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PREFATORY NOTE

This is the climactic book in the Changew nds saga, which

began with When the Changew nds Bl ow (Ace, 1987) and

continued with Riders of the Wnds (Ace, 1988). Unlike a

series, this is the final part of a single continuous narrative,
and is intended to be read after the first two to create a single
novel in three vol unes.

In the second vol une, concessions were nade to provide a
measure of recap and rationale for those who canme in |ate;

little such is provided in this volume, since it would at this
point take a very long tinme to explain. If you have not read

the prior volunes, buy this one now, so you'll have it, then
check where you found it and buy the other two. A good,
intelligent, businesslike bookstore or newsstand will have

them if not, order them or change bookstores. If you found
this at a small newsstand or rack that sinply can't have the
space to put everything, buy it here and then drop by the
near est bookstore for the others, which the nice folks at Ace
have tried to insure will have them

If you nust, be aware that you' re going to be thrown
full-blown into the long and involved climax of a najor

plot. You might still have a good tine, but you'll never
get it all reading just this one. Those of you who have
been reading right along with us will pick it up rather easily—

I'"ve provided enough for you to get back in the groove, |
think. You've been lulled for over two hundred thousand
words into a rather small and private story of two people
caught in another world at just the wong time, but now
that which has only been hinted at is to be fully seen, the

Vi i
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questions fully answered, and now t he Changew nds wil |
truly Mow. It is the time for arm es and swords and sorcery
and much nore, for literally anything mght happen when

di e Changew nds bl ow.

Jack L. Chal ker
PROLOGUE
Sei zi ng Destiny's Threads

She was a short young worman, in no nore than her early

twenties but far older in the eyes, where it reveal ed damage to
the spirit. She was not conscious of what her eyes showed,
although it drew the attention of all others, she was dressed
ina full-length blue satin robe without belt to conceal the
chubbi ness that only she thought was inportant.

She stood on the bal cony of the castle |ooking not at the
vast forests and hi gh nountai ns beyond, but rather at the sky,
where cl ouds seened to swirl and dance in unnatural comnbi-
nations for her anusenent, as indeed they did. They had

al ways done her bidding, first with her nother's help, and
then, after the Akhbreed bastards had slain her nother, fully
in command herself of the weather and storns that nost
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ot hers, even powerful w zards, found inpossible to control

Her mastery over these clouds and this weather and the
strangeness with which the sky noved terrified nost who

could see it, even those who lived in the region and were now
used to her experinments, pranks, and noods, but, to her, at

| east, sonething was very wong.

The cl ouds suddenly stopped their wild novenents and

began to sort thenselves out into nore normal patterns as the
natural conditions were allowed to reassert their influence
upon the patterns. She uttered a mld curse of frustration
under her breath, turned, and stal ked back inside her roons,
but she did not remain there. Instead, she went to the door,
where guards with beaked faces and hands resenbling birdlike
travesties of her hands stood guard in crinson uniforns, pikes
at the ready.

She went down the winding stairs as rapidly as her robe,
2 jack L. Chal ker

slippers, wd dignity would allow and then stal ked down a

hal  way that was the only unguarded one in the entire castle.
It had no need to be; he who lived and worked on this |eve
was one to be protected fromrather than the other way
eround, and only she of any of them would dare even enter
this one level without first asking perm ssion

Klitti chom Horned Denon of the Snows, master sorcerer

of the Akhbreed, was in his study working as he usually did
on his magi ¢ box. No one el se there understood what the box
was or what it did; it was one of those great mmgical things
that only the Akhbreed sorcerers had or understood, although
it | ooked somewhat |ike a nechanical device, with a |lot of
little buttons all clunped together, on each of which was a
di fferent magi cal synbol none but the Akhbreed coul d deci -
pher, but which Klittichomused with rapidity to create his
spel I s and do whatever else it was that sorcerers of his rank
di d.

The nmagic was in the square, barely the thickness of a

hand, on which strange synbols |ike those on the buttons but
grouped alnost as if they were, well, words—eccasionally
with small pictures of unknowabl e thi ngs—aoul d appear in
bright blue against a netallic gray background.

Atiny little alarmsounded and a small red light wept, on

just above the buttons, and Klittichom cursed and si ghed, and
for perhaps the mllionth time since he hinself had arrived
unexpectedly on this strange world of Akahlar, he w shed at

| east he'd had an extra battery charger. It had taken hima
good two years after setting up here just to rig a way to adapt
the | ocalized and unstable current used in the Akhbreed cas-
tles for basic electricity so that it would recharge the damed
t hi ng.

The woman burst into the roomat just that nonent-—-al ways

the worst nmonent, he grunbled to hinself, when he was in

the foul est nbod. She alone could get away with it and know
he woul d check his considerable wath, although he had fried
people with a glance or turned theminto stone for |ess
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effrontery than this. It wasn't out of any |ove or respect for
the woman, or any relationship, either. She wasn't all that
bright, really, which was to his advantage, but he needed her
as he needed his nagic box and all his other tools of power,
and she knew it.

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 3

"You mght try knocking," he said acidly.

"This is serious," responded the Storm Princess sourly, in

a surprisingly deep, alnpbst manni sh voice. "It has happened
again. First the dizziness, then the sudden weakeni ng of

power and control. It was intermttent, but stronger than any
of the last tines. | have not felt such a lack of control since

control passed to nme upon the nurder of ny nother. Sone-
thing is very, very wong, w zard. Dangerously wong at this
stage. "

He tried not to betray the fact that he was as concerned
about this as she was by maintaining a cal mand clinical tone.

"Yes, | have been increasingly concerned about these | apses
of yours and | have been trying to analyze what is causing
them ™"

"It's that girl! The one you have failed after all this tine to
| ocate, let alone kill. She invades ny sleep and creeps in
conmers of nmy mnd."

"Your twin, in fact," he responded, nodding. "1 agree

that she is at the root of this, but not in the way you think
She has the same power as you, but it is untrained, arned

only by enotion, and would be no match for you. No, it's

sonet hing el se- A new factor has been added to the equati on,
and. yes, you are right, our inability to nail her hide to the
wal |l is the root of our problem Sonmehow she, or fate, or,
nmore |ikely Bool ean, has conme up with sonmething we fail ed

to anticipate, sone new equation that is challenging the neat
and ordered set we were dealing with. Do not be too hard on
me, ny dear. | have killed you in a hundred worl ds a hundred
times; it was inevitable that 1'd niss at |east one of you. The
probl em was that there were too many of you in various

wor | ds of the outplane; our very attenpt at insurance drew
attention to what we were doing and al | owed Bool ean to

finally figure it out. Forget recrimnations. W nust now dea
with what conditions we have."

"And just what are those conditions?" she demanded to

know. "Am 1 |osing ny powers or what? And, if so, what

comes of all our planning, all our schenes, all the bl ood and
hopes of our vast but fragnented army and the oppressed
people all this would liberate?"

He sighed. "You aren't |osing your powers, but they are
being diluted, alnost as if yet another version of you was—

4 jack L. ChaSker

He snapped his fingers. "No! Blast me for a fool! It's so
obvious that it never once occurred to ne! In spite of ny
precautions the worst happened anyway! Bl ast!"
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He was clearly angry as hel! with hinself, and even she
grew a bit nervous when he was this way. He didn't like to
show that he still had a hunman side left to anyone. Under
normal circunstances she mght have left himfor a while to
coot down, but this was a unique circunstance. It was her
powers that were in question here, and her powers were al
she had.

She woul d never have believed that she had a near tota

imunity fromhis true rages; at |east, she would never have
bel i eved why she did. He needed her very nuch, sinply

because he needed sonmeone he could talk to, rant and rave

to, just interact with, who wasn't so terrified of himthat they
were clearly play-acting. The fact that she was neither smart
enough nor sophi sticated enough to understand nuch of what

he di scussed was actually a plus. Ignorance was often the

saf est confidant.

"You know what is causing this?" she pronpted him
trying to divert himfromhis anger.

"Yes, yes! It's obvious now And Bool ean probably had

nothing at all to do with it. | have kept you too sheltered, ny
dear. Had | considered this threat | could have dealt with it,
but no nore. That girl out there—Boolean's Storm Bitch—

she's gone and gotten herself pregnant!"”

The Storm Princess | ooked surprised. "That is all it takes
to cause this? that she be pregnant? Wiy did | not hear of
this before? Qut there, on her own, it was al npst inevitable
sooner or later.”

He sighed. "1+ thought not. Wen | sucked them down

to Akahlar | had themin the Mael stromyou created for ne. |
was about to shove theminto the storm when Bool ean ap-

peared. He took ne conpletely by surprise—+ had no idea

until that noment that even he suspected what was goi ng on,

nor certainly that he would have the skill, let alone the guts,
to tenpt the Changewind. | had to draw ny attention away
fromthe girls in order to block him He actually challenged
me in there, knowing that if either of us so nmuch as touched
the walls of the Mael strom we woul d be consunmed by the

Changewi nd. It took nore skill and concentration to just
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM t)
remain there than even | thought possible. | refused, but

realized that so long as he was there and the danger so real |
had no chance to make a stab at the girls, who were being

drawn down and past me. | could have renmoved nem but to
take nmy concentration off Bool ean woul d have given himthe
opening to destroy ne. Still, with Boolean in the act, | knew

that there was at least a slimchance that our quarry m ght

el ude us in Akahlar, where they could not be so easily

| ocated. The flow of air fromthe stormis always an upward
spiral, as you know. | risked a small spell, down, below all of
us, figuring that Bool ean woul d not notice such a mnor thing
directed el sewhere than at himor the girls—and he did not.

The spell caught in the spiral and came up, lost in the
overwhel mi ng bl ast of power coming fromthe storms walls.”

"Just —what did you do?" she asked him not quite fol-
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lowing all this.

"They | ooked so similar | couldn't tell which girl was

which," he replied. "Two terrified teenage girls pouring out
every enotion possible—+t was confusing. As the resem

bl ance struck me, though, | knew it would also strike Bool -
ean. 1 know how he thi nks—aow. | knew what he woul d do,

and | knew that one had to be in so many ways your dupli -

cate. He would inevitably make one | ook just like the other to
carry on the confusion, but it would be nerely physical. |
knew that at their age and stage they would not be certain of
their own mnds and feelings, and so | made them choose and
harden the extrenes which conflicted within their natures. A
yin and a yang, as it were, so that they could be differenti-
ated. Qur target would becone a | over of wonen and gain no

pl easures froma man; the other, the false one, would tilt to
the other extreme. A sinple system and, yet, one Bool ean
coul d do not hing about w thout negating the duplication as
wel |, and one that would make our quarry stand out in our

soci ety and, not incidentally, would prevent the natural exper-
imentation that mght have resulted in a pregnancy."”

"Wth all that | have undergone | amyet a virgin, although
I do not know why | was not violated in those early days.
have chosen celi bacy, which she certainly has not."

"You weren't violated because it was your power that
i nterested everyone, and there was a great deal of fear that
virginity was a part of it. Needless, as it turns out. You are

6 Jack L. Chal ker

celibate by choice because your nature nakes you incapabl e
of desiring a man and you hide, as she did, from your
attraction to other wonen by denial. Yet your nother was
like that, and hers before her. It is a part of it.*

"How coul d ny nother have been thus?" she demanded
angrily. "She had nme and her nother had her, and we were
not products of virgin births!"

"They carefully picked the fathers in elaborate rites, and
then stood for it in order to bear their heirs," he responded.
"The gift, or curse, of the Storm Princess included this

al ways, because one of such powers nust be apart from

soci ety, both above and different fromits rules and conven-
tions, so as to never conprom se that position of power. In
the absence of a Storm Prince, who does not exist, it was the
way to distance the paranormal fromthe normal, and as a part
of the gift itself it is an essential part of a Storm Princess's
makeup. But she had not yet fully realized or accepted her
different nature and was still experinmental. | thought by
freezing it I would preclude a child."

She frowned. "Well, consider it now, because it is done.
Bool ean nust be | aughing at you now. You can not deceive
t he master deceiver."

"Bool ean!" he spat. "He has a dammably charned des-

tiny! Head to head Boolean is easy to deceive. His brilliance
may be equal to nmine, but he | acks both tal ent and i nagi na-
tion. He is the brilliant thief, the nmaster trickster, bright
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enough to conprehend what the greatest minds come up with,

and steal it and make it his own, but incapable of coming up
with it himself. Wy, right now | have himconvinced that

four Akhbreed sorcerers await his exit from Masal ur; four

who together could crush himor keep himfor ne to finish

That is what inprisons himthere—that belief. It was easy
enough to fake convincingly. W sorcerers have certain pro-
cedures for checking for dangers. It was enough to show him
that danger clearly lurked in sufficient force by all the signs.
Wuld that | truly had four such allies!

"Still," he added, "it is a trick nore in his style than mny
own, which is nostly why it worked. He has preyed upon ne
for a decade because of ny naivetd in such things, but I am
capable of learning a | esson well."

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 7

"And yet she is pregnant anyway, and possibly by Bool -
can's own machinations."

"Nonsense! " He spat. "The failure was nmine, so easy to

see in retrospect. |, who have sent thousands to Hell, some-
how never considered rape. And by our own agents, too!

Those bestial idiots with Asterial's band were dumb enough

to probably gang rape the lot of them Blast! And probably
the only tine she was or ever will be penetrated by a man
happens to be the time she is nost fertile' Destiny fights ny
attenpts at meddling with it!"

She shook her head in puzzlenent. "Still, how can this
matter? It only incapacitates her and nakes her nore vul nera-
bl e. Another one who can control the stornms | can under-
stand, but a baby? An unborn one at that!"

He sighed and | ooked at her as if she were a small and not
overly bright child. "You are the only daughter of an only
daughter who herself was an only daughter, and so on, as far
back as your line goes. That is the only way to pass along the
powers of the Storm Princesses, and that is why it is such an
excl usive club. The power connects the child to the nother.
That power is not within you; it is, rather, drawn to you. You
are a magnet, a lightning rod, for it. The power is finite, and
connects you to her and her to you as well in a nebul ous way.
That is why you dream sonetinmes of her and she rnust of

you. But now there is a child and it grows within her and is
physically connected to her. You are nmagnets, all three, but
together those two are a |l arger nagnet and therefore a stronger
one. Wienever she draws power in, the power draws also to

the unborn child. You get |less. The older the child grows, the
nmore power she will draw as well as the nother, and you wil|l

be the | oser. Do you understand?"

The Storm Princess felt |ike she wanted to sit down and
fast. "You—you nmean that the nother and child together will

draw so rmuch power to themthat eventually I wll get
none?"
"Well, not none—you will always attract that part that is

closer to you and far fromthemsince you will be a stronger
relative magnet—but it is true that you are being slightly
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weakened now, on an intermittent basis, and it will get
worse- It is also true that the two of themtogether, even one
as a babe in arnms gui ded by her nother, would be able to

g )ack L. Chal ker

totally AM' y011 1~ y011 were v/I~Imthe sane sector. This is
vei y dangerous, and may just be what Bool ean is counting

on. Tinme, which has always been on our side up to now, has
becone our eneny and Bool ean's friend. W can wait no

| onger." He strode over to a nmssive and nystical red tapestry-
covered wall and pulled a bell rope.

"Then the solution is obvious," she said, steeling herself.
"No matter what, |, too, nust arrange to conceive a child."

He sighed. "My dear, there can be only one heir to the

powers in all Akahlar. If we fail to elimnate her before the
child is born, there will be no other. The nmonment she con-
ceived, your own capacity for conception ceased. No, we

must act pragmatically now with what is possible."

The Executive General of the Annies entered in response to
the bell pull, his toadlike face and bul ging eyes seemn ng
strangely i ncongruous atop the respl endent blue, gol d-braided
uni form and shiny boots. He stood there and bowed slightly

to both of them

"CGeneral, we have two problens and we nust now ad-

vance our tinmetable to nmeet them" Klittichomtold him

"W nust have the duplicate. It's the fat one we want, and
there is no reward too high to pay for her—dead. | no | onger
need to see her. The one who kills her need only bring ne
evi dence of the deed and he can nane his own price."

A snakel i ke tongue ran around the upper lip of the toad-

faced general. "Very well. Do you still want the decoy? | ask
al though it appears they both | ead extraordinarily charmed
lives."

"No, don't capture the pretty whore, but put people on her

and keep themwi th her. She and that crazy artist both. They
are the magnets that may draw our quarry out from wherever

she is. Just do not allowthemto get all the way to Msal ur
hub and Bool ean. Take themalive if possible at that point but
not before, and hold themfor ne. Something in the back of

my mind keeps telling ne that they are the key to locating the
duplicate but I can't put nmy finger on just how yet, so keep
themready. | want to know where they are and be able to put
my hands on themif it cones to ne."

The general bowed. "Very well."

"That's not all," the sorcerer added. "W have a grow ng
danger to all our plans the |longer we wait. The duplicate

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 9

m ght still continue to elude us, since we haven't been able to
find her in alnpst two years and we now have far less tine

and Bool ean ni ght be well served to Just hide her. How | ong
would it take to get the word to all the armies in the field to
assenbl e?'
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"Al'l of then? For the full assault? Mnths. There are

many hundreds of worlds that woul d have to be notified,
given orders, and there's assenbly time, and, of course, it
must be done without alerting the Akhbreed." the officer

replied.

Klittichomdid a little figuring in his head. "Let's see.
Assuming it was those apes with Asterial, it would be-hmm—
six nonths, give or take." He thought a nonent. "You have

ei ght weeks, CGeneral. Exactly fifty-six days and not one

nmore. No excuses. Those who are not ready at that time we

wilt do without. W will attack in full force starting at
preci sely twel ve noon, our tinme here, progressively around alt
of Akahtar. You nust not give ne any excuses or objections,
General. | tell you that if we do not attack then we may never
be able to attack. There is a new and potentially fatal el enent
in our gane and only this timng will block it."

The general clearly didn't like it, but he nmade no objec-

tions to the basics. "Still, though, | amuneasy and so will

our allies be at the lack of a truly valid test. It is one thing to
create dust-devil changewi nds in ne deserts and high country
here and there, but an Akhbreed Loci is a totally different
matter. They will not rally, sir, in sufficient force to do the
job, unless it can be proven that a hub, an Akhbreed hub,
guarded by a great Akhbreed sorcerer and supported by thou-
sands of | esser ones, can be as easily taken out. | nmean no

di srespect to you, Ma'am or to you, sir, nor do | reflect ny
own confidence in saying that. It is a practical matter."

"The masses are sheep. General! You do not need any

mystic powers to hear them hewi ng, nor to know that there
arc precious few wlves. W are all either predators or prey,
General . You have only to pull the right levers to get the
sheep marching to the sl aughterhouse, one by one. If you can
not do that, then you are a sorry wolf indeed and perhaps not
the man to lead this great crusade."

The General was not intimdated. "Then give ne that
|l ever. Gve ne sonething so startling that there can be no

10 Jack L. Chal ker

resistance. | can nove them but distance and die need for
secrecy ties ny hands. Gve me sonmething that will not
betray us but which will none the less be so loud | will not

have to raise my voice to reach the farthest col ony of Akahlar. *'

The sorcerer nodded. "Very well. | have been itching to do

this ever since we nanaged to contai n Bool ean inside Masal ur

I was going to do it anyway, but you and others pressed ne

not to out of fear it might tip our hand. | think we can do it so
that it will not. | think we nust do it, both for the reasons you
nane and to elinmnate the only effective threat we have

W thout Boolean, the threat is |essened greatly. Wthout the
giri, it is effectively elimnated."

"Then you intend to nove agai nst Masal ur as a denonstra-
tion," the general said nore than asked.
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"I do. It will be an excellent test no matter what, and we

m ght just elimnate Boolean in the process, although I fear
he leads a life as charmed as that girl we have been chasing."
He paused a nonent, then said in disgust, "Augh! He has
bested ne for so long he has gotten ne trained to his m nd-
set. Dam him™"

He got control of hinmself, then added, calmy, "W al-

ready have forces in the region. They can seal it off, block
i mmedi ate word of the tragedy, and control that word when
the navi gators dare approach.”

The general nodded. "And when do you plan this denon-
stration to occur?"

"I't nust be early enough to serve as such, and build
confidence. 1 assune that you will be assenbling the Genera
Staff for the final preparations. That will take a few weeks.
Al right. Four weeks. Four weeks fromtoday, at precisely

two in the norning Masalur tine. That will mean nost of
themwi |l be asleep and there will be little time to flee or act
on a major alarm That date and tine and the object are
classified fromthis point. General Staff only, not even aides.
We need enough people to know that we are the ones who did

it and to be able to get that word back. Not enough to leak to
Bool ean or be intercepted by spies. You understand?"

"Perfectly, sir. The timing will also be right in that it wll
spur our forces onward to assenble on the ready and will also
be rather short even if the Akhbreed suspect. W will knowif

they do by whether or not an assault is made upon us here."
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM
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Klittichom chuckl ed. "Yes, and even if they do they wll

find us gone, and there wilt be too little tine to take proper
countermeasures. Very well, General, it is decided. In twenty-
ei ght days Masalur will cease to exist. And perhaps Bool ean
and his fat bitch as well."

The Storm Princess stared at the sorcerer. ' 'Then | should
get in sone last-mnute practice with you, | should think. |
amrelieved that the waiting is over and that we will finally
act. The General can take care of the mlitary matters here.
You and |, Lord Klittichom should |eave for the Comrand
Center as quickly as possible.”

The honed one nodded. "I agree. It is all or nothing. The

die is here irrevocably cast. Now we will seize the threads of
Destiny and play themto their ends, and, no matter what

cones of this, or what decision is ultimately reached, all the
wor | ds of Akahl ar and perhaps all the worlds of Probability
will be transforned forever."

1
The Mrrors of Truth

I T HAD NOT been a good trip, and it hadn't gotten any better
Now, at least, they were with a qualified Navigator's train
beading in the right direction, although that didn't give Sama
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| ot of confort. The last tinme she'd been in such a train, it
hadn't helped at all. In fact, she was one of the few survivors.

Maybe the only one by this point. She had t hought |ong

and hard about that and all it did was make her own persona
depressi on worse. The kids at |east had sone kind of peace
back at Pasedo's with their mnds nercifully cleansed of the
ugly menories of rape and murder. Charley and Boday—who
knew if they still lived, or where, or under what conditions?
Even Bool ean ni ght not know, or m ght not care to know.

She was the only one that was ever really inportant to him

She only thought she used to have ni ght mares; now she

awoke, sonetinmes with a scream drenched with sweat and
shaking like a leaf. Her attenpt to overcone the denonic fat
she carried was out the wi ndow as well; she no | onger had

much energy, and she often felt a bit sick or strange, and she
really no longer felt |ike doing nuch of anything other than
eating and sl eeping.

The worst part was that she was having troubl e remenbering
things clearly. She knew she had come from another world

and had spent nost of her life in that other place before being
drawn here as a pawn in these sorcerers' ganes, but she couldn't
really renmenber it, sort it out, or nake sense of it. She had
no clear vision of her old, pre-Akahlar self, nor any rea
menories of her famly, although she nust have had one.

Rat her, it seened, sonehow, that she'd al ways been this
way, had sprung as she was, as if one of Boday's fantastic
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creations, cast out into an angry world she didn't understand
as the plaything for others, the quarry in sone fantastic
supernatural chase. And now she noved towards Bool ean,

whet her she wanted to or not, in a seeningly endl ess journey
di vi ded between those who wanted to kill her and those who
didn't care about her, both conpanion and prisoner to the
strangest split personality she coul d inmagine.

By day, her companion was Crin a big, brawny, powerful

man wi se in the ways of Akahlar, a mercenary who, at |east,
was on her side. By night the big nman vani shed, replaced

with the beautiful but no less tough Kira, a nysterious wonan
al so from another world and pl ace but now very much at

hone here. Once they had been two, but now, cursed, they
shared an existence, the man by day, the woman by night,

each otherw se a passive observer in the other's mnd, an

uni magi nabl e marriage. It was hard enough to get to know or
under st and anot her person; Crimand Kira remained ci phers,

friends or not.

"We're going to have to cut out of the train," Crim

comented to her as he sat on the wagon seat staring into

not hi ngness. "We're conming in to Covanti hub, and the heat

will really be on there. I'lIl want to scout it out before we risk
passage through the city-state."
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She nodded absently, not really caring any nore.

"Perhaps," Crimnmused, "we can make use of the |ay-

over. Kira's quite concerned about your nental state and

moodi ness, and | think she's right. If you don't care if you
make it or not, then you won't make it. Mbnanuck, the Pil ot

for this leg, tells me of a reliable physician in Brudok, a town
near the border. | think we'll stop in there."

Physi ci ans here were different than what the word conjured

up in her mnd fromsone past, little-renenbered Iife. They
were sorcerers, usually Third Rank, but with particular skills
in the healing spells and generally teanmed with a top al che-

m st for those ills and injuries requiring potions.

"I want no more drugs,"” she told himflatly. "They have
been the cause of much of my misery, | think. Drugs and
potions that bend and erase the mind and play nasty tricks on

it."
"Not that kind of physician," he responded. "But | think
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you ought to try her. There's little to | ose, and you mght find
out what's wong."

Actual ly, Crim knew nost of what was wrong with her

even though she did not, but he had no quick fix for the
probl em nor any confidence she could deal with much of it if
she heard it fromhim

"Way not ?" she si ghed.

It was Kira, however, who took her to the physician's

office in the small but prosperous-|ooking col onial border

town. There was no telling who mght be about | ooking for

her in this sort of place, and night was far safer, even for two
wonmen on their own, than day.

The physician was a wonan in her md-thirties, with a bit

of prematurely graying hair she hadn't bothered to col or out
but had cut very short. She wore a satiny yellow robe, no
makeup, and her only jewelry was sone fancy, overlarge

rings and sone sort of charm necklace with various tiny

things attached to them That wasn't unusual for a sorceress—
those were various magical things or synmbols used for invok-
ing powers, Sam knew.

It was inmmedi ately clear why Crimand Kira were keen on

this particular one; she asked no probing questions about why
they were there or where they were going or anything |ike
that. In fact, she asked very few questions at all except for
her age and the usual vital statistics. Then she probed, by

| ayi ng on of hands, various parts of Sams body, particularly
her fat stomach, and then placed both hands on Sam s head,
one on each side, shut her eyes and seened to go into a |ight
trance. Sam found she didn't really mnd the exam the
sorceress was kind of attractive and the feelies evoked pl eas-
ant menori es.

Finally the physician broke her trance and sat down in a
chair opposite Sam She seened to be thinking for a minute
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or two, then she said, "Wll, you are not suffering from any
physi cal diseases other than a mnor and easily treatable
infection that coutd |l ead to boils—and you may have a cold
com ng on. However, there are sone severe conplications

here that will take nore than | can give, |I'mafraid. You have
a nunber of conplicated spells acting on you, sone of which
are acting against others and causing sone of your problens,
and a couple of minor ones old enough that they are inte-
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grated into your very being. That was what took so long to
detect. You further have sone serious neurol ogi cal problens
stemming froman ingestion within the past year of a power-
ful potion that is unfamliar to nme. | could treat any one of
them but the conbination is far too conplex."

Sam sighed. "Tell me sonething | don't know. So there's
really nothing you can do."

"Not ne," the physician agreed, "but | think there is
soneone who can. In Covanti hub itself, however, is, | be-
| ieve, soneone who can help you a great deal ."

Kira cleared her throat. "Uh, it is not easy for her to go
through the hub, and it nust be done quickly and without

delay. | had hoped to have her stay over here for a day white
I went over and checked things out, but for her to go into the
hub to actually see a specialist is, uh, indelicate. | amafraid

can not explain further, except to say that there are people
there who would do her harm"

The sorceress sighed. "I see. Wll, there is no way around

it. If you do not get this straightened out, |I'mvery nuch
afraid that it will consune and destroy you. It has already

gone on far too long. The one | would send you to does not

live in the city proper but in the hills along the eastern border
tf you nust pass through anyway, it seens far nore dangerous

to ne, as a physician, not to make the stop than to make it."

Kira nodded. "I see. Well, give nme the details and | wll
see what can be done. Sam go get dressed and | will be out

inamnute."”
Sam was under no illusions that she wasn't being shoved

into the next roomso the two could talk, and she very nuch
wanted to hear the conversation, but short of nmaking a scene
there wasn't any way they were going to say what they

wanted to say with her there. She sighed, got down fromthe
table, and went off to dress, figuring she could wormit out of

Kira sonehow | ater.

As soon as Sam was out of the room the physician whis-
pered to Kira, "She doesn't know she is pregnant? Even
though she is clearly nore than six nonths al ong?"

"She doesn't," Kira responded. "There has been no good
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way to tell her wi thout depressing her even further. You see,
the odds are quite good that it was the result of a rape. As for
her ignorance, she is so used to thinking of herself as fat and
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ungainly thai the additional burden, while it saps her strength,
isn't the sort she would notice, as opposed to either of us."

"Well. she's going to find out in another eight to ten
weeks," the physician noted. "I think this specialist will be
the right way to solve that and nany of her other problens. |
have known great successes from Etanal on, although there is
danger. In such a mixture of spells and experience, she al one
can be the ultimate physician to herself. Even Etanai on can
only give her the neans to cure herself as much as she mi ght
be cured. She should not have gone this |Iong without a

Second Rank specialist treating her. Her depression, her night-
mar es, her nvoodiness, her lack of control, which is only
exacerbated by the pregnancy, saps her soul. Wthout the wll
to cure herself, she will go nad with the treatnent or die
without it-"

Kira considered that. "She is stronger than she thinks she
is. Deep down, she has shown great courage and resourceful -
ness when she had to. | think it's still there. Tell me where
this Etanalon is, and | will do what | can."

It was a quick and relatively easy passage into Covant

hub, much to Kira's relief. There were only two sl eepy

sol diers on guard, no particul ar hangers-on except a couple of
dogs sound asl eep on the border station porch, and the docu-
ment checks were perfunctory at best. It was, in fact, so easy
that Kira began to worry that sone kind of a trap |ay ahead.

Ei ther that, or they had successfully shaken their pursuers at
this point and they were now regroupi ng beyond this point,
where they knew that Sam woul d have to pass. She didn't

like the idea of having such a solid and waiting |ine ahead,
but at the noment she preferred it to conplications here.

Even so, they took no chances, travelling the outer |oop

road around to the east. It was well after nmi dnight when they
reached the small village nestled in a valley surrounded by
low, rolling hills, and if anyone was about at that hour they
certainly kept to thensel ves

Covanti was wi ne country, both the hub and some of its

col oni es. The vast bul k of Covanti w ne cane from col oni al

vi neyards, but the really good stuff, the select stuff, cane
fromsmall privately held vineyards within the hub itself. The
sense of it being a peaceful and highly civilized region contin-
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ued al ong the roads, which were generally well it with oil

| amps on high poles. The village had electricity, a rarity
outside of the big cities, and | ooked less Iike a renote town
on a nystical world than sone tiny and qui et European
village, right down to the red slate roofs and white stucco
bui I di ngs.

Et anal on |ived above the village, in a small house over-
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| ooking the town and the valley. The road up was steep and

not as well lit, and it took them al nbst an hour to get up
there. Still, Kira didn't want to wait for daylight. She pre-
ferred to be up there before anyone saw them and to renmain
up there until darkness again could shield a proper exit.
Covanti had been easy to get into, but it might be hell to get
out of.

Sam had been all right up to this point, but, now | ooking

at the ghostly small house with only the hint of a glowinside,
she began to grow nervous. Nothing really good had ever

come of her experiences with sorcerers. She didn't trust the
ones she knew, |et alone ones like this about which she knew
not hi ng.

What was a Second Rank sorcerer doing living in a

gi nger bread- styl e house up here, anyway? They were all crazy
as loons fromtheir power and experinments—particularly the
ones that went wong—and all they seened to ever be inter-
ested in was increasing their own power and know edge no
matter who el se got hurt.

Looking at the house in the dimlight and thinking that

way, a thought came unbidden into her nmind fromthat part
that was nostly cut off. Hansel and Gretel. This didn't |ook
|ike the kind of place where you'd want to help the old witch
Iight her oven, that was for sure.

Even Kira seened a bit nervous. "It certainly doesn't | ook
like a sorcerer's den," she noted, then sighed. "Wll, here
goes. "

She rai sed her hand to knock on the gnarl ed wooden door,
but before she could do so it opened with a strong creaking
sound and a dark figure stood just inside.

"You are Etanal on?" Kira asked, wondering sonehow i f
this wasn't a sophisticated trap, with themnow irrevocably
conmmitted. A Second Rank sorceress out of the political way
woul d be just the kind to be a friend to Klittichom

18 Jack L. Chal ker

"Ch, do cone in, both of you," responded a pl easant,
hi gh, elderly woman's voice. "l have sone tea on the stove."

They entered, prinmarily because there was no graceful way
to back out, and found themselves in a cozy living room wth
overstuffed chairs and a couch with flowery uphol stery, a big,
| oud grandfather's clock that ticked away, and nigs of exotic
and colorful designs on the walls in the Covanti fashion.

Et anal on reentered fromthe rear of the house bearing a tray
with a teapot and three teacups. She |ooked a lot |ike every-
body' s grandnot her shoul d | ook—seventies, perhaps, but in
fine health, with thick gray hair and a cherubic face, round
spect acl es perched on her nose. She was wearing a | ong,
baggy, print dress and | ooked nothing at all |ike any Second
Rank anyt hing. About the only odd thing about her was the

gl asses, which were consistent in fashion but |ooked to Sam
as if they were entirely black and opaque.
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She put the tea down on an antique coffee table, poured,
then got herself a cup and settled back in a padded rocking
chair.

There was a sense of unreality, sitting there in dimlight in
this Victorian setting with an old granny, sipping tea at two in
t he nor ni ng.

"W are ..." Kira began, but Etanal on stopped her
"I know who you are. | have been expecting you. \Wen

Amal a contacted ne and described you, | knew just who you
must be."

She saw Kira start at this, and raised a hand. "Oh, rest
easy," the sorceress said reassuringly. 'If | were going to
betray you there would be nothing you could do to stop ne."
"Then—you are on our side?" Kira asked her

"l take no sides, dear, in such nundane conflicts. | wth-
drew fromthat a couple of centuries ago. Such nundane
political maneuvering and bully boy contests are so boring
after awhile, and they never settle anything except which new
bully is going to be king of the hill. Since then |I've been
engaged in pure research, to expand know edge, and | help

out people now and again w thout regard to who or what they
are if they cone ny way."

Even Sam was shaken a bit from her |ethargy by the
attitude. "They say that if this one goes bad it will destroy al
life everywhere. That doesn't bother you?"
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"Ch, pish and tosh! It is far nore difficult to destroy al

life than these petty materialistic bully boys think it is. Even
if it did, the Seat of Probability would eventually reformit
anyway. And if it doesn't, then it changes little in the basics,
does it? A study of what really is gives one perspective after a
while."

She finished her tea, then sat back and | ooked at Sam

through those dark glasses. "Ah, well, | see the problem or,
rat her, problenms," she conmented. "It brings up an interest-

i ng question, though. Do you want to live, child? If you don't
then there's nothing nore | can do."

Sam t hought about that. "Yes—and no," she responded
carefully. "I want to live, yes, but not |ike now Not alone
and wandering around with everybody after me and no end to
it. There has to be an end to it."

"There is an end to everything," Etanalon told her. "Sone

of it is Destiny, predetermned by Probability, but some of it

is our own choices, right and wong. Your problem seens to

be that you don't really know what end you desire. You think

you were happi est when you had no choices at all and | et

destiny sweep you al ong, but that's not happi ness. Mental
oblivion isn't happiness. Drifting isn't happiness. It is turning
oneself into a vegetable. Mt vegetables are ignorant and

happy as long as it rains enough and gi ves sunshi ne enough

for them But the end of a vegetable is stew, and even then it
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doesn't really care. So far you have been content to be a
vegetable and let all the choices be in other's hands, |anenting
those choi ces you were unconfortable with and either blam

ing or accepting fate. And see where it has brought you—to

this state. Most people are like that, which is why they end up
carrots or stew thensel ves. Excitenent, energy, conies only

to those with the courage to kick destiny in the rear end. take
its thread, and shake it. They m ght end badly, or well, but at

| east they will have lived."

"What kind of choices could / have nade?" Sam asked
her.

Et anal on stood up. "What's done is done. Wat matters is
where you go fromhere. If you really want to live, to grow,
to nmake a mark, then you must undergo a trial that will not
only give you those choices but conpel them It requires no
strength of body but it does demand character and the courage

20 jack L. Chal ker

to face a single eneny on the level of your soul, that eneny
bei ng yourself. You will either energe strong and alive, or you
will fall into the pit of your vegetative half and will consune
yourself. This is your first choice. Take the treatnment, as it were,
or wal k away, out of here, as you are. That pit will consune
you if you do, but nore slowy, and you will be absol ved of

any responsibility because you will be incapable of action."
Sam grew uneasy. "Wat kind of trial?"

Et anat on shrugged. "I can not say because it is never the

same for any two people. There nmay be other nethods, but

this is mne. Even | have no idea what you will face since all
that you will face is inside you right now Wat do you say?
Take a chance—er wal k away?"

"You want ne to decide on this now?"

The ol d sorceress smled. "Wy not now? You can debate

it endlessly and never resolve it. You have been noving nore

by night than by day of late, as | can see, so you shoul d not

be any worse off now than later. Call this your first test. Your
first real decision as a newy independent person- Choose!"

