammit!”

“You’re really going to turn this operation into a moneymaker? No more write-offs for our beloved parent company, Hanson Industries?”

Lutt noted the other editors trying to conceal amusement at his usual collision with Nelson, but he ignored them.

Nelson smiled, knowing this irritated Lutt.

Damn her!

Lutt had criticized her “noncooperative attitude” on many occasions but to no avail.

What could he do about her? Nelson was a hard-shelled news veteran in her late middle years, long rumored to be old L.H.’s mistress. Lutt did not know for sure but the reports were that she had been an extraordinary beauty in her youth when the old man first met her. What everyone here knew for sure was that she had a pipeline to L.H. and could not be fired. Not by Junior anyway.

Lutt felt his ire rising. “I thought I made that clear!”

His nostrils flared, picking up a faint odor of paint in the editorial conference room. Always painting and repainting in here! He fanned through a graphics file on his printer, found what he was seeking and displayed it for Anaya. It showed a new masthead for the Enquirer with “L.W. Hanson, Proprietor.”

Nelson examined the artwork disdainfully.

Managing editor Adrian (Ade) Stuart leaned close to stare over Nelson’s shoulder. A paraplegic without legs, Stuart rode an electric cart that required wide aisles in the City Room. Overweight and with a softly rounded face under gray hair, Stuart often surprised new acquaintances with his commanding baritone voice. Some said Stuart’s voice was the main asset that had carried him to power on the Enquirer.

“Very dignified,” Stuart said.

“It doesn’t specify L.W. Hanson Senior or Junior,” Nelson said. “Shouldn’t that be corrected?”

“This is the way I want it!” Lutt said.

They all know L.H. still owns this paper and my stock is a token five shares. She’ll go straight to Father with this but I still run the operation.

Suzanne Day, who edited the Style Section, leaned forward with a sweet smile. Lutt had heard she practiced that smile for “boss buttering.” Still, she was attractive enough—a slender brunette with gentle features that were sure to coarsen because she drank too much, boasting: “I can drink any newsman on this paper under the table.”

“Why don’t we offer a copying service?” she asked. “It could be built into each receiving frame. We could—”

Nelson interrupted with a calculated imitation of Lutt’s voice: “But we want increased productivity, more efficiency, more circulation, more advertising revenue.”

“We also want excellence,” Lutt said.

Day required no more encouragement. Still with that sweet smile, she said: “I’ve checked it out. If a subscriber wants a copy of any article, he just touches the screen over the article, tapping once for each copy desired.”

“It’s been tried before,” Nelson said.

“Albany Evening Bible,” Stuart said. “Mmmmm ... four years ago. There were problems.”

“Because they were first,” Day said. “There were headaches with startup costs and glitches.”

Like my Vortraveler, Lutt thought.

Lutt’s erratic memory went spiraling off into his pet project—near-instantaneous communication and travel across the solar system and interstellar space. L.H. would never provide the development money.

He wants me to run Hanson Industries.

Lutt’s mother, Phoenicia, wanted the same thing—but only because she thought her son would keep up the profits. She and his younger brother, Morey—always with their hands in the till.

Morey!

Lutt recalled another detail of the day before the blackout.

I couldn’t keep my appointment with Morey. What a shock, dear brother, to learn that someone has discovered your financial indiscretions!

That’ll be worth a lot of money from his accounts. But I didn’t keep the appointment because of the crash and ...

Yes! There was an accident with the Vortraveler!

This memory brought Lutt full circle and back to his immediate situation—in a corridor surrounded by Zone Patrol guards, his detached body walking under its own power.

His vision cleared slightly but he still had no control over where he aimed his attention.

How badly was I injured?

He felt too weak to take command of his own body. Lutt felt certain his eyes were not moving randomly. He was staring with too much purpose—surveying the brown and blue uniforms of his guards, examining the long gray corridor and the barred doors of the cells along both sides. He noted that a prisoner’s black and green gorcord tunic covered his body. How demeaning!

Into the clink! I said that but who did I say it to?

His detached flesh did a terrifying thing, then. It spoke without his volition.

“I demand to know where you’re taking me!”

It was a boyish voice, not Lutt’s gravelly tones.

There were strange, alien thoughts in his head, too.

How dare they treat me this way? I am Ryll, son of the Chief Storyteller! But I can’t say anything about that. I’m supposed to be an Earther. They think I’m Lutt Hanson, Jr.

Lutt wanted to speak but his voice would not obey. He could think, though.

Are you real? Someone else in my head and ... body?

Oopsah! I left my thoughts unshielded.

Am I going crazy?

You are not insane, Lutt. I have been listening to the sporadic activity of your simplistic mind. Your latest thoughts about your ship and the Spirals confirm my earlier surmise. Your primitive ship and your lack of caution caused a disaster.

Ryll?

Ahhh, you remember my name.

You said ... you said I could control ... our body.

You were doing it too poorly. These guards are not very intelligent but they are trained to be suspicious. The Zone Patrol reported only two bodies at the crash and now they know there were two people on your ship. Ergo: Where is the pilot of the other ship? They will assume he was destroyed in the blast and fire but only if we do not feed their suspicions.

Darkness enclosed Lutt although he sensed his eyes remained open.

What’s happening? He’s not letting me see!

The guards and their prisoner arrived at an empty cell. One guard opened the door and they started to thrust Ryll through the doorway. He began to struggle and shout.

“I’ve done nothing wrong! You’ll pay for this!”

“The Hansons think they own the universe,” a guard sneered.

They sent Ryll staggering into the cell and the door slammed. The sound of the lock clanging into place was loud in the metal-walled space.

“Look, fella,” a guard said. “We know who you are but you’re still going to answer some questions. You’ll be interrogated tomorrow and there’s nothing your old man or any other Hanson can do about that!”

The guards clumped away down the corridor.

There was laughter and calling from other prisoners.

“You really got one of the Hanson tribe in there?”

“What’d he do? Steal a general’s mistress?”

Still in darkness, Lutt ventured a protesting question.

Why won’t you let me see what’s happening?

No need.

But I ...

Be still! I have to decide what to do about this.

A metal door boomed closed down the corridor. The laughter and catcalls subsided.

Ryll inspected the cell. A tiny cubicle with solid walls. Bars on the door. No internal illumination. Light came through the bars from a small fluorescent panel in the corridor ceiling. Shadows of bars on wall and floor. Round metal drain hole in the floor bubbling with foul-smelling ordure. Gray floor and walls that looked as though they had never been painted. Water stains and rough scratchings from former occupants. He read one of the wall scratchings:

“Welcome to Hell.”

A toilet fixture protruded from the back wall. A bunk bed was cantilevered from a side wall. Thin mattress. One rough blanket.

There was a distinctly stale odor to the place and the smell of disinfectant did not cover the pungency of urine and excrement.

Ryll went to the bunk and stretched out on it to think.

This had become much more than an adventure.

Was there anything useful in the data about Earth assimilated from Dreen Storytellers? He began to doubt this.

Nothing was said about Earthers experimenting with travel in the Spirals.

But an ... an erasure ship had been prepared.

Erasure.

He found the concept easier to contemplate.

This world was a peculiar creation. Caution with any idmage interference was strongly indicated. Who knew what Earthers might learn if they saw Dreen powers at work? But they imprisoned a Dreen in a dark, dank cell! And Patricia said they held other Dreens captive.

However, they do not know I’m a Dreen. That is a mitigating circumstance.

The bed was uncomfortable. The floor did not attract him as a resting place. Dirty and smelly down there. Ryll longed for the simple platform of hardened vegetation in his Dreenor bedroom. Well, there was something he could do about that. He got up and removed the mattress, leaning it against the barred door and exposing the bunk, a hard metal surface of pipes protruding from the wall. It felt much better when he lay down once more. The blanket, while coarse, provided some warmth. He felt himself drifting into sleep. Yes ... this had been an exhausting experience.

Still in darkness, Lutt came to weak awareness of the hard surface under him. He complained about the bed.

Ryll paid little attention to the protests. The deeper stages of Dreensleep were more attractive. He drifted into a combined Dreen-human dream.

The Lutt part of the intertwined dream focused on an ideal (to him) human female and became (to Ryll) a nightmare. The woman had no visible face but she possessed a voluptuous body from which radiated a golden aura that drew the dreamers to her.

In the dream, Lutt made love to the female in the abhorrent human way that had so shocked Ryll when he encountered it in a Storyteller account on Dreenor. How could a Dreen have idmaged such a thing? The dream with its immediacy was even more revolting than the story assimilation. Ryll now felt himself almost a participant!

Still, as the nightmare continued, Ryll sensed something odd emanating from the dream encounter. This particular woman Lutt hoped to meet someday aroused tender feelings in him, feelings almost approaching Dreen tenderness. Lutt called her “Ni-Ni” and said she was far different from the whores of his past experiences.

The nightmare continued for what seemed to Ryll an interminable time. Ni-Ni never spoke or showed her face. But Lutt’s dream thoughts revealed her history. Ni-Ni had lost her family in a war on a planet other than Earth. She loved Lutt but he was forced to compete for her with another man. Dreamer-Lutt demanded the name of the other man, shouting:

“I will kill him!”

The other man appeared in the nightmare then, another faceless figure in the shadowy distance.