"I 4+4— Sam was caught conpletely off guard by that.

Choose sone kind of unknown sorcery now. w thout even
thinking it through? This wasn't fair! This wasn't the kind of
choi ce she craved

"Inlife," said Etanalon, "you don't get to pick what

choices are there, only fromthose that present thenselves or
ones you nake yourself. You very rarely have tinme to think
about the ones that count until after you have nmade them"

Suddenly Samrealized why the sorceress was putting on

the pressure. This was just what she'd been tal king about.
The choice at | east was clear—a risky cure or wal k out the
door. Yeah-wal k out the door to what? Mre of the sanme?
Hel I, they were probably gonna bl ow her head off before this
was t hrough anyway.

"Al right—+'Il take your test," she told the sorceress.
"Ah, good! Then sonething still burns inside you after all.
Cone and follow ne. No, Kira, you remain here. Have sone
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more tea. You can not be a part of this one."

Sam expected themto go down into sone great magician's

den, with bubbling pots and eyes of newts and all that stuff,
but instead Etanalon led her into a small but cozy bedroom
that matched the living roomin decor. About the only un-

21
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usual thing in it was a large, thin object against a wall
covered by a bl ack drape.

"Renmove your clothing, any jewelry, anything else you
m ght have on," the sorceress instructed. "Just lay it here on
the bed. This little journey nust be taken w th nothing but

yoursel f."

Sam di d so, then stood there, wondering. Etanal on went

over to the thing masked in black cloth and carefully renoved
the cloth, revealing an antique full-length floor to ceiling
mrror. It was quite beautiful, and for a nmonment Sam coul dn't
see why it was covered. Then she | ooked again. The reflec-
tion was—edd. Brighter than it should be, but, nore, it

refl ected back only herself and Etanal on, not anything else in
the room against a shiny mrror finish.

"Step up to it and look at yourself in the mrror," Etanal on
told her, while getting out of the reflection and back into the
doorway. Everything will be nore or less automatic fromthat
point. Go on—there is nothing there that can hurt you exter-
nally. The only wounds that you can suffer will be self-
inficted, and that's always up to you, isn't it? Go on—ook

in. That's it. Just look into your own eyes."

"The last time | did sonmething like this | had a denon
possess ne," Sam comented dryly, but she did as instructed.

There was a nonent of contact—eye contact with her own
reflection, and a sudden but very brief sense of disorientation,
and suddenly she was no | onger standing in the bedroom of

the sorceress but instead within the mirror itself. She | ooked

back but could see nothing but another mrrored wall. She
turned again and | ooked ahead at her best reflection, such as
it was.

Now what ? she wondered. Do f just stand here staring at
nmysel f or what?

"What do you want to see?" her reflection asked her in
that deep, gravelly voice she'd been saddl ed with since child-
hood, a voice that had grown only deeper w th age.

She junped, startled, and the reflection didn't.

"Who are you?" she asked it.

"You," the reflection replied. "I dwell here but | have no

exi stence, no reality, until soneone is reflected within ne.
Then | becone the mirror image—+eft-handed to your right,

and so on. But only the image is reflected, inside and out, not
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t he baggage you bring with you. Not the spells or potions or
any external things. Still, I amyou. | have your mnd, your
menories, all of it, for as long as you arc reflected in ne. |
am a separate entity, but | can exist, can live, only as

anot her."

"Well, you didn't get nuch of a bargain this tinme," Sam

r esponded.
"Ch, | don't know. When you have no body, no nenories
of your own, it is good to be alive. | would be quite happy to

step out, to live your life, if I could. What do you see in your
reflection that is so wong?"

Sam chuckl ed dryly. "Well, for one thing, I'mat."

"Yes. So? Wiy is being fat so terrible and thin so good?"
"Wel |, people |ook at you different, treat you different,
when you're fat. They make fun of you. Kind a like you're
cripple or sonething, only it's your fault."

The mirror considered that. "Then why are you fat?"

"You know, if you got all of me in you. It's a curse.”
"Did the denmon nmake you fat?"

Sam t hought about that. She'd bl aned that denobn since the
start, but it really wasn't. "No, 1 did it to me. Kind a fast,
too. Boday encouraged it. She drank that |ove potion so |I'm
al ways attractive to her, but she didn't want nobody else to
feel that way, | guess."

"Ch, so now Boday did it. Wich of you drank that |ove
potion?"

"She did, of course!"

"Uh-huh. So, after that, she was no longer a free agent in
these matters, but you were. You ate out of boredom per-

haps, or perhaps it was just because you felt secure and didn't
have to put on for other people. You have a family tendency
towards overwei ght on both sides. Your father was heavy,

and your nother was once very heavy, wasn't she?"

Menories, forgotten until now, reaching around the bl ock-

ing points in her mnd, flooded into her. Her father—big,
strong, built like a westler. Her nother—-heavy, not obese but
definitely well rounded during her early menories. Herself,

at nine or ten, chubby, being teased by the other girls,

com ng hone crying, hating herself. In her teens struggling to

take off the weight, fighting to keep it off. . . She thought she
was still fat then, but how she'd | ove to be that weight now.
23
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Back in Boston, that girl-Angela what's her nane. Pigging

out and nearly skeleton thin. One time walking into the

|l avatory after lunch and seeing Angie deliberately forcing
herself to puke up the lunch she'd eaten so it wouldn't go

down and nmake her fat.
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And then, after the breakup, how hard it had been to keep
fromeating and how her nother struggled with near starva-
tion and every fad diet in creation to get down, so she would
be "presentable" to get hired. Mom always on that, "You're
too fat" kick and "Thick thighs" comrents. Mom went nuts
keeping it off, but not Sam Samgot to a certain point and
could, it seens, go no further.

"Then why did you stay fat?" the reflection asked her
"That was the denon. It cursed ne not to | ose weight unti

| got to Bool ean."

"That curse ended when the denon was renoved from

Akahl ar,"” the mrror told her. "And yet that spell remains. It
remai ns because you didn't really want it vanqui shed. Tell the
truth, now. You can not lie to nme, because | amyou, so tel
yourself the truth. Don't you really |like not worrying about

it
The truth, huh? Well, the truth was that the refl ection was

right. She was generally eating right, wthout denying herself
sonme pl easures. She was no glutton, no conpul sive over-

eater, not in the past few nonths, anyway. Oh, she night |ike

to be alittle lighter than this, but she was sick of trying to be
thin for other people or watching sone girl eat two ice cream
bars and stay thin as a rail while she gained wal ki ng past a
bakery and snelling. Even thin, she never was gonna be no

gl amour queen. And, well, yeah. on her own, she liked big

tits, she didn't feel all that awkward, and she thought she was

kind's cute.
"Yeah. 1'd like to take off sone pounds, but it ain't worth

that kind of fight," she adnitted, knowi ng that billions of
worren woul d groan and gnash their teeth at that conment.

"So being fat is no big deal to you," the mrror concl uded.
"That neans, then, that you're only unhappy with it because
of the way other people treat you. Perhaps that would be true
back hone or under other circunstances, but what about here
and now? You envi ed Charl ey her slimmess because she

didn't have to work at it. But, here and now, know ng how
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peopl e never seemto | ook inside a person or past their skin,
have you noticed that people here treat you as an adult, a
soci al equal, where Charley is always assuned to be an

ai rhead and a bi nbo? And that is so transitory. W grow

ol der. What denmand is there for a fifty-year-old courtesan?
Was she not always the snart one, always getting the best
grades? G ve her that curvaceous body and sweet face and

| ook what she not only becones but enjoys being. She woul d
be nore formidable in your body than in hers."

Again, she had to adnmit that the reflection spoke the truth.
She had envied Charley's | ooks because it was an idealization
of her own self, but that's what it was—an idealization
Wthout magic and al cheny it could never have been truly
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attained. And it had both linited and inprisoned her friend.

Hel I, Charley's body really was designed for only one
thing: attracting nmen. And that it did really well. As for
herself, well, that wasn't what she wanted at all, although

that, too, bothered her.

"Accepting bein' fat is one thing," she told the reflection
"but I'ma fat dyke. Always an outsider in any society. It's
agai nst God and nature and it bothers me, but it's there."

"Indeed? If there is a God or gods, perhaps it or they have

| apses. There are far worse afflictions to bear. Birth defects,
retardation, cerebral palsy, whatever. And if it is mental, it is
certainly preferable to beconmng a catatonic or a honicida

mani ac, a beaten wife or a child abuser. It harnms no one,
forces no one else into it, and allows the person to becone a
productive nmenber of society at peace with thenself. Your
tendency was reinforced by Klittichomwhile still on your

way here, as a way of insuring that if you survived himyou
woul d remain childless and thus give the el enentals who
enpower the Storm Princess and her double an additional one
with whomto divide their powers and t hus weaken his own."

She was startled at that news. "You nean—+t wasn't just
me?"

"No. There is a point early in childhood where the unisex-
ual bonds are strongest, when girls prefer playing only with
girls and boys only with boys. Even in the teens these boy
and girl groupings exist, with your closest friends and enp-
tional bonds being with the same sex while your sexual urges
draw you to the opposite one. There is a point where the
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barrier is crossed, where it is possible to be as close to a
menber of the opposite sex as to your own and where physi -

cal gratification between the opposites is strong as well. That
insures children and a next generation. For sone—hot a |ot

but a very large nunber in real terms—that barrier is never
crossed. For some it is physical—-a mnor birth defect, one

m ght say, with the chenmicals of the mnd not dropping

wholly into the right places. For others it is nental. For many
it is only a conbination of the twd. You always thought you
shoul d Ii ke boys, and wi shed you did, and you even resigned
yourself to marrying one day. but it wasn't what you felt, it
was what society and famly and other people expected of

you. It was worse than being fat in a society that prized
thinness; it was sonething society considered so repul sive

t hey canpai gned against it."

More nenories of the past. O Daddy, idealized, heroic,

wi se, tough, strong, yet |oving her always and spending all
that tinme with her. It was Mom—<ol d, always clear that she

was an intrusion; an unplanned, |ong-terminconvenience,

sl apping her around for the tiniest fault, taking all her frus-
trations out on her kid. Yelling, screaming, fighting all the
time with Daddy, too. She renenbered the pain, the hurt in
Daddy's face after one of those bouts. And yet, when Mom
finally got her degree and decided to split, she'd fought |ike
hel | for custody, and when they'd awarded joint custody Mom
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took that job twenty-five-hundred mles fromBoston just to
spite him And joined that Bible-thunping evangelical. Hel
and Dammation church to boot. Trying to fix her up with al
those dunb guys in suits who were weeni es when conpared to
Daddy or even to normal humanity. Not that the guys at

school were nuch better. Al that pawing and strutting and
shit they did that was so, well, juvenile. The only thing in
their minds was to stick that thing of theirs up every girl's
dress. She needed | ove, not—that.

"You can't really fight it any nore, you know, " the
reflection comrented. "You could have, once, even up to

the point where Boday took that potion. You might still have
tost the fight, but you nmight not have. It is hard to say. But
the tendency was there, and the spelt forced a choice, and
consi dering your background and how you felt. there realty
was no option. It was there inside you, but you chose to fight
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it. Klittichomended the battle; his spell conpelled that you
win the fight or stop it. You could never totally win, and
conditions were always agai hst any other way, anyway. Deep
down, you have been so satisfied with that choice that the
spell is hardly detectable; you have made it a part of yourself.
The only thing you have never done, never faced, is accept-
ance of it. That is what tears at your mind. Not that you are
this way and will be so, but that you still feel unnatural, an
out cast, sonehow wrong or defornmed. You keep treating it

i ke sone kind of disease that will pass or waiting for a cure
to be discovered. It hanpers your actions, linmts your free-
dom It is killing you."

"VWhat the hell can | do? It don't seemright, sonehow,
that's all."

"Forget that. Wat's right is what's right for you, not
everybody else. It's not what could be, it's what is. You
didn't pick it, and it's not your fault, and you can't change it
now. You really don't want to at this point, it's not a crine,
it's part of what you are. Wio really cares? Society? Yeah
they'd rather see you mserable or trapped forever in a |ove-

| ess, sexless marriage and getting so mserable you finally
becone a drunk or an addict or kill yourself. That would

make them happy. If it wasn't your choice to be this way,

then you're as natural as they are. You just scare 'em'cause
sonme of themare afraid maybe it's in them too. That sane

soci ety that doesn't blink an eye when young girls are sellin'

t hensel ves on street coners, or thinks it's too bad but not
scary that other girls are rotting their mnds with drugs and
booze, or who can accept the idea of teenage girls havin

babi es and rotting on wel fare—yeah, they're the ones who

say you're a greater evil than the others. They can forgive the
others, right? But not you. You're not hurting nobody, not

even yoursel f. Makes you think, don't it?"

"So what's your grand solution?" Sam asked the mirror

"I can only work with what's in you that's reflected in ne.
I"mthe other side of what you are, renenber. | say you got a
right to be as unconventional and abnormal according to their
lights and set your own standards rather than live with sone-
body else's. | can tell that's what you really want, too. | say
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don't pretend for nobody, and if they don't like it, to hel
with them You got Boday. She's still alive and out there
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somepl ace and your destiny is to see her again. The spell of
union still exists and | can see it. So what's your problen"

Sam si ghed. "Boday," she replied. "The attraction on her

part is chemcal, not real. What if it wears off? Wiat if a
spell frees her, or sonething else, and she suddenly finds ne
repul sive? Then what do 1 do?"

"I't probably won't happen, but what if it did? You know

you aren't the only one like yourself. If you're confortable
with yourself and out in the open and honest to everybody

el se, you'll make out. Go out there with a feeling that you're
gonna live your life with the cards destiny deals you, not curl
up and die in a self-pitying cloud that you and things aren't
what you want themto be. Consider that society's happi ness
does real harmto you, but your own happiness really doesn't

hurt themat all. It's an easy choice. Be strong, be deci sive,
live on challenges, don't run fromthem or worry about what
m ght be."

It was good advice, advice that was, she realized, really
what, deep down. she had wanted to say to herself but never
could. "It'd be easier if | had Charley's brains, though," she
conmented. "God knows she ain't usin' 'em

"So who said you were dunb? Sone junior high guidance
counselor waving his I.Q tests around in so stupid a nmanner?
Conmi ng straight out and saying you were dunb, so you

believed it, just like you swallowed the rest. and you stopped
trying. Your grades were fairly good until that tine when he
told you you were bel ow average. And who was he to tell you
that? You picked up the tools and skills of carpentry just

wat chi ng your Dad. You know, in every case where you haven't
just given up and surrendered, you've out-thought and out-
maneuver ed just about everybody. You escaped fromKlittichom
back on your own world. You escaped fromtraitors on this

one, and you have survived quite well here. It is only when
you quit, when you listen to themrather than just go out and
do what you want that you fail. Forget about them A |ot of
great mnds flunked out of school but not out of |ife. Ever wonder
what that guidance counselor's |.Q was? O how nuch of it

he used? Wio cares whether you're smarter than sone and

dunber than others? That's another thing that is. Wat do
those nunbers nmean? There are al ways people smarter than
sonebody el se, and |ots dunber, too. You're probably a |ot
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smarter than some smart people in some areas as it is. So,
forget it. If you can't | eam sonething you figure out a
different way to do it and you go on. How many brains could
nave survi ved what you've already survived? You got big
probl ems to sol ve ahead. Get rid of the old ones. You can't
afford "em™

She stared at the reflection, as if sensing for the first tine
that this was a true dialogue and that this creature that |ooked
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Ii ke her was anything but.

"Just who and what are you?" she asked the reflection
suspi ci ously.

"You mght say a spirit. Akind of life that exists outside
the kind you know or understand. Al things which are not
energy are created by energy. That trapped energy breeds us;

the matter contains us, or natural |aws shape us in energy
itself. My kind is called by many nanes by many peopl e of
many cultures. Sone call us elenmentals, some ghosts or spirits,

mani tou and turgerbeist. | was bomw thin the casting and
polishing of the nmirror, and am sustained by its perfection
Because | reflect you, | beconme you, for atinme, as | said."

"But you aren't reflecting ny thoughts, not even deep

down! | never thought this heavy or thought any of this

t hrough. "

"Because you reason, so can |. | know all that you know,

and all that you are. but it is secondhand. | did not live it or
experience it. | can, therefore, be objective about it. First we

deal with what is and is unlikely to be changed, for good or
ill, right or wong. You arc a Storm Princess, a nagnet for
the elenmentals bomof storms and a mistress of them Those

are powerful ones who have no feeling for matter; they are
bursts of pure enotion who nust live their lives in the
briefness of the stormrather than within the lifetime of a tree
or a rock—er a mrror. They obey neither sorcerer nor de-

nmon, al though they m ght cooperate if they feel like it—er
turn on them and devour them Those of magic fear them as

do even the other elenentals. But, |ong ago, there was a
conpact of sone kind. Sone great one perforned a service

whi ch even they can not now know or understand, but a debt,

an obligation, was created. Grl children of that one I|ine,
descended fromthat first who created the debt, they will obey
and never betray. They are the Storm Princesses.”

29
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM
"But |I'mnot bomof that line."

"Per haps not, although who's to say? They recogni ze you

as a legitimte heir to that debt and that is all that matters.
They can not tell you and the one bomin Akahlar apart. As

you al ready know, they will come if they are summmoned, and
they will obey you, at |least as you are in Akahlar or con-
nected to it in some way, by interacting with those forces that
flowfromit."

Sam si ghed. "So how the hell do you get to tell ne the
way | should act and think?"

"As | say, first we take what is. You are a Storm Princess

and you can't change that. You are fat, and unl ess you intend

to be constantly at war with your body for the rest of your life
you are going to stay fat. And, you find nen sexually
unattractive and not even all that interesting on the whole.

You have been fighting that up to now and you can fight that
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for the rest of your life and pretend it is not so and be
unhappy because of it or you can just accept it as sonething
no different than a tendency to be overwei ght or being short
the rest of your life and get on with living. Your problemis
that you have not thought it through. You think of these
things as wong rather than as sinply different. Do you
remenber your life as Msa on the farnms of Duke Pasedo?"

She nodded. "Yes. That, too. In many ways it was a
happy tine."

"Yet alnpbst all of the peasants and workers there were
different. Victinms of the Changew nds, or of other spells and
curses that nmade them abnornmal, unnatural. The Duke's own

son has hol |l ow bones and wings instead of arns and flies as a
bird might fly. Did you find all those who were there who
were not totally 'human' to be repul sive? To be unfit com
pany? To be denied your friendship and hel p? Shoul d they be
treated as aninmals, as |ess than humans?"

"OfF course not!" she retorted i Mmediately. "They were
some of the nicest people | found here. A lot nore hunman
where it counted than nost of the Akhbreed."

"But many were ugly, defornmed- Surely they bore the
mark of sin and the wath of God and were puni shed by God,
condemed to |l ook like that and live like that."

"No, no! They were all victins. Just victinms of circum
stances beyond their control!"
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"Do you believe, then, that the Akhbreed are the inheri-

tors. the truly superior race who has a right to forever rule
hundr eds upon hundreds of other races on other worlds who

do not match their own physical standards or accept their

cul ture?"

"*0f course not! The system here is obscene. Kind a |like
the worst parts of all the racismand sexi smand shit back
hone. "

"And do you renenber your vision of the Changew nd?"

the el emental pressed, reading her menories. "OfF a young
boy caught out in the great slormand changed by it into an
i nhuman, denonic creature?”

She did renmenber. "Yes! And when the soldiers found
himafterwards he pleaded with themthat he was the sane
boy on the inside still, but they nmurdered him It was—
awful !'"

"Then we should accept themas they are? Treat them
according to how they act and contribute, whether they are
good or evil people, without regard to their | ooks or what
they eat or what |anguage they speak or what culture they
follow? O should we consider the different our inferiors and
treat them as such, and perhaps kill all the nmained and
defornmed and the crippled anong even the Akhbreed who do

not attain the Akhbreed standard of physical perfection and
behave exactly as all Akhbreed are expected to behave?"
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"That's stupid Where are you goin* with all this?"

The reflection | ooked her straight in the eye. "How maj or

are your problens conpared to theirs? How can you condem
them whil e eating your heart out that you yourself don't quite
nmeet their standards? You are no different than those people
at Pasedo's, than the colonial races, than the cursed and

def orned and handi capped, except that your differences are

SO minor you can even exist in Akhbreed society. How can

you at one and the sane tine condem the Akhbreed for their
ways and yet be upset because you can not fully neet the

Akhbr eed standards yoursel f? You would not be upset if you
were caught in the Wnds, if you suddenly had a tail or grew
wings. O even if you caught a terrible infection and | ost your
hearing or an armor a |leg. You adnired those people for
overcom ng their differences, which were in npbst cases very
severe."

31
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For the first time, realty, she did see the mirror's point, and
see, too, how very silly her own feelings nmust |ook to such a

one.

The refl ection, however, wasn't true. "Now think of your-
self in their position. They could be horrified at what they had
becone and gi ve up, becone vegetables, die by inches in a
morass of pity. They m ght have been so forlorn that they
committed suicide. Many do. Those who you saw were the
survivors. The ones who decided to accept what was and |ive.
That self-1oathing, that lack of ego and self-worth that con-
sumed many of the ones who did not survive, is what also is
consum ng you. And for what? That, through no fault of your
own, you aren't what other people think of as normal, attrac-
tive, perfect."

Dam it, the thing was a hundred percent right. She knew

it now, understood it, and al so understood what kind of a
hypocrite she had been. She woul d have saved that boy. She

woul d |iberate the colonies. She wouldn't care a bit if she
shared nore neals and living quarters with the fol ks at Pasedo's.

And yet, without that potion, she m ght well have shrank
fromsone of them or been worried or revolted by them and
that know edge nade her feel ashaned. The potion had done
nmore than w pe away nenory; it had wi ped away hangups as
wel | . Because she did not renenber then, those people were
the only ones she knew.

They were nornal .

They were a far better | ot of human beings than al nost any

of the so-called "normal" humans she'd run into. Those
bastards back at the cliff—+they were "normal" humans. Zanofir
was "normal ." Probably even Klittichomwas "nornal ."

"Just understanding and realizing that nakes you w ser
than al nost all of the Akhbreed of Akahlar," said the ele-

mental . "And nost of those of your hone world, too. One
who mat ches all of society's rules and perhaps is even a
genius can still be insane or even evil. But the only true
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measure of superiority is one's w sdom"

Sam si ghed. "What do | have to do?"

The reflection sniled. "Look inside yourself and then | ook
at your reflection and decide that it will do just fine. Be
ashaned of nothing not of your own doing, and cast off all

Jack L. Chal ker
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the worries over things that have no neaning and no rele-
vance and whi ch can not be changed."

"1+ want to very much, but |I'munsure that | can! | grew

up set in one way, and even though | hated it, it was still a
part of me. That's what |'ve been trying to get rid of by ny
menory | apses. | understand that now. But |I'mback. |I'm
Samant ha Buell again. It's not that easy to do it all at once,
like this, now, and know that it'll stay."

"If that freedomis what you truly want," said the refl ec-

tion, "then | can give it to you. | can not force it. | can not
do it for you. But if you truly wishit, if youlet nein, if you
do not fight or fear or doubt, then, now, at this point, at
perhaps only this point, |I can heal you."

Choices. . . .Crossroads. . . .This way or that. This is

what Etanalon nmeant. This is the nonment of decision. Not to
be transfornmed into sone artificial beauty as Charl ey was,
nor to becone anything other than what | am Rather, to ac-
cept what | amand go on fromthere. To be content to be just
ne.

It wasn't an easy choice for all that, for it meant surrender-
ing forever the fantasy of changing, of giving up even the
desire for the magi c wand that woul d make her perfect.

Instead a Samw th no illusions, and content with that. One
who woul d never please the public, but mght well please
herself. It was a tough thing to choose. Nobody outside of
fairy tales ever really lived happily ever after, but it was
damed tough to give up the dreamof it.

The refl ection seened to shinmrer, and parts of it began to
fade, and Sam was suddenly afraid that she had made a
choice by not nmaking it.

"Wait!" she called. "I <+'mready."

The reflection solidified once nore, this tinme beconing

very much her reflection, her perfect mirror inmage. She stared
into her big brown eyes and the inage seened to cone

closer, floating to her rather than wal king, until they were
nose to nose.

Then the i mage and her own body nerged, and inside the

m nd, throughout her whol e body, there was al nost an expl o-
sion, a tingling, an excitenent. Barriers within her mnd fel
i ke dom noes, one after the other, until she remenbered her
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whol e past, her whole self, right up to this point, but with a
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kind of clinical clarity she had never known before.

Yeah, she'd been dunb, all right. Dunmb all the way through.
Al the time it was themshe listened to; all the time it was
hersel f she'd been fighting. The barriers continued to fall.
VWhat a nmess | made for nysel f—back hone and here, she

thought sourly. Well, I'mnot going to give a shit about them
and their standards and their rules and demands anynore.

It's time to stop being afraid of living. Okay, |I'mnot like
them I'mdifferent, in alot of ways. and they aren't really so
bad at all.

It was as if she was suddenly reborn, grown-up and w se.

She |iked herself now, and she found her old self pretty

dammed pitiful and repul sive. She liked the i mage of herself as
a survivor, as sonebody with power who might be able to do

i mportant things. No nore di shonesty, not with herself, not
with other people. Anybody who didn't take her as she was,
wasn't worth knowi ng anyway. Let other people be enbar-

rassed for her differences. She wasn't gonna be, not ever
again. Who the hell wanted to be "normal" anyway? That

was just another word for "dull."

So now what ? She was sick and tired of being | ed around

by the nose, of running and hiding and being scared of
shadows and the future. She had power here—great power.
Maybe it was tine she used it. Maybe it was time to test it
out and see if the journey was really worth the trip.

She turned, and suddenly realized that she was no | onger
within the mirror but back in Etanalon's bedroom just stand-
ing there. She turned back and | ooked into the mrror once
agai n—and there was no reflection there at all

Et anal on came back into the room and covered the mrror

once nore. Samwent to the bed and got dressed once nore,
then sighed, turned, and | ooked at the sorceress. "I think 1
can handle it now," she said sinply.

"I ndeed?" Etanal on replied, sounding a bit skeptical. "Then
you believe that there is nothing that can crush you, nothing
that can stop you, even unto death. You' re now ready for any

new challenge. Is that it?"

"I think so. I'mgonna try and avoid that death part as |ong
as | can, though. | ain't sayin' I'mnot gonna fall flat on ny
face, but at least it'll be ny decision, up front. |I'mthrough
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running. Fromnyself, fromothers. | didn't pick gettin
dropped here or what | have to do, but it's right that | do it.
That | face her down and screw her ass into a thunderstorm

Not 'cause Bool ean wants it, but because it's the right thing
to do,"

The sorceress nodded. "That's nice. dear. Come back in
and 1'll hand you your first crisis of your reborn self."

Sam was suddenly wary. "Sonmethi ng happen while
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was—n t here?"

"Ch, no. Nothing's changed. In fact, the entire process

took only a few mnutes, no matter how long it seened to

you. It's something that already was, but which has been kept
fromyou. Both a severe conplication to your plans and,

well, a potential advantage as well. But you should be sitting
down for it."

Kira was curled up on the couch but | ooked up and then sat
up. "That was fast."

"I'ma lot better, Kira. Inside, anyway. | still feel like I'm

carrying a ton.
chairs.

Sam settl ed down in one of the padded

"Not a ton, dear," Etanalon said softly, "just a baby."
Sam stiffened in shock. "Wat!"

"You're pregnant,’
"Si x nmont hs al ong."

Kira responded, affirm ng the news.

"Holy shit! You knew about this? And you didn't tel
nme?"

Kira shrugged. "In your nental state it was tough to know
whet her or not the news woul dn't push you off the edge. But,
as the physician said |ast night, you weren't too far from
finding out with a vengeance."

Sam sank back down. "Jeez! Pregnant! | cone out of there
ready to march into battle against the forces of evil and now
maybe | can waddle a little. | know |l ain't had a period since

| ord knows when, but | figured it was the potions or the shock
or the weight or sonething. Jeez! One of them bastards back
with the Blue Fairy in Kudaan. probably." She paused a

monent, thinking, all the menories now clear in her nind.

"Or maybe not. Cod,! hope not!"

"The rape was the only sexual experience with a man?"
Et anal on asked.

She thought a nmonment. "No, it wasn't. A day or two earlier,
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really. | realized | had thi s—power—with that denon amul et,
and there was Charley screwin' half the train, and | just had
to know. 1 just picked a strong, nice guy and kind' s be-
witched himinto seducing ne. It was no kick at all. | didn't

even get off." She thought a nmonent. "But he did. Jeez. 1
hope it's his! He was a pretty nice guy for alt that and | think

he was killed in the attack. Huh! | guess we'll never really
know, unl ess he or she grows up to be an ax nurderer or
sonet hing. "

"She," Etanalon told her. "Storm Princesses have only

girls, and generally only one child. She, too, will be a Storm
Princess, at least as |long as she remains on Akahlar. More
importantly, it will preclude the native Princess froma child,
since such things are determ ned by the el enentals. Mre and
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more they will take you for her, dividing their support |ess
and | ess between you."

Samwas still pretty shaken by the news, but she was
thinking clearly now "Wt a mnute. Are you telling me
that because |I'm havin' the kid she can't? And that once the
kid is bomshe'll |ose her powers?"

"That is the way we believe it works, yes," the sorceress

replied.

Kira, too, was fascinated by this. "Then we m ght already

have won. The only way they can retain their power and keep

to their plan is if they kill her and her unborn child. There are
a nunber of very pleasant, tranquil places deep in the col o-

ni es where sonmeone could hide for a year or nore. W need

only take Msa there and wait until the child is bom Then the
Storm Princess's power dies and with it Klittichom s dream

of controlling the Changew nds."

"Sam " she responded. "M sa was just another place to
hi de. Susama in Akhbreed, Sam for short in any tongue. |
like the picture you're painting, but it's all wong."

"Huh? What do you nean? Etanal on just said—

"—what KHttichom al ready knows," Sam fini shed.

"W don't know for certain that he knows," Kira retorted.
"W don't even know that he's not chasing Charley all over
the map."

"Maybe he is, but | doubt it. For one thing, 1 tune in every
once in a while to the StormPrincess. | got to figure she
sonmehow tunes in on me. And | don't sell old Homy short.
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They got a pretty good idea of me by now. | think. W had to
fight off the hired guns back off Quodac, renember, and

thi nk maybe that sliny bastard Zanofir has got to know nore
than he's putting out. He saw me on the train, naybe even
arranged the attack because | was there. He was there at the
rock canp, too—the only survivor fromtheir side. Figure he
saw it all. heard everything. Then, |ater, he shows up at
Pasedo's and narrowy m sses me."

Kira sighed. "Yes, and Pasedo's people knew you were
pregnant at that point. Crimshould have drowned that little
creep. Al right—so Klittichom knows. Wat good does that

do himif he can't find you?"

Sam si ghed. "Well, suppose | was him Six nonths.

So | got three nonths to go, give or take, right? He'll figure
fromthe rape Zenchur woul d have reported to him which is
good enough. Now, he's spent years building his armes and
maki ng his plans. Years finding and shaping and buil ding up
this StormPrincess until she'll do exactly what he wants her
to. He's got Bool ean bottled up, everything shaping up nice
whet her |'m around or not, and then he finds out he made one
tiny mstake. He kept her a virgin instead of getting her
knocked up when he had the chance."
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"I't would have been difficult unless the soldiers who took

her from her honel and had ravi shed her, and no doubt they

had strict orders on that," Etanalon noted. "This is a | engthy
plan of Klittichom*s, carried out with nuch patience. He
arranged everything so that she would be his willing accom
plice, fromthe massacre of her people and nother onwards.

Do not doubt it. He manipul ated the threads of her destiny to
create what he had. A child would have interfered with that."

"Yeah, and | guess he kept her on a tight enough |eash so
she couldn't fool around on her own," Sam not ed.

"Most certainly. She would have been npbst public, you

see, and al ways guarded. But renenber, too, that she is in al
senses except her background you—anot her version of you

On that |evel, she mght have been no nore likely to 'foo
around,' as you put it, than you woul d—at |least not with

men. O course, she would not admt it, even to herself, and
she woul d expect an arranged marriage at sone point, but she
woul d run fromsuch feelings in horror, as you tried to do. It
was a factor that Klittichom overl ooked. O, perhaps, one he
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sinmply took for granted and' reinforced in you. It sinply never
occurred to himthat there were other ways than romance to
cause pregnancy. In his own way, he's rather conservative

and ol d-fashioned in his outlook. It never seens to have
occuircd to himthat, in spite of all, StormPrincesses are stil
bom At any rate, it is done."

"Yes," Kira put in, "but now what can we do? Al it's
done is to start the clock ticking on the end of the world."

"l don't see how, even with all his tricks, he can get her to
go along with himon this," Sam commented. "I nean, no
matter what, 1 don't think | could trust that hony bastard.”

"Hatred and revenge fuel her," Etanalon told them "She

is convinced that only as the liberator of the colonial races
and t he destroyer of Akhbreed power and rule can she both
avenge and give neaning to the deaths of her nother and her
people, as well as give neaning to her own life."

Sam nodded. "Frankly, | wouldn't nmind being the |iberator
nmysel f, but not at the cost of having old Homy around to pick
up the pieces. The systemhere is bad, but | can inagine
worse." She turned to Kira. "Don't you see? If | was old
Hony, faced with all this work and all this power goin' down
the tubes, 1'd nove it up. 1'd go with what | had and take a
chance, ready or not. He's gonna do it, Kira. He's gonna do
it before nmy baby's bom 1 don't want ny baby growin' up in
his world, or even in the wreckage a defeat would | eave

behi nd. We don't have nmuch tinme, Kira. You got to contact

Bool ean. You got to tell himthat the whole deal's off. Tel
himeither we hit themnow, or it's going down and soon. W
need to get together whatever forces we can and nove on

them before they nove on us. No nore bullshit. No nore
sneaki ng around. W hit themfirst, quick and dirty, or it's al
over."
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2
Political Pictures

SUCH WAS THE | uxuri ous and gl anorous reputation of the

I mperial High Court of Covanti that Covantians had a saying
that it was better 1o be the one who enmptied the King's toilets
than to be a nerchant prince. And, after a few days there,

even Charley and Boday had sonme reason to believe it.

Hal agar, the old friend and one-tine school mate of Dorion

who was now an Inperial Courier for the Court, had brought
themstraight in to the palace without incident, and in record
time. It was far easier when one was travelling with clear

I mperial protection; there mght have been all sorts of thugs,
thieves, and nurderers waiting to claimKlittichom s reward
for them but none of them dared act agai nst people under the
protection of one fromthe Court. Rewards were only of val ue
if one lived to spend them and Hal agar's |arge, jewel-encrusted
ring gave himsonme kind of psychic contact with the Akhbreed
sorcerers who nai ntai ned and guarded this | and.

O course, that protection extended only to the |and and'

col onies of Covanti; once outside of that dommin, they were

al so beyond the reach of any sort of Covantian inperial
protection, supernatural or otherwi se. And there was still five
wor | ds, four of which were under other kingdons, before

they reached Masal ur and Bool ean

As far as Charley was concerned, she didn't care if she

ever reached Bool ean now. She had been giving a | ot of

thought to that, although, to be sure, the decisions about her
future were not hers to make.

She had cone to Akahl ar not by anyone's grand design but
simply because she had been with Sam when the two great
wi zards had come for their Storm Princess clone; one to kill,
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the other to save. Like the innocent passenger in a car crash,
she'd had nothing at all to do with the accident but she
nonet hel ess suffered all the consequences.

Then Bool ean had taken advantage of her presence and her
superficial resenblance to Samto make of her a decoy; to
make her appear as Sam woul d have if everything had gone
exactly right, if the idealized potential in Sanis genes had
been a hundred percent realized. She was beautiful, sexy,
perfectly proportioned, and, after falling into Boday's al -
chem cal hands, virtually engineered to be a courtesan, a

hi gh-cl ass whore, whose sole function was to give pleasure to
men and to find high pleasure in that as well.

And al t hough she had had "I'm gonna conquer the world"
Superwonan anbitions in her old life, and now soneti nes

felt guilty remenbering them the fact was, she liked the job
and the situation. The only problemshe really had with it, and
it was a big one, was that she was designed to stand out in

any crowd, the better to attract the attention of those forces
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seeki ng Sam who woul d see the resenbl ance and take her for

her friend. She was the decoy, dependent on her own wits

and the powers and authority of others to save herself without
benefit of Sams powers or anything el se. That was why she
was here. on the road, in the mddle of a strange world, on
her way to Bool ean. Until she, or Sam reached that safety

nei ther could hope for any |ong-term peace.

O so she'd thought. Now, in the Inperial Court, she was
begi nning to wonder. For the first time since she'd worked

t he high-class geisha route back in Mashtopol, she fell safe
and confortabl e.

More, the odds of her realty getting any further were
slimer even than the odds she woul d have gotten this far.
Set upon by the gang in the Kudaan Wastes, she'd nanaged

to escape and to rescue Sam and Boday and the others, but at
the cost of her eyesight. Wtnessing the supernatural battle
between Aslerial. Blue Wtch of the Kudaan Wastes and
Ktittichomally, and the denon from Sam s amul et had caused
sone kind of radiation effect. Al sorcerers who dealt in or
with such powers had suffered the same fate and had alternate
ways of seeing, but they knew magi c or had powers she did
not. Even Dorion didn't see with his eyes, although nobody
could really tell that just fromneeting him
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Not that she was totally blind. Rather, her eyes could see
things of magic; the supernatural had its own colors and auras
that were revealed to her when she was in proxinity to them
but there was a lot less nmagic in the world than even nobst of
the i nhabitants thought. She had been able to see the terrible
Stornrider in the Quodac void, a sight she m ght have chosen
to avoid, but most of the tine the world was a dull and
meani ngl ess gray null. It was an irony, really; nost people in
Akahl ar, fromthe lowest to the highest, feared nmagi ¢ and the
supernatural because they were things they could neither see
nor understand. Magic, however, could not sneak up on her,

but she was totally defenseless and at the nercy of the nornal
wor | d.

More, having fallen into captivity in the Kudaan and sold
into slavery, the small gold ring in her nose bound her with
strong magi ¢ as a slave who coul d not escape her master and
who was conpelled to obey that master. Right now that role
was del egated to Dorion, a rather sweet and shy sorcerer's
apprentice who couldn't make hinsel f take advantage of the
situation, but, thanks to Yobi, the powerful witch and his
own nentor, Charley really "bel onged" to Bool ean

Her only conveni ence was Shadowcat, a nmediumsized tontat
sonmehow bound to her as she was to Bool ean. Through a tiny
sharing of blood, she and the cat were sonmehow |inked, and

if she willed it and concentrated, she could see. in the strange
fi sh-eyed and nonochromatic way a cat saw, and fromthat

smal |l and | ow vantage point, just what the animal could see.
This was handy only to a degree. Shadowcat m ght have been
sonet hi ng supernatural,.but deep down he was a cat, and cats
didn't go where you wanted themto. nor necessarily | ook at

what you wanted to see
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The ot her advant age Shadoweat gave her was a two-edged

sword. She had been unable to naster the conpl ex pol ytona

| anguage of the Akhbreed; it was doubtful that anyone not

born to it or who had not absorbed it in sone nagical way as
Sam had done, could ever nmaster it. After all this tinme she
understood it well enough to get by, although followi ng a
fast-talking nmultiparty conversati on was someti nes i npossi -
bl e, but that was about the limt. She could understand Boday,
for exanple, but not speak to her. except in the servile Short
Speech of the courtesan whose few hundred words were
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designed strictly for the job of wonman of pleasure. Many
magi ci ans, including Dorion, could handle English, having

|l earned it by spell, since for sone reason English, or a form
of it, was a major |anguage of the high Akhbreed sorcerers,
but wi thout Dorion or Bool ean around she was cut off there,
too. On her own she was effectively both blind and voi cel ess.

The Shadowcat binding spell also gave her a way out of

that; when she held the cat others in her imrediate vicinity
could read her thoughts. The probl em was, everybody coul d
read all her thoughts, so she didn't use that nuch unless it

was an emnergency.

Still, for the only thing she could really do, and the thing
she like doing the nost, she didn't need to see or speak. She
had concentrated not on dwelling on her problens but on

coping with her situation, and, with a lot of patience and
thought she was as self-sufficient as she needed to be or could
be. She could nmenorize the basics of al nost any room of

normal size in a half hour; she could find the bathroom or
chanmber pot or whatever was available for the need and tend

to herself. She could dress herself as nuch as one of her class
and station dressed, fix her jewelry and her hair, apply per-
fume and even sone limted cosnmetics. There were tricks you
just worked out for doing that. Even pouring a drink—the

finger unobtrusively just below the rimof cup or glass telling
her when it was full. That sort of thing. She'd arranged what
little supplies she'd picked up so that she could find them and
use themin the sane ways every tine.

In the Covanti court, they had placed her with the roya
concubines, in a sort of |oose haremthat was pretty good and
had a lot. There were real hot showers, and slaves to do your
hair and nails and the like, a pick of perfunes, cosnetics, and
assi stance for her in putting themon, along with good-tasting
tilings to eat and fine wi nes of the region and coffees and teas
served regul arly. Each concubine slept on satin sheets and
pillows atop feather beds and had little to do until summoned
but play around with the luxury. There wasn't nuch of a |eve

of conversation that she felt left out of; while the Short
Speech was reserved for when they were outside, just about

all the wonmen had been born and raised to this position and
purpose. They were all illiterate, and appallingly ignorant of
the world or nmuch of anything outside the i medi ate Covanti
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royal grounds. They nostly did superficial conparisons of the
men of the Court, and how they were in bed, and did and

redid their owm and each other's hair, makeup, and the like,
did exercises and tried out dances. They were all pros, just

i ke she was, only they had a kind of status and a gil ded cage
and t hey knew of nor wanted much el se. This was the highest

| evel to which they could aspire

Charley found herself quickly slipping into their vacuous
lifestyle without any problens. If they had no depth, they

were at least all friendly and synpathetic, their conpetition
bet ween thenselves limted nostly to boasting about their

own sexual prowess or trying to top one another in style. It
was nore like a girls' luxurious sumrer canp back when she

was, say, thirteen or fourteen. That lonely, friendless feeling
she'd had since losing track of Samin the gorge back in the
Kudaan Wastes was filled, to a degree.

Too, she had not realized just how nuch pressure she had

been living under until it was renoved. Here, with the Roya
Courtesans, protected, cared for, she felt reasonably safe, and
sl ept long and well w thout nightmares. Particularly consider-

i ng her handi caps of |anguage and sight, this was also the

hi ghest | evel to which she could reasonably aspire. Even in
twenty years or nore, when beauty was fadi ng and denmand

for ol der wonen was | essened, the royal honor was kept, and

all needs would be attended to for life. No worries, no
insecurities, no real responsibilities—+t was a seductive thing,
enpty as it mght be, particularly when you consi dered how

she was, what she'd already been through, and what was

wai ting out there should she | eave.

And if it got too boring, there were the w nes of Covanti

and an endl ess supply of nmild drugs that would take you for

as long as you wanted into a state where everything was

pl easant and wonderful and the silliest little things were end-
| essly amusi ng.

She indul ged herself in all the pleasures because she knew

it would end, probably sooner than |later. She was property,
and not of Covanti's royal famly as the others were, and she
was being taken to her master.

And then there was Hal agar. She had seen himonly through
Shadowcat, but she had known himfar nore intimately than
that. He was a big, strong, muscular man with an equally

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 43

strong and handsone face, with a bodybuilder's frane and
muscl e control, and so worldly wi se and experienced that he
had taught her sonme new things in the bedroom He was

rough, yet tender, too, sonehow, and he seened to be as
smtten with her as she was with him On his part it was a
strictly physical attraction, but that was the only kind she
really knew and it fired up her ego and self-inage to think
that out of all the choices available to himhe had chosen her

It had to be physical; sonehow, for sonme reason, every
time she was alone with him Sharl ene Sharkin just ceased to
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exist, leaving only Shari. her perfect courtesan alter ego, who
had no nmenories beyond being a courtesan, thought only in

the Short Speech, and existed only to serve and pl ease. There
was a spell that would do that, of course; Sam had created it
so she coul d have sone fun back on that wagon train wthout
betrayi ng anything by accident. But that spell's words were
Engli sh and known only to Sam and hersel f. Even on her own

and without the spell, she could slip into Shari as easily as
slipping into a dress, but she had al ways been there, as a sort
of rider, able to regain control if needed. It was her "profes-
sional" persona. But this was different.

She wondered, sonetines, if perhaps that spell were break-

ing down. That maybe it was her subconscious doing it; that,
deep down, she really just wanted to be Shari and to hell with
anything el se- In Akahlar, Shari was all that she needed,
required, or could actually be. The rest, Charley, was excess
baggage. She knew, at least, that if she ever did wi nd up
permanently in a haremlike this, she would quickly becone

all Shari and remain that way. And, truth to tell, she won-
dered if that wouldn't be all for the best for her own sake.
She woul d always prefer to be in total control of her own life,
but, if that could not be, and if there was no hope of ever
returni ng hone and she had to live her life here, as she was,
wasn't it better to forget what wasn't rel evant and just enjoy,
like the girls here?

Sure, she was the brave, blind courtesan who'd outwitted
and caused the destruction of a feared denon Stornrider by
merely renmenbering a bit of high school physics, but there
were only so many tinmes you could get away with that, and
she knew how | ucky she'd been. One of these tines, she'd
lose. If not the next time, then the next, or the next. And,
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al t hough one of her fantasies fromthe old days back hone
had been as the fierce and feared Amazonian warrior, it was
different when you really faced those kind of things. On the

whole, in real life, she knewthat if she had to choose
bet ween being a warrior or a lover, she'd nmuch rathet be a
| over.

Boday remai ned as personal slave to Dorion, although the

pl unp, sandy-haired apprentice sorcerer would nmuch rather
have had Charley around. At |east Boday was al so subject to
hi s commands, although, truth to tell, Dorion just wasn't all
that confortable in the role of master. And Boday was just a
bit too weird a personality even for him

Boday, tall and thin, now had a dark, chocol ate brown

conpl exi on just like Charley, and for the same reason. Boday's
body, tattooed fromneck to feet, made her instantly recogniz-
abl e anywhere and hardly sonebody you coul d sneak through
civilized areas. The sorceress Yobi had, therefore, dyed them
both with an incredibly natural-1ooking skin dye to cover the
designs. In Boday's case, it hadn't hel ped nuch. Neither did
the fact that she assunmed the nane of Koba (and Charley was
Yssa) so their nanes would not only not be obvious flags but
al so would match (heir new apparent nationalities. Neither

dye nor a nere alias could hide Boday herself.
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"Your hunble slave is desolate!" she wailed to himin
private. "Wien will we |eave this velvet prison and resume
our journey?"

Dori on knew well why Boday wanted to go. Early on,

she'd accidentally swall owed a powerful |ove potion of her
own design and the first person she'd seen after waking up
had been Sam It was incredibly strong—+t had to be, since
Boday often made references to one or another of her seven
previ ous husbands—and its conpositi on was known only to
Boday. so only she could mix an antidote for it. And. natu-
rally, under the potion, the last thing she wanted was an
antidote or anyone else to slip it to her. She had even regis-
tered Sam and herself as a "married" couple in the Ki ngdom
of Tubi kosa, where it was allowed with disdain for the conve-
ni ence of the authorities as a strictly legalistic neans of
strai ghteni ng out inheritances, powers of attorney, and other
such complexities that would otherwise tie the State up in
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knots. She certainly considered herself totally and nonoga-
mously married to Sam how Sam felt about it Dorion didn't
know, never having net that menber of the trio, although
Charl ey had indicated that Sam was the sort who liked it just

fine.

Dorion, as a nmgician, could understand Boday, but ones

|i ke Sam made hi mwelt, unconfortable, sonehow. Boday

was not a worman attracted to wonen, even now, she was just
conpel |l ed by potion to be madly in love with one of them

But sonebody who, without benefit of spell or potion, was
still attracted only to nenbers of the same sex was, well,
creepy to him He had known only a fewin his short life,
nmostly nen, and didn't know whet her he was nore disturbed
that they were that way or that the ways to change that were
avai l abl e by spell and potion were rarely ever used.

"We're waiting for a report on what's ahead," Dorion told
Boday for the unptyunpth time. "Fromhere on in there's no
choice of routes, and things are going to get tight and nore
dangerous than before, and before was dangerous enough for

nme.

"Koba knows you just like sitting here eating and drinking
fine food and wines and ogling all the half-naked slave girls,
some of whom mi ght believe your tales of mghty sorcery and
battles, but you are on a m ssion, commanded by our true
master to bring us to him How |l ong do you believe that he
will like us being kept here?"

Dorion sighed. She was dead right, of course, but the
encounter with the Stornrider had unnerved him Truth to

tell, although his brown robe marked himas Third Rank, he
really wasn't much of a wizard. His spells rarely turned out
right or did what they were supposed to do, and he did as
little as possible in that area. He also wasn't in the best
physi cal shape and nost weapons scared him he would hardly
have been his own choice for doing this job, and suspected
that he'd been given it because, if he died in the attenpt, it
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About the only reason he really was thinking of pressing on
wasn't any fear of Bool ean or Yobi, but nmostly Charl ey.

Hal agar had been nore an acquaintance than friend in their
youth. In point of fact, time had dimed the old feelings he'd
had for the man, but now they were brought back full
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Hal agar, in fact, was the kind of guy that boys like Dorion
had hated. Handsone, sexy, debonair, the best athlete, the
master of all he attenpted, the dream of every local girl.
Hell. even though he'd tested near the bottom of the "magi-
cally talented" group, he' d gone off to his apprenticeship
nmostly to get away from Hal agar. '

Hal agar, on the other hand, had joined the army, risen
rapidly in rank, gained position, then quit and becone a
mercenary and gotten pretty rich at doing that. Now, here he

was. I nperial Courier to the King, and, worst of all, Chariey
had clearly fallen for himlike a ton of bricks just like all die
other girls always did. Hell, every tinme she was around

Hal agar she just seenmed to nmelt away, |eaving only a servile,
mooni ng ai rhead. He |liked Charley for her |ooks, sure, and

he was as guilty as any man of |ooking at the pretty ones first,
but it wasn't just the | ooks or even the noves, no matter how
alluring they were. But he al so was enornously attracted to

the Charley who, blind and hel pl ess, when faced with the
monstrous, demonic Stornrider, had calmy figured out its
weakness and directed its destruction. It was the strength and
brai ns and nerve beneath the beauty that was, in fact, the

nmost inmportant to him

Sure, she was a slave and conpelled to obey him He could

have forbade her making out with Hal agar and in fact com
manded her to nmake love to him but he didn't want it that

way. He was a sorcerer, at |east of sorts. He knew how easy

it was for spells and potions to substitute for what was real
To conpel it was no different to himthan going down to the
lowlife district and buying it. Hs mnd and heart just had no
craving for or even use for gratification like that. Magicians
above all others prized nost that which was genuine and real

It was the thing that puzzled hi mnbst about wonen,
particularly strong and deci sive wonen. They all said that
they hated and detested men who treated them|i ke sex objects
rat her than people and judged wonen by | ooks al one, Charl ey

i ncl uded—and said so often. Then they'd make real good
friends with the kind of man who saw themthe way they said
they wanted to be seen and treated them accordi ngl y—but
they'd then walk off to bed with the guy who was best-

| ooking and treated all wonen |ike sex objects and | eave the
guy who treated themfirst and forenbst as people, the way
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they said they wanted alt nen to treat them and who didn't
|l ook like a god but just ordinary. And then when you asked
them why they were saying one thing to a guy and then
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teaching himthe other, they turned and snapped and sai d,
"You treat sex like it was a reward or sonmething." Well, it
sure wasn't punishment and it was sure a pleasure, and a guy
who didn't get nmuch sex hinmself sure couldn't figure why a
worman woul d want to go to bed with a guy who acted al

"wrong" and | eave a guy al one and without sex who was

their kind of guy.

In the absence of |ove, sex was either a cormodity or a
reward, at least to any guy he'd known. I|f there was any
other thing that it was, it was unfathomable to the mal e mnd.

Wormen and men sure didn't think alike, that was for sure.

To him Charley was basically sending the nessage that he
was a sucker for not treating her as his sex slave and to hel
with all that respect crap

The trouble was, while he got the nessage, he just couldn't
bring hinmself to be that way. Hal agar, too, had gotten the
message | ong ago, and he sure was never shown any reason
to change his views, either

Still, Halagar had been vital; Dorion had to admt that,

even to hinself. Wre it not for the courier, his contacts, his
qui ck sword arm and sure shot, and his rank in Covanti, they

m ght not have nade it this far. And now he was using the

same power to get the information they needed to conplete

the journey that. like it or not, they had to compl ete.

He sighed and got up fromthe confortabl e divan on which
he'd been sitting. "All right—4+'Il see just what's up. | know
how anxi ous you are to go on, but the gods know we needed

this rest."”

So far he'd been pressing Hal agar for news; now he sought

out others, the bureaucrats of me Court through which al

such information had to flow, to see if nmaybe he was being

pl ayed for a sucker in other ways. It took a little sweet-talking
and a bit of bravado and bluster, but he finally wormed out

t he situation.

First was the interesting news that the dogs had been call ed
of f of Charley. That al one was anazi ng, wonderful news to
him Apparently it had happened many days earlier, and was
now common know edge anong the underworld of Covanti,
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who had shifted their search to "a fat and probably veiy
pregnant girl" exclusively. This took enornous pressure off;

surely Hal agar had known of this as soon as the word had
been put out. Wiy hadn't he told then *

O course, the answer was obvi ous. Now that there was no

| onger any manhunt, or, rather, womanhunt, for Charl ey,

there seemed no particular reason for themto hurry on to

Bool ean. They had become, very suddenly, no |longer really

rel evant to events. That neant that Hal agar could enjoy all of
Charley's favors until he tired of themw thout actually affect-
ing the course of history or even events, and without getting a
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O course, Dorion's reaction at the news was just the
opposite. Hs charge was to get the wonen to Bool ean; now
this seened |l ess an inpossible task than a relatively straight-
forward affair. Not even Boday was at serious risk; it was she
had the | ove potion, not Sam It wasn't all that certain that
hol di ng Boday hostage woul d cause Samto do anyt hing

dangerous or foolish—f, indeed, she even heard of it. In-
deed, now that Klittichom knew that Charley wasn't the one,
the smart thing to do would be to facilitate their journey and
do so in a manner that they would feel no reason to continue
to be secretive thenselves. That Samwas still trying to reach
Bool ean was a foregone conclusion; Charley and Boday,

then, becanme valuable travelling the sane road as bait.

To have revealed this to Dorion, or even Boday, would
have neant their inmedi ate departure.

Not that things were risk free. Covanti had nobilized sone
of its reserve forces and noved nost of the regular troops
fromthe col onies back towards the null zones. Rebellious
forces composed, incredibly, of nostly colonial races had
begun actual attacks on Akhbreed outposts and had al so

begun to marshal! forces near the inner borders with the hub
The | evel of coordination was amazi ng; hundreds of col onia
wor | ds, separated irrevocably by their lack of hub access to
get conmuni cations or coordi nati on between their various

worlds still were noving as if under a unified comand.
Such actions were not nerely dangerous, they were unprece-
dent ed.

They were al so inexplicable. No matter how many forces
they marshalled at the null's edge, the arm es of the Akhbreed
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could al ways defend the nulls with superior weaponry and

i n-pl ace defenses, and even if the colonials gained a bit and
managed to cross worl ds—what then? They'd be cut off from
their own supply and support, unable to blend into the new
worl d, and would only present an easier target for Akhbreed
forces to mop up. Wthout control of the hub, what they were
doi ng defied all sense. And they could never control the hub
so long as the Akhbreed sorcerers guarded it so well and so
effectively. It was the hub, its circular shape so perfect for
mlitary defense and supported by the vast powers of the great
sorcerers, the heart of the Akhbreed ki ngdons and of the
race's control of all the worlds of Akahlar. Wthout the hub,
they could be deadly, costly, even inconvenient, but they
couldn't really wi n anything except their own death and the
har shest repression for their worlds and peopl es afterwards.
They knew this. Why other than mass insanity would they

now or gani ze and march?
Dorion frowned. "Then is it safe, or even possible, to get

through the colonies at all?"
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The bureaucrat nodded. "Ch, certainly. Their worlds need

the trade fromthe other worlds just as much as always. It is
their interdependence that gives us power over all of them
They might stop or overhaul a train, but except for Mandan

cl oaks and bl ankets and weapons, they take nothing and |et

the trains continue. Mst, travelling with sorcerers and under

strong mlitary guard, get through not touched at all. | wouldn't
want to go through that kind of colonial territory on nmy own,
but in sone of the bigger trains it's still as safe as al ways."

Dorion thought it over. "Yeah, until the troops and sorcer-
ers |l eave at the border and we cross from Covanti territory

into Tishbaal ."
"Ch, this is happening all over, not just in Covanti," the

clerk assured him sounding rather blase about the situation
"In fact, it's worse in Tishbaal and they're thick as flies in
colonial Masalur. But they seeminpossibly well disciplined,
and, while cocky and confident, they still seemto be letting
nmost everybody and everything through. The Hi gh Sorcerers

of all the kingdons are in alnost daily conferences over what
it all neans, as are the general staffs of the arnmies, but, so
far, there's been no consensus. Your friend Hal agar has been
arguing with the King, advocating that we go alnost to a
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sei ze node and cl ose the borders and shut down the trade

Ri ght now, though, the economi sts agree that such an action
woul d harmus far nmore than the colonials. | would be
careful, though, ny friend, if | were you. You are associ ated
wi th Bool ean and nmany of the nonarchs and sorcerers believe
that he m ght sonehow be behind this."

"That's insane!" Dorion retorted. "He's been trying to
stop this! He saw it com ng years ago and has been trying to
warn and unify everybody, and nobody would listen to him"

The clerk sighed- "Yes, well, that's the problem or so the
runors | hear go. He's had a hateful rivalry with Klittichom
of Marepek for decades, and he's been trying to gain allies to
defrock or destroy—er whatever it is you wizards do to one
anot her—his rival ever since. Klittichomhas always treated
Bool ean with contenpt but has never tried to get sorcerous
and political action against him Al so, Boolean has been

out spoken for years in his contenpt for the Akhbreed way

and consistently a defender of colonials, as if they were
capabl e of governing thensel ves. Conparing the two's ac-

tions and words over the years, there are a | ot of people who
don't |ike Bool ean very nmuch and who think he mght be nad
enough or frustrated enough to have sonehow orchestrated

this just to force themto act against Klittichom™

"But it's the other way around!"

The cl erk shrugged. "Perhaps. Consider, though—the cham

pion of colonial rights is saying that he is defending the
system he abhors, while a defender of Akhbreed rul e stands
accused of being a masternmnd that the colonials will die for.
Whi ch woul d you believe? Renenber, too, that you are a
sorcerer yourself and you work for Boolean. If you were a
neutral party with only a stand-off know edge of the pair, you
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m ght feel differently. Klittichoms domain is cold, poor, and
renote, and he has done many favors for his brethren in the

ot her ki ngdons and never asked much in return. Boolean is in
the middle of the richest and nmost powerful Kkingdons on
Akahl ar and he's not been known for doing favors for anyone

nor being particularly nice or even civil. You see where this
| eads?"

"Yes," Dorion nuttered angrily. "To Klittichoms victory

and me destruction of Akahlar."''

Still, it presented himw th several inmediate problens and
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 53

many decisions to make. Until now, he's never really under-
stood how Klitti chomcould be so brazenly successful and

Bool ean so ignored. Now it was at |east clearer—the Honed

One had laid his groundwork well, being the wonderful fel-

low, the man with great power and know edge who woul d

al ways hel p, always share, and denand not hing but cordiality
in return. Bool ean, he knew, had a | ess than wonderful and

out goi ng personality and tended to | ecture those who, whether
they were or not, considered thenselves his equals, and he

had little or no patience with stupidity, nor had he ever been
qui et about his contenpt for the system Now Klittichom s

gl ad- handi ng was paying off. He was noving his forces

openly, meking | owlevel attacks and high-level threats agai nst
t he kingdonms in the nost brazen manner, and because they

liked Klittichomand consi dered hima good-fellowwell-net

who said all the right things, and they had a personality
probl em wi t h Bool ean, who al ways spoke his mind, it was

the latter who was getting the blane and taking the heat!

If ms was really beconming official policy in Covanti, then
if they stayed, they'd stay. Grotag. the chief sorcerer of
Covanti, was known as a pretty genial fellow, but strong.

Dori on knew he'd not be a match for the power in one of
Gotag's hairs. He'd take no chances; he'd turn Dorion and
maybe Boday into a pair of pet nonkeys and give a re-enslaved
and newy bewi tched Charley to Hal agar as his pet.

Dam it, it was tine to use what powers and abilities he
had and get the hell out of here!

He was headi ng back to tell Boday to nake arrangenents
for their inmedi ate departure when he ran into Hal agar

"Hold, old friend! \Were are you going in such a hurry
and with such a wetched expression?" the courier asked.

"We' ve been here | ong enough,” Dorion answered care-
fully, "and if we're here nuch longer I'mafraid we'll be
interned until the duration."

Hal agar shrugged but did not deny the possibility. I|nstead,
he argued, "Wuld nmat be so bad? This is not exactly the
wor st place in Akahlar nor a bad place for withstanding a

siege, either.”

"That is true," the magician admtted, "but I'mafraid that
such safety would be very short-lived. | have been talking
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political situation, as it were. They are fools to be taken in by
a popularity act; the objective situation is upside down from
their view. They are too safe, too fat, too confident that the
way things are are the way things will always be and that no

one can change that."

To Dorion's amazenent, Hal agar didn't seem of fended by

the remark nor defensive about it as well. Instead he replied,
"Yes, | agree. The nassive coordi nated novenent of raw

col onial troops who have theoretically never been schooled in
the mlitary arts shows nuch cunning and | ong work. One

woul d have to be incredibly clever to have organi zed that sort
of thing, and sonmeone clever enough to do that and brazen
enough to do that is not stupid enough to nmake the old

m stakes. You only come out in the open to this degree if

you' ve found a massive chink in the eneny arnor. Still, what
is the percentage in nmoving? What can any of us do about it?"

That was a stunper. "Not nuch, perhaps,” the magician
admtted, ' "but if a great war is upon us and if the power of
the Akhbreed is so threatened that even the hubs are not safe,
I think at least | would rather be with one of power who will
fight to the last. Perhaps there is nothing we can do. Perhaps
there is nothing Boolean can do. But, so long as there is a
chance of anything | prefer action to conplacency. | know

Bool ean, although he and | are not exactly on close terns
right now It is true he would not lift a finger to defend the
systemunless it was threatened with repl acement by a system
far worse—er even direr consequences. |magine a w zard

who could control the Changew nds, Hal agar."

The big man had considered it. "I am nost troubl ed by

that, and it is clearly the object,” he admtted. "However, it
m ght not be as clear-cut as you think. Do you really believe
that Gotag and the King and all the high advisors are that
dense? O that the other kingdons and Akhbreed sorcerers

can't figure out the plot? They are scared—nake no ni stake
about it. They are still unconvinced that it could occur on a
gl obal scal e, though. Many see it as a basically |localized fight
between old rivals. Klittichomw th his Storm Princess versus
Bool ean with his, if he can ever find her or she him One on
one. The greatest colonial rebel massing is agai nst Masal ur
and the approaches to it; that is clear. Klittichom s anbassa-
dors have been going around assuring everyone that it's a
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| ocal fight, and that he is considering a preenptive attack
with all his powers on Bool ean before Bool ean can attack the
rest of them The sorcerers and kings are mostly willing to sit
it out, perhaps rooting a bit for Klittichom seeing who w ns-
Then if the wi nner noves agai nst any of the others the rest
wi || take himon. Because of his views, they consider a

Bool ean victory nmore of a threat to themthan a Klittichom

one. *'

"l don't know how the honed one is going to do it, but 1

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (42 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:38 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

am convinced mat this will be no localized quarrel. If Klittichom
can sit off safely with his StormPrincess in his renote
northern citadel and still somehow draw and gui de the

Changewi nd t hrough Masal ur, then he already has the neans
to hit anyone, anywhere, that he w shes. Bool ean may w sh
he could do that, but if he could, he would."

"There is currently a wait-and-see attitude anong the sor-
cerers," Halagar told him "but once they see how things are
devel oping they will nost certainly mass on the victor to
force himto share his new powers or be taken on."

Dorion considered that. "But if they take himon, they wll
have to mass together to fight him Wat a tenpting target for
a Changewi nd to bl ow t hrough!"

"Huh! 1 hadn't thought of that! I'ma fighting man, not a
sorcerer. | take your word for it, though. You have convi nced
me, Dorion, although we would never convince the others.

They are, as you say, too sure of thenselves. As for ne, |
woul d rather die fighting than sitting here with the w nds

bl owi ng." He thought for a nonent. "The odds of getting a
train towards Masalur are slimright now Few are willing to
ri sk ambush by the colonials, particularly with Mandan cl oaks
in such short supply and the colonials practically holding
sonme roads hostage. Arned escorts would only be good to the
Ti shbaal Null. We could nake better time going overland
oursel ves, avoiding the main roads and routes."

Dorion's head | ooked up at the courier in surprise, " 'W? "

"Way not? Wth my gun and sword arm and your sorcery

we ought to be able to stand up to any mnor colonia

backwater irregulars we mght be unlucky enough to cone

across. And | can have the maps and learn the roads and

routes straight to Masalur, particularly if you can navigate at
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the nulls. Wth any luck at all we mght reach your Bool ean
in, oh, three weeks."

"The King is not going to |like your change of loyalties,"
Dorion noted, not at all enthused by the prospect of having
Hal agar al ong, nor all that happy that he nmight well be called
upon to show how hol |l ow his own boasts to the big man were
about just what magi cal powers he m ght have. He wonder ed,

too, if Halagar was that infatuated with Charley or if he was
instead | eading theminto sone sort of double-crass. "Nor am

I that confortable with soneone who would shift loyalties so
casual ly," he added bluntly.

Hal agar shrugged. "I am a nercenary, an enpl oyee.

have been such alnmost all of my Iife. | give my utnost |oyalty
while | amin anyone's enploy, but this will not be the first
time I've quit a job. | amsick of arguing nmyself hoarse for a
solid and unified defense of the hub with fat generals who
have never fired upon anyone who could fire back. Wen I

must conmmit to dull and stupid minds, then it is tinme | sought
a different enploy."

"Bool ean or Masal ur woul d certainly wel come your ser-
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vi ces, but | have nothing with which to buy your loyalty and
arms. "

Hal agar | ooked at the magician, a strange, crooked smle
on his face. "You have comrand of Yssa," he noted. "Del-
egate that command to ne."

Dori on was shocked but not really surprised. "How can |

do that? She and the other belong not to me but to Bool ean
personal ly. And she has an overridi ng compul sion to seek
Bool ean with or without me. | can not give what is not

m ne. "

"That is understood. The comm ssion is to get the three of

you to the sorcerer Boolean, and that | will do and in the nost
direct manner. My fee is that she will be mine absolutely
during that period only. Once there | must negotiate a new
conmi ssi on with Bool ean. Once there, she is of no nore

val ue either as decoy or lure. | have sufficient noney spread
around and reserves hidden for when | truly need them |

have no wish for political power; ( have seen what it does

to men like me. | amcertain mat your Boolean will find ny
fee quite reasonable and affordable, and | wll give ny all
for it."
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Dori on was amazed. "She attracts you that much? You
who have all the wonen swooni ng over your every nove?
Are you certain that you are not under an enchantnment?' *

"Sonmetimes | think so," Halagar replied. "And it is true
that | can lie with nost any worman | choose, although a few

have eluded ne. | have | ost count of the nunber of wonen,
free and sl ave, noble and conmmon, that | have lain with, but
she is, sonehow, different. | have never married, not out of

| ack of suitable candi dates, but rather because ny life and
chosen occupation would nmeke it unfair to any worman and

subj ect her to either far too nuch danger and strange pl aces or
force ne to give up the life 1 love and settle down. Any such
worman woul d al so be a sword ny enemes could use at ny

throat if all else failed. Courtesans of her caliber were always
the best, but they always bel onged to soneone el se and were
heaven for nmerely a night, and not a one can hold a candle to
her. She is blind, yes, but it hardly slows her, and she can see
magi ¢, which | cannot, and that gives ne an advantage | did

not have before."

"How did you know t hat ?"

Hal agar shrugged. "She remarked on the color of sone

charns | have carried for some protection that first night back
in Quodac. | knew then that she could see the magic, al-

t hough she did not understand what it was."

"Ch." Dorion responded, interested that Hal agar had stil
never seen or experienced, nor even suspected, the real Chariey.

"She woul d be always loyal, totally obedient, would be
unconpl ai ning no matter what the conditions or situation, yet
she woul d serve me in all ways and ease ny |oneliness. She
is the best of her class that | have ever seen and the first
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within reach. She is a pretty jewel who can neither be pur-
chased with noney nor taken by force, and, with her, | need
not conpronise ny lifestyle nor situation."

Dori on nodded. "I see. And this period would be a sort
of+trial run, as it were." He only wi shed Charley could

have heard the way Hal agar was describing her. He envi-

sioned a tine when a lustful Halagar woul d bring anot her
worman to his tent and order Chariey to serve themboth. Still,
the deal woul dn't be made unl ess Bool ean okayed it, and

Bool ean knew just who and what she really was. In the
meanti me, perhaps three weeks or so as Hal agar's "prop-
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erty" mght reveal his true nature to her. Either way, this
seened the only reasonabl e chance of reachi ng Bool ean under
current conditions. He just hoped he wouldn't go mad watch-
ing the two and listening to themfromthe next bed.

"What occurs once we reach Boolean is your affair," he
told Halagar. "I will accept your bargain as nuch as | can in

the neantinme, though, provided we | eave as quickly as
possi ble."

"It is late now and there are preparations to nmake,"

Hal agar noted. "Still, if you all can be ready, we could | eave
just beyond first light tonorrow. 1 will have everything ready
by nmen, and will have cleared things here as delicately as

possible. Is that soon enough?"

"I would as soon | eave tonight,"
"but it will have to do."

the magician told him

Boday was no |onger the first destination. He turned and
deci ded that he'd better inform Charl ey.

She enmerged fromthe harem where nmen were not permt-

ted, into the anteroom where he waited for her, |ooking

puzzl ed but expectant. She no | onger |ooked nerely gor-

geous; after some tinme and a nake-over by the Inperia
courtesans, she | ooked spectacular. Dressed in the |ight, gauze-
like finery of the harem wth long, painted nails perfectly
mani cured and toenails to match, her hair streaked with bl ond,
her | ashes |long and | uxurious, she was the epitone of male
fantasy. By the gods! How he wanted her, and how he hated

hi nsel f for this!

"W | eave tonorrow, just past dawn," he told her in
English. "Be prepared."”

"I am prepared,” she replied. "I don't exactly have nuch
to pack. They don't have riding outfits for people like nme, but
I"'msure | can find sonething that'll do."

"Hal agar is comng with us."

That news excited her, "Really? | hoped agai nst hope he
woul d!'"

"He is leaving the service of Covanti and comi ng over to
us. His fee for taking us all to Boolean is you."
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"Huh? How can that be?"

"He wants me to delegate nmy authority over you to himfor
the journey, which will still take several weeks. Once there,
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he expects Bool ean to give you to himpermanently in ex-
change for his service in the defense of Masalur."

She was intrigued by that. but not as delighted as he'd
expected her to be. "I know this ring in my nose is kind of a
turn-on, but I'd kind a hoped that once we got to the old boy
he'd at | east neutralize it or sonething.”

"You object to this arrangenent?"

She thought it over. "No, not for a few weeks, | guess.

.But, you know, sonething funny happens to ne every tine
he's around. | go bye-bye and Shari takes over. 1 |ove Shari
when | can turn her on and off, but bein' her all the tine
isn't nmy idea of a future. | don't like the idea of being out
there in the mddl e of nowhere without ny brain in nmy head,
either."

"Well, | don't like what happens, either, and | can't

explain it, but I don't see we have any choice." Quickly, he
filled her in on the whole situation

"I get the picture." she told him "I also get a real feeling
that you don't like this arrangenent nuch."

"I don't," he admitted, "but he's just the sort of person
we need to have a chance of making it."

"Well," she sighed, "it's got to be. I don't have nuch

choi ce these days anyway. At least it's kind' a flattering for
me to find a guy with that rmuch experience wanting ne so
much. "

"Uh—harl ey, he doesn't want to marry you, he wants to

own you. O, rather, he wants to own Shari. |, uh, well, he
doesn't think you're the perfect wonan; he thinks you're the
perfect slave."

"Yeah, | figured it was sonething like that. And, as Shari,

I am | guess | should feel lucky. Very few people are ever
perfect as anything. Still, it's not exactly been a burning
anbition of mne to even discover that |'mthe perfect slave.
It's sort of |ike dreaming you' re gonna be a great genius or
somet hing and di scovering that you are really the world's
greatest toilet cleaner. Still, it's in other people's hands now,
really. |If Boolean goes along with nme, then I'll sure give
Hal agar his chance and see if he wants me anyway, but if

M ster Green decides |I'mno |onger of any use then | guess
I"1l spend eternity washing his socks and loving it."

"You've gotten so cynical and too fatalistic," he responded,
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a bit angry at her. "That's not |ike you. You' re sounding
nmore |like the | ocal wonen here."
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"Yeah, well, show nme where |'ve had a crack at anything
el se. Seriously, though—you worked with Bool ean. How do
you think he'll take ne?"

"*It is hard to say," Dorion replied honestly. "Under nor-
mal conditions you would be free, |liberated as nmuch as he
could, and treated extrenely well, but these are not nornal
conditions. Wat's right and wong under nornmal circum
stances seens out the door now. Too nmuch is at stake for
ones like himto think nuch about an individual's rights."

She nodded. "Yeah, sort'a |like Bogart in Casabl anca.
That's what | figured."

"All we can do is get there and see. Now, listen to nme and
obey ny commands. Until | say otherw se—and, | enpha-

size, until / say otherw se—you will regard Hal agar as your
lord and address himas Master or however he conmands.

You will obey his every command as you would mine, as if

your commands were from ne or from Bool ean—with a few
exceptions. You will not obey any command that woul d

betray us or our mission but will instead i mediately report it
to ne. You will obey no command that would harm yoursel f

or Boday or ne, or cause us to cone to harm and you will

report as soon as possible to ne if any such command is

gi ven you by Hal agar. Further, if anything happens to nme, or

we are separated, then you will be a free agent conmanded

still to reach Bool ean as quickly as possible thereafter by any
means you can find. And you will neither reveal nor repeat
these conditions and exceptions to Hal agar and you will deny

to himthat any such exceptions exist. Those are ny com

mands. Obey them exactly.'