“You love him, too!” Lutt shouted. “I know you do!”

Dreamer-Lutt chased the faceless man but the man ran through fearful shadows and hid in impenetrable darkness.

Ryll felt the torment and frustration of the nightmare as though they were his own but could not find answers to the dream’s questions.

Was Ni-Ni real? Was she dead? Was she someone Lutt would meet in his lifetime?

In the midst of this frustration, Ryll found himself dreaming simultaneously of Dreenor’s school for gifted children. Proctor Shanlis ranted at Ryll’s inattention to lessons.

“The tests say you’re intelligent!” Shanlis screamed, menacing the youth with a flexible rod. “The tests say you will be able to idmage more than common Dreens. Why then can’t you understand the simplest lesson?”

The dream Shanlis whipped the rod against Ryll’s back, demanding: “Why? Why are you wasting my time and testing my patience? Why?”

Ryll felt the dream-whipping raise welts, saw yellow blood run down his brown skin. The pattern of the welts was that of the steel bedframe in his cell and blended with the bars on the door.

The nightmare came to an abrupt end with the clanging of a metal door somewhere in the distance.

Ryll awoke and, for a moment, could not remember where he was. He could still feel the stings of the whipping and the frustrations of the human nightmare.

Something was approaching his face. More nightmare? No ... it was an insect. A fat spider dangled from its silken thread directly above him, descending slowly. Its legs were arched gracefully, extended like the stabilizers of a flying ship. Ryll saw it was preparing to land on his forehead, unaware of the eyes observing it. Rolling from beneath the arachnid, Ryll batted it toward the wall and saw there a cockroach. It waved its antennae at him.

Ryll swung his feet to the floor, looking at the Earther shape he had assumed, thinking: A cell! They’ve confined me in a cell I must escape! I’ve come from a classroom prison to this Earther cell and the prison of a merged body. What can I do?

Lutt continued to dream. Ryll picked up fragments of the human’s awareness, oddly parallel to Ryll’s classroom dream. Lutt sat in a classroom and an Earther scolded him. The instructor was Lutt Senior. How tough and cold he looked. He wore strange devices over his eyes and offered money instead of grades. The dream father waved a five-hundred-thousand-dollar bill as his mouth shaped words that had no sounds. In the dream, Lutt Junior thought: I can read your lips! I understand the language of your body. But there was no interpretation in his thoughts.

Ryll turned his attention from the dream.

The swatted spider had recovered. It swung from the end of the bedframe, descending to the floor. Abruptly, it occurred to Ryll that he could shapeshift into the spider form and escape this confinement. He leaned close to the insect and formed a single cilia, which he inserted into the spider as it dangled on the end of its thread. The thing was remarkably simple and Ryll wondered why a great Storyteller had bothered to create it.

Giving little thought to the varieties of shapeshifting, Ryll assimilated spider essentials from its cells. Confidently, he swiveled his eyes inward and focused on the changes necessary to convert himself into an arachnid.

The change was comparatively easy but he came through it with the abrupt realization that he had done something perilously wrong. Not enough oxygen! He was dying of oxygen starvation! Too late, he remembered a Dreenschool lesson.

“With simple shapeshifting, you will have approximately the same mass in the new form as in your form before the change.”

He was a gigantic spider! The gorcord tunic burst across the middle from the spider’s fat body. Eight wiry legs ripped their way through the fabric. Shoes and socks fell to the floor and the useless eyeglasses dropped onto them.

The spider’s primitive system of oxygen absorption would not support his mass!

Ryll felt consciousness fading.

His giant insect body plopped to the floor. The legs extended uselessly to the sides. Energy was fading fast.

Thoughts of escape dissipated. He had to focus on surviving this stupid mistake.

I may have energy for only one attempt to return to human form!

Desperately, he swiveled his eyes inward and concentrated on the Lutt shape he had so carelessly abandoned.

Is it working?

Slowly, he realized he lay stretched out on the floor, face down with nose pressed close to the odorous drain. His chest heaved and he realized he had returned to Earther shape.

The gorcord tunic lay in a tangled mess that required quick idmaging to restore before someone saw him in this disheveled state. He replaced the eyeglasses on his nose, put on shoes and socks and, presently, sank back to the hard pipes of the bunk, weak from exertion.

First things first: He forced himself to review the idmaging and shapeshifting lessons of the Dreenschool.

Basic idmaging: A Dreen’s personal mass, reinforced by a lifetime of experience, dominates shapeshifting. Reducing mass to the size of an insect required long training and tremendous concentration taught in a graduate course he had not yet taken. Such a shift also left a residue of protoplasm that would degenerate unless conserved in one of several dangerous ways.

“You will learn mind over fear,” a proctor had told him.

I wish I already had learned it.