She heard herself responding, "I hear and obey. Master."

At that nonment, she felt a sudden, strange disorientation
Dori on, sonehow, seened to be |ess overpowering to her,
nmore |i ke Boday or anybody el se she knew. He seened,

maybe for the first tinme, just kind of, well, ordinary. Her
Mast er, whose voi ce nust be obeyed, was el sewhere, and as
of yet she had no commands fromhim It was a weird

sensati on.
"I have to go," he told her. "Boday still has to be told and
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we have to get packed and ready. That's if Covanti |lets us
| eave. If not, all bets are off."

She could hear the regret in his voice, and thought of saying
or doing sonething, but she wasn't sure what to say or do
Wil e she was still a bit confused, he left her standing there,
al one, in the harem anteroom

Nei t her Dorion nor Boday got nuch sleep that night, not

only fromthe nervousness at going on, but al so because of
Dorion's fear that Hal agar was either pulling a fast one or that
the powers that be in the Court would stop them as soon as

Hal agar made ready to |l eave with them Boday, who had no

real liking for Hal agar at all, saying she'd seen a thousand
like himin her time, slept uneasily within reach of a whip and
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a short sword, ready for any sort of |ate-night intrusion.
However, when |ight began to creep into the wi ndows, and

they began to bear the first stirrings of life in the castle area,
not hi ng had happened.

Boday had agreed with Dorion that Hal agar, if he were

being straight with them was an asset they couldn't afford to
turn down, but she swore to Dorion that before she would | et
Charl ey be permanently given to the nercenary, she would

kill either Hal agar or Charl ey.

It was difficult to tell if Halagar had gotten nuch

sl eep, either, but he seemed to be true to his word. Two
househol d groons canme for Dorion and Boday and their

things, nost of which were replacenents picked up in

Covanti, and took them down to the courtyard, where

Hal agar was waiting. He was dressed now in a plain black
riding outfit with |eather jacket and broad-bri mred bl ack

hat (none of which were adorned with any synbol or

insignia), matching boots, and a thick, black sword and pi stol
bel t.

Charley was with him dressed in calf-1ength high-heel ed

bl ack | eather boots fromwhich thin black |eather straps cane,
interlaced up the leg and thigh and forming a cross-hatch
pattern that led to a pair of black satin | eather panties. Above
di e wai st she wore an overl appi ng gol d- brai ded neckpi ece,

mat chi ng gold bracelets and earrings, and a light, satiny black
cape tied at the neck, but not nuch el se.
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Boday | eaned over and whispered in Dorion's ear, "You
see? Boday said she knew his type."

Dori on shrugged. It seened an odd conmment for Boday,

who was rather fond of revealing |l eather outfits herself and,

i ndeed, had one only slightly nore nodest on herself. "Seens

i ke kind of an exposed riding outfit for so long a journey, but

we're still inthe warmlatitudes. Still, it's in character with
hi m and not as bad, | guess, as what she was forced to wear
before." He frowned. "I see three horses, but one's a pack

horse. \Were's he expect her to ride?"

The answer was the kind of |eather saddle placed on

Hal agar's big, black stallion. It had smaller, independent,
| eat her stirrups attached forward, and the saddle was a bit
| onger than the norm A saddle built for two. Either Covanti
had two riders common enough so that such saddl es were

made routinely or Halagar had had this fantasy of his for a
| ong tine.

Charley was clearly in her Shari node as well, servile and
submi ssive and enpty-headed. She al ways was around Hal agar,
sonet hi ng Boday and Dori on had both noticed and whi ch had
confused and di sturbed Charley for a while as well. None knew
the cause but while Dorion didn't |ike not having Charley's
qui ck m nd and courage on hand, he certainly didn't want

Hal agar to see that part of her, either, nor anyone el se.
Shadowcat in her |ap broadcast her thoughts; as Shari, those
t hought s betrayed not hi ng.
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Still, Halagar's dom nance and use of Charley disturbed the
magi ci an on a less practical and nore enotional |evel. The
i dea of seeing her noon over Hal agar and ki ss him and

maybe even nmake out with himon the trail raised enotiona
wounds in Dorion that he hadn't even suspected were there.

Stilt, he consoled hinmself as best he could and hoped he
could stand it, knowi ng that just as Chariey was now a tool of
Hal agar's, so Hal agar would be a tool of Dorion so long as it
served his purpose to get themto Bool ean. Once inside

Bool ean's circle of power, Halagar was going to find his
dreans a bit harder to hold on to.

It wasn't that Hal agar was an evil man, it was just that he'd
been, by benefit of being handsone and strong and the best at
everything physical all his life, a spoiled and panpered center
of attraction. Egotistical, self-centered, Halagar Just wasn't

61
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the type to ever consider others as anything but tools or
enpl oyers. Even now, he didn't really understand why he

was | onely, or why he was so fixated on Charley even at this
| evel —-and he probably never woul d.

"W want a mnimum of sixty |leegs a day," Halagar told
them "and nore if we can get it. The packhorse is strong
and will keep up the pace. Wth so nmuch of the colonia

country infested by rebels, | intend to keep off the nmain roads
if possible and travel nostly by day. Dorion, if you can
manage solid Navigation, | intend to pick worlds where there

is little report of rebel massings and plentiful water and
reasonabl e terrain. There are a few in each track we nust
follow Still, we can't count on anything, and there have been
reports of mnor Changewinds in the |east active col onial
worlds. |'ve got Mandan cloaks for us on the packhorse, so
don't let us lose him but that could al so nake us a target.
They' ve been gat hering Mandan in great quantity on their raids
and | can guess why. |If you could do the inpossible and
actual ly predict a Changewi nd and have troops ready at its
peri phery, you'd want to carpet your people in Mandan gold."

And that, of course, was the crux of the whole battle to

come- Klittichomand the Storm Princess together could some-
how summon a Changewi nd to any spot they chose; the

Princess could then do what even the greatest and nobst

power ful sorcerer, demon, or mmgical creature could not-she
could direct even that great storm at |least to a degree. Not
what it could do, of course—that was beyond anyone to

predict or determine—but it didn't really matter to Klittichom
what it did. It changed, it transformed, it replaced for all tine
(or until the next Changew nd) what it touched, and if you
could send such a stormroaring into the hubs of the Akhbreed,
even their greatest sorcerers and spells could not stop it or
even slow it down. And if you had a rebel army, well arnmed,
wel | trained, and united in its hatred of the Akhbreed, follow
ing that storm quickly in, before even those who coul d get
shelter had cone back up, you would have an eneny arny in

your m dst that perhaps even sorcery could do nothing against.
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Hal agar checked out everything, then put Charley up on the
saddl e and clinbed on behind her. At the | ast nonent a
smal |, fast shape darted out fromthe shadows and | eaped on
to the big saddl e where Charl ey and Hal agar sat. Hal agar was
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startled, and reached around her to pick up the creature and
throw it off.

"No!" Dorion shouted. "They need each other. Remem
ber that' The cat is a faniliar and essential to her well-being."

The nercenary hesitated, then sighed. "Al right," he
grow ed, "but I'lIl not have a cat in ny way here."

"Cats will do what they want to do—particularly this cat,"

die magician told him "He will stay out of your way gener-
ally, and he will hold on as he nust. But they go together, the
girl and the cat. It is both or neither."

Shadowcat spent sonme tine figuring out a confortable

place, irritated that his carrier sling was not fixed, but finally
found a position that would do right against Charley and

settled in, oblivious to argument.

"All right," Halagar grow ed at last. "But he better stay
out of my way and hang on or he will be cat nmeat no matter
what you say."

Dori on and Boday nmounted their own steeds, and Dorion

| ooked around at ne |uxury and confort they were |eaving

and gave one last sigh, and then they were off, headi ng back

i nto dangers worse than any yet faced. The only solace, and it
was cold confort to him was that within a few nore short
weeks they would either be with Bool ean—er in Hell

[ ] 3 [ ]
Practice Session

ETANALON WAS STARTLED to find Crimrelaxing on her living
room couch when she awoke, even though her magi cal sense

told her that this was no eneny. No one, and nothing, could
pass her threshold wi thout being invited, and she'd never seen
this fellow before. Mdst disturbing was that she got the sane
feeling fromthe stranger as fromthe pretty woman who was

there the night before.
"Don't be alarned," he said reassuringly. "I amCrim

Kira' s—ether half, you m ght say."
Et anal on frowned. "A curse? A very strong one, by the

| ooks of it.

Crimnodded. "Kira resides within me as a passive passen-

ger by day, and | inside her by night. It was a bargain to save
her life, and, while inconvenient at tines, it has not been a
terrible thing. | believe, know ng what we do now, that we
woul d still have made the choice."
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Et anal on | ooked t houghtful. "Fascinating. A strong, hand-

sone man of the world and a beautiful young slip of a thing.

. Yet, listening to you and feeling your energies, | can see
how intertwi ned the patterns are. | can al so understand why

Bool ean chose you for this task. You have grown nuch alike,

one to me other."
Crims eyebrows rose, "Really? Nobody ever said that

before.™

"Not in the nmere physical or sexual sense, but where it

counts. I n your manner of speech, choice of words, radiation

of strength. | see not two auras there but nore a greater whole.
You have her nenories, her innernost thoughts, and she

your s?"
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He nodded. "Yes. That was the hardest part at first. There
was al nost a descent into madness until such things could be
sorted out and dealt with."

"Many woul d not have had the strength to do so. Al nost

all who know you both believe you to be separate people,
suspect. Perhaps you stiU think that way yoursel f—but you

are not. In spite of what you say, the auras tell me that she
does not ride with you now, nor you with her last night. |
woul d have known. There were two of you once, quite differ-
ent, but you escaped madness not by acceptance but by
becom ng as one. \Wen you are a man, big and strong in the
daylight and with the body's natural masculinity, you interact
with the world as totally male; when you are a beauti ful
worman by night, you interact with the world as totally fe-
mal e, but you cany the sane m nd, aura, and inner strength

in both incarnations. You have made a fascinating, alnost

uni que, adjustment. Every male has sonme fem nine aspect to
one degree or another or they would be nmere brutes, and every
fermal e has sone nal e aspect to one degree or another or they
woul d | ack the hardness to survive on their own. Only in you,
it is equal and without a dom nant side."

Crimthought about that. "Maybe. | hadn't really thought
about it that way. | certainly never felt attracted to other nen,
nor Kira to other wonen, though."

"Each aspect dominates with the body you wear," the

sorceress noted. "That is how you avoid madness and enj oy

what you have no control over becom ng, but each of you

draws what is needed fromthe other aspect. Strange, is it not,
that you, who are truly two opposites in one, have no sense of
confusion, while the giri, who is herself a single individual,
does. Indeed, nmany woul d feel threatened or unconfortable

by you if they knew, yet | get the inpression you actually
enjoy the duality and would feel its loss greatly. Yet even you
are uneasy with the nature of our outplaner Storm Princess."
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He nodded. "It does make nme unconfortable, but | can't
really explain why."

"Her situation is not as uncommon as we tend to think it

is. It isonly that it is out in the open with her that is
uncommon. Sex is such a complex thing, such a part of us,
bot h physical and mental, and yet, next to eating and sl eep-
ing, it is the npst overpowering thing about us. The wonder
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is not that it goes awmy now and then, but that it does not in
so many nore of us. Still, the conbination, physical and
mental, biology and environnment, is conplex and filled with
countl ess variables. Hence, we get the pedophile and the
nynmphomani ac, the sexual nurderer or sadomasochi st and we

get the inpotent and frigid. The variations are endl ess. One
wonders what the so-called 'normal' folk who would con-

demm her do in their own beds, or in the brothels and enter-
tainment districts. Take any crowd of nmen and wonen and

you wi Il have a vast horde of sexually abnormal folk there,

far nmore than her relatively mnor situation. No one realty
cares, so long as it is swept under the covers and out of sight,
any nore than anyone really cares about your own true nature
unless it is brought forcefully to their attention. Wuld a man
attracted to Kira lie confortably with her if he knew that in
the norning she would be a tall, strapping, nuscul ar and
mascul i ne Navi gator? Wuld the wonen who swoon over you

react the sane if they knew that at sunset you woul d becone
nmore beautiful and feninine than they? | think not."

He shrugged. "It is true that | feel nore confortable the
few who know ny situation, and we have encountered far
stranger aberrations in bed than we woul d have dreaned of
otherwi se. But we are a special case. Barring the unlikely
meeting and conpatibility of our opposite nunber, who night
be femal e by day and mal e by night and both parts attracted
to the other, we arc best l|iving somewhat separated |ives.
She, though, is not cursed.”

"Of course she is! Not by magic spell, perhaps, but by

being different in a way that society strongly di sapproves.
Still, so long as she hid it, fromsociety, even from herself,
she coul d functi on—except that she was neither happy nor
confortable hiding. Like Kira inside Ctimor Criminside

Kira, it was creating great stress and unhappi ness and had the
potential to drive her nad—a potential alnobst realized in her
initial situation with this potion-created mate of hers, and
after, where she has al ways taken the easy way out to flee her
own i nner denons. She has been victinzed repeatedly here

by an inner drive to forget who and what she was, to cease

her own growh as a person. Many people can afford that

| uxury, although it is difficult to see howit is a positive thing.
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She can not- She has a destiny from which she can not run,
and if she tries then it will destroy her."

Cri m nodded. "So you decided that she had to |ike what
she was and feel confident and confortable with it, no matter
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what the social cost."

"In the end, it was she that did it. | sinmple renoved the

fear inside her, the social inhibitions that stood in the way of
her acconpli shing what she nmust. She now is happy with

hersel f and absol utely uncari ng about what others think about

it. Wth that confort comes confidence. Her ego, which the

i nhi bitions kept fragmented and weak, strengthens constantly

now. She will probably grow | ess pleasant and a | ot harder to
take, | fear, but this is the sort of person needed to stand up to
the chal | enges ahead.'

It was |late afternoon when Samfinally woke, after the best

sl eep she could renenber having in a very long tine. Her

old nenories, her complete self, was back, but she didn't

think about that past too nuch because it wasn't all that

pl easant. In fact, it was alnbst an alien past, really; she could
hardly believe how fucked up in the head she'd been all her

life.

A fragnent of a Golden A die song fromthat past runbled

t hrough her mind, though, and she found herself humring it.

You cmit please everyone, so you gotta please yourself.

Not, however, that she was particularly thrilled with the
situation as it now stood. Now that she finally felt conforta-
bly at peace with herself, she wanted to go out and pick up her
life and do things and see things and enjoy that life. but her
changed attitude towards herself hadn't changed the situation

at all.

She was still a fugitive, still lined up for a battle she didn't
really know nuch about or what was expected of her or how

to fight it, and she was still pregnant to boot and none of that

had changed.

Qddly, it was the pregnancy that domi nated her thoughts.

She preferred to think that she got knocked up that first tineg,
when it was her own will and choice, and that this was no
rapist's child, but it didn't really matter. The kid was still a
kid no matter what the father had been

The crazy thing was, in spite of it all, she liked the idea
that she was going to have a baby- She wanted mat child
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nore than she had ever wanted anything in her whole life,

but it stuck her between a rock and a hard place. If she didn't
gointo this fully, if she didn't face down this Storm Princess
and beat her at her own gane, then the child had very little
future and she even | ess of one. She wasn't scared for herself,
but what if it cane down to victory or the child? That sliny,
honed bastard al ways knew t he weak points in anybody's

arnor, and it was a real concern

But everybody had weak points. Even this guy Klittichorn

nmust have them or he wouldn't have had to take so |ong and be
so sneaky to get to this point. Maybe the trick wasn't to dwell
on the weak points but just try and cover themas much as

you could and instead concentrate on your strengths. O

maybe use the weakness—the child inside gave her incentive

to win, a notivation to domi nate those forces that threatened
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her. Frankly, she wanted to take on her opposite nunber right
now. one on one, and get it over with, but that wasn't the
way things worked.

Dam it, | need a gynecol ogist, not a green-robed sorcerer,

she though sourly. Etanalon was different—she was kind of a
shrink, and she certainly was at | east as effective as any of the
shrinks back home. She just didn't nake any bones about

wor ki ng voodoo and doing it with mrrors, that was all. This

was different.

She sighed, pulled on the old dress, and wandered into the
mai n house. Baths were few and far between here, but at | east
br eakf ast was still breakfast.

"I wish you would join with us," she heard Cri m sayi ng,
presumably to Etanal on. She wal ked into the Iiving room and
saw the two of themsitting there, talking.

"At the nmoment-no," the sorceress responded. "I have
retired fromall that. Soneone el se nust save the world once
inawiile. I'mtired and pretty welt disgusted with the affairs

of kings and back-room magi ci ans. Grotag had a neeting just
the other day to press for a united front against Bool ean, who
he is convinced is the really dangerous one. Many of the
others who are still sane enough to care agree with him" She
broke of f the line of conversation and turned to Sam "Well,
hel | o! How are you feeling?"

"Al right, | guess,"” Samreplied. "Not as ready to take
on the world as yesterday, and nmaybe a little over-tired, |
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dunno. At least now | know that the reason | been feelin' so
weak and washed out lately is the kid. Any chance of getting
something to eat? I'Il fix it if you tell me where all the stuff
is."

Et anal on chuckled. "No need. Sit there in the chair and
just think of what you're nbst in the nood to eat."

Sam sat, and it wasn't hard to come up with a vision of
breakfast, even if it was late in the afternoon. Lots of hot
cakes, nelted butter, real sausages, maybe with sonme fruit
and powdered sugar, with a pitcher of orange juice, fresh
squeezed. It had been a long, long tinme since she'd had a rea
breakfast |ike that.

Suddenly, in front of her, was a stand-alone tray with

di shes containing just exactly what she'd dreaned of. It was a
startling appearance, and she junped, alnost spoiling it by
knocking it over. "Hey!" she shouted in surprise.

"Rel ax," Etanalon told her. "There are several advantages

to being a sorceress. No shoppi ng, cooking, cleaning, dusting—
unl ess you want to. Go ahead—t's real. You bite it. it doesn't
bite you."

Sam stared at it for a nonent, though. In all the time she'd
been in Akahl ar, she'd seen denonic spells and mystic po-
tions and strange and mmgi cal creatures, but she had never
until this nmoment truly seen flat-out nagic. The snell of the
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food and her hunger drove out any further hesitation, though,
and she tore intoit. Still, as real as it seened and as good as
it was, it just seenmed, well, inpossible. You didn't get

sonet hing for nothing, that she'd | earned.

Et anal on seened to read her thoughts. "Sorry—+ forgot.

You haven't had nmuch experience face to face with Second
Rank personnel, have you? |If you want the conplete tech-
nique and its conplexities | can give it to you, although it
will do you no good. Only those with the power can do it,
and only those with a great anmount of power and control can
do it that effortlessly. No, it is not nmaterialized out of
nowhere—+ sinply took the imge fromyour nind, extrapo-
|ated the ingredients, and then did a sinple nmatter-energy-
matter transformation on it. So long as we have nol ecul es of
anything, even air, to work with it's not that hard."

"You sure don't have to worry where your next neal is
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coming from" Sam agreed between bites. "Uh—you get
hol d of Bool ean?"

Crimnodded. "I nmamde the call early this norning using the

wi tchstone. He agrees with you that it is far too dangerous for
you to attenpt the last leg to himat this point. The |ands

bet ween here and there are filled with colonial rebels, and
they have figured out that Charley isn't you, which is good*
for her but neans you're the sole object of everybody's

attenti on now "

"Yeah—thanks a lot," she responded glumy. "Unh—does
mat nean they got Charley? | mean, we've heard so little.

"No, right now they're safe, and even in Covanti,"” Crim
told her. "But they have already crossed the null and are
headi ng towards Ti shbaal. A pity—had we known we m ght
have |inked up again to forma conpany of sons."

She sighed. "Yeah, | could really have used t hem now,
just for shoulders to cry on. Al right, so what's his idea for

us?"

"We know that Klittichomis planning sonething, but we

aren't sure what," Crimsaid. "Spies in the | ower ranks of

Mar epek, which is Klittichoms domain in the frozen north,
report that he and the Storm Princess |eft there a day ago. No
one is quite certain where to, although there are runors of
sone sort of fortress or redoubt Klittichorn has used in the
past when he wants absol ute secrecy."

"You're tellin' me that we don't know where they are?"

He nodded. "That's about the size of it. W don't even
know if they're heading for this fortress, even if we knew
where it was. They coul d be headed here, or anywhere."
"Yeah, but how far could they have gotten in just a day?"
"Alot farther than you seemto think," Etanalon put in.

"Do not forget that he is a master sorcerer. Wthin certain
complicated limts we can nove very far very fast if we have
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to.

"Ch, yeah? Then how cone | been goin' through Hell to
get even this close to Bool ean? And why hasn't Bool ean j ust
used this power to get to me?"

"Klittichom has convinced many of the sorcerers of the
Second Rank that Boolean is the threat," The sorceress re-
m nded her. "Bool ean can't nove w thout sone of his col-

| eagues knowi ng where and when. If he were to | eave nowit
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woul d sinply cerment in the mnds of many Akhbreed sorcer-

ers that he is deserting his position and is indeed behi nd what
i s happening. He can take Klittichom or so he believes, but
not several sorcerers of that rank working in concert against
him | believe he is fairly itching to break free, and has been
for some tinme, but he dares not until forced to do so, and that
means waiting for Klittichomto either make a nove or nake

a m stake. "

Sam di scovered that this was i ndeed a magi cal breakfast.

So long as she was still hungry, the nonment she cl eaned the
plate it was renewed. She enjoyed it without guilt, know ng
this mght be the last decent neal for a while. "So—we're
back to square one, like all the shit we were put through
never happened. | can't get to himand he can't get to ne and
we don't know where the eneny is. So where does that |eave
nme?"

"Not here," Crimresponded. "That's a snmall town down

their and the odds are pretty good that within a short period of
time our entry into Covanti hub and village curiosity are

going to conme together and reach the ears of fol ks we don't

want to know about us. Right now we're going to pick a
confortabl e col ony east of here which doesn't border on

Ti shbaaf and lie low. Wen Klittichomtries sonething it wll
take energy—tots of energy. Boolean is nonitoring all over

and he hopes to be able to trace it when it conmes. Then we

can nove on them''

"Uh-huh. Hurry up and wait as usual. Seens to me,

though, that we got in here real easy. If this local sorcerer is
against us and if they now know Charley's not ne, it m ght

be a I ot harder gettin' out."

"Sear chi ng everyone who cones into and out of a hub is
difficult,"” Etanalon noted. "Concentrating just on those |eav-
ing is far easier and nore efficient. Fromthis point the hubs
are in hands friendly to your enem es and the colonies are
heavily infiltrated. | agree, though, that caution outwei ghs
everything el se and that you nust |eave and quickly. | can not
really use nmuch sorcery on you since that would disturb the
aura of the StormPrincess that is the key to all this. There are
a |l ot of people who fit your general description, so perhaps
subtlety, doing just a few mnor things, mght be far nore
effective than an el aborate di sguise.”

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 73

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (56 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:38 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

The racial restrictions of the hub systemand the nature of
Covanti's econony nade for some unusual and exceptiona

sights for an Akhbreed hub region. Periodically, when the
grapes in the small private vineyards were ready for harvest-
ing, a fair nunmber of agricultural workers were needed. In the
col oni es, where nost of Covanti's wine and all its export was"
grown, this was no problem but only those of an Akhbreed
race could enter the hub. G ape harvesting was not unskilled

| abor —especi al |y when specialty grapes and the royal vine-
yards were involved. And few of the Akhbreed race had ever
bothered to | earn anything so nenial as grape picking

Qut of this need had grown the tradition of the clan call, in
whi ch | eaders of family clans would call upon the womren

menbers of that clan to conme aid the harvest in the nanme of

clan unity. Such a gathering of the fenmales of the Abrasis

clan was even nowin its final stages at one of the clan estates
near the border, and it was there that Etanal on sent them

after suitable preparation. The harvest and subsequent stonp-
ings and the like involved hundreds of wonen, nmany from

di fferent colonial worlds who knew each other not at all,

al though all were at |east very distant cousins.

Smal | spells that did not involve any sort of nolecul ar
transformati on woul d not have any real effect on Sam and

they were rather sinple for one such as Etanalon. It was a
rural tradition in Covanti that a wonan's hair m ght be trimred
but not cut. Hence, a snmall spell that caused her hair to grow
right down to her ass overnight was in order. Sam had al ways
preferred very short hair because it was alnost effortless to
care for, but she accepted this both out of need and because
she knew it could always be cut later. The hair was al so
darkened to inky black, but with sone white steaks that were

a particular characteristic of the Abrasis clan. Not everybody
had them of course, but it was nore comon than not. More
irritating to her, at least at the start, were the very |ong
teardrop-shaped silver earrings that were fixed permanently to
her earlobes. The only tinme she'd ever really worn earrings
was after Charley had convinced her to get her ears pierced at
the mall, but they had been little fake gold and pearl things
and she'd eventually taken them off. These things weighed a
ton and weren't renovabl e.
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But it was another Covantian custom and she accepted the

di sconfort as part of die disguise. She did have to adnmit to
herself mat the very long hair and the long earrings did in fact
suit her fat face and formpretty well.

Finally, some very bew tched eyegl asses that really changed

her general appearance nore than she expected themto.

When she wore them they were clear transparent glass, of no
real effect except as a nuisance. But, if they were renoved

and soneone el se | ooked into them they would present a
convincingly distorted and blurry picture as if she had serious
eye problens- It was one of those neat little touches a nmmjor
sorceress could give you.

Covanti hub was both peaceful and pretty, but it was
carefully guarded. A check of the border showed regul ar
patrols by civil guardsnen and a fairly thorough scrutiny by
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mlitia at the border posts of anyone |eaving. Cearly sone-
body had put two and two together and concluded that per-
haps she was indeed within the hub.

Sam had spent nost of the civilized part of her life since
bei ng dragged to Akahl ar in Tubi kosa, a rather strict and
somewhat fundanentalist place with covered wonen and | ots

of hang-ups, and even though she'd lived all her tinme there in
the inevitable capital city entertainnent district, she had a
strong i dea of just what the typical Akhbreed were |ike and
she'd been none too thrilled by them They had their |apses,
usual ly for their own conveni ence, but they were basically
straight, uptight, and kind of |ike those pictures you saw of
the nost backward parts of the Mddl e East back hone. Since
then she'd cone nore or |ess through the back door from

pl ace to place, nostly hiding out, or sneaking through

Covanti, however, was a nmuch | ooser place. It was al npst

too bad that it was ruled by such dunmb guys at the top, since
otherwi se it was al nost the opposite of what she thought of as
proper Akhbreed society. It was nore cl ass-bound, sure, but
she had never identified with anybody other than the | ower

cl asses here anyway and so that didn't really bother her. The
big city folk dressed nore confortably and with a |l ot nore
variety than the suits and baggy dresses of Tubi kosa, and,
while nomnally all Akhbreed foll owed the sanme genera

religion, there was nary a veil in sight and a | ot of skin.
Upper -cl ass wonmen were still sonewhat cloistered and with-
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drawn, but m ddl e-cl ass wonen were at ease in colorful saris
and |ight sleeveless tops and short skirts, and even ne nen
wore | oose-fitting colorful shirts and slacks nost places.

The peasants were even | ooser, nore so than even sone of

the col onials she'd seen. The climte was warm and wet, at

| east in the hub, except in the few high nountains areas to the
north and west, and it was kind of startling to see peasant
worren, often with huge jars or boxes on their heads, wal king
topl ess down the road wearing only a colorful, l|ight-colored
sarong or short skirt, apparently all of cotton. The peasant
mal es weren't above bei ng bare-chested. either, although their
normal dress was a kind of white or tan baggy shirt and

mat chi ng pants, usually with sandals, and w de-brimred white
or tan | eather hats.

"In many places it's hard to tell the classes apart,” Crim
comment ed, noting her surprise. "In the subtropical and trop-
ical regions things are clearer. Sonebody with royal bl ood

woul dn't be caught dead even in this heat and humdity

wi thout being fully and formally overdressed to the point of
heat stroke, which is why you never see themmuch in the

day. The nmiddle classes show off their relative wealth—er

hide their lack of it—with fashion. The peasants—wel |, you

see how they dress. It's not only tradition, it's the law, really.
The gradations of class are actually a | ot nore conplicated
than that, but you can actually get thrown in jail for dressing
i nappropriately to your class."”

"I'l'l stick with the peasants,"” she told him "No conpli -
cations or hang-ups and they just let it all hang out and to hel
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He nodded. "Now, the vineyards of the Abrasis clan are

| oose, and the wonen brought in fromthe colonies to handle

it are all officially peasants here no matter what position they
m ght occupy back hone. It's not quite as |oose as it |ooks,
either. There's an effective if unobtrusive security guard for
them and the wonen don't go anyplace alone, only in snall

or large groups. The wonmen don't have nuch nore in the

way of political or civil rights here than anywhere else in
Akhbreed society, either, outside the family. The only rea
exceptions are those with magi cal powers and those with
political connections, who have a kind of de facto position
and respect. Needl ess to say, the plantation owners and col o-
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ni al managers don't send their own wives and sisters and
daughters to these obligatory things—they send the peasant-
class worren in, usually the daughters and such of the Held
supervi sors, overseers, and the |like. Lots of peasants hire on
cheap to the colonial corporations because, while they're the
| owest here in the hub, and the | owest Akhbreed in the

col ony, they always have a whole native race to feel and be
superior to out there. It's an ego thing. You'll find nost of
these wonen ignorant, totally unschool ed, |acking much i mag-

i nation, and about the nbst bigoted group you ever net. Take
it easy in there. The object is to blend in, not draw attention."

She nodded. "I'Il try. Howlong do | have to stick it out in
there, anyway? | know as much about w ne—ether than it

cones fromgrapes and if you drink enough you can get

ti psy—as | know about, well . . .babies."

Crimgrinned. "You won't have to know nuch. You're

starting to show and that nmeans they'll nake you a cook or
something like that. Wmen arc conming and going all the

time there during this period so it's unlikely anybody will
think your showi ng up is anything unusual. For nost of them
it's an excuse to get out and away and many of them spend
more tine in the villages, maybe buying stuff or just seeing
the sights, than actually working. You just walk in, keep your
story and your accent straight, and do a little acting so you
won't pick fights and draw attention to yourself. |I'm going
check the lay of the land and security on the eastern borders.
I"lIl stick myself in as a Navigator going into the colonies as a
dead head interested in escorting any who want to go homne

and t hereby picking up sone spare change. |'ve got about
fourteen different Quild cards, so don't panic if |I come in
with a different nane and a slightly different |ook."

"I still ain't too sure about this," she said worriedly.
"We're gonna hav'ta pick up a small bunch of girls to nmake
it a group, and unless we ditch "emfast Kira's gonna be
kind'a obvious, but if we do they'll be after our heads."

"Don't worry about Kira," he soothed her. "For one thing,
these are colonials, not hidebound hub-huggers. |'ve had a
little experience here. Just make friends, not waves—
under st and?"

She nodded. "I1'll do what | can."
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Infiltrating the harvest gathering proved to be very little of
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6 problem Sam | ooked right, talked nore or less right, and

' die security nen weren't about to even ask whether or not
every worman in the group she joined had been there fromthe
start. The idea of a woman actually sneaking into one of these
peasant canps just woul d never enter their head.

Sam had al ways t hought of w ne as sonething that canme
fromnmore or |less cold regions, and, back home, she would at

| east have not found lush wine grapes in a tropical setting.
This was not home, though; this was Akahlar, and the rules
were quite different here, as were the aninmals and vegetati on,
even if nmuch of it | ooked the sane.

The festival |ooked less |like hard work and nore |ike the
Canpfire girls, although the Campfires never dressed like
mps- The ancestral castle was off on its own grounds so far
away fromthemit was sinply a distant and tree-shrouded
speck; the wonmen were put up in open-sided buildings with

t hat ched roofs, about twenty wormen to a unit, or bl ock,

sl eeping on straw mats. There were comunal cooking areas
bet ween each unit; generally fire pits and crude stone ovens
that | ooked |ike giant backyard barbecue pits. The mmkings
came out in wagons daily fromthe estates, were prepared,
men distributed on a regular basis to the women unit by unit.
To eat, you lined up, grabbed a hubcap-sized wooden pl ate,
got what you wanted, then went over on the grass and had a
picnic. The food was of surprisingly good quality—these

were of the clan, after all, peasant branch or not—and drink
was, naturally, |ocal w ne.

It seemed to Sam alnost |like an all-girl's picnic and canp-
out. Nobody seened to be working very hard, nost seened

to be enjoying it, and alnost all of them were young, the
majority in their md or upper teens and the ol dest perhaps in
their mid to upper twenties. They canme fromevery kind of
colonial worid Covanti control | ed—Sam counted nmaybe sixty
variations of telltale earrings before she stopped counti ng.

And. although married wonen were rarely sent to these

things and she met none in her first day there or,after, there
were a fair nunber of pregnant girls around, nmany | ooking no
more than fourteen or fifteen. Kids having kids. Peasants
couldn't afford the magi c charns and al chem cal potions that
were the only forms of birth control in Akahlar, and abortion
was quite literally a mortal sin to the religion—you did it and
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got caught, you died by public disnmenbernent. That was what
drove many young col onial peasant girls to run away to the
hub cities, where, of course, they wound up feeding the
appetites of the patrons of the entertai nment districts.

O course, it depended on the locals and the clan, and the

| ocal priests as well, how such a bald indiscretion was taken
The pregnant girls here were sent here nostly to get them out
of sight for a while, or until the fam ly back home coul d
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figure out what to do next. Legally, none were allowed to
have their kids in the hub, though; that would nake t hem hub
citizens, not colonials, and the governnent would then have
sonme responsibility for their support and upbringi ng. Sone
woul d think just that way, sneak off to the city, have the kid
and have it taken away and given to the church, then deliv-
ered to the pinps and |ords of the entertainment district if
they refused to be neutered and nade wards of the church—
usual ly janitors, housenaids, and the |ike, de-sexed and then
cloistered for life—although fewif any of the colonial girls
who ran off to the city either knew or believed this. The rest
woul d go hone, but Sam wasn't sure what kind of reception
they'd get at that point. She decided she'd try to find out,
al though she was pretty sure it wouldn't be a great life or a
happy one.

This system not only oppressed and controll ed the nonhu-
man and not - quite-human col oni al populations, it was al so
quite effective in nmaking even a | arge number of its own
mserable for life.

Few of the pregnant girls with whom Sam was naturally
quartered and pl aced seened to mink about that, though, or
the alternatives awaiting them Sone of it was just the usua
teenage "It'Il work out" or "It won't happen to nme," and

some was just trying not to think about the future so | ong as
they coul d be here.

She pi cked up her assigned goods, which weren't much—a

couple of light brown panties, her personal cup and plate, and
her small toiletries kit of conb, brush, and the like that she'd
brought with her—and found her assigned sl eeping space.

Not nuch, but at |east there was a bit of breeze and not many
bugs out here.

"H'! Welcome to the Disease Pits," she heard a pl easant
teenage fermal e voice say in a very provincial but understand-

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 77

abl e accent- Samturned and saw a pretty young girl of

per haps si xteen or seventeen, nmaybe five-five or six, her

wai st-1ength hair held in a great ponytail and slung over her
| eft shoulder so it hung down the front. She was very .well

al ong in her pregnancy, her natural thinness just making her
di stended belly all the nore prom nent, and she was wearing
just a yellow panty alnost like a bikini bottom The brief
dress was practical; there was no way she was going to get a
sarong around her that would stay on. The fact that al nost al
the wonen around were wearing the sarongs but Sam had

been issued panties indicated that dressing by class was taken
here even to the | owest conmmon denoni nator. "My nane's

Qui su," she added.

Sam ki nd of stared at her distended belly for a nonment. It

was the first tine she'd ever seen a girl this far al ong—ot in
a maternity dress—this close up, and the sight was unnerving.
Unli ke Sam who was fat anyway, this girl really |ooked like

a normal teenager who sonehow had swal | owed an entire

undi gest ed wat ermrel on. Qui su held herself oddly, didn't |ook
either well bal anced or confortable, and waddl ed when she

wal ked.
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Is that the way |I' m gonna get in another nonth or two?
Sam coul dn't hel p thinking. Al oud she said, "I'm Sahma, of
Mahtri. Uh-how far al ong are you?"

"A few days over eight nonths. Less than a nonth to go."
She sighed. "They're gonna throw ne out'ta here this week,
| ooks like."

"Ch yeah? Then what ?"

Qui su shrugged. "I ain't decided yet. Guess | got to rea

soon now, though. | been thinkin' of sneakin' out in the city
but I don't know nobody or nothin'. | ain't never been in no
city before. Hell, this is the biggest group of Akhbreed | ever
been around at one tinme- | don't even know how far it is or
how to get there. You believe that?"

Sam nodded. "You're better off not knowin'. You get out

on the road here, some guy'll cone up and prom se you all

sorts of sniff and take you there. 1 saw sone of the vultures
and 1 know the type. | been in cities. Gd |like you, they'd let
you have the kid then slip you sone stuff so you woul dn't
renenber nothin' 'bout yourself, your past, even what you
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| ooked |ike, and you'd be just nice and cooperative. You'd
just be another street whore on sone guy's string."

"Aw, we all heard all that shit. Maybe it's true for soneg,
maybe not, but it beats goin' honme for a lot of girls."

They wal ked out to the grass and sat, Sam curious and
wanting to nmake a few friends right off the bat. "Is it that
bad?" she asked Quisu. "Goin' back, | nean?"

"(/A/1 hate this part of it. You can't even get confortable
sittin' or standin' and you got to pee every ten minutes. Uh—2
dunno what it's like in—where'd you say you was fron®"

“"Mahtri."

"Yeah, Mahtri. But you take |ike Dolinaku, where | cone

from The natives look like big lizards, even hiss when they
talk. Ain't that many Akhbreed there, and the ones what are,
are real strict, if | go back, they let ne have the kid, then
get strung up, get enough |ashes on nmy back to nmake perna-

nent scars, then they carve ny face up so's | won't never

tenpt no nore boys. Like the boys ain't never at fault! Shit, |
bet Coban nmaybe got a lickin' and grounded for a couple

weeks or sonethin', if that. H's dad's the chief overseer
Kind' a big shot. Big deal! But that Coban's so damn cute, with
the tightest little ass and the deepest big brown eyes you ever
seen, and he was so smooth, |-+ guess | fell for himlike
everybody did, only | was dunb enough to think he was

gonna nmany ne."

Sam was appalled at the first part. "You nean they'd
actually carve your face up?" No wonder the girls lit out for
the cities, dangers and dismal futures and all

Qui su nodded. "Yeah. Only thing is, though, the kid would
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be accepted |like a regular nenber of the family. Have a
chance, a future, you know what 1 nean? And | could see it,
hold it, even care for it, watch it grow up, you know? Even if
I couldn't never tell it |I was its Momra. Things any different
where you cone fronP"

Samfelt a little sick, but didn't want to press on for now
with the subject.

"Well, | ain't gonna be exactly wel coned with open arns,"

she responded, being careful, "but I'min a little different
way than you. Train | was travelling with, comin' back from
visitin' relatives in the city, got hit by bandits. | got raped.

"Ww  And | thought / was through sonethinl! Now
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Putie—you' |l neet her, she's a nice kid-she got raped, too,
but it was by the Conpany Supervisor's brother. He clai med
she seduced himand was only claimn' rape 'cause she got
knocked up and, well, you know which one they believed.

She's from Gashom She says they shave your head there,

then rub sone gunk on it so it never grows out, stick a brand
on your forehead, and then you becone the property of the
Conpany, which in this case includes the guy who raped her.
Ain't nuch, but the guy gets the kid, and in her case that
means the kid's raised with the upper class, so it's sonething.
Her friend Meda's al so from Gashom but she's froma town

and got knocked up sane as ne. She'll get the sane shave and
brand, but her kid' Il go to sone orphanage sonepl ace and
she'll wind up property of the town—kind a |ike what they

say you get in the city, only without nme forgettin' juice."

"l guess you're all sort'a thinkin' 'bout goin' back or
not," Sam responded, "and maybe conparin' notes."

"You try not to think about it," Quisu said softly, then
patted her bul ge. "But sonetimes you just can't get away
fromit. Meantime, we're kind a the bad exampl es here. Not

mat you're treated bad. There's some that're holier than the
gods or real snug and superior, but most of '"em |l talk to
you, sonetines ask you what it's like. that kind of thing,
even be real sympathetic or extra kind. We don't do no work
here 'l ess we want to, and those of us this far along don't
want to nuch. It's kind a borin*. but it's the way things are-
Sonetimes you get to hatin' the kid, sometinmes you get to
hatin' yourself, sometines you just lie there and cry a |lot, but
mostly you Just relax and try not to think rmuch. There's

al ways sone girls assigned to watch us, |ike them over there
tryin' to pretend they ain't, just to make sure we don't try'n
kill ourselves or sonethin', but nobody stops you if you just

slip away and off the grounds."

"Are there many girls who try and kill thensel ves?" Sam
asked, wi shing she could do sonething, anything, for these
girls.

"Sometimes. One tried it while | was here. Real sloppy

Job, though. Many got a ot worse to go back to than me or

me others | told you about. 1 nean, what's a little balding or
scarring conpared to havin' your tongue cut out, your eyes
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put out, and your eardruns shattered, like they do in
Fowkwi n?"

There wasn't much to say in answer to that. And this
festival would be winding down in a few weeks; they' d all be
forced to choose at that point.

Dam it! Boday used to take kids like these and make them
into mindl ess sex bombs, while others on the street sold the
| ess desirable ones into slavery or worse. The | ucky ones
woul d wi nd up permanent, free, peasant |abor at a Pasedo-
type place. And she'd sat there and accepted it!

The fact was, she'd just ignored all the bad parts and
hadn't | ooked very hard or thought about it at all. It didn't
make her feel very good right now.

If she had her way, and the power, she'd create sone |and
sonmewhere on one of these colonial worlds as a refuge where

all these kind of girls could go and have their kids and have a
kind of life without being slaves or property or worse! A
Pasedo kind of place without a Duke or hierarchy at all. But
she didn't have that power, and so |ong as the Akhbreed

mai ntained their rigid cultural attitudes and tight colonial grip
there never would be such a place, not really. And she was
supposed to save these dammed Akhbreed from such destruc-

tion! Hell, this was just one small part of one branch of one
clan! How many girls like this were there? Maybe, just

maybe, she was coming around to the real Storm Princess's

poi nt of view She'd been around Klittichoma long tinme—

she couldn't be that dunb.

Could it be that the Storm Princess knew just what she was
doi ng, but could not inagi ne even dom nance by a godlike
Klitti chom any worse than what was now here?

Her ol d probl em was coning back now, in spades. The
probl em that had overshadowed all her other problens, all her
personal problens, and the one no magic mrrors could re-
solve for her. It was the one she'd been running from
consciously or not, since it had been first put to her, and she
was no happier with it now than before. Sure, Klittichom

was a dammed nurderer and sonething of a power-mad ma-

niac, but what in hell was Bool ean? Etanal on had said that
Bool ean disliked the Akhbreed way and was out spoken in that
di sli ke, and that was, nore than anything el se, why nobody

el se liked himor would help himor even believe him But
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he' d done nothing to change the system and was still working
against the odds to preserve it. Nor was Etanalon a really

good source on this—she, with her power, could never com
prehend the horrible choices these girls faced, and the nost
she nmight do with the systemwas fine-tune it, rempve sone

of its nmore gross features, but |eaving everything else in tact.
Et anal on, at heart, was a believer. Wy el se was she still on
the fence?
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Dam it, she didn't have enough information! Never had.

She needed to neet Boolean, talk to him take his neasure,
not as sone distant and nysterious ghostlike figure but nman
to woman. How the hell could she nuster the confidence and
will to beat back the Storm Princess unl ess she was sure she
was doi ng the right thing?

She felt a sudden, sharp, unconfortable tw nge in her
belly, and nust have registered surprise or disconfort on her
face.

Qui su chuckled. "I think you just got kicked."

But the kick had nmade Sam abruptly aware that the hot sun
was no | onger beating down and she | ooked up and saw
swiftly noving clouds gathering, and she forced herself to
relax. That was the way to draw a | ot of attention fast, and
that was in nobody's interest right now

"Wanna neet sone of the others?" Quisu asked her,

"Yeah, sure. Wiy not?" Sam responded, needing to nove
or do sonething right now.

"That line of trees over there is the river," the girl told

her, pointing. "That's the bath tub around here. It's shady

and a little cooler there, so it's kind of a hangout for those of
us with nothin' much else to do. | used to be there a lot this
time of day, but you get to feelin' so awkward and dunb-

| ooki ng and so dammed tired quick."

Sam got up slowy, then hel ped Quisu to her feet. It wasn't

all that far, but it really was hard on Quisu, and Sam | et her
take it slow and easy and knew that, fat or not, this was her in
not too much longer a tinme. If, of course, she lived that |ong.

There were a dozen or so visibly pregnant girls there under
the trees, and it was a sort of instant conraderie that nmade
things a lot easier for Sam Quisu's friend Putie was sone-
thing of a shock; she was so tiny she | ooked maybe twel ve

or thirteen, no nore than four-foot-ten and if she wei ghed
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ei ghty pounds, even with her extra baggage, she'd be at
fighting weight. Putie was, in fact, sinply very snmall and
slight, but she was anong the older girls in the D sease Pit at
sevent een. Qui su was sixteen, and Putie's fell ow Gashom an
Meda, a chubby girt with very large tits, was fifteen. A

were well along, although in Putie's case it was hard to tel
since she was so very tiny and the child was certainly at |east
normal size and the distention was gross. Sam coul dn't help

but wonder if Putie was too small and weak to survive the

bi rth.

Sam | et themdo nost of the talking, if only to avoid

having to come up with details of a world she'd never actu-
ally been to, or naking references to people and pl aces she
shoul dn't know about. They tal ked freely, and, as Crim had
warned, it was kind of tough not to object to sone of it, as
when Meda referred to the native popul ati on of Gashom as
Slinmeys, but Samrestrained herself, realizing that, no matter
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how wong it was, these girls right now desperately needed
sonebody, sonme category, |ower than they were, and they

took the first and only cultural target of opportunity avail able.
Ckay, terrible things portended for them they were headed

for the very bottom of the Akhbreed | adder—but they woul d

still be higher than the natives. It wasn't much, but if it's al
you got, you go for it

Sam had al ways ki nd of wondered how, back hone, in

Cvil War tines, all those thousands of church-going southern
peopl e, most of whom had never and woul d never own

pl antations or any slaves, would be willing to march out and
fight and die for slavery. Maybe this was the answer. |If you
were some dirt-poor Appal achia farner plow ng rocks and in
hock up to your ears and had kids you couldn't feed and very
little el se except what you m ght get sharecroppng for the
rich, you were pretty dammed |l ow. But so long as there were
sl aves, there was somebody | ower. Like these girls, |owest of

the I ow, who would still be so appalled at a col onial native
uprising that they'd fight and die rather than Il et the natives
t ake over.

Wel |, she was learning a | ot about people and about her-

sel f, Sam thought. The trouble was, the | essons didn't seem
to lead to any cl ear concl usion.

The ignorance of the girls was appalling, too. As much as
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; they were being screwed by the system they still believed in
it and coul d conceive of no other. They thought the sun

nmoved around the Earth and that the stars were hol es through

which a little of the Kingdom of the Gods shone through

n They had seen so little electrical that they considered it in the
$-. sane realmas nmagic, and the concept of flush toilets or cities
? | arger than small towns was just not in them None could

| concei ve of snow or really being cold.

| None of them had ever seen any real nagic, yet they
believed that the spirits were everywhere—+n the trees and
wi nd and water and even the rocks—and they prayed to them
or asked them for favors

Most ammzing was their total acceptance of their class.

They could no nore concei ve of being anything but peasant

class or lower, than they could conceive of suddenly turning

into a dog or a lion. The very idea of aspiring to nove up in
class or position or that it was possible or done in other places
was so totally alien to themthat there was no use in trying to
explain it. This was why even the stories of what happened to
girls like themin the towns and cities held little terror, but it
was al so why only a snmall percentage of these young unwed

mot hers really did run away. They had a near total fatalistic
outl ook that sustained them and kept them from madness, but

whi ch woul d | ead nost of themto nutilation and di shonor

back hone sinply because that was the way things were.

That was frustrating. They couldn't help their ignorance,
but the idea of accepting even this was really too nuch for
Sam yet she didn't try and argue theminto any kind of
alternative action.
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The fact was, they had no alternatives she could recom

mend. Oh, they had choices, all right—utilation and perma-
nent di shonor back home, becom ng a whore or a slave or a
eunuch in the city, or maybe death. And no nmatter what they
were feeling inside, they accepted that. The conpl et eness of
Akhbreed political, religious, and cultural control was amaz-
ing and sonet hi ng she had never really fully faced before. And
by so tightly controlling thensel ves they were able to contro
so many ot her worlds and people and cul tures.

And the future was always on their ninds.

"Men," Meda said in the same tone you'd use for vermnin.

"They always got to be the bosses, push everybody around.
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We bear 'emand raise 'emand they grow up to be strutting
assholes just tryin' to overpower and outdo each other, and
the ones that can'l come back and beat up on the wonen. It
ain't fair. There oughta be sonepl ace where the wonen are

the bosses. Yeah, 1 know, it's sacrilege, but who says it is?

Priests, right? Men. | ain't felt too religious lately."
"Well, | dunno,"” Quisu responded. "I still |ike nen.
guess I'lIl always like "emno matter what. There's lots of good

ones—ny dad, for one, and ny brothers ain't all that bad,

"though 1'd never say that to their faces. It'd be nice if we had
some equal say in things—+ nean, they trust us enough to eat

our cookin' but not to do business or sit in on councils.

There's good and bad men just like there's good and bad

worren. |t don't nake no difference. W just run into the

wong sort once too often, that's all. | ain't even really
blam n' the boy that knocked me up. | nean, | was crazy for
himand | wouldn't listen to nobody. | never even thought

about this." She patted her belly. "Never entered ny head,

and probably not his, neither. | ain't sure if | could do it over

I could stop nyself fromhavin' himinside me again."

"Yeah, but nobst girls got crushes on sonebody, only they

don't go all the way," Putie noted. "Mbst stick it out 'ti
they get married. / stuck it out. but it didn't do ne no good.
He was a dammed spoil ed brat who never thought 'bout nothin'
‘cept what he felt like and he was half again as tall as | was
and three tinmes ny weight, and his girlfriend just broke up
with himand got engaged to sonebody el se. He couldn't take

it out on her so he took it out on the first girl he saw, the
bastard. And when | went and told about it they all acted like
it was ny fault or sonethin', like 1 came on to him That's
the way he told it and they all just believed it even though
they knew what a | ouse he was. Uh—+ just about nade up ny

mnd | ain't goin' back, you know. "

The others turned and said, "Huh?" al nbst in unison

"I don't care 'bout nme," Putie told them "but he ain't

gonna have this baby. No way. | don't care what happens to

me or where the baby wi nds up, but he ain't gettin' it.
Shit—what if it's agirl? Ilmgine himwith a giri kid! Uh-uh."

Sam coul d synpat hize. "Were will you go?" she asked
me tiny woman. "Into the city?"
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"Uh-uh. | ain't never been in no city but what | hear 'bout
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it 1 don't like. I'"lIl cross the null and take the first colony that

conmes up that | can sneak into."

"Putie," Quisu said softly, "if you have that kid without a
m dwi fe and maybe a heal er around, you'll probably die."

Puti e shrugged. "Maybe that's for the best. But it'll drive
"emall nuts in any case 'cause they'll never know. None of
"em || ever be sure. Maybe I'll luck out and get sone col o-
nials that'll help nme."

"Yeah, that'll be the day," Meda responded in disgust.
"They' || probably eat your baby and then chain you as a pet.
' Comi on! Everybody rape the Akhbreed girl!' Unh-uh. Not for
me. "

It went on and on like this until Samcould take it no

I onger. Finally she and the others wandered back to the canp,
where hordes of young wonen were now gathering for the

meal or hel ping prepare and dish it out. Samate well, but
didn't rejoin in the constant conversation testing out all the
alternatives these girls were playing with. She was so damed
depressed she wanted to have a good cry, but there wasn't

even a good place to do that.

Lying there later on her mat, she tried to sleep, tried to put
all thoughts out of her mind, to at |east not face the darkness
that the thatched roof covered | ong enough for sleep. Bl ank
your m nd, relax.

She was wearing a full-length fine satin dress with gold

belt and jewelry, and she was wal ki ng down a set of stone
stairs to a great chanmber. It was a very strange place, sort of
like a great hollow done, only it had concentric stone steps
going down in row after rowto a round and flat stage at the
bottom kind of |ike sone great ancient theater

On the floor of the chanber were several designs painted

on the floor. The designs were all identical —perfect penta-
grams—but were arranged in a kind of mathematical syme-

try and each was a different color, the pentagonal centers al
pointing inward. And, at the center of the chanber's fl oor,
there stood a strange, violet-colored, pulsating, round gl obe.
transparent enough so that you could see the other side
through its outer skin, and the gl obe was noving, slowy but
surely, west to east. On it were evenly spaced dots of bright
orange |ight.

There were others in the chanber as well. She gl anced
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over and saw Klittichorn, in full crinmson robes and horns,
sitting on one of the stone rows and working with sonme kind
of strange object.

Suddenly Sam recogni zed that object with a shock. A com
puter! The son of a bitch had a portable conputer! How the
heft did he get it or know how to use it?
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The others were also in robes, although of dull greens and
browns and bl ues. There were both nen and wonen there.

and whil e none | ooked |ike very strange creatures, all seened
to have somet hing odd or am ss about them sonething not

quite right. One had trenmendously pointed ears and a gi ant

cycl opsli ke eye that seened segnented into at |east three
parts; another appeared to have a broad tail sticking out from
under her robe, and the |ast one she could see mght well have
had ballike wings. Yet all were dressed as sorcerers, and all
seenmed busily checki ng out something or another in various
parts of the chanber.

Three of these oddities, plus Klittichorn and her. Five.

Fi ve pentagrans on the floor, each color coded to the robes
of the others, except for the golden one that was obviously
hers.

The Storm Princess turned and approached Klittichorn
"Well, wizard, has your denon box given you what you
sought ?"

The sorcerer didn't answer right away, but finished up on
the keyboard, then watched as the small screen filled with

i nconpr ehensi bl e nunbers. He nodded to hinself, sniled
slightly, and | ooked up at her. "lIndeed yes, ny Princess. It
woul d be nice to test it out, though, before going straight
agai nst Bool ean. W know it works, but accuracy and contro
are crucial."'

The Storm Princess nodded. "Very well. Wenever you're
ready. This place is unpleasant, alnobst haunted. | would
soon do what it was built to do and do so quickly.'

"Patience, patience." Klittichorn responded. "You won't
believe what went into its construction, let alone its power-
ing. What brings you here now?"

"l had another brief weakening. |I felt it, this afternoon
even though | was doing nothing. It disturbs ne.'

"Yes. If we only knew where she was. ... A good test,
87
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woul d think. Go, rest. practice your control. W will need it
soon enough. "

The Storm Princess turned and wal ked back up the cham
ber, lifting her dress slightly so as to keep fromtripping and
falling back into that pit.

Sam had not had one of these cross-over episodes in a very
long tine, and never one as clear as this. The longer it went
on, the nore vivid it becane, alnpst as if she and the Storm
Princess were truly one, and it was Sam and not her duplicate
who was now wal king in that chanmber. They were so nen-

tally close, so attuned, Sam coul dn't hel p wonderi ng.

"Wait!" Samcalled out to the Storm Princess.
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The Princess stopped suddenly, then turned and | ooked
around, but saw no one. Cearly, though, she had heard!

The old Sam woul dn't have dared this, and maybe the new
one woul d have been nore cautious, but the day spent with
the poor girls had disturbed her deeply, causing her to dare

the ri sk.

"This is your sister, whomyou seek to destroy," Samtold
her .

"Get out of ny mnd, bitch!"

The t hought was so sharp, so violent, and so filled with
rage that for a nonent Sam was taken aback, but she knew she
had to press onward. She had to know.

"/ am not your enemy! Not necessarily, anyway! This

system sickens me! | don't want to defend it! But all you and
Horny there have done is tried to kill ne, and | know that you
know he's a slineball! Gve ne your reasoning! Tell nme your

pl ans! Show ne why | should not fight you!"

The Storm Princess whirled. "Klittichorn! The bitch is
here! In nmy mind! Get her out! Gel her out!" The unnaturally
| ow voi ce she shared with Sam echoed across the chanmber and

everybody el se froze.

Klittichorn | ooked up at her, then stood up and stared
straight at the Storm Princess. The distance was fairly great,
yet it seemed as if he were |ooking not only at the woman but
through her. A tiny, thin beamof white |ight seemed to shoot
fromhimto the Storm Princess, ricochet off the worman, and

| and sonewhere on the pul sing violet globe.

One of the yellow lights on the gl obe changed to white.
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"She—she's in Covanti!" one of the others shouted. "In
t he dammed hub! Low hills . . . near the border. "

"Got her!"™ Klittichomshouted. "Princess, get back down
here at once! Places, everybody! Full power up! W got

her!"

Suddenly contact was broken—onpletely, absolutely, |eav-

ing Samthere wi de awake in the darkness. It was still—
Jesus! So fucking still you could cut it with a knife!

What have | done? she wondered to herself.

She got up, and managed to carefully step over and around
sleeping girls and get to the edge of the enclosure. There was
a fire still burning in the fire pit, although it was slowy
dyi ng, and she went over to it and tried to think. Five places,
five pentagrans—but only one Storm Princess. That spinning

vi ol ent gl obe—Akahl ar? The shining yell ow | i ght s—hubs?

Thi nk! Thi nk! How nuch tinme? Had to be. Had to be hubs.

The white one had been near the m ddl e, where the hot places
were, and this was sure one of them Covanti, then
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Fi ve places but only one Storm Princess. That was i npor-
tant. sonehow. What the hell did the gl obe do? The five of
them stand there, they concentrate on sonepl ace, the penta-
grams point, and where they all come together is the target.
That had to be it. Made no sense but what did around here?

Four of them. . . sorcerers. Akhbreed sorcerers, probably,
the others |ike Yobi, msshapen, changed, by their own m s-
fired powers, but powers they still had.

What woul d they send? Sone great denon stornriders,

perhaps, or great magic spells, or what? No tine to run, no
place to run to. Ten minutes alone in the dark on that road,
right around here, and she'd be in the hands of slavers and it

woul d be bye-bye Sammi e anyway.

Wait a minute. . . . Wit a mnute. - . . Stornriders, big
spel | s—they woul dn't need her for that. The Storm Princess
could do only one thing, and it was the one thing none of
them could do. Could that gizno maybe broadcast that power?
Send it here like it was some kind of radio or sonething? But
what good would it do to send even a hurricane here? Her
powers were at |east the equal of the Storm Princess's, and
she now knew how to draw t he power fromthe storns, shape
them direct them and she'd be closer to the stormthan the
Princess, closer to the elenentals, whatever they were, who
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gui ded and fueled it and obeyed the Storm Princess. They
woul d know t hat.

Changew nd!

The termitself explained everything and yet was the great-

est terror she knew. That big gadget—sone way to focus

magi ¢ power. Coul d those four sorcerers do what no sorcerer
dared to do and actually cause or call or create the conditions
for a Changew nd? Poke a hol e sonepl ace?

Call it. yeah, but they were powerless to control it or do
anything with it. The Akhbreed sorcerers feared Changew nds
as much as anybody, since they were just as much hel pl ess
victims of the stormas the average person. But they were far
away, inside that domed chamber, far fromthe Changew nd
they would call, safe fromits effects

Could the Storm Princess even command a Changew nd?

The tenperature seened to be dropping, the very air thin-
ning. Deep within the darkness there were terrible runblings
that caused the ground to vibrate. Sam stood up, turned, and
| ooked around into the darkness. The conditions and the

vi brations were already waki ng up nost of the wonmen, but
they were sleepy and confused.

Let's see. . . . You could save yourself froma Changew nd

by covering yourself conpletely with Mandan gold, the only
stuff that could shield you. But there was no Mandan here—
not in hubs. They carried it on the trails and in the col onies
and in Crims wagon, but not here, in a place like this. It
woul d take a | ot, anyway.
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She had never faced a Changewi nd in person, although

she'd seen one in a vision, through other eyes. These fancy
pl aces were supposed to have crypts, big underground cham
bers Iined with Mandan, for everybody to run into! That's
how it had been. But even if the manor house had one, it
woul dn't be big enough for everybody here, and the house
was |like three-quarters of a mle away. Forget it. They'd
pani ¢ here and nost wouldn't nmake it anyway.

Think. . . . Think. . . . Dam it, sonething in what you
just thought. Think, Sam

If they sent a stormshe was of equal power at least to the
Storm Princess, and cl oser

Was the Changewind, for all its fearsome results, actually
90 )ack L. Chal ker
just another big storn? It had to be! Oherw se none of

Klittichorn's shit woul d work!
There! Trenmendous sound and lightning just off to the east,

bet ween here and the border. Trenmendous expl osi ons, and
worren screanming all around her.

Far off, the sound of a siren kind of like a volunteer fire
departnent canme to her ears, and to the others, and i mmedi -
ately the | arge nunber of women began screaning in panic,
"Changewi nd! Changew nd! Make for the house!"

Sam noved away from the pani cking mob, away fromthe
encl osures, towards the storm Ws she enough? WAs she up
to this yet? Was she forgetting sonething, maybe?

She realized, suddenly, that she'd picked up a |l ong stick
fromthe cooking area w thout even thinking about it. She
made to throw it away as the sounds of panic receded behind
her, then stopped as she was about to throw. A pointer
Sonething to focus on, |ike they had.

She pressed the stick in the dirt and with all her m ght

began to trace a circle, unsure in the darkness whether or not
it was even taking real shape in the ground. Then a |ine here,
then there, then again, and again, and again, if there was a
pentagon in the nmiddle of the star, she was within it, and it
was pointed towards the terrible lightning and thunder and
expl osi ve sounds that now seened so cl ose.

She heard sone peopl e behind her and turned. "Wo's

there?" she called. Even now, the wind was starting to pick
up, to bl ow things about, but that was not the Changew nd,
only the effects fromits |eading edge. It was coming, but it

was not here yet.

"lIt's Quisu and Putie!" she heard Quisu's voice call.
"Conme! Get under sone shelter! It mght help! There's no
way we gonna nake it up there in time!"
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"Stay back!" Sam shouted to them "Don't go into the

shelter! Get everybody still there out in the open but behind
me! You understand? Qut in the open and behind nme! Sit on

the ground' This wind's gonna be real fierce real fast'"

"You crazy!" Putie shouted. "Nobody faces down a

Changew nd!"

"Maybe | am" Sam called back. "We'll know in about

two m nutes! Now-do what | say!"

Trenmendous gusts now hit her, and the | eading edge of rain
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that woul d beconme quickly intense. She heard sonebody yel

as they were knocked down. and she heard the sounds of
things blowing this way and that, things that were normally
too heavy to bl ow anywhere. Wthin another mnute she

coul d hear the sound of thatched roofs com ng apart, and the
cracki ng sounds of some of the enclosures starting to give

way. There were screans as well, but she couldn't pay attention
to anyt hing now except that coming storm invisible in the
dar kness.

Strangely, she felt remarkably calm as if sonething inside
her was relieved that a clinmax had actually conme, that action
was required wi thout naggi ng questions of right and w ong.

She reached out .into that thundering that seemed marching
straight for her, not denying it, not hiding fromit, alnost
wel comng it. She felt the strength, the energy, flow into her
and she suddenly stiffened, a | ook of pure amazenment on her
face in the lightning's glow, as her whole body felt not the
sudden, pounding rain and wi nd but rather the nost intense,
sustai ned orgasnmic feeling she had ever known. The power
flowi ng to her was enornous, beyond belief, but all she could
think was, Cone on. you stupid bitch of a princess! Let's see
how you take on this fat, pregnant, peasant dyke who hates
your god-dammed guts!

4.
The Victorious Trap

THE STORM WAS smal | by weat her standards, but what it could
do was sonething no ordinary storm regardl ess of size or
power, could do, and that was why it was so feared

And yet, as she concentrated on it, as she felt its power and
grabbed for it. she understood that, for all its strange nature,
it was still a storm She reached out in ways she coul d not
explain to anyone and saw it as an entity, raw yet conform ng
to the rules of stornms so long as it was within Akahlar's
domain. It had sone dom nion over matter and energy, of

what it touched and what it mght do, yet upper steering
currents still held it in some tight fashion; |andforns. even
those it could transform none the | ess bounced and jostled it,
turned it, and reshaped it even as it reshaped them

Al storns had a distinctive shape and obeyed their own
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internal rules of consistency, and | ost their power once those
internal rules were altered. Wth an ordinary stormthat was
not inpossible to do, but with this one the internal rules were
hard to find in all the confusing nmasses of hissing, snhapping
energy. Fed as it was by a tiny particle of the nonobl ock
whose instability had created all that was, it was the nost
alive and active thing in all nature, spitting off particles of
matter and energy, mating with what it found and changing it

in ways that seemed at first totally random but which she

came to realize were in some way mat hematical. The random
bursts of particles and waves fromits tiny but super-powered
center were only half the equation; the process was only

conpl eted when they interacted with what was al ready there,

bi nding the random fury to their laws and creating a fearfu
symmetry in what was created

92
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There was no way to grab that center and guide or direct it;

it was unfathomable, a brilliant, sputtering, inconprehensible
mass. The trick was to control the stormby its edges, to
shape it, pick up the nyriad whiplike appendages of energy
that flew fromit, and hold nemin the mind like reins on a
herd of wild horses.

And sonet hi ng, someone el se, was busily locating and

getting hold of those whiplike energy reins. Sam coul d sense
the other, feel it, watch just what was being done. She didn't
understand it; she didn't have to understand it; the practica
demonstrati on was enough.

The other's power stemmed fromintense but neasured

hatred; Sam used rage, which was rawer and | ess controlled

but inits ow way just as strong. She began to reach out to
the energy reins that the other had so considerately already
grabbed and stabilized and began a nental tug of war for their
control

For a while, it seemed an even match, the stormoscillating
first this way and then that, but having sonmething of its own
way as the struggle for its steering energies was in dispute,
but there was a grave difference between Sam and the Storm
Princess, one that had nothing to do with children in wonbs
or experience or even proximty.

If Samdid not stop the storm it would quickly swallow her

and all the others helpless in the open behind her; the Storm
Princess was safe far to the north in her done, under no threat
no matter which way the stormor struggle went. In the test of
wills, experience versus self-preservation, self-preservation
had the enotional intensity to give Sam a slight edge.

One by one, she pried die tendrils of the Changew nd from

the grip of the Storm Princess and gathered themto herself.

The first few did not cone easy, and there was nuch back-and-
forth tugging and twisting. The Storm Princess tried strategy,

| etting her eneny have several very suddenly while nmaking a

grab for others to hold tightly, but it was a lactic that worked
only once. Slowy but inexorably, with a building sense of

power and satisfaction, Sam gai ned conplete control. Klittichom
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had m scal cul ated; even with all his studies and pl anni ng, he
had too nuch fear and respect for the Changewi nd, too nuch
faith inits ability to dom nate. Now he woul d know.

You do not send a stormto do in a Storm Princess.
94 Jack L Choker

Sam felt the other's control weaken and then fade away,

and she quickly gathered up the bal ance of the whiplike
energy | eads and gai ned conpl ete control of the Changew nd.
She had it, absolutely, and she was exultant. She'd done it!
She' d beaten the Storm Princess and Klittichom and now

was mstress of the one thing in Akahlar everybody feared!

The godli ke feelings were punctured by sudden confusion
kay, she had it—aow what the hell did she do with it?

Clearly so long as it renmained relatively in place it was
drawi ng strength—ntensifying if anything—and that was the

| ast thing she wanted. She had to get rid of it, send it on a
course that mght cause terrible effects but which would
dissipate it as well, send it, weakened, up into the outplane.
To kill a stormyou spent its fury.

It was close enough to the null that she tried to send it
there, but while it shifted a fewmniles it could go no further
Power ful energi es and upper air currents forced it back upon
itself, refusing to |l et the storm approach the null. The condi -
tions the null exerted against stornms fromthe worlds was

what kept Akahlar functioning; there was no way out there.

The hub, then. It had to be the hub. There were nountains
somepl ace, nountains that could dissipate a storm but she
didn't know where they were or howto find them Al her
concentration had to be on holding that storm there wasn't
much of a chance to check a road nmap even is she had one

The circle around the star. Hubs weren't perfect circles but
they were close; she was on the eastern border, so west, or
north and west, were her only alternatives. She searched for
upper air currents high above the storm found them and

began to tie the upper tendrils of the storms steering energies
to them She began to tie themene, five, ten—and still the
stormremai ned, so she frantically began to tie all that she had
in nmessy clusters, until she reached the critical nunber where
she felt a sudden wenching, felt the stormbegin to nove,

| unbering, but away. She realized that now was the riskiest

part, for the only way to send it was to let it go, and she
didn't understand enough of the conplexities of storm nove-

ment and the influence of other things on it to be certain it
woul d not doubl e back on her. Still, there was no other way.

She rel eased the reins and suddenly felt as if a great weight
had been lifted fromher and was speedi ng now away.
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She was suddenly standi ng ankle-deep in nud with w nd

and torrential rain cascading over her body, the darkness so
absol ute she could see nothing at all. She felt a sudden rush
of self-satisfaction, and in the mdst of the nore ordinary
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stormstill raging around her, she | aughed and rai sed her arns
to the heavens.

Qddly, she felt neither tired nor drained; in fact, she felt
really alive, energized, as if sonehow t he energy she had
absorbed fromthe stormis periphery had sonmehow super -

charged her. Not only did she feel so incredibly alive, but her
m nd seemed to be working with the crystal clarity only

absol ute sel f-confidence brought. She knew she coul d not

cel ebrate for long; they had failed to kill her with all their
power and gadgetry and magi c, but they knew just where she

was now. The Changewi nd woul d wreak havoc in the |oca

area and that and the aftermath of the nore conventiona

storns that spun off the great wind would make it as difficult
for her pursuers as for her, but it wouldn't take long for them
to conpensate for that. Not even the m ghty Changew nd

coul d touch her; she knew that, now But a bullet, or a sword,
woul d have little trouble making that fact irrel evant.

She al so renenbered what the Akhbreed did after a

Changewi nd, how they nercilessly came down with their

arm es and massacred the changed victins. She could do

nothing to stop that, not now, but it would nmean the Covanti
army would be noving this way as soon as it was clear and

there was light. The fact that she had saved the Abrasis estate
meant little except that this region would be an ideal staging
ground for the soldiers going into the Changew nd-ravaged
areas. And with them woul d conme nen contacted by Klitti chom
charged to find her at any cost.

The wind, the rain, were dying down rapidly now, as the
great stormsped swiftly away on its new track. Sam was able
to hear herself once nore, and immedi ately turned into the
darkness. "Anybody!" she shouted. "Shout out! I|s every-

body okay?"

There were a number of cries in response, some quite close
to her, and soon there were a few dozen voices yelling back.

"Al'l right! Listen to ny voice and cone to ne!" Sam
shout ed. "Everybody who can hear ne shut up and cone to
me!" She kept repeating that over and over, and, slowy,
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they came. Wth the skies still totally overcast, the fires and
torches all drenched into usel essness, and all lighting, even in
the di stance towards the manor, out, they were still effec-

tively blind but Samis solution began to gather them
"Sahma! |s that you?" she heard Putie's voice call out-

"Yeah! Over here! Everybody over here so we can find
ourselves and figure our what to do next."

O hers were now shouting off in the distance, but they
didn't seem cl ose enough to hail. One by one, though, the
drenched and nud-caked survivors nade it to Sam

The Disease Pit, as the enclosure for the pregnant girls was
ni cknamed, was the last in aline and a bit off to itself, and it
was no surprise that al nost everyone who canme to her was
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fromthere. The ones left were the ones like Putie and Quisu
who couldn't run in panic and knew they' d never meke the
manor house and so had sinply remained to neet their fates.

The rain had becone nothing nmore than a fine mst in the

air now, and the wind was down to a gentle breeze. Samt ook

time to grab her Covantian super-long hair and try and squeeze
out what felt like a ton of water. It was like putting a wet nop
in a winger. Maybe very long hair really did nake her | ook
better, but she wondered if appearances were worth the price.

Nine of the fifteen girls sleeping in the Disease Pit, includ-
ing Sam were there. A few fromthe other enclosures al so
showed up, but Samtold themto go see if they could find
others and gather themto thensel ves. The ones who weren't
pregnant had a lot better nobility and were in general in a |ot
better shape.

Not that anybody who'd undergone the storm s approach

was in that good a shape. Al were soaked, nud-covered, and
scared. Sam noted that the pregnant contingent seened, oddly,
to be holding up better than sonme of the others, judging from
the yells and screans and hysterics conming to themin the
dark. She wondered just how many of them if only for a
fleeting instant, had hoped that the fearsonme storm woul d
cone their way, overwhelmthem and end their problens.

"Ain't nobody gonna ride down here and get us together?"
Meda asked nobody in particular. "They just can't let us rot
here in the nud in the dark."

"They can and they will," Sam assured her. "Il've seen
this kind of thing before, only in daylight. They'|l wait in
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their shelters until they are dead certain the storm s gone,
then slowy cone out. First thing then they'll ring this place
with what security they can until the army gets here, and then
they'Il wait for dawn. They're scared, too. They know a | ot

of us got caught out here but they don't know how cl ose the
stormgot or what it mght have done or not done. They won't
take any chances until they can see properly. Anybody checked
the shel ters?"

"I was near one when it coll apsed," sonmebody said. "Mde

an awful racket and just missed ne. Wth that wind | bet
there's not a one standing, or, if there is, not a one anybody
but a fool would get under.”

Sam nodded to herself. "That's what | figured. Can't see a
thing in this pitch dark, and | ain't so sure | even know which
direction's what, so there's no use in noving right now Best
thing we can do is kind a huddl e down here and wait for

light. It's gonna be a pretty miserable night, but until we
know what's what, there's nothin" we can do."

That fact made Sam even | ess happy than the others. She
wondered if Kira had been out there, naybe canped on the

way here from whatever she was checking out. Wat if Crim
was now cut off? If the stormcut the roads between here and
the capital they'd be bl ocking them off and nobody woul d be
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al | oned through for days. Mre than enough tine for
Klittichomi s henchnen to conme here and ferret her out.

Wrse, it was equally possible that Kira had been caught dead
center in the storm |f that was the case, nobody woul d be
com ng for her.

"l wonder what they gonna do with us?" Putie wondered

aloud. "If everything's wecked and all, there ain't no way
we can just go back to normal here no matter what." She
sighed. *'|1 gettin' tenpted to just start walkin' towards the
null at first light."

Sam chuckl ed dryly. "Yeah? And just how far do you

think you can wal k, Putie? O npbst of you? Even if you got
some food and water, it's nmaybe ten | eegs to the border and
another thirty or forty |leegs across."” That was, at best,
sonething like twenty-five mles, a fair day on a sl ow horse.
"Besides, they'll be heavily patrolling all the way. There was
lots of folks living in the path of that Changew nd and they
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ain't dead, but they ain't folks no nmore, neither. W got to
play it by hunch, that's all."

"Who you all kiddin'?" Meda said derisively. "W ain't

got no say init at all. W gonna sit here 'cause there ain't
nopl ace el se to go, and then when day cones we gonna do

just what they tell us t'do. |ike good Akhbreed girls. It just
the way things are, that all. Only tine | disobeyed and did
sonmethin' on nmy own, 'gainst the rules, | got nyself knocked
up. The gods made the rules and every tinme we go 'gainst 'em
we get screwed."

That started up sonething of a debate that, while on a basic
| evel, was actually over the proper role of wonen in this
society and al so the class system Samlistened to them
slightly bemused by it. Not that any of them sounded |ike
revol utionaries; every one of themwould have been over-
joyed to just go home and pick up where they left off, get
married i f anybody woul d have them and keep house and

have | ots nore babies. But that wasn't a choice they had, and
so there was a natural human tendency to try and cheat fate.
Final ly Sam deci ded to take charge

"Hold it! Hold it! Look, | don't know how long it is "til

dawn and | don't know what the hell will happen then, but

it's startin' to get alittle bit better here and there's a fair
anount of grass. Each of you take a hand of the one closest to
you, and let's get over where it's nore confortable and try

and settle down. W're not doin' ourselves or our babies no
good by sitting up all night in rotten ruck."

They did get together, and she led themto an area she

could feel was fairly thick grass. It wasn't dry, but it wasn't
muddy, either, nor did it have a |ot of debris, and in the
swiftly rebuilding heat and near-suffocating humdity, it was
an island in the mdst of chaos.

"Everybody just sit or lie down and try and get a little
sl eep," she told them '*! know that probably isn't possible
but give it atry. It's been a hell of a night."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (78 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:38 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

A single firmvoice and a little confidence was really what
they needed, and she was a bit surprised although pl eased at
how her authority, even though a newconmer and stranger to
them was accepted. For a while there was quiet, and then
somebody whi spered to sonebody and finally there was some-
thing of a set of whispered conversations. Samdidn't try to
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hear them nor care what they were saying; she noved a bit
away, staked out a plush plot of grass, and sat, staring out at
t he darkness.

Contrary to all that Meda said, there was at |east one

worman in the group who wasn't about to wait around for the
men to decide anything. The darkness was frustrating; there
was a little light now as the clouds broke and some stars
shone through, but there wasn't any sort of noon around

Akahl ar, at |least not the sort that would illum nate the | and-
scape well enough to see.

At | east now she knew she could do it—urn and twi st the
Changewi nd. The nost feared thing in this whole crazy world

was the one thing that did not threaten her at all. She already
knew that she coul d sumon nore comon storns and use

their power as a weapon; she had killed with that power.

There m ght be nore things one could do than that, but she
hadn't been able to test it all. It didn't matter. What she did
know was enough. No matter what happened fromthis point

on, she would no |onger be defenseless, nor hesitate to use

t hat power when necessary.

The reaction of the Storm Princess infuriated her still. She
couldn't conprehend it, not really. If this Princess was her
twin, then she at |east had the sane anount of brains. She
had to know it was Klitti chomwho killed her nother and that
he was using her. Maybe she was bew tched, under sone

kind of spell—but it didn't seemlike it when she was inside
the Princess's skull.

Revenge, they'd said. She was fueled entirely by a fanati -

cal desire to revenge herself and her peopl e against the Akhbreed
kings and their sorcerers. Did she, could she, hale so nmuch

that she didn't even care that she was being used? That the

only thing that mattered to her was the destruction of the
Akhbreed empire? My god! Did she see her relationship with

Klittichomas a sort of deal with the devil? Had she willingly
sold her soul to evil so long as it carried out her hatefu
wi shes?

No matter what, Sam knew, from now on the Storm Prin-

cess had to be treated as an insane eneny. There could be no
nore attenpts at reaching a conprom se or understanding

with her. Perhaps that was why Bool ean stood so firmy
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against themin spite of his own alleged | ack of enthusiasm
for the system

O was Boolean just a sort of reverse Storm Princess,
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hating Klittichorn so nmuch that he'd preserve the power and
the system and oppress billions forever—pay any price just to
get his own revenge?

Shit —she wi shed she knew the answer to that one.

If she knew what direction was what, if she had any rea

| andmar ks, she woul d have set out that night to get sone

di stance between her and her inevitable pursuers. It certainly
woul dn't do to just start wal king and perhaps wal k right into
Covanti, or worse, into whatever the Changew nd had w ought.
They woul dn't have as easy a tine cleaning up this ness as
they had the previous one she'd seen in her vision. The area
was nmuch wi der, the warning had been too short, and the
region too densely popul ated. Well, whatever they were now,
they also had the night to prepare, to evacuate, or to nake
ready to defend thenselves. It mght take an Akhbreed sor-
cerer as well as an arny to control that region, and that was
one type of person she didn't want to nmeet here right now.

She was al so nore physically limted than before, when

she'd built up all those nmuscles and done all that running and
lifting. She would walk if she had to, but if there was a way
to ride sonmehow she preferred it. As for Crimwell, she'd

make it possible to followif she could, but no matter what,
Cri mwas gonna have to find her

Soneone approached her in the dark, and she turned and
strained to see who it was. Putie, fromthe smallness of the
figure.

"I thought | told you to try and get sone sl eep," Sam
adnoni shed her.

"Couldn't. Ain't had rmuch sl eep nohow, so out here and
on grass it ain't possible. That's true for nost of us. W sorta
been—well, talkin'."

"l noticed."

' Bout you."

Sam frowned. "What's this all about? You speakin' for the
group?”

"Sorta, See, nost of us, we was right behind you, no nore

than two hands back." A hand was roughly six feet. "In the
storm | nean. Everybody else was mnin' 'round in panic
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and scared shitless, but you was real calm you told us to sit
down, then you wal ked to the storm W could see you
clear—first in the lightnin', then even nore when you started
glowin'."

Sam was startled. "I gl owed?"

"Uh-huh. Swanp fire we call it back hone. G een |ight

that just come fromthe sky and set you glowi n'. Real spooky.

But there you was, just standin' there, facin' the storm and
gruntin' and groanin' and sonetines wavin' your hands in the
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air and the like, like you was pushin' that Changew nd away
fromus."

That was unconfortable. "Putie, you know nobody, not
even the greatest sorcerers and high priests, can do anything
with a Changew nd."

"Yeah, maybe. That's what we all was told. But, back

hone, the Slineys, they got this crazy goddess they call the
Queen of Thunder. They nake these crazy carvin's of her and
they worship her. They say she's an Akhbreed goddess who

can control the Changewi nds and got sent sonepl ace 'cause

the others were Jeal ous of her. That she's plotted revenge for
t housands of years and will one day come back and strike

down the sorcerers and their gods with the Changew nd, and
that all the | esser races who cone to her side and fight for her
will be raised up over the Akhbreed. They spend a |ot of tine
findin" shrines to her and destroyin' them But Quisu says
that the lizards in Dolimku have al nost the sanme thing, only
it aint just Akhbreed but the rule of men she's gonna get rid
of . That she rul es a goddess court of wonen only and she

bears a daughter as a virgin. Another girl said she's in her
world, too, only a peasant goddess, who brings the rain to
breathe life into the soil."

"Well, that's not exactly true," Sam responded, trying to
limt her reply and having an uneasy feeling where this was
going. "There is sonebody who has power over storms, and

she did come from peasant stock, but she has only that one
power. Otherw se she's as hunman as anybody el se—and for-

get that goddess and virgin crap. There's a bad sorcerer who's
got her and he's using her and these cults to build an arny so
he can knock off the Akhbreed sorcerers and take over."

"Yeah, well, | thought you'd say sonethin' |ike that. But
you ain't really one of us. Like you was talkin' just now—
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| ow but sonme big words, too. like you was tryin' to hide
yourself. W noticed. And the way you take charge—give

orders. Mre like a guy would, or somebody from high up
anyways. You wasn't scared of that Changewi nd. Ain't no-

body not scared of the Changew nd, but you wasn't. And

now you tell me all this '"bout this storm goddess and this evi
sorcerer. Ain't none of us ever heard anything tike that. Wo
are you, Sahma? And what ?"

Sam sighed. "It's kind' a hard to explain to you who | am

but I'm human, you got to believe that. No goddess, no
princess, no Akhbreed sorcerer or magician. My nane is

Susanma Boday, and | cone from Tubi kosa."” No use in trying

to explain the concept of outplanes and worl ds beyond Akahl ar
to Putie; she barely understood the other worlds adjoining her
own.

"You're married, then?" It was the al nobst universa
Akhbreed customthat you had but one nanme and that you
took your mate's surnanme when you married

"Sort of. Yes. | know about the evil parts of the cities,
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Puti e, because that's where | cane fromand lived. Boday is an
artist and al cheni st who took pretty young refugee girls on

the run like you and nakes theminto beautiful, |iving works

of art—so they can work for a naster and he can sell their

bodi es to the higher classes. Not just wonen but nen and

even kids are turned into playthings for those with strange
appetites who can afford them Those who can not be nade
attractive for that flesh trade are turned to slaves to do all the
dirty work and cl eanup. That's where the ones fromthe

colonies wind up when they run to the cities."

"But you weren't no slave."

"No," Samadnmitted. "It's nade ne feel guilty for a

while now, that | didn't feel guilty then. Onh, | mght have
wound up a slave, but in a conplicated set of things Boday
swal | owed a strong |ove potion and | was there and so the
potion fixed on ne. That is why | say | amsort of married. It
gave ne soneone to protect ne and ny friend who becane a

hi gh-cl ass whore, so | went along. I—well, | found out things
about nyself, that | had sone strange needs, too, and it kind
of worked. What 1 didn't know was this storm and evi

sorcerer business. Another sorcerer who wants to stop the bad
one found that | was another, maybe the only other, who was
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bomw th that power. Even 1 didn't know it at the tinme. He
forced me to try and come to him since the evil one has him
ki nd' a pi nned down. That's how nme, Boday, and ny friend

Shari got on a Navigator's train, and the eneny hit it, killed
most, captured ne, and that's when | was raped. Not once.

Over and over, by lots of filthy creatures who called nem
selves men, while | was tied to a rock."

She was suddenly aware that she had nore of an audi ence

than just Putie, and sighed again. Wat the hell? They'd seen
her in action. If she couldn't win them over they coul d buy
favor, maybe even out of their misery, by turning her in the

next day.
"So did they kill your husband and friend? And how d you
wi nd up here, of all places?"

"No, ny mate and ny friend are still alive, or at |least were
the last tine | got word. It was ny friend and a badly

wounded man fromthe train, the father of two captive girls,
who rescued us. But nore bad guys chased us, we got

separated, and that was the last | saw of them | worked on a
pl antation for a while as a picker and they gave ne a potion
to forget all, but the sorcerer who needs me didn't forget and
sent a mercenary to get nme out and get me to sorcerers who
restored ny nenory. The rest up to here is a long story, but
we got to here and found that Covanti decided to throwin

with the bad sorcerer 'cause they're scared of him and they
figure if they can turn me over they' |l buy out of whatever
he's plannin'. | got in okay but gettin' out is the trick, so we
cane up with this idea when we heard of the gathering here.
Tonorrow or the next day my nmercenary, who's a Navi gator

woul d show up and volunteer to take sone girls hone who
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m ght be on his route. 1'd go along, and just be one of the
girls. No papers, no mess. That's how it was supposed to
work. Now, if he wasn't devoured in the Changew nd, he'l

be cut off for days, maybe weeks, and | can't wait around for
him They know I'm here. Not just in Covanti, here. They'l

be comn' for me. They tried with the stormbut we were

even there. Now they' Il cone with nen and guns."

The audi ence was spel | bound, not so much by her rea
predi canent as by the romance of it all

Qui su's voice cane fromthe darkness. "You nean you
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made it this far, against all those forces? And you're gonna
try and keep ahead of them even now?"

"Sure. |I'mnot defenseless, no matter how | |ook, and |I've
got a lot of experience now. |'mnot gonna get taken in or
screwed again."

"But —ene woman, pregnant, alone, out there. . . .*'

"You had your brains washed with your faces! Meda was

right in one sense—the systenmis set up by nmen for nmen. But
that's the system not any edict fromthe gods! Maybe we're
not as tall or as strong as the men, but people didn't get to
living in houses and grow ng food and having all the things
they have and do 'cause they were bigger or stronger. The
narga i s both bigger and stronger than any nman, but who

wor ks for who? Do horses ride us? So long as we're just as
smart as nen—and we are—we can do what they do. If | was
amn |'d still be in the same fix as | am now and chased by
the same fol ks."

That silenced themfor a nonent, and then Putie said
softly, "Take us with you when you go. If brains are all that
matters, the nore brains the better."”

"I wish | could. Lord! Dol wish | could! But you're all
further along than ne, and ny fat hides sone of nine.
mean, they might not notice one woman, but a cartload of
pregnhant wonen are gonna be kind' a hard to miss. And what
happens when you're due? And | ain't even headin' for the

sorcerer any nore. They'll be lookin' for nme that way nobst of
all. 1'd love to take you all, but! don't even know where |'m
goin' nyself, or if I'Il get there. You see howit is. Now, go

on back and get sone rest. And, renenber, ny life depends

on you not giving me away tonorrow. These vultures are

going to attack rmuch of Akahlar soon, | know it. Perhaps

can do nothing, but solong as | live | nmight be able to fight
them No one else could.”

They didn't respond, but slowy drifted away, back to their
grassy plots, visions of romance and adventure still in their
heads.

Putie, however, did not go back, but waited for the rest to
get out of earshot, then | owered her voice.

"Thi s Boday's not your husband, right?" she said nore
then asked. "It's a girl, isn't it?"
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Sam was startled again. "Wat makes you think that?"

"The way you talked. | ain't had no learnin' but 1 ain't

dunb. Boday is fenale case, and the only tine you didn't say
the nanme you used a word ain't nobody uses for their hus-

band. That, the bit 'bout the |ove potion, and how you found
out you was kind' a strange, too, all fit with the goddess
stories. And there you was nmarried, but the kid's a rape child.
It all fits."

"You are pretty smart," Samresponded. "But | told you

to forget the goddess bit. It's nore like a curse on the fanily
line than any kind of big magic. Does it bother you that |'m
married to a wonan?"

"I't might bother sone, but not me. |I uh, well, that is ..
I love you, Sahma."

Sam wasn't shocked, nerely exasperated. "Putie, ybu've
only known ne for nost of a day! And | bet you had crushes
on lots of boys,"

"A couple, when | was a kid," she adnmitted, "but not |ike
this. When we met by the river, | couldn't keep ny eyes off
you, and when you hel ped nme up you was so strong and 1 felt
my whol e body shiver. Wen the Changew nds conme | cane

to be with you. and then you saved us all and stopped the

Changewi nd and you wasn't scared or nothin'. | ain't never
felt such love, Sahna, but | didn't know what to do 'bout it.
Then when it was clear 'bout Boday and all, | couldn't keep

qui et no nore."

"Putie, you're still just a kid and this is just a crush like
the others, maybe made worse by the scare we all got tonight
and the fact that sometinmes this bein' pregnant plays hell wth
your enotions."

Putie took Samis hand and put it on her swollen belly.
"Nobody with a tummy like this is still a kid," she re-
sponded. "And we all got themrushes when all you do is

bawl for no reason, or all of a sudden want to do everything
at once or stuff. Sometines | Just feel so small and hel pl ess
and | ost and 1 need sonebody bad. You can't tell ne you

don't feel mat way sonetines, too, and you're gonna feel it a
| ot worse, and when you don't want it the further along you
get. You need sonebody al ong who knows what you're

feelin' and can hel p. And who's gonna deliver your kid?
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You? | hel ped bring a baby brother and sister into the world.
It ain't that hard, but it ain't somethin' to do al one.

Sam had the uneasy feeling that sone wi sdom was com ng
out of this desperation crush, and she didn't |ike the nessage.

"All right," Samreplied. "Depending on what the nmom

ing brings and what we find, and dependi ng on the opportuni-
ties, I'll try and take you and others who m ght want to take
the chance with ne, at least until we can find sone better
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pl aces for you. It still mght not be possible, but, if it is, |
will. That's the best | can do."
"Maybe we'll figure it out," Putie responded, sounding

very happy. "Qutsmartin' men one way or the other has been
wonmen's way since the beginnin'."

Finally, with Putie beside her, she nanaged to doze, but it

was a light and troubled sleep filled with terrible inmges from
her past. Stretched out on that rock, with the eerie gl ow of
the fires against the cliffs, as those filthy men canme at her
again and again. ... It was a recurring nightmare that she

had never been able to banish. But, this time, there was an
overl appi ng, distant inage, of a place of near darkness with
just a small light within, casting a denonic, homed shadow

on the walls.

"There is no way to get fromthe city over to the district;

they' ve got everything sealed off," a man's ghostly and di s-
tant voice was saying, like out of a bad transistor radio.
"The army will cross in there. Wiy not get themto do it?"

"No?" replied the horned one sharply. "That would in-

vol ve the |l aw and procedures and we can not chance that
Gotag mght do a full exam nation of her and determ ne the
truth of the situation. He is a fool but a cautious one."

"Well, we have a few nmen on the eastern border and
they're going to nove towards the Abrasis lands at first |ight,
but they'll have to sneak in. The incom ng border is seal ed.

have at |east two dozen good nen over in Dhoman, but it wll
| ake themat |east a day to get to the border and cross the
nul | ."

"No. Even if let in, their options will be limted, for by that

time the arnmy will have a division in there. Have them canp

in the null and ride picket along the vul nerabl e crossings of
the border. There is no civil authority or arny in the null. No
107
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wi t nesses. W know that she is with child and probably
di sqgui sed as an Abrasis."”

"Yeah, but that's a pretty vague description. Are you
telling nme to sinply nurder any pregnant wonmen who try and

cross the null?"

"I leave the details to you," responded Klittichorn. "W

wi |l never have this specific an opportunity again, though. If
she slips through, you and your nen will w sh you had been
nmore i magi nati ve and nore ruthl ess.”

Sam sat up suddenly, sweati ng.

First light showed a disaster of a nagnitude even Sam had
not imagi ned. There wasn't a single structure standi ng any-
where in the encanpnent area, and nmany of the shelters were
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unr ecogni zabl e as anyt hing ot her than kindling wood.

There were bodies, too. Not many, but sone who appar-

ently were crushed in the shelters or struck by flying debris
and a few who m ght have been tranpled in the mad, panicky

st anpede. There was al so a wi de variety of injured, some

with pretty bad-1|ooki ng wounds or breaks.

Most startling was the view to the north of the encanp-
ment site. Wiere the day before had been rolling hills and
countl ess vineyards, now stood a vast and eerie plain of
purpl e grasses and bright orange nud, and here and there
steam seened to rush fromthe ground and spout plunes of
water high in the air fromtine to tine

And scattered around, thicker the further in you | ooked,
were groves of tall trees nmuch like great pines, but with huge
red and yellow ball-like fruit or flowers clinging to them

O people there was no sign, but they would have |ived
beyond the vineyards, beyond the road that now was cut and
gone, and out of imediate sight. Samwas grateful for that;

she had no desire to see what they m ght have becone, what
new race mght have been forned here. If they still had their
wits about them though, they'd be off for the null en nasse
about now, before the arny got here in strength. The | aw
called for the systematic nurder of every Akhbreed trans-
formed in a Changewind, and it was ruthlessly applied.

Estate and cl an personnel, with the healthy girls organized
into details, managed to get their own area straightened up,
t he wounded onto wagons for the trip up to the nmanor house
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where heal ers were even now convergi ng, and to collect and
renove the dead for return and burial. The rest of the girls
conbed the rubble for personal effects.

Sam hadn't tost nuch, although she did | ocate the twi sted
and smashed pair of enchanted gl asses. They hadn't even
survived | ong enough to be used as a disgui se.

They bathed in the river in groups. The river had al so been
changed, goi ng underground now at the new area, but it

flowed north, so the water com ng past the estate was from
unchanged sources and thus was judged safe. They al so got

fed, cold and not elaborate but it was the best they could do.
and got a fresh set of clothes—which in the case of the
pregnant girls wasn't much—-al t hough they were very short

of conbs and brushes, each of which seermed to go through
count | ess hands.

By m d-day contingents of troops, nostly fromthe col o-

nies, were comng in to cordon off this side of the "infected"
region and work out plans for going in and "disinfecting" it

as soon as sufficient forces arrived. At least they paid little
attention to the estate and the encanpnent, except, of course,
to ogle the girls as all soldiers did.

Al so by md-day, civil authority had noved in and at-
tenpted to i npose sone order on things. Runors swept the
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gathering that they would all now be sent hone as quickly as
possi bl e and that plans were being made to do just that. Sam
hoped to get a ride to Mahtri, since that was certainly where
Crimwould I ook first, but she wasn't particular. If the first
batch was for soneplace far away that she'd never heard of in
her life, she fully intended to go there. They set up tables on
the grass with clerks behind themto take nanes and

destinati ons.

Sam grew nervous when they ordered all the unwed preg-

nant wonen to one side; the vividness of the dream she had

had was still very strong and the sense of ruthless nenace
stayed with her. She wondered if she could sonehow sneak

off in this mass, maybe steal a horse. She wondered, too, if
sonme of the other girls, Putie in particular, would let her do
it. Dam! It was always the worst case!

Still, Sam wondered just how many woul d actually cone
al ong when the adventure—and ri sks—ere so i mredi at e.
Putie, certainly—the small girl hadn't |left her side and kept
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trying to show real affection. That was tough because Sam
really had the need for some of what Putie offered right now
but couldn't bring herself to encourage the kid.

But before she could do nmuch of anything, one of the
clerks emerged fromthe crowded area of tables and records

and cane over to them

"I's this everyone?' he asked them sounding official. He
was carrying a clipboard and pen but not the sheaves of
docunents that the clerks at the tables had.

"AH right, listen up, and shut up," he said brusquely.
"You' ve been real lucky up to now. First the Changew nd
abruptly changes course at the |last nonent and noves away
fromyou. Now | got some nore luck for at |east sone of
you. W're trying to nove everybody out as quickly as
possi bl e and send them hone, but we haven't got Navigators
or Pilots on the other end set up for everybody yet, and it's
gonna be unpl easant here for a while, but you know what's
wai ting for you when you go home. You're all whores who
have di shonored your famlies and the Abrasis clan. Don't
give ne any |lip! You know what you are. Now, a clansman
arrived here yesterday, nostly in the hopes of working out
sonet hing about a few of you. We were going to take nore
time and interview you. but under the current energency he

can't stay and doesn't want to."

They listened silently, some seething at his terns for them
but they said nothing, not knowi ng just where this was | eading.

"I won't mince words. Now, there's a colony called Nayub
Probably you never heard of it. It's not the world's nost
wonder ful place, but it has anobng other things an Abrasis-run
conpany that was started up a couple of years ago as an
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experinment with a small group of convict |aborers. It's now
starting to pay, and the | aborers are being offered full com
mutation if they settle there and keep working at it. And, yes,
none have seen a worman in at | east two years. There's little

of any civilization near their canp and it's off the beaten
track. W'd like to get a true col ony going and nake the

pl ace permanent. We're offering to send you there instead of
hone. Any questions?"

"Uh, sir—you nmean send us to these crininals?" one girl
asked, a bit taken aback. "CGuys who haven't seen a wonan
in years?"

no
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"They are no longer crimnals. They have been parol ed

under condition of exile. As for the other—aell, 1'd think
that girls like you would have a ball as the only wonen for
twenty | ove-starved nmen. Eventually it'll be a full-fledged
colonial outpost, with lots of regular people, but that's going
to be a slow build, and they' |l be professionals with their own

famlies, so it won't be rugged forever."

"You nean he wants twenty of us to go with himout
t here?" anot her asked.

"He does, but due to the enmergency he's limted to his

own wagon and exi sting supplies. Everything el se was
commandeered. W had pl anned on doing this methodically,

over time, but the Emergency authorities have ordered al
non-residents out as quickly as possible. That nmeans no round
trips, and by the tinme he might get through to hire other
wagons, you will all be gone hone. At the nonment we can

take only five- W'l| take the nanes and hones of the rest
who might want to go, but there are.no promses."

No one said a thing, but they all could do at |east that nuch
arithmetic. Each of us with four husbands .... It wasn't the
tumon it seened. Even if all four turned out to be decent
sorts, which wasn't all that likely, you' d have to be wife to
all four. Not just conjugally, but cooking, cleaning, keeping
house, and all the other drudgery nultiplied by four. The
clerk knew they understood that, but, like the clan |l ord and
the man with the wagon, was counting on it still being a nore
attractive alternative than going hone.

"Uh—what kind of crimes did they do?" soneone asked.

"What's the difference? You go hone, you becone a

slave. You go this way, you gain sone |egitimcy. But,
remenber, they all volunteered for this colony and permanent
exile afterwards rather than take their sentences, so they
probably were hanging crines. It's up to you, though. W
legally can't order any of you to do this, but you have to
deci de and now. He's being forced to | eave today, and we
have your routing papers to send you hone over there if you
don't want to go. Lord Abrasis has cleared and approved this,
and will clear all legal hurdles.”

The vision still clear in her head, Samtried to weigh the
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alternatives while wi shing desperately that she had nore tine.
The trouble was, this colony was nost certainly not any-
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where near the intersection point between the colonies and the
hub. As Crim had remi nded her, those weren't little slivers of
| and, those were whole worlds of which only a narrow strip a
few degrees w de overl apped. How would Crimever find her,

or she escape, fromsuch a wilderness?

She thought furiously. Maybe, though, there was another
line to take here. This guy taking themin would expect no
trouble fromfive pregnant girls who vol unteered. The guy
woul d have the same | ow opinion of themthat the clerk did,
and woul d consi der them hel pl ess nobodies. If they couldn't
overpower him and take the wagon over once inside this
Nayub, she could fry himwith lightning. It seened an idea
solution. A wagon, nhargas, supplies, and probably only one
road to retrace. And it would get her out of here today.

"Il go," she said |oudly.
The clerk nodded. "Step over here. Wo el se?"

"Me, too!" Putie yelled. The clerk al nost hesitated when
he saw her tiny size; she noticed it inmmediately and added,
"I'ma lay nidwife as well."

The clerk's hesitation di sappeared and he sighed. "All
right, over with the fat one. Three nore."

"1 shall go," announced a rather sexy-looking young wonman

of perhaps sixteen or seventeen, pretty and nicely built, she
managed to | ook ready for a nman and a bed even at maybe six
months or nore pregnant. "I have known nen with three

wi ves. Far nore interesting to have four husbands."

"You'll be very popular, |I'msure," the clerk noted, not

bei ng sarcastic, and gestured-

"All right, I will, too," said Quisu, stepping out and over
with the rest.

"One nore," the clerk announced, |ooking at the group

Sam Quisu, and Putie all stared at Meda, who seened trying

to avoid their gaze. Samcouldn't help wondering if she was

either all talk and no guts or if she just hadn't caught on to the

pl an.

"1l will,"” a short, stocky, buck-toothed girl of fifteen or
sixteen said in a soft, shy voice, and stepped over with them

"All right, that's it, then, for now, " the clerk announced.
"Everyone el se get in the proper lines for your honel ands
and register to be taken out. Wen you get to the front, if
you're interested, give the clerk your nane, village, and
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famly and, if things work out, we mght notify you. You
five, follow ne."
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Sam dr opped back a bit and whi spered, "Just go al ong
with everything until we're conpletely out of here." The
ot hers nodded sagely.

They were put on a wagon and taken up to the great manor

house itself, then off and down a snall set of outdoor nmarble
steps to a basenent area. The other girls were al nost awed by
the size and spl endor of the place, which was nore than they
had ever seen. Then they were taken into what | ooked to be a
kind of waiting roomw th sone confortable chairs and told

to sit. "W want you to be off within the hour," the clerk
told them "so we'll get through the fornalities one at a tine
as quickly as possible."

Sam felt suddenly uneasy about this, alnpbst expecting to
see sone of Klittichomis nmen cone out and grab her as she
sat nore or less trapped. Wiy this delay if they were in a
hurry? They had no particul ar bel ongi ngs or wardrobe or the
like; just load up and go.

The clerk energed, pointed to Putie, and said, "You

Cone with nme." The small girl |ooked nervous but went

i nside and the door was shut. The five minute wait or so
seened interm nabl e, and when the door opened again it
wasn't Putie but the clerk, who pointed to the sexy girl.
Anot her five mnutes, and Sam began chew ng her nails.
What was goi ng on here, anyway?

Agai n the door opened and the clerk pointed to her. "Now
you," he said, and she got up and went inside.

There were no gunnen or uniforned officers there, but the

pl ace was the son that filled her with instant apprehension
Suddenly she wondered if history hadn't repeated and, in

spite of her confidence and cautions, she hadn't wal ked into
another trap like she had at Pasedo's. The place was clearly a
magi ci an's office, probably the chief clan sorcerer, and he
was there, a rather young fellow with a goatee wearing a

| oose |ight blue robe.

Shit! It is another Pasedo deal' she thought, panicking, her
eyes darting around to |l ook for the exits. The sorcerer saw her
reaction and sinply waved his hand at her and suddenly she

felt all her fears and anxieties drain away and a sense of peace
and wel | - bei ng cane over her,
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"Don't be nervous, child, this will only take a nonent,"

the sorcerer said in the kind of voice your famly doctor used
just before he gave you a shot. "Just sit in the chair here a
monent and give me your hand. Yes, that's nice. Left hand,

pl ease. "
There were burners going and the snell of sonething

unpl easant cooki ng. He reached around, picked up a snall

object, tossed it a fewtinmes in his hand and then blew on it.
She saw it was a thin gold band, |ike a wedding band, only it
had four tiny different colored gens set in it. He took the ring
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and slipped it snugly on to her ring finger.

Instantly she felt strange, different. She had all her nmeno-
ries, she knew who and what she was and where she was, but
sonet hi ng inside her head had changed. She realized that the
ring contained a spell or a conbination of spells that acted on
the wearer, and that if she renmoved the ring the spells would

not | onger be active.

The troubl e was, she had no desire to renove the ring, not
ever. She felt good, happy, even content, and excited as well
about the future. She renenbered everything about the
Changewi nd and the Storm Princess and Klittichom and the
rest, but sonehow they were no |onger inportant to her, no

| onger even relevant. She knew it was the spell doing that,
but it didn't make any difference. For the first tine she
realized what Boday nust have felt |ike when she'd taken that
strong | ove potion. The fact that she knew better, knew that
mere were other inportant priorities, knew that she was the
victimof a spell, didn't matter in the |east. Even that was

irrel evant.
Her whol e view of herself and society had been turned

upside down in an instant as well, and it, too, didn't bother
her. She was a hel pl ess, pregnant girl, out on her own, and
she couldn't nmake it on her own. She wanted her baby and a
hone and solidity. She wanted sonmebody to take care of her
and support her and she wanted to take her place in that
househol d and have | ots of babies and be an unconpl ai ni ng

wi fe and nother. She was excited by the prospect, anxious to
begin. Her world was instantly redefined as her husbands and
children and home to be; all else was irrelevant.

Even sexually, the world was turned upside down for her
al though right side up fromnost points of view A few
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monents before she woul d have thought the idea of a hus-

band, a man, silly, and as for the idea of desiring and needing
a man—i di cul ous. Now, strangely, the idea of having not

one but many husbands excited her all the nore, even turned

her on a little.

The sorcerer hel ped her out of the chair. "Now go join the
ot hers out the back door there and wait in the wagon."

She got up and went out the door as directed and found a

tall, burly, bearded nman there next to a covered wagon. He

hel ped her up the back steps, and she appreciated it, and
found Putie and the other one already sitting there. Putie

| ooked up at her and smiled. "It's all changed, hasn't it?"
she asked in a voice that seemed softer, dreamer, and gentler
t han before.

"Yes," Samreplied, her own | ow voice sounding softer
and sexier in her ears. "lIsn't it wonderful ?"

Bool ean, Lord Hi gh Sorcerer of Msalur, was royally pissed.
"What do you nean, you | ost her?"
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Crimls voice cane distantly out of the glow ng green crys-

tal. "I lost her, that's all. Al hell broke |oose in Covanti all
of a sudden. As near as | can figure out, sonehow, Klittichom
found out where she was. Not generally—exactly where she

was. | don't know how or why, but that's the word I'm

getting. That Changewi nd that roared through was their at-

tenpt to nail her."

"It didn't. | had definite energy readings afterwards show
ing she was still very nmuch alive and still whole. Then, very
abruptly, the readi ngs stopped. Cold. Like she no | onger
existed. It wasn't the Changew nd, so what the hell happened?”

"I couldn't guess." Crimresponded. "It wasn't Klittichoms
men. They're all over here now noving heaven and earth to
bl ock her exit and nail her. If sonmebody'd gotten her, the
news woul d spread around here like wildfire."

Bool ean thought for a nonent. "I'mstill getting sone

readings indicating that the fetus is whole, a new proto-Storm
Princess. But they're weak and vague and don't allow nme any
sort of location except that she's still sonewhere in the
hundreds and hundreds of possible worlds of Covanti. That
means she's been neither killed nor transforned, which is
sonet hi ng, but sonething upset her matrix, her mathematica
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perfection that nmade her a Storm Princess. She's not now. 1
can only guess she's under sonme sort of spell that's changed
sonet hi ng about her that the matrix deens essential. Timng,
is everything now, Crim You should not have left her."

"What could | do? They got drawi ngs of a fattened-up

Storm Princess at all the exit stations now, and the border's
pretty well nonitored here. It seemed the easiest way to slip
her past, and it was—until that dammed Changew nd. Now

we got a state of energency here, martial law in the i medi-
ate Abrasis area, and a hundred of KHttichom s guns on both
sides of the border, not to nmention colonial forces out |ooking
for her. The only good thing about this is that they can't find

her, either."

"Well, the radiations fromthe fetus are enough to con-

vince ne that it's no big deal of a spell, nothing that | can't
reverse in an instant," Boolean told the Navigator, "but first
we have to find her. Arc you in a position to nove?'

"Depends," Crimreplied. "I can get around the Changew nd
mess okay, but they're using the Abrasis estates as the eastern
stagi ng ground for their operations into the newregion. |I'm

going to try and get in there fromthe south if I can and see if
I can get any information at all about her, but it's such a ness

that they may not let me."

Bool ean sighed. "Well, do what you can. If you can get in
and find out where they sent her and what's happened to her,
wel | and good, but don't waste tinme if you can't."

"Well, | can't exactly scour the colonies for her when
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don't have the slightest idea which one. W don't have years,
you know, and | ots of the Covanti col onies have their nmain
settlenents, even Akhbreed settlenents, far fromthe intersec-
tion points."

"I'f you can't get anything definite and fast, then don't try,"
the sorcerer told him "There is another way. The other

group, the one with Charley and Boday, is still headed here.
They have suddenly become very inportant again."

"But that other girl is no |onger a decoy; they're wise to
her. And she certainly has no powers."

"I wasn't thinking about Charley. That crazy artist with the
| ove potion had a legal registry of narriage perforned be-
tween her and Sam back in Tubi kosa. | noticed that they used
a connectivity spell for the seal when we treated Sam after
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pul l'ing her out of Pasedo's. A typical bureaucratic sinplicity,
but short of death or a Changewind, it'll stick, so there's a
tenuous thread of magic energy linking the two. | believe that
if | had Boday, | could use that thread to find Sam That

group left Covanti starting for here only yesterday, so if you
can't find anything on Sam or get into the Abrasis estates,
then don't bother. | have no way of tracking them now but I
know t hey went via Ledom so you ought to be able to pick

up their trail fromthat point. As soon as you reach them
notify nme, and I will get theminto here."

"Don't they have a magician with then? Wiy can't you
reach them through hinf"

Bool ean gave a dry chuckle. "Dorion? He means well, but

he's a total inconmpetent and a klutz to boot. That's why we

sent himwith them He was nmore than expendable. In any

case, they were the decoys. No particular need to have con-

tact with them Frankly, | didn't think they'd get this far, |et
alone still be | oose or even alive. That's irony for you- Now
they're the only hope we have of finding Sam The clock is

runni ng, son. Sami s di sappearance and the sudden full resto-
ration of the Storm Princess's powers will not escape
Klittichom but he'll also get the vibrations off the child. He'l
figure it the sane way. He'll send Hell itself after Boday if he
has to, and the worst part of it is, that they' ve been told the
heat's off and they're no | onger being chased."

He snapped his fingers. "WAit a minute! There m ght be a

way to warn themafter all, although I'mnot sure what good
it'll do. I'll give it atry, anyway. In the nmeantine, you nake
sure you reach Boday before they get her.'

Crimsighed. "Damm it, they're riding right into the thickest
concentration of rebel forces in all Akahlar. and they got one
hell of a lead."

"You don't try, you do it," Bool ean responded. "Q her-
wise Hell itself will be preferable to what will happen next."

5
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The Darkling Pl an

THE FI RST TWD weeks out on the trail had been surprisingly
easy, or so they all felt.

The colonial world that Hal agar had picked for their exit
from Covanti had proven confortable, if a bit rugged. The

i ntersection point, which wasn't sonethi ng anyone coul d
change, was a region of high, rocky desert, strange and eerie
| andfonns, and little to support a popul ation. The road, of
course, was well naintained with a conplex series of junc-
tions that apparently took you to anyplace worth being in that
wor |l d, but Hal agar wanted to stay away fromthe main roads
and they certainly had no need of junctions.

The country seemed even nore desol ate than the Kudaan

Wastes had felt, although that m ght be hindsight now that
they knew some of the Kudaan's secrets and secret places.
Still, this was a world that seenmed to have no secret places,
or towns, or thieves' hideouts, or even anything flying about
far above. Even the silence was deafening.

They had crossed at an unmarked border point, well up and

out of sight of the official road and known only to officials of
Covanti. None of themwere really certain why such an

alternate way in was there, except that it mght provide a | ess
public entry or exit w thout going through prying eyes or
fooling with officious bureaucrats. And there were nore than
their share at the "official" crossing; the main road was a
rather stiff toll road, to cover the cost of water and grain
waysi des at the various junctions.

Hal agar kept themwell away fromthat road, on rocky
ground without so nuch as a trail, navigating, it seened,
fromold experience. Each night, after they would nake a
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cold canp, he would go off with the horses, |eaving the rest
of themthere, alone, and very nervous. He took the aninmals
to the road under cover of darkness and found the waysi des
where travelers were not canped, and there was able to feed
and water them

When he first did that, Dorion in particular was nervous,
al t hough Hal agar did not take Chariey, and it provided a
chance to have sonething of a normal conversation

"Wl I, Charley, what do you think so far?" Dorion asked,
hopi ng she was already a bit sick of being treated |ike one of
Hal agar' s possessions. H s hopes were quickly dashed.

"It's not bad," she responded cheerfully. "I wish | could
see, but fromyour coments | gather |'m al nbst better off
keeping this place in ny imagination. | kind a hoped, though,
that he'd take me with himtonight. It nust be a |lonely and
dull job out there in the dark with just horses.”

Dorion translated, rather glumy, for Boday.

"Boday just hopes he comes back at all,"” the artist grum
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bled. "There is sonething about that man that gives her

unease. She has seen his type too many tines in the back

roons and dark alleys of Tubi kosa's entertainment district.

No man, or wonan for that nmatter, remains so handsone and

so conpetent after all that experience without it costing some-
thing in the soul,"

"Wll. he didn't sell it, anyway," Dorion comrented.

"That's something | could pick up, and even Charl ey m ght

be able to see. He has a few magic charnms and amul ets for
various m nor protections, but nothing else. They aren't rmuch,
but he chose themwell. No, he's always been like mat. A
charned life, everything going his way. That's why 1 ac-
cepted his offer to take us the rest of the way."

"Bah! Sooner or later all that unnatural luck will be used
up, and he will be collecting the unpaid bal ance of disasters,"
Boday responded.

Dorion chuckled. "If there was justice in the world none of
us woul d be here now-er need to be," he pointed out
dol eful l'y.

"I think he's just wonderful," Charley said, sighing. "If I
could only see, I'd go with himon ny own in a mnute.
m ght anyway. "

"As his personal slave?" Dorion was shocked.
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She shrugged. "Wat the hell is better for sonmebody |ike
me? This world al ways seens to be trying to eat anybody
with anbitions alive. Let's say we get to Bool ean, he restores
my sight and takes away the slave ring, then he and Sam go
of f and beat the bad guys and have a real happy ending to al
this business. Then what? | can barely speak the |anguage, |
can't read or wite it, and probably never will. | have no
magi cal powers or know edge or abilities, and only one sure
way of maki ng noney. The only independent wormen seemto

be ones with magi c powers or who are educated in sonething
that's useful here. |I'm stuck back in the M ddl e Ages, and
that means you find a strong and powerful guy to hitch on

to.

When Boday got the gist of it—Porion had sonme probl ens

with the term"M ddl e Ages" since it neant nothing to

hi mshe spat and responded, "You have nore potential than
you realize! That breast halter you created back in Tubi kosa
should tell you that! Such ideas nmean nobney, and a wonan
with nmoney in Akahlar is in many ways as powerful as a nman
with nmoney. Men nay have the power, but nobst nen are for
sale if you just find the right price."

Charl ey chuckl ed. "The bra, you nmean. | didn't exactly

i nvent that, but, yeah, you're right. |I probably could come up
with a lot of good ideas for the wonen of Akahlar, since
nobody el se seens to be bothering, but it would mean going
back, building a stake, settling down, and, sonehow, that's
not what | find appealing. It's pretty much what | set out to
do a mllion years ago back hone, | guess, but it hasn't got
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the same appeal here. No novies, no TV, no pink Mercedes

and Dior gowns and all the ways you show of f your wealth or
realty enjoy it, and | couldn't even really run the thing. I'd
need sonebody Just to wite a letter or nmake a sale or sign a
contract or just wite the instructions for whatever | cane up
with. And for what? So | could live in a place that got the
cool breeze and maybe had inside plunbing and a coupl e of
erratic electric | anps and where—no matter how rmuch noney

I had or how many princes | could buy—+'d still be | ooked on
as a | owclass comon whore. Uh-uh. If I'mgonna be in a

place like this, it may as well be with a classy Conan out

seein' and conquering the world."
Dorion tried to translate, but when he got to "novies" and
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"TV' he becane exasperated. "You nust stop using those
alien terns," he told her. "Were is Shadowcat? At | east
wi th Shadowcat you can project your thoughts and save ne
this mental torture!"

Charl ey frowned. Were was Shadowcat? She rel axed and

sent her mnd out to find him expecting to tune into sone

ni ght tableau she'd rather not see with the big tontat stalking
or devouring some cute little desert creature, but she was
recei ving nothing. Wiere was he? Wiy couldn't she sunmmon

himor see with his eyes?

She'd taken himfor granted up to now, hadn't really
t hought much about him but this was worrisone. "I can't
seemto nmake contact with him" she told Dorion

"Huh? That neans he's out of range. | hope he has enough
sense not to get lost in this territory. He's a famliar-he can't
survive indefinitely wthout you."

That worried her. "I never knew there was a range, or that
he could survive without me at all."

"Ch, the contact spell of that sort is basically |line of sight.
He could still find you, though—the two of you are psychi -
cally linked—f he could catch up with you before his psychic
energy was depleted. If he could find soneone of the sane

bl ood type who was willing, he could probably survive for a
week on his own, maybe longer, but it wouldn't be the sane

as if it were you, and he'd draw | ess and | ess each tinme unti
he coul dn't get enough to keep going. I'mafraid | don't
renenber nuch about that course beyond that, but | do know
he'd have trouble finding anybody with any blood type in this
forsaken place. Don't wony-he'll be back at the last mnute
tonmorrow norning as usual . "

"Yeah, maybe," she responded, still worried.

He decided to redirect the conversation back to its roots to
take her mnd off the cat. "I'mstill amazed that you'd
consider going with him even if | admtted your points.

don't know if you noticed it, but he has a rather odd effect on
you. You stop being yourself and just becone that vacant-

eyed, enpty-headed courtesan.”
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"Yeah, | know. 1 can renenber all that when |I'm ne, but

I can't renenber nme when |'mher, if that nmakes any sense.

It's actually easier that way. It bothered me at first, but now |
find it, well, sort'a convenient. There's not nuch conversa-
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tionin this kind of riding, even if | could get intoit, and I'm
not equi pped for sightseeing, so I'd just be sitting there
getting bounced around and brooding and feelin' sorry for

mysel f and maybe going nuts. Maybe that's what triggers

Shari around him | dunno. But Shari, now, she isn't a rea

person, sort of, at all. She's got no ego of any kind; she exists
only in reaction to sonebody el se. Except in the courtesan
role, where she's still on a kind of automatic: she doesn't

brood, she doesn't wonder, she doesn't really think at all—
she just exists. She doesn't even have any sense of tinme or
place. | tell you |I'mscared to death—+ been scared to death
nmost of the time since | got here. Not thinking for all the
boring tines just makes things nore peaceful, that's all."

"But if you were with himall the time you'd be like that
all the tinme," he pointed out. "To ne, you might as well be

dead. "

She shrugged. "Maybe. He's not the type to be around al

the tinme, though. Maybe you're right, though. |I'mjust not

the type to kill myself—the old way | was raised still has hold
of me, | guess. Maybe just becoming Shari is a way out that
gets around that. There's a way that only Sam and nme know

that forces ne to beconme Shari and just Shari. There's been
lots of times when | was tenpted to use it, to solve alt ny
probl emrs, and nobody could ever know how to get ne back."

He was shocked. "Don't do that! In the nanme of all the

gods, don't even think of doing that' 1 don't think |I ever saw
anyone so snmart and capabl e as you, who had such a | ow

opi nion of thenself. Besides, what about your friend San

What about all this inpending conflict we're trying to avoi d?

"1 no |l onger care about Storm Princesses and Changew nds

and the like. It's not my fight, Dorion. It's never been ny
fight. For a while | was a decoy, and all that did was al nost
get ne carried away by a nonster and scared to show ny face
in public. Now, well, | heard it being tal ked about back in
Covanti hub. They know I'm not Sam so that's it. My one
remai ning bit of useful ness to your cause and boss is over

already. | can't lift a sword, | can't see to shoot anybody, and
it would take a second and a half for a wizard to turn ne into
a toad or sonething. It's like atom c bonbs back honme. | was

agai nst them and scared that one of two old guys could
destroy the world in a flash, but there wasn't anything | could
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do about it. And | don't think protests and petitions would do
as much here as they did back there, which was nothing."

"And San®"
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She sighed. "Don't translate this for Boday—-since | don't

need shit fits right now by anybody, |east of all her—but if I
hadn't been around Boday all the time | wouldn't think of

Sam at all any nore, and | don't think of her nuch anyway.

We were teenagers together, yeah, a mllion years ago, but

my life got shorted out because | went beyond the call of duty
to hel p her and got sucked here with her, and since that time
we' ve gone such different ways that | don't think we have

anyt hing except the old times in conmmon any nore. It's like
somebody in the nei ghborhood when you were grow ng up—
they're not a part of your life any nore. She got ne into this,
and since that tine | been ying-yanged around and here | am
and |'m stuck. Stuck in this world, stuck in this class, stuck
blind and nostly dunb to nost everybody. Yeah, | hope she

gi ves sonme neaning to all this by getting to Bool ean, becom
ing the Storm Princess, being a conbination of Mnme and

Joan of Arc, becoming rich and fanmous and powerful and a

|l egend in her own tine, but it's nothing to nme. To ne, she's
as renote as Bool ean and | ess interesting, who's done not hing
but nmess up ny life, and I have to take the cards | was dealt
and live ny owmn life. | just don't give a damm about Sam "

Dorion didn't translate, but he opened his nouth to reply

and then closed it again. There wasn't really' anything to say.
In her own way, she was absolutely right—this was no | onger

her fight and there seened nothing at all she could do from
this point, and she had little cause to | ove Sam or bother with
all these matters of high inportance. Struck by her beauty,
personality, and intelligence, he'd put her on a kind of pedes-
tal, never really considering just how nmuch a hel pless victim
she was in all this, howtotally out of control of her life she
had been since being caught in the mael stromwith Sam It

was a shock to realize that she was not here out of choice, nor
because she was any nore part of it, nor did she really even
have a stake in neeting Bool ean, in having curses lifted or
anything el se. She was here only because that slave ring
ordered her to be; she had no choice. She'd had no rea

choi ces since coming here, and not nuch chance of future
freedom either. In Akahlar, her intelligence wasn't a bl essing
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but a curse, since she understood her situation full well and
had no real hope or stake in much of anything. No wonder

she envied being Shari! She couldn't even marry and have

chi | dren—Boday' s | ong-ago al cheny had seen to that.

"This is Akahlar," he rem nded her, trying to sound like

he bel i eved what he was going to say. "Anything' s possible
here, you know. You're not |ike the peasants or |owclass
riffraff of the entertainment districts and courts. You have
powerful friends, with real power. There is a way out for
you. There is always a way out. Not everybody has the
connections or the patience or the will to find it, but it's
al ways there. Don't give up until the last possibility is ex-
pl ored. Never give up."

"Yeah, a way out. Find one of those Changew nds and
walk into it. Cone out some kind of nonster or hybrid or
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sonething. | don't know those powerful friends you're talk-

i ng about. Bootean's no friend. He's cowered for years from
hi s enem es and subjected us to this, and he's so busy with
his plots he doesn't give a damm about the discards. If | could
be released fromthis conpulsion to go to him and not have
to, that's all | would want as a gift. 1'd like ny sight back
yes, but neither you nor he nor any other nagician has nornal
sight yourselves, so | figure if you can't heal yourselves
you're not likely to be able to do it for anybody el se, either
Ch, | know, your magic lets you see not only normally but al
over, but 1 don't have that magic and you can't give it to me-
Wth that in mnd, the lust thing | want is to see Bool ean."
"But he'd lift all the spells, all the compulsions'"

She chuckled. "Dorion, | didn't look like this when 1 grew

up or when | got here. | was frunpy, buck-toothed, and | was
in the process of grow ng thunder thighs. Bool ean nade ne

|l ook Iike this, and | believe you that he's a nan of his word,

so he'll renove the spell when 1 get to himand I'lI|l go back
the way | | ooked before. Dorion—this body's all | got in

Akahl ar. The only payoff this trip'11 have for nme is to take
away the last and only thing that | want or can use. | won't
even be desirable. I'lIl be a nothing. And that's even worse

than what | am now. "

They were asl eep when Hal agar returned and bedded down
hi nsel f, but in the nmorning Shadowcat was there, with no
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real indication as to where he'd gone, nor could Charley get
much indication. She fell asleep as Charley but awoke as

Shari and stayed that way through the day and, it turned out,
the night to conme and several after, since after the first night
Hal agar did indeed take her with himwhen he went off to

feed and water the animals, confident now that they weren't
bei ng trapped or trail ed.

I ndeed, to the null that separated the entire kingdom of
Covanti fromthe hub and satellite worlds of Tishbaal, they
were inseparable, and, at least for now, Dorion felt alittle
better about it.

Even so, he spent npbst of this tinme trying to figure out a
way through her argunents and her broodi ng pessimsm As

|l ong as she had it, she'd have this nodified death wi sh,
whi ch woul d becone a self-fulfilling threat if it went on

Dam it. He would take Charley in a nonment, even if she
changed outwardly into a rather ordinary-Iooking young
worman. That wasn't what had attracted himso nuch to her

he' d seen enough Shari s—ade gorgeous by sorcery or al-
cheny and reduced then to nmere sex objects. In fact, he

al most preferred her to be less attractive. That didn't nean
| ess sexy, but it sure neant a little nore security.

Hal agar sure wouldn't be interested in her any nore, not

then. But, dam it, he was no classical nmale god hinself. He
had a sort of cherubic | ook but was by no neans handsone,

and carried a bit of fat hinself. Wnen had never exactly
fallen groveling at his feet and never would. Ch, he could
buy a potion or cast one of the standard spells, but what the
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hell did that nmean? Lust fulfilled. But if he didn't |ove her for
her body, then her body without her will wasn't at all attractive.

GQuys who | ooked | ess than great, or were anything but

M ster Masculine, and didn't have the benefit of famly-
arranged nmarriages, still did attract wonen, of course, but by
other routes. By being rich, or powerful, or fanous, or
supertal ented, or superheroic. He had no nmoney, and Boday

had pointed out that Charley had the ability to make it if she
want ed to—and Charl ey had shot that down.

He was a mmgician, yes, but one who hoped that nobody
found out how | ousy a magician he really was. Ch, he could
use The Sight and all the other basic tricks, but you were
either born with that or you weren't and he was. But he
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wasn't just Third Rank, he was third rate, and he knew he'd
never get nmuch beyond that. G ve hima book of formulae

and spells and good instructions and he could work all the

cl assical things, do amazing stuff—amazing, that is, to some-
body who neither had the power nor knew what it really was
capabl e of. A conpetent Third Rank nmagician could create
spells in his head, invent some new ones, maybe, and cer-
tainly do all the classical stuff w thout needing reference
books and instructions for all but the nmpbst incredibly conpl ex
work. Wthout his books, like now, his magic was pretty
dammed poor and erratic, and usually unpredictably awful.

He'd been little nore than a janitor for Bool ean, but just a
little experimentation, a little fooling around, and he'd caused
a |l ot of disaster and wound up getting kicked out on his face.
He renenbered Bool ean's rage, his yelling about sone sor-
cerer's apprentice, and soneone or sonething called a M ckey
Mouse. You didn't need the references to understand the

meani ng. Exiled to the Kudaan, "where nobody will notice

your disasters and nmistakes," building fires for Yobi's caul -
dron, and straightening up the | aboratory, because at |east he
knew the contents and uses of the various jars.

No, he'd never be powerful, not in that sense.

Fanmous? He hardly had a hope of becom ng infampus, |et

al one famous. And as for talent—aell, maybe he had one,

but he hadn't found it yet. And while he wasn't a coward, or
he' d never have gotten this far on this journey, he wasn't
much of a fighter and he'd rather hide than battle if it could
be arranged, and nobody gave medal s for skul ki ng.

Al t hough he had nore freedom of action, in his own way

he was just as nuch a loser at |ife as Charley, he thought.
Wrse, really, since her fall had conme fromattenpting to do
good above and beyond the call of friendship, and hadn't

really been her fault, while he'd had all the opportunities and

bl own every single one.

He had tried to prom se her that there was a way out, that
there was always a way out, but she hadn't believed him and
why shoul d she, coming as it did from sonebody who hadn't
found a way out hinself.
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There was little evidence of rebels anywhere in this deso-
| ate place, or anyone else, for that matter, but that changed
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when they reached the null that fornmed the border between
Covanti and its colonial worlds and the outer colonial worlds
of Tishbaal. There would be no hiding from Covantian forces
here; at least two divisions of its arnmy were deployed in
specially prepared defensive lines just inside the null; the
men, horses, and equipnent, their tents with snall pennants
flying, sticking eerily out of the fog-enshrouded region.

It certainly nade sense to defend the kingdomfromits side

of the null; an attenpt to guard the borders of hundreds of

Covanti colonial worlds that mght come up and interact with
the null at any noment woul d have required a popul ation

many tines that of the entire nunber of Akhbreed in all

Akahl ar. The question was, would they let travel ers through

at all, and, if so, did they have some orders about themin

particul ar that would make this a short journey.

Hal agar surveyed the scene grimy, then lifted Charley

down. and turned to the others. "lI'mgoing to go down there
and see what's what," he told them "The odds are that |

know sone or npbst of the officers setting up here, and

m ght get both a pass and sone infornmation on why the arny
woul d be establishing such a frontier at this point. | hate to
betray our otherw se successful exit—t makes all the di scom
fort of the route neaningless, damm it!—but unl ess they have
warrants for us, I'msure 1 can talk our way through to
Tishbaal. I'"mnore concerned with what I'mtal king us into,
considering this size of fortification."

He rode off, down into the null, while they got down and
tried to make thensel ves as confortabl e as possible. At |east
Charley was returned in nmind for the first time in a week.

"Looks like a war," she coment ed.
Dori on was surprised. "You can see it?"

"I can see the null, and | can see where there isn't any
nul |, kind of like a shadow play against the brilliance. It's al
in silhouette, but it's not hard to see what's out there."

"Hal agar is nore concerned with what is beyond, and

Boday agrees," the artist comrented worriedly. "Tubi kosa

has a small army that is mainly used to guard the crown

jewels, the palace, march through the streets on parade days,
and handl e energencies, but this is nore uniforms than Boday
has ever seen before in one spot. If they are also covering the
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ot her borders, then they nust have half the men of Covanti ,,
under arns."

"l doubt if they have anything like this at the other bor-
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ders," Dorion replied. "Maybe they should, though, if there's
a threat this big. If | was a rebel with sone way to get
colonial fighters fromone place to another, I'd do a big show
of force in one area and then attack fromthe rear while the

whol e arny's over here.”

"Good point," Charley agreed. "As Boday said, npbst of

the arm es of these kingdons are toy sol di ers—big on uni-
forns and brass but nost of 'emnever really had to fight
anything big. They*re used to narching into sone col ony and
putting down sone strike or local uprising by sone poor
natives w thout the weapons or organi zation to do nuch
against them They're not used to thinking in terns of armes
agai nst armies, both sides with weapons and generals and all
the rest, and trained to fight, and they're sure not used to
def endi ng hubs. They depend on their sorcerers to keep the
non- Akhbrceds out." She chuckl ed. "You know, while this

all nakes sense on paper, | guess, | kind a wonder what the
hell all those guys could do if Klittichomjust sent a bunch of
the Stornriders in here. They wouldn't even kill many of these

guys. Just a bunch of 'em naki ng passes and zapping a few
tents and horses and bi g- nout hed sergeants, and the rest
would run like hell for back here, |eaving their equipnent

behi nd ' em

Dorion sighed. "This is ridiculous! W, a two-bit magi-

cian, an alchem cal artist, and a courtesan who cane from

anot her world, are all able to sit here and figure out all the
intricacies of what these professional mlitary men are doing

wong and how to whip themeasily. If the |likes of us can see

it, why can't they?"
"Cocki ness," Charley sighed. "That and arrogance. They

been the bosses so |long, taught fromtheir nother's breast that
they're the superior race, the lords of creation, that they just
can't get it into their heads that maybe the only thing they're
really superior at, is a few good sorcerers and the keys to the
gun | ocker. How many colonial worlds intersect this null?
Hundreds? Thousands? | dunno. But if ten thousand of those
not-quite-right humans fromthose col oni es showed up here,
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each with a gun, they'd grind these guys to pul p. These guys,
t hough, just can't inmagi ne such a thing happening."

"And why should they?" Dorion asked her. "Even if the

col oni al s sonehow got together in the nulls and even if they
hit and destroy this arny out there, they still can't enter the
hub. G otag and his unknown nunber of acol ytes and assis-

tants have the spells sealing off entry to the hub from al

non- Akhbreed | ocked up tight. So long as they sit in the hub,
there's no way the rebels can enter."

"Yeah, as long as they sit in the hub," Charley echoed.

"So the Storm Princess brings a Changewind right into down-
town Covanti, the one thing they're powerless agai nst. Mybe
it gets them at least it scatters them and keeps *em from

t hi nki ng much about defensive spells. By the tine they got
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regrouped you'd have thousands of organi zed troops inside

the hub against an arny still running. Besides, this isn't the
hub—t's the colonies. Jeez, | still renenber from ny high
school history classes what a siege is. If they take the col o-
nies and then put up a wall like this around the hub in all
directions, the hub'Il be cut off. It'Il take a while, but no
nmore raw materials, no nore fresh fruit and vegetabl es.

They' Il be eatin' their grapes before they crush 'em The
denmon forces like the Stornriders will protect the rebels, and
there won't be rmuch of an arny in there for a breakout."

"Then the sorcerers woul d have to spearhead the break-
out," Dorion pointed out.

"Uh- huh. And that neans they got to | eave the hub, right?
So they break out of any side and the other three sides get
i nvaded. Neat. They'd sl aughter every Akhbreed they found
and | eave the sorcerers with nothing to cone back to. | bet
sone of these sorcerers woul d nake deals with them when

t hat happened. Besi des, who says the rebels don't have sone
sorcerers, too? Isn't that what Covanti thinks Bool ean's up
to? And isn't Klittichoma full-fledged equal ?"

Dori on thought about that. "Urn. . . . Mybe |I've got the
sanme di sease that those troops do. | can't see a hole in it, but
you nmake this whol e system sound so vulnerable. | can't

believe that it's that easy to break through, or sonebody
woul d have done it by now. "

"They didn't have Akhbreed sorcerers on the rebel side
before," Charley noted. "And they didn't have those sorcer-
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ers runni ng nmessages and even troops between col onial worlds
or coordi nating things, and they never had anybody who

coul d use the Changewi nd as a weapon before. No, it's gonna
be a bl oody, rotten ness now, and so many are gonna die it

makes you want to puke just thinking about it. Still, if it
wasn't for one thing, 1'd just as soon see this rotten system
fall."

"What ? Klittichont"

"Us. If the colonial races are all organized then the
Akhbreed's out nunbered froma hundred to a thousand to

one, and not a one of those other races has any reason to do
anyt hing but hate Akhbreed. If they win, bein' an Akhbreed
is gonna be the worst thing you can be. And we're Akhbreed."

That brought himup a bit short. "Urn, yeah. | hadn't
t hought of that."

They m ght have continued their conversation but there was
me sound of a rider coming, and as soon as Hal agar reached
them and di snounted, Dorion could sense Charley vani shing
before a wall of blank blandness. It was amazing how it
happened every ti ne.

"There's no problem noving through," he reported to
them "but there might be big problenms on the other side.
The word is that sonehow | arge nunbers of infantrylike units
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and nounted units appear to be able to nove out fromthe
wor | ds of colonial Tishbaal as they conme up, and they arc

doing so. It's irregular, but no one can tell if the main bodies
are noving in towards Tishbaal hub, or if they are fortifying
inthe null, or in sone assenbly world. The odds are pretty

good we'l|l have to make our way through sone kind of

colonial force to make it into the kingdom and probably an
enornous force surrounding the hub."

"But we've got to get in and out of the hub to go west,"
Dorion pointed out. "And if Tishbaal is that bad, inagine
what Masalur will be. And just what we m ght have to get
through as well."

They had | ong ago dropped any pretense of assunmed nanes
for the womren and Boday was able to speak freely under
Dorion's very | oose | eash.

"Boday is ready," she proclainmed. "If it cones to a
battle, she will do her part!"”

Dorion | ooked over at her, then back up at Hal agar. "Uh-
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huh. So the three of us arc going to take on a nurbreed arny.
The odds at best nay be only a few hundred to one. The pair
of you are nmad!"

"There will be gaps and weak points," Hal agar responded
confidently. "There always are in the best of formations, and
the border there is quite long, and the guards m ght be good
fighters but they have no experience. Cone, ny friends! It's

not as bad as all that. W shall have to forego our pack ani mal,
however, and that's too bad. Come—et us eat a little sone-
thing and transfer what we can to our own nmounts and get

sonme rest. | want to cross entirely in the darkness, when nost
are asl eep and guards are bored."

"And jumpy and likely to shoot first and ask questions
afterwards,” Dorion added grunpily.

Hal agar shrugged. "There is grave risk fromhere on in,

but you knew that going into this. | would certainly prefer
bei ng shot to being captured by these sort of people, though
There is still tinme to call this off, if you do not want to make

the journey."

Dorion sighed. "No, that's not really an option for us. Al
right.”

"Well, then, is there anything in your magic that m ght be
of hel p? A spell to disguise us to | ook |ike whatever they | ook
I'ike, for example, or to charmus against bullet and sword?"

"l don't think you can depend on magic," Dorion finessed

as carefully as he could. "For one thing, those that you ask
require nmuch preparation and paraphernalia, |ong incanta-

tions, that sort of thing. Not to nention that I'd have to know
what we were supposed to | ook and act |ike. No, the odds arc
I"l'l be far too busy dealing with any precautionary nmagi cks on
their side to also handl e us. You'd need a true sorcerer to do
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it oall."”

"Fair enough. | did not really expect nuch help fromthat
quarter,'* Hal agar responded, in a tone that nade Dorion
unsure whet her he'd been insulted or not. "Very well," the

mercenary continued, "we inprovise."

The Klutiin guarding the extrene western sector were spread
thinly and certainly not expecting anything. They were tall
thin creatures, particularly ugly to Akhbreed eyes, with not-
tled yellow and olive skin resenbling that of an exotic snake,
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a pair of deep-set black eyes, and a thin and very | ong
proboscis that shot straight out fromtheir faces and then
angl ed down. They had forbi dden, sem -automatic rifles slung
over their backs, but seemed nore confortable and at the

ready with their tribal spears, which they held in their hands.

The stretch of border was as mist-covered as the rest of the
null, perhaps a bit deeper as the border range was nearby, but
it wasn't difficult for Klutiin sentries to see and hear horses
com ng towards them They were a good thirty yards apart at
this point, wal king back and forth, nore a warning line than a
barrier, with a conpany encanpnent back near the true and
"real" colonial border of Tishbaal, whose worlds changed

slowy but with eerie regularity behind them Cearly they
weren't there in strength or with intent to build and attack
Covanti; they were, rather, a psychological deterrent, visible
through the tel escopes and bi nocul ars of the Covantian Akhbreed
soldiers far across the eternal mists of the null, and intended
to be. A deterrent, and if need be, a holding action in case
Akhbreed troops from Ti shbaal ' s nei ghbor should cone to the

aid of their sister kingdomto the northwest.

Wien they heard the eerie stillness of the null broken by

hoof beats, the sentries were startled, and rather than raise an
i medi ate alarmor go for their rifles, they went out of habit
to their warrior stances with the spears.

"Riders'" one called out in the harsh guttural |anguage of
the Klutiin, but perhaps not |oud enough. Al nost instantly he
heard a cracking sound and was gasping for air, pulled back
and down by a | eather whip expertly entangling itself around
hi s neck, and he vani shed beneath the m sts.

The sentries on either side turned, unsure whether or not
their conrade had been downed or sinply had slipped on the
spongy, soft, wet null surface. A nonment later a figure
wearing the sickly yellow tribal robes clinbed unsteadily to
its feet, shifted the rifle on its shoul der, and agai n assuned
the readiness stance with its spear

The one closest to the other frowned, as if sensing somne-
thing wong, but not being certain just howto cope with it.
There was a sudden pull on his own neck fromthe back and
he went down, a cry nuffled by a knife swiftly and profes-
sionally cutting his throat.

Now, suddenly, the horses were visible, heading for the
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spot right between the recently fallen pair. The sentries fur-
ther on now gave the cry of alarm and began to hurry towards
the spot where the horses would cross, but Hal agar on the one
si de and Boday on the other swung their newy acquired rifles
on them and cut them down with short bursts.

Dorion, riding Halagar's horse with its special saddle with
Charley in front of him slowed just |ong enough for Boday

and Hal agar to quickly nmount the two riderless ones he |ed,

and then they kicked the horses' sides into the fastest possible
speed and headed for the true border as shouts and shots and
flying spears showed up all over the place

There was no way to choose or deternine which colonia

worl d they would enter, although they'd delayed their attack
until a border cane up that seened relatively unfortified and
snoot h enough for the horses to make a clean run inside. It

was a strange-looking fairylandlike forest of the deepest greens
i magi nabl e, with lush vegetation but with sone clear open-

i ngs, and, nost inportant, only one border fence, set in from
the null.

Hal agar and Boday stopped after they reached solid ground,
turned, and began shooting at the disorganized but very angry
sol di ers now rushing towards themfromall directions. Dorion
pulled up at the fence, sawthat it was nostly just barbed wire
like it had | ooked through the binoculars, and began hacki ng
away at it with a sharp sword. He cut three of the four main
strands away; the bottom one was just too low for himto

reach and not also fall off or cause Charley to fall off. He
urged his horse through the breach and it cleared it.

Boday turned, saw the opening, then broke off and headed
towards it as well, leaving Hal agar to |l ay down sone fire.
When she made a small junp through, he turned in the saddle
and fol | owed.

The null was out of sight in a nonent, but the trio rushed

on for a bit until they felt safe to sl ow down and await the
others. Dorion in particular didn't want to | ose Boday and

Hal agar in this stuff, and he certainly didn't want to have to
yell to find them There was no doubt in his nind that a
heavily arnmed and very nasty patrol would be sent after them
on the doubl e.

Boday, still wearing the tribal robe, caught up to him and
stopped, then pulled off the robe, and threwit away. "Snells
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horrible," she commented. "Like it lined the sty of a hun-
dred sweating pigs."

Hal agar joined themin another mnute, a broad grin on his
face. "Now, that worked rather well, didn't it?" he said with
evident satisfaction. "Rank amateurs, even for colonials."”

"Al nost too easy," Dorion agreed, "although |I did sweat
alittle right in there. Anybody hurt?"

"I've got a scratch where a bullet winged ne, but it's
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not hing nore than that," Hal agar replied. "You?"

Boday was scratching all over. "Boday fully believes that
the sol dier was not the only one inhabiting that robe!"

That gave thema bit of a laugh, although it wasn't funny to
Boday, and Hal agar junped down and exam ned the horses.

"No shots—+ doubt if they've trained much with those rifles,

if at all. Not a single one put their weapon on automatic fire,
whi ch woul d have done us in but good at the fence. Still, we
came through that one pretty well."

"Yeah, and, just think, we have three nore of those to
go," Dorion said grunmpily, "If we were lucky this tinme, how
many tines can we afford to do that?"

"Not many," Hatagar agreed. "But we'll have to take

each one as it cones and solve it sonmehow. Best by stealth, |
think, and trickery, rather than directly as here. W also have
to get fromhere to there. If that was all the force they really
are putting on the ki ngdom borders, then their main force

must be el sewhere. It is inevitable that we will run into it
sooner or later. | certainly wish | knew just what they were up
to, though." He thought a nonent. "Perhaps not so nuch

hol di ng of f Covanti or threatening it as perhaps securing a
vital area for other activities, like bringing in nore troops by
what ever nethod they've found for doing it. W shall have to

wat ch our backs." He | ooked around. "Dorion—have you

ever seen or heard of this colonial world before?"

"Beats me," the magician responded. "There's far too
many to ever keep track of."

"I don't like being in these woodl ands not know ng what

m ght lurk here," the nercenary noted. "Let's find a reason-
ably open area and canp here for now. In the day, we'll head
east towards the nmain road and follow it as nmuch as possible

wi t hout risking ourselves unnecessarily. 1 dislike noving by
day, but in a strange world with an eneny about it is better to
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ri sk being seen, rather than not see what is lurking for you
From now on, though, everyone keep a watchful eye and ear
at the ready. W want no surprises."

"You*re going to canp here?" Dorion said nervously.
"They' || be all over here in a matter of mnutes'"

Hal agar chuckled. "I think not. They can't know any nore
about nost of these worlds than we do, and they can't spare
many, if any, troops to go off into this darkness | ooking for

us. OCh, they'll send a patrol or sonething that we can hear
two | eegs off, and they'Il clonp around for a bit and nake
like they are doing a major job, but it'll be half-hearted and
doubt if those unlucky souls will really even want to find us.
No, they'll just send a nessage forward that sone fol ks
stonned the tine and trust to those further on to take care of
us."

"Yeah, that helps a lot,"” the nmagician responded gl umy.
It was amazi ng how qui et, al nost dead, the place felt and
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sounded. But for the wind in the trees and an occasi onha
sound of sone insect or tree-dwelling animal flitting about,
di sturbed by their passage, there didn't seemto be anyone
hone at all. Wen they reached a shall ow creek, the horses
stopped to drink and didn't fall over, so they decided to
make canp there. They set a rotating watch, of course, but if
anyone was out | ooking for them they nissed by a country
mle.

It was the quiet that got to them both in the night and
through the first few hours of the next day. This was not the

ki nd of region where no one would want to live or work; the
climte was at | east subtropical, the vegetation |lush but appar-
ently not dangerous, and there seermed to be no predators

| urki ng about anywhere. Still, there were no signs of paths or
trails or large ani mal droppings anywhere about; nothing to
indicate that this was a place that had ever seen any sort of
man.

Dorion tried to use the daylight to good advantage, hauling

out and paging through his Pocket Grinbire for any stock

spel I s he was capabl e of throwi ng that might help them out.

The invisibility spell held promse, but it was very linmted
and, being a basic public domain-type spell, was so easily
countered that it would probably just trap them It was strictly
a one-person deal anyway, and transitory.
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Let's see. . . . Love spells and charns, aphrodisiacs.

No, even if they m ght be useful, he couldn't see being

fawned over by a | ove-starved Kl utiian or something. The

curses, too, seenmed both too specific and too conplex to be
useful in a live or die situation, although they were fully half
the book. Well . . . maybe. Here was blindness, deafness,
stri ki ng soneone dunb, that sort of thing. Fine if he had
somet hi ng organi c of the subject's or was face to face with

him but otherw se next to inpossible.

The hypnotic spells were a better choice, although they
were sinple and few and easily broken or stalled by soneone
with great will power. Those sentries back there, however,
m ght have been easy marks—f he had the nerve to pop up
near such ones and invoke the spell first. He didn't know
what was best. if anything, but he was determ ned to keep

| ooki ng.

They found the road wi thout nuch trouble and followed it

al ong the side, always keeping nearby cover in mnd, and
cautiously scouting every bend and every hill before ventur-
ing forth.

There was, however, no apparent traffic and no threats
fromeither direction. At Hal agar's insistence they kept playing
it supercautious, which slowed their progress to a crawl, but
they soon began to feel alone in a strangely desol ate worl d.

Four days in, they cane to a town center. Clearly estab-
lished as a main support link on the road, it |ooked to have
supported perhaps a thousand people in various forns of
activity, but now the nearby fields stood untended and the
streets seemed as deserted as the forest.
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Hal agar waited until nightfall and then went in on his own,

| ooki ng over the whole of the town and taking his own sweet
time about it as the others waited. He finally returned, shak-
ing his head in confusion

"No one! Nothing!" he reported. "It is strange. Al npost as

if everyone al ong here was ordered evacuated. Everything's
been put away or carted away that was of any use or val ue,

and the thing has been just abandoned. Fromthe | ooks of the
dung, feed barns, and the like, I'd say it's been this way for
perhaps two weeks. There are sonme ugly signs, though. The
gover nnent house had suffered a major fire—t's in ruins. A
nunber of the Akhbreed houses and shops had been clearly
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ransacked—not closed in an orderly manner like the rest—

and there were old, dried bloodstains in great numbers. |
think it's safe to go in there now, though, and even sleep in
those unused beds and perhaps work up sonething hot out of
what we've got. There's nobody left now Besides, I'd like to
exam ne the town closer in daylight."

They' d brought al ong nostly practical food, so there wasn't
much chance of a real cooked neal, but it was nice to be able
to brew coffee and tea at | east. The real beds were confort-
abl e, too, but both Dorion and Boday felt as if they were
sonmehow going to sleep in a gigantic grave; as if the place
wer e sonehow haunted, tinged with evil

The next day, Hal agar di scovered that their feelings were
somewhat justified, although nothing supernatural needed to
be involved. He brought themaround to a place near the old
gover nnent house and pointed. "Buildings weren't the only
things they burned." he noted.

Soneone had dug large pits behind the government house

and filled them then poured something flamuabl e on the

piles, and lit them But bones didn't burn all that cleanly or
wel | .

Hal agar sifted through the charred and bl ackened remains
with a stick and uncovered sone bl ackened skulls. "This one
had his head crushed in," he noted clinically, "but sone of
the ot hers appear unmarked. That doesn't mean much, but
there are a tot of remains here and they | ook al nost all
Akhbreed in both pits.™

"What nust have happened here?" Boday asked, appall ed.

"Not an invasion, certainly," the nercenary replied. "They
woul d have just sacked the town and left the remains to rot.
This was orderly, organi zed. Only Akhbreed pl aces were

burned or ransacked; only Akhbreed were thrown into the pit.
What ever the natives ook |ike here, they're certainly smaller
and different than Akhbreed, and there's none of their re-

mai ns here. 1 would wager that if we | ooked hard we'd find
true graves for them 1 think the inhabitants of this town—the
native inhabitants—awoke one day, or perhaps perforned by

a signal what they had rehearsed for a long tine, and system
atically slew every Akhbreed in the town without regard to
who or what. Then their places were ransacked, their bodies
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packed up all that they wanted or needed and every nan,
woman, and child went off."

"They would not dare do that!" Boday protested. "They

woul d know t hat they would be hunted down to the |ast
survivor and tortured to death, and the whol e province would
be under military occupation."

Hal agar nodded. "That's the drill, yes, and it's worked for
thousands of years. The Akhbreed col onials here surely thought
that way. which was why it was so easy. But, who is going to

| ook at this and vow revenge and hunt them down, Boday?

By whose authority? By whose power?"

"Why, the Tishbaal, of course!"

He shook his head sadly. "I doubt it. They're probably
withdrawn to the hub boundaries and fortified just |like
Covanti's. They're not coming in here now, not when they

can't be reinforced fromthe hub. | think you' re still thinking
too provincialty as well. Don't just look at this pit and this
town—thi nk about all the towns and col oni al outposts and

farns and factories and whatever on this world. Al of them
The odds are there are a half billion or nore natives on this
worl d and maybe two, three nmillion Akhbreed tops, spread

out all over the place, all secure that their sorcerers and
soldiers will protect themtaking it for granted. | should say
that there were two or three mllion Akhbreed. Ten to one the
survivors nunber in the thousands or |ess. They sealed the
world off and then they rose up and clainmed it for their own. |
wonder how nmany worlds like this one there are where this

has happened, and nobody knows? And not just Ti shbaal,

either.'

"But —+hey must be mad!" she mmintai ned. "Perhaps things
are bottled up now, but they can not crack the hubs, and

sooner or |ater the Akhbreed sorcerers will conme with or
wi thout the troops and make this entire race wish it had never
been born!"

Dorion, also a product of Akhbreed culture, was as stunned

by this as Boday was, but he understood what Hal agar was
thinking. "You're right," he agreed. "They woul dn't dare

m s knowi ng what nust eventually come—f the hubs are in

fact inpregnable. Clearly the natives here think they're not. 1
wonder what convinced then? This isn't sonething you do on
faith alone."
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"Perhaps we'll find out—further along the road," the ner-
cenary responded, and they packed up and prepared to ride.

It was close to sundown when they reached it, just over a

hill. Sitting on their horses atop the crest of the hill, they
| ooked across a vast valley that was unlike anything they had
ever seen.

The ground was yellow and purple, and strewn with tall
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spindly plants growing fromit up into the heavens wth
tendrils wavi ng about—and not from any wi nd. The great,

green weeds with thorny plates |like bones thrashed |ike sone
alien squid half-hidden in burrows in the ground. Although

pl anted, sone were so close together that tentacles woul d
occasionally touch and there would be a furious battle, ending
only when the contacted tentacles of one were pulled out of
their trunks by the other. The renmins of dead ones littered
the | andscape as well, where two of the things had been too
close for both to tolerate survival

"Changewi nd, " Dorion breat hed.

Hal agar nodded. "And note its symretry. The storm touched

down up there—you can actually see the start of it—then
progressed in an unnaturally straight course along the center

of the valley, stopping Just at the edge of the fields up there.
I've seen a thousand Changew nd regi ons, and never one as
regular as this. Here's the answer to our puzzl e—and an
unnerving one at that. A denonstration of blessing fromthe
gods. Can't you see the effect this would have if it were
announced i n advance, through the high priests or whatever

of the natives here? On such-and-such a date and such-and-

such a tinme we will produce a Changewind just in this valley
as a sign of our godlike powers. Wrd woul d get around
fast—and if the Akhbreed were curious as well, or heard the

runors, or wondered where sone of the natives were going

and foll owed, what difference would it make? This would be

a sign fromthe gods wit too large to miss. The uprising nust
have foll owed al nost i mediately. That's why there are stil

pl ants out there fighting for their space. There hasn't been
enough tine to gain bal ance as yet."

"Could Klittichom actually have done this?" Dorion won-
dered aloud. "By the gods! If he can do that on cue and to
such precision then what chance has anybody got ?"

Hal agar shrugged. "Wo knows how they do it? | suspect
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it's not as bad as all that, that they need the precise coordi-
nates and limts at the very least. O herw se they would have
to be physically present—both a top sorcerer like Klittichom
and the al nost irreplaceable Storm Princess—at each attenpt.
Too nmuch risk there to them and too nuch attention drawn. |
doubt if this was done too nmany tinmes—yet. It was practice at
an ideal place of their choosing and with careful preparation
that also was an effective denonstration of their power to the
| ocal s and perhaps visiting dignitaries and potential allies as
wel | . But, think now how easy it would be to get the coordi -
nates to the central government district of a hub, for exanple.
They' re fixed, unnoving anmi dst the constant world shifting
around them"

"Yes, but then why have they not just taken out the hubs
one by one?" Boday asked him "There nust be nore to it
than that."

"Maybe. Maybe not. You start taking out the hubs one by
one, and you get two or three in a row all this precise, and
you can't keep it quiet or quiet the suspicions of the remain-
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ing sorcerers. They'd get out of the hubs and fast, |'d think,
and then they'd go hunting for Klittichomas a group and that
woul d be the end of this schene. No, to get them or at |east
nmost of them you arc going to have to attack all over

Akahl ar simul taneously, or as close to that as possi bl e—before
they can know what's happened to the others. The power is
awesonme here, but Klittichoms had to tread on eggs none the
less. He and his stormwitch are still vulnerable and they'l
only get one shot at this. That's what this is about. They're
doi ng sel ective denonstrations to get sufficient rebel colonial
forces to move to the hubs, so there will be an invasion and
occupation force when the Changewi nds hit. There will stil

be a hell of a fight. But this is genius. An all or nothing
ganble for all Akahlar!"

"You sound |ike you admre the guy," Boday noted sourly.

"A professional soldier's admration for a great strategic
general, that's all," the nercenary assured her. "I'mjust
begi nning to wonder how we can ever hope to get through the
forces inevitably massed around Ti shbaal hub."

Dorion | ooked back at the hostile, ugly valley with its
monstrous plants. "Even nore immediate, |'mbeginning to
wonder how the hell we get across this valley."
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"W don't. Not with what we've got. But you can see

where it begins and ends. |I'd say we nake an early canp here
now and get sone rest. Tonorrow we'll have to blaze our

own trail around. It shouldn't be too hard—the people and
animals of that village would have had to do the sane. At

| east we know now why they have such a flinsy force at their
rear and why the town would want to put thensel ves between

the hub border and this valley rather than exposed behind it.
At least | doubt if we'll have to worry toni ght about guarding
front and rear."

Boday | ooked back at the scarred valley and then at the
peaceful and enpty road. "Boday feels as if she is a horse-
shoe," she muttered, "with the snith's hamer behind and
the anvil ahead."

[ ] 6 [ ]
The Arm es of the W nds

CHARLEY AWOKE SUDDENLY from a sound sl eep and sat up,
puzzled. It was still quite dark, and she was very tired, yet
sonet hing had forced her awake even as the others, including
the light-sleeping Hal agar, sl unbered on

That was odd, too, she thought suddenly. There is Hal agar
right there and yet I'"'mnme, I"'mall here.

"Many nmen coi ning. You nust wake and warn others,"

came a strange and eerie English-speaking voice in her head
that seened conposed nore of hisses and grow s than human
speech.

"What ? Who?" she said softly aloud, startl ed.
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"Hurry! Not much tine!" the voice warned urgently.
Suddenly she saw a vision in her head through catlike eyes;

an eerie, glow ng scene without color or much depth, of
creatures that were not quite human, riding aninals that were
not quite anything, either.

She frowned, puzzled. "Shadowcat? |Is that you? You can
speak?"

"l hoped to keep that secret, but hurry now Wake guard,
tell him then wake others!"

She got up and | ooked around in the darkness. Dorion was
supposedly on guard duty but she saw hi m sl unped agai nst a
tree, dozing. She crept up to himand bent down near him
"Dorion!" she hissed. "Wake up!"

He stirred, then junped in reflexive panic and al nost
knocked her down. "Who? Wha—=2"

"Shadowcat's out there and sees a snmall arnmy noving
this way, not far off," she told him "You nust wake the
ot hers!™"

341
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"Charley, Il—arny7" He was instantly on his feet if not
quite fully awake. "Hal agar! Boday! Troubl e!*'

Hal agar was up and awake in a flash, Boday a bit nore
slowy and grunpily.

Hal agar grabbed his rifle and quickly went over to Dorion
The automatic rifles they'd stolen fromthe sentries were very
handy, but they hadn't a whole |ot of ammunition for them

"She can see through the cat,” Dorion told him nodding
to Charley. "She says the cat's seeing a |lot of arned nen
com ng. "

Hal agar frowned and | ooked at Charley as if wondering

how such a sinple creature could even understand or convey

such thoughts, but he was a professional. Such questions

were for later, not when danger |urked close at hand. "Pack

up what you can and quickly!" he hissed. "Dorion—get the
horses. The three of you retreat into the woods a safe distance
so the horses won't betray you. I'Il cone for you."

"Yes? And what will you be doi ng?" Boday asked him

"I want to see who and what they are, if they are there at
all and not one of Dorion's wet dreams. Hurry! And don't
worry—+ won't be seen. Which way are they comng fronmP"

"No way to tell, | think," the magician replied. "It's just
visions froma cat."

They gat hered up what they could and did as instructed.
Dorion wasn't sure how far in they should go and wanted to
continue a good ways, but Charley was adamant. "Just far
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enough! W want to be able to find himand hi mus again!
Besides, | want to tune into Shadowcat again."

They stopped perhaps a hundred yards within the woods
and Charley sat on the grass, cross-legged, and concentrated
whi | e Boday and Dorion held the horses nervously.

"Yes, | see them " Charley told the others. "Shadowcat's

up in a tree or sonething, |ooking dowmn at them Big, ugly
sorts. Hideous in some ways. No hair, it all |ooks Iike bone.
Sort of di anond-shaped bony heads out of which eyes peer

kind of like, well, naybe a turtle or something. Just slits for
noses, and the nouth | ooks nmore like a short beak. Bony

pl ates down their backs, too. Mean-1|ooking nmothers. Riding

what | ook |ike baby dinosaurs or something, with the sane

ki nd of bony plates and heads."

"They sound too big to be of this world," Dorion noted.
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"Well, they got l|ike machine guns or something- Al of

"em" Charley reported. "Jeez! It's like a small arny!" To
Shadowcat she shot the thought, "Wiy didn't you ever tell me
you coul d communi cat e?"

"Quiet!" cane the eerie-sounding reply in her head. "/
have enough probl ens just keeping bal ance. People do too
much tal k, say nothing."

"Listen!" Boday hissed. "You can hear themeven this far
back!" The horses stirred a bit, getting an unnerving scent
and strange sounds in the darkness.

They were past in a few mnutes, the sounds slowy vani sh-
ing in the night, and things were suddenly qui et once nore.

There was a stirring in the dark forest to their left and guns
came up, but Hal agar said, "Hold it! Know what you shoot
before you fire!" and stepped out.

"What were they?" Dorion asked him

"Gal oshans,” he replied. "About fifty of them all heavily
armed wi th weapons of a kind |I've never seen before, al-
though 1 can i magi ne what they can do. They're a particularly
unpl easant group and I'mnot surprised to see themin this.
They live nmostly on a m xture of beast's blood and m |k, and
their skins or whatever are hard as rock. You' ve got to
practically hit them dead on with a bullet in the face to stop
them They're tribal nomads froma world that could stand a

|l ot of inmprovenment. | was once part of a detachment who had
to hunt some renegades down. The idea of themw th mere
rifles, let alone any kind of repeating weapon, is chilling."

"They were headi ng towards the Ti shbaal hub,"” Dorion
noted. "So they're between us and where we want to be."

"Well, there'll be that and worse," Hal agar assured them
"Make what canp you can here, just in case they have a rear
guard or are only the first wave." He stal ked over to Charl ey
and pull ed her up roughly by her armand off to one side,
away fromthe others. He pulled her to himand sl apped her
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face so hard that her head snapped back and the resulting pain
that cane a few nonents |ater brought tears to her eyes

"You listen to me," he hissed. "You are mne! If you

need to warn anybody again, you wake nme up and tell ne,

under stand? You're mine! The next tine you forget that or

fail to please nme, 1'll break your dammed arns! And you tel

nei ther of them about this, understand? You just tell themyou
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worship ne and want to be mine always. And if anybody

should ask if | beat you, tell "emyou love it." Then he
grabbed her by her hair and al nost dragged her back to the
canp.

She was shocked by his reaction, and confused. He'd given

no orders before that she had to obey on this, and she woul d
have found it next to inpossible to tell himin Short Speech
what was coning and how she knew it. This was a side of

Hal agar she'd not seen before and one that frightened her

She began to wonder for the first time just what things would
be like if Dorion and Boday weren't around to keep himin
check.

"How did the girl know?" he asked Dorion, seem ngly
cal med down. "How did she tell you with the air she has for

br ai ns?"

Dori on sighed, wondering how nuch to tell, and deciding
totell as little as he could get away with. "Like nobst of her
type she cones from sonepl ace el se and she has her own

| anguage. | understand the tongue, but few others do. When
there's danger she reverts to it, knowing only the Short
Speech. "

"Hmph! 1 thought the potions took all that fromthem"

Clearly Dorion hadn't heard the altercation in the woods

and it was too dark to see any effects. "Wat's got the bug

up your ass?" he wanted to know. "If she couldn't do it, she
couldn't have warned us, and we'd have been spotted by their
forward scouts. The girl and the cat saved us!"

Hal agar did not respond, but stal ked off to prepare his own
beddi ng once nore.

Charley felt scared and confused. Wat the hell was going

on now? It had been going about as well as she could have
hoped, and then this. She needed to put this out of her mnd,
be Shari again, but Shari, who was al nost autonmatic, wouldn't
come. Her face still stung, and when she touched it, it hurt a
bit.

"Shadowcat ? | need sonebody to talk to. Are you there?"
"Go sleep, stupid girl?" cane the response. "You wanted

him you have himand he have you. You want furry friend to

talk to you, next time pick dog.'
She didn't 'get much if any sleep that night, but in the
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nmor ni ng Shadowcat returned and took his accustomed berth
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io the saddl e bl anket having refused to say another word to
her. She did not revert to Shari at any tine then or during the
next few days, but she acted as if she had to Hal agar, who
seened both rougher and nore call ous towards her than

before. She wondered if this was just his ego at not awaken-
ing until a rather noisy force was al nost upon them when

he'd convinced alt of them even hinself, that he was nearly
infallible in these situati ons—er whether that was sinply the
catalyst for the real Hal agar to appear

Still, as they neared the null border and had to stop and
make canp well off any roads or paths, she found herself |eft
al one with Boday as Hal agar deci ded to scout what |ay ahead
and wanted Dorion's magi cal eye and experience with him
Boday cane over to her and bent down and exam ned Char -

ley's face.

"Boday thought so," the artist nmuttered. "The dark skin

dye hides the bruising but the eye shows it still. So Hal agar
beats you, does he? Boday noted the resenbl ance to her |ate
and unl anent ed second husband. "

Shadowcat craw ed out of her perch, stretched, and as if on
cue crawmed into Charley's |lap. Although she wasn't too
certain about the cat, if it really was a cat. at this stage,
Charl ey had reasoned that at |east the thing was on their side.
If not, why warn themat all at the cost of betraying just what
intelligence | ay behind those feline eyes? She began to stroke
the cat, and, thanks to Yobi's spell, her thoughts becane

audi bl e to Boday.

"l do not mind the beating. In fact. 1 enjoy it," she said to
the artist although those weren't the words she meant to send.
That dammed sl ave spel !

"Ah! He commanded you to say that, didn't he? And that
you're a masochist, and you love him and would die for him
and all that crap. Yes?"

"Yes," she responded, at |east thankful of Boday's
wor | dl i ness.
"Ah! My little butterfly, how you are still having your

education, even if you do not see all the truths or understand
(he values, or learn all the lessons! Back in the |ong ago you
were a courtesan, a cultured creature panpered and kept with

only the best sent to you and you thought that was what it was
all about. The ronance of the erotic, yes? But there you were
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protected fromthe average by Boday and her procurers. The
girls on the street, they nust take what comes, and those who
are out there are not sinply poorer but far stranger. The nen
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who | ove to beat up wonen, the nmutilators, the fetishists—
the men who are sick in the head. Anyone who will pay. That

is where you woul d have wound up eventual ly, as courtesans

are prized for being young and even the nobst panpered grow

old too fast. That is why the nenory potions or happy drugs
arc so necessary, hi so many ways, after all this, you arc stil
a child, relishing no responsibility, seeing the worid not as
the cesspool it really is. but as a playground."

"I'"ve had a choice?" Charley retorted

Boday shrugged. "Life deals nean cards nany tines—

nost tines. The point was not what you were forced to

becone or do, the point is that you enjoyed it, relished it,
enbraced it. Boday shoul d not have nmade you so beauti ful
Boday shoul d have nade you wal k the streets. Then your

brain woul d have been plotting and pl anni ng escapes and
wor ki ng agai nst your |ot. You have been a fighter, but only
when you had to be, and only so | ong as the danger was

i mmnent. Then you quit and retreat into this oh, so confort-
abl e shell."

"What can | do? I'mblind and I' mweak and | nust obey
him You know how the spell works."

"Indeed. But your blindness isn't just in your eyes, it's in
your heart and soul. Do you believe for one mnute you

woul d have been given as sone kind of paynment to Hal agar if

you had raised even the smallest objection to Dorion? W
survived this far without him and if we survive, it will not be
because of him But, no. You wanted dear, sweet Hal agar,

M ster Miuscles with the perfect col ogne and the granite prick
When you begin to think of yourself as an object, a thing, a
pretty flower and nothing nmore, then you start judging every-

one else by that as well. Very well, you have his outside—but
you must take his dark inside with the rest. He is an evil,
twi sted man. Hi s kind, who choose killing as a career, usu-

ally arc, and Boday has seen many in her life."
"But he's on our side!"

"So? He is an evil man who is on our side. There are
probably countl ess good nen, holy nmen, on their side. Wose
si de someone is on only matters when soneone is attacking
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you, but no matter how dangerous the situation, you are
rarely under attack. The rest of the time you nust co-exi st
with swine. Not that all nmen are swine, but the ones who arc
attracted to girls |like you—er wonen |ike me—tend to be.

That is why Boday found her darling Susana such a joy and a

relief.’

Charlie was suddenly struck with a revelation. "You could
reverse that potion, couldn't you? A top al chem st could
al ways figure an antidote."

"No, it is a good one, but |ove potions are very sinple,
realty. To counter it you need only take an overriding potion
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that redirects the fixation to sonething neutral and harnl ess.
More comonly, and with fewer side effects, one just finds a
good nmgi ci an and uses nmagi c to overpower and neutralize

the potion. That is what sone of ny friends and associ ates
did back in Mashtopoi a few weeks after 1 took it, when they

recogni zed the synptons."

"You mean—you haven't been under a |ove potion all this
time?"

Boday | aughed. "Darling, Boday has had nine husbands,

and the only one who was any good died of heart failure after
a night of passion. The rest were rich or intelligent or some-
ti mes handsome but they were rich, intelligent, or handsone
scum Boday nurdered three of them herself, although if the
facts were fully known and she was not such an expert at

al cheny, she would still have been freed. Those weeks with

the potion, she realized that she did not, never had, needed a
husband—she needed a wife. Boday had to live a long tine

and fight the world before she | earned why she was so

m serabl e and what she really needed, and the difference

bet ween | ove and |ust."

"And you gave all that up—voluntarily? For this?"

"Well, not for this, ny little darling, but she gave it up,

yes. To tell you the truth, Boday was at a creative dead end

and no | onger expanding inside as an artist. It was all too

easy. No offense, ny little creation, but Boday was trapped

in the confortable but sterile world of the purely comercia
artist and in serious danger of beconing a hack. It all had
become so—boring. This—the challenge, the adventure, the

dangers, the horrors—this has energized her. If she survives

she will becone the greatest artist of her age! If not, well, she
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will have died for love and for her art. But you, little butterfly—
you wi Il have lived and died for nothing. Not |ove, not art,

not for a cause, or friendship, or even anbition. Royalty and
sorcerers are bomto their destinies; the rest of us nust carve

out our own with courage and will, or we will not matter at

all. You have given up your ego and your dreans, and,

frankly, the only difference of |ate between Shari and Charl ey

is that Charley has a better vocabulary. |—

Boday suddenly junped up, her rifle sw nging around to
cover in one notion, but it was only Hal agar and Dori on
returni ng. Shadowcat | ooked up, clinbed off Charley's |ap,
and went back to the bedroll.

Dori on was breathing so hard that it sounded as if he was
going to drop dead any second; Hal agar had barely a whi sker
out of place. "We've got it!" said the nmercenary triunphantly.

"Got what?" Boday responded.

"This," he replied, bringing a small pendant and chain
fromhis shirt pocket. The stone hanging fromit was undistin-
gui shed and ugly; it looked |like a pebble picked up fromthe
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si de of the road.
"You stole a rock?"

"Uh-uh. Better. Had to kill for this one, but it was worth

it. | got the idea when those Gal oshans trooped by the other
ni ght. There were two Akhbreed with them riding those big

| unbering beasts of theirs like natives, dressed in black uni-
forms with unfamliar insignia. O course there were Akhbreed
i nvol ved on the other side, fromKlittichomand the Storm
Bitch to the men who worked the hubs for themi | had to

wonder —after seeing the remants of that massacre, how

could they tell their Akhbreed fromthe rest of us? Mst of
those colonials can't even tell us apart. That's why | wanted

Dorion along. | was certain it had to be some kind of spell or
charm”

Dorion was still breathing hard and sweating |i ke mad, but
with a fewinterruptions for coughing spells, he managed to
join in.

"Yeah, that's it. Areal sinple thing and they all wear

them colonials and Akhbreed traitors and nercenaries aliKke.

I know it doesn't look Iike much, but it doesn't have to. It's a
generic spell but fairly conplicated, so they can be nass-
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produced but not easily neutralized. Anybody wearing one
instantly knows friend fromfoe."

Boday frowned. "So how does this help us?"

"Don't you see?" Hal agar responded. "It's just a stone on

a chain. Alnost anything will do. W got two—ourtesy of a
coupl e of very carel ess guards who will be carel ess no | onger
We got rid of the bodies—+ doubt if they will be easily

di scovered. But with these on, Dorion and | can ride right
through that |ine and encanpnent and be recogni zed as friends.
I"ma known nercenary, so even if sonebody recogni zes ne,
it's not hard to believe |I'mworking for themnow, and
they' ve got dozens of Third Rankers down there, so Dorion
won't even be noticed."

"Mostly magi cians who ran into trouble along the way and

bl ame the big-shot sorcerers,” Dorion added. "I'd bet on it.
There's lots nursing grudges. And if any of them should
happen to know ne, unlikely as that is, they' Il also know that

I"mthe last guy to be working for Bool ean these days, and
the first with a grudge."

Boday thought about it. "It seens a bit too easy, but even
if it works there is still a problem Where does that |eave
Shari and Boday? W have no such charnms."

"Thanks to those rings in your noses it's not as much of a
probl em as you nmight think," Dorion told her. "They didn't
kill all the Akhbreed colonials after all. The ones they
capt ur ed—en, wonen, children—they hauled in to the magi-
cians they had where available and fitted themwi th sl ave
rings. There are hundreds, maybe nore, Akhbreed col onials
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down there, all slaves, all doing whatever their former sub-
jects and now their masters want. |'mnot sure you're gonna
i ke what you see down there—+ sure didn't—but just keep
very qui et and very obedient and prepare for sone rough talk
and treatnment for a little while, and you'll fit right in."

Boday didn't |ike the sound of that. "How many arc there
down there, anyway?"

"I't's indescribable," the magician replied. "You'll have to

see it for yourself, and hold your stomach." He paused for a

monent. "But first I'mafraid the two of you will need a little
preparation. Un. this my seemodd, but |I'mafraid both of
you wi Il have to take off everything you' re wearing and, ah,

maybe roll in the dirt a bit."
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This was one time when Charley felt her blindness particu-
larly frustrating, but Shadowcat was peering out as curious as
she was and giving her at least a cat's eye view, which was
enough.

It was like a cross between a giant city and a nmassive

armed canp. Com ng down the last hill to the null, people—eor
sort of people—and aninmals and tents and even tenporary
bui |l di ngs seemed to stretch along the border as far as the eye
could see in either direction. Wile it extended a ways into
the null, the bulk of the encampnent, the people, and sup-
plies seenmed to remain on the world they had just crossed;

one of several, it appeared, that was being used as staging
areas. "Probably any world where they had a successful re-
volt," Hal agar guessed. "They probably have sufficient navi-
gation to bring in forces at will fromseveral worlds—totally
protected reserves that can be alnpbst instantly brought to
bear. It's brilliant."

Less brilliant was the organi zati on down bel ow, whi ch was

cl ose to nonexistent. Mst of these races had never seen each
ot her before and appeared as strange or exotic or nonstrous to
one another as they did to the Akhbreed themsel ves. They

spoke a dozen | anguages and a hundred dialects, and the only
thing they really had in conmon was that they and their
ancestors had been kept under the rule of a single race and
subject to the tyranny of an absentee king and his own

requi renents for thousands upon thousands of years.

Nor had they slaughtered all the Akhbreed in their regions.
That woul d have been too easy and not very satisfying. As
with nmost forner subjects suddenly liberated after so | ong
under a cruel system they found | ess wong with the system
itself than with their own people's place within it. Those
Akhbreed who had been taken alive and unhurt, who had
surrendered, who had not gone down fighting or commtted
sui ci de, were brought here, packed in wagons |like pigs, and
in an al nost assenbly-line fashion were fitted with slave
rings by busy magi cians working in crowded tents. Stripped
of all they had, broken and naked, these people were then
given over to the rebels to do whatever bidding was de-
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manded of them
Filthy, beaten, driven to exhaustion, suffering every degra-
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dation, they hauled stuff, waited on their former workers,
shovel ed dung, dug field latrines, all the worst stuff, while
others suffered the depths of public degradation and hunilia-
tion for the amusenent of the crowds. They | ooked enpty-

eyed, the wal ki ng dead.

The bul k of the natives were of three groups—the Gal oshans,

of course, and the Mahabuti, whose world Charley and the

others had just crossed, revealed for the first tine as short,
squat little people with winkled hides of the dullest grey,
with broad bearlike clawed feet and hands that matched and
short, barren, ratlike tails. Here, too, were the bulk of the
Klutiin, in the wong political jurisdiction but not seeming to
mnd a bit. Cearly it was not Covanti that was threatened, at

| east not yet.

Al t hough they had all tensed when they crossed the first

line of pickets, and hadn't rel axed nuch when they reached

the beginnings of the canp itself, few paid them nmuch atten-
tion. Clearly the stones were working, although neither Hal agar
nor Dorion believed that they alone would solve all their

probl ems. Such a generic sort of badge was necessary be-

cause of the sheer nunbers involved, but the masterm nds of
this rebellion were far fromstupid. The nore generic you

made sonething, the easier it was to steal or copy. It served
as a uniform but there nust always be a wariness for spies.

Sonehow, in the bedl am Hal agar heard gruff, guttura
Akhbreed bei ng spoken and headed for the source. It was one
of the crested Gal oshans barking orders to a number of
Akhbreed slaves. It |looked up nore in curiosity than in fear
as it saw Akhbreed approaching fully clothed and on horse-
back. Hal agar halted just in front of him and sal uted.

"Your pardon, sir!" he shouted above the din of the mpob
"Captain Hal agar of the nmercenary mlitia. Were's the com
mand center?"

"Why?" the creature shot back with a roar, naking it very
clear that he didn't like Akhbreed as allies at all

"l have orders to report to the comuandi ng officer," the
mercenary responded smoothly, ignoring the tone. "Orders
directly from Col onel Kol etsu of the General Staff.'

"Field conmand is out there," responded the Gal oshan,
pointing towards the null. "But you'll need passes to get out
of here."

152 )ack L. Chal ker
"Well, who do | see to get then?"

"Commandi ng officer. But, yes, you wouldn't have a

commandi ng officer. Al right." He turned and pointed up

the border. "See that big red tent about a |l eeg north? That's
combat support. Sonmebody there can help you." And he
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turned and went back to naking the Iives of several Akhbreed
men and wonen mi serabl e.

It was their eyes; the eyes of the Akhbreed that were

ot herwi se so vacant, that haunted them Those eyes cane

alive, if only for a few seconds, as the quartet passed them

as if searching for help. for allies, for some sign of kinship or
hope. They all regretted that they dared gi ve none, nor did

they have much to give

Goi ng through that nmob was difficult not just for the sights
but because of its overall atnosphere. It stank of strange and
unpl easant scents; it was a cacophony of noise, with every-
body seenming to speak at the top of their lungs all at once and
constantly in a trenendous nunber of strange dialects, and it
was al so dicey, since all four were Akhbreed and these people
were united only in their intense hatred of the ruling race.
Dorion was fairly safe because they depended on the renegade
magi ci ans and because they still feared the magic, but even

Hal agar had to watch it, since, ally stone or not, rank or not,
it would take very little provocation by this kind of nob to
bring hi m down.

In fact, both Charley and Boday had felt stupid and ridicu-

| ous after being ordered to roll in the dirt and sone man- made
mud until they were satisfactory to the two nen; Boday had
hitched Il oudly, and both had wound up feeling ratty and

gross. Now, both wonen wondered if they were ratty or gross
enough for this crowd.

For a measure of protection, Boday was ridi ng double

behi nd Dorion and Charley in her usual spot in front of

Hal agar. The third horse, riderless, was being led, with the
bedrolls and other supplies. As they went through the crowd,
t hough, creatures of the various races would cone up to
them sone shouting epithets or spitting on the ground or
towards them Sone struck, and Hal agar had to caution them
it ignore it.

Less was directed at Dorion, for they still feared magic, but
his cherubic face and stocky deneanor sinply was not the
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sort to inspire awe and fear no matter how grim he | ooked or
how much he gl owered at them and sone were bold enough

to conme forward and attenpt to grab Boday. perhaps pull her
of f the horse.

Dorion wasn't the world's best magician, but he wasn't
conpl etely powerless, a mld shock was enough to di scourage.

That had the effect of turning the various natives' attention
to Hal agar and particularly Charley, who, it had to be admt-
ted, |ooked pretty good even with dirt and mud. She | ooked
somewhat |ike the idealized Akhbreed worman, and for col o-

nial races raised as inferiors on their |Iooks and held up to
Akhbr eed standards of what was beautiful or handsone, the
pair in front drew nmuch attention. Hal agar qui ckened the
pace, but nore than one native got a hand or claw or somne-
thing on her with intent of dragging her off. and a bit of

Hal agar's |l eather uniformwas torn as if it were paper. He
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sinply had to bear it and do his best: not the greatest of
skilled nmercenaries nor any great rebel rank. real or not.
coul d have defended agai nst a nob.

Now, for the first tinme since seeing the system of Akahl ar.
Charl ey began to have doubts about the w sdom of rebellion
This was the future they were seeing here: a future of confu-
sion and brutality, in which revenge rather than just freedom
was the primary notivator. Take away the Akhbreed aut hor-

ity, and these people would quickly be fighting anong them
selves for what was left. Revolutions, particularly when they
had a self-evident just cause, had al ways seemed romantic
affairs, the norality all black or white, the rights and wongs
perfectly defined. For the first tinme she began to wonder if
things really were as sinple as all that.

The conbat support tent was guarded with better, nore
experienced troops: obviously the hard core of the nostly

di sorgani zed irregul ar arny building here- These, too, were
the tough, dianond-crested Gal oshans. but they had a differ-
ent bearing that was all nmilitary. Again. Hal agar gave his
spiel, which, to Charley's ears anyway, sounded a bit too pa
and convi nci ng. She began to wonder how he knew all the

ri ght names.

"Captain Hal agar of the nercenary mlitia, on direct orders
from Col onel Koletsu of the General Staff. | nust get perms-
sion to pass into the null."
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The Gal oshan stared at him
bear ?"

Why? What orders do you

Hal agar sighed, aware of the innate hostility and al so of the
vast potential nmob behind. "Wth all due respect, soldier, |
can't reveal that to you, any nore than you would to ne. If |
could just see the commandi ng officer, though, |I'msure we
could work this out."

The sentry thought a nmonent. "AH right. Just you, though,
Captain. The others remain here. along with your weapons
and horses."

Hal agar nodded, dismounted, and the others did |ikew se.

"Just stay here and say nothing," he whispered to them "1
know it's a nervous situation but consider that the alternative
is trying to fight or sneak through all this. At least you're
safer inside this picket line."

There was no arguing with that. so they sat, Boday and

Charley sitting together and keeping very quiet and very still,
Dorion tried to | ook unconcerned, but he wasn't at all thrilled,
either. At any nmonent, the slightest hint of anything suspi-
cious woul d make things instantly unpl easant.

The nearest sentry canme over to himand gestured at the
two wonen. "They his, magician, or yours?"

"Personal slaves. They were slaves even under the old
order, so this isn't nmuch different for them" The conversa-
tion was nmaki ng hi munconfortable. Too nuch chance of a
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slip of the tongue here.

But the guard just nodded. "That explains it, then. |
thought | noticed a different | ook about them They say
they're going to be pulling the women out of these canps
soon. Going to start a breeding program Sone of the ani nal
husbandry experts are opening up a whol e new business in

sl aves. Akhbreed, nmminly, but sone of the other races who
won't join us will wish they had, too. That bother you, you
bei ng bom Akhbreed and al | ?"

It did, nore than this sentry could know, but that wasn't
the required answer.

"The systenmis been just as bad to some of us as to nobst of
you," he responded. "You don't know what some of those

bi g-shot sorcerers are like close up. | do. |I've been a refugee
in the wilds for many years, seeing little of ny own kind,
living and dealing nostly with halflings and changel i ngs and
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die like. The system s done such horrible wongs that it's

only to be expected that setting it right will cause suffering as
well. | had a m|d brush with a Changewi nd anyway, so |'m

not wholly acceptable to themany nore, either."

The sentry nodded sagely. "Mst all the nagicians work-

ing on our side have sone problens tike that, either from

magi ¢ backfiring, curses by higher-ups, or occasional Changew nd
probl ens. Nobody ever knew how many |ike that there were

until this."

And, with that. he slowy wandered away. Dorion all owed

hi nsel f a nervous si gh, and Boday caught his eye and seened
to under st and.

It took Hal agar al nbst an hour, but when he cane back it
was with an escort of soldiers- "Conme, Dorion' The Genera
was nost understanding, and we're getting a security escort
to the border. Al | had to do was nmention Masalur and all
barriers dropped. You two—take the third horse, double up,

and ride between us!"

Boday was imredi ately on her feet and lifted Charley