Another bodily priority intruded on these reflections. Hunger gnawed at him. He had expended great stores of energy since the last time he had eaten aboard Patricia—an idmaged meal of Suprinian proteins. Now, his hunger would not let him think of anything except food.

What to eat? His Earther form and proximity to Earthed society reminded him of a favorite confection. It would take energy to bring in the required mass, but ...

Something bubbled out of the drain hole and he looked down at a drowned rat. Easily available mass! Ryll’s eyes turned inward to a vision of an Earther delicacy common on Dreenor. The rat carcass vanished. In its place there appeared on the floor a strawberry ice cream sundae in a white plastic bowl. A plastic spoon stood upright in the ice cream.

Ryll did not waste time admiring the sundae. He rolled his eyes outward and sat cross-legged on the floor to eat.

The spoon, he noted, bore a familiar inscription: “McDonald’s Restaurant,” a tradition on Dreenor, a simple way to think praiseworthy thoughts about the Dreen who had created the Great Story out of which this confection arose.

Ryll reviewed praiseworthy thoughts as he savored every melting bite of the rich, creamy sundae.

Abruptly, he felt Lutt’s awareness intrude, demanding a share in control of their body.

“Ice cream?” Lutt asked.

The vocal cords produced a gravelly voice.

Ryll noted this and corrected his voice-memory against the next time he wanted to use their mutual speaking system.

“Why are we eating a strawberry sundae?” Lutt demanded. “I hate strawberries.”

Someone in the adjoining cell said: “Hey, this Hanson fella thinks he’s eating strawberries.”

Catcalls and laughter echoed up and down the corridor.

“Why can’t he think he’s eating a steak dinner?”

“Nawww, cherries jubilee!”

“He should think about sole amandine!”

“Chocolate cake!”

A commanding voice from the end of the corridor shouted: “All right, you guys! Break it up or you won’t even get your evening gruel!”

Silence.

Ryll experienced resistance in his arm muscles as he lifted another spoonful of ice cream to his mouth. He reverted to think-sharing, though, having seen what speaking aloud produced along the corridor.

You’re not eating this sundae, I am.

Tell that to our taste buds!

Strawberries are one of my favorite foods. And since I can idmage anything I wish to eat, provided I have energy to bring in conversion mass, I will eat this whenever I wish. I also enjoy rummungi, worsockels, and bitter peeps. You’ve never tasted those foods because they come from faraway planets.

Your strawberries make me sick!

Indeed, on examining his internal reactions, Ryll found the strawberries were producing a protein incompatibility that would require correction in the Lutt parts of their body.

With a sigh, Ryll put the bowl on the floor, swiveled his eyes inward and de-idmaged the sundae as much as possible. When he looked at the area near the drain, shards of rat flesh lay on the floor.

No more strawberries, he thought-shared. I do want to get us started on an amenable footing.

What did you just do, Ryll?

We call it grine-idmaging or grining. Grine means ... well, your closest word would be voiding.

A kind of erasure?

Don’t use that word!

Why?

Erasure is ... it’s more difficult.

It felt like my eyes turned inward.

They did.

I don’t like that feeling.

You’ll get used to it.

You call it ... idmaging?

That is the name for how we create living and inanimate objects by mass transfer from a reservoir of available matter. Sometimes we use mass nearby and sometimes from far away.

I don’t believe any of this.

I see that in your thoughts.

This is schizo. I bumped my head somewhere on my ship.

Your ship is a wreck.

No, this is me being schizo because of an injury.

The condition of schizophrenia on planets where it can occur is a chemical imbalance. A bump on your head is not a likely causative factor.

Then I’m nuts in some other way.

You are not any more insane than others of your kind.

I’m supposed to believe there are two of us in my body?

My body, not yours. It looks like yours but you died on your ship. My body was badly injured and I required some of your protoplasm to survive. That is how we merged: Your awareness came with your cells.

So I’m sharing this body with an ... an alien?

From my viewpoint, you might be considered the alien. It’s a matter of perspective.

If this is real, then you’re the alien, buddy. We’re in Earth territory of the Zone Patrol. Earth, not this ... this what-ever-it-is where you’re supposed to come from.

Dreenor. The entire universe, you see, is a product of Dreen idmaging. We like to think of it as a unit, rather than as separated pieces alien to one another.

You think you’re some kind of god? Now I know I’m nuts.

If that’s what you prefer. You will come to accept this, however. You must because we really share this body.

Some sharing! You’re in control.

Then use our eyes and take a look around. We’re in a Zone Patrol cell.

Ryll waited while Lutt obeyed. Their view shifted around the cell—barred door, walls, floor, ceiling ...

Hallucination!

I think you’ll accept it when they take us away for interrogation.
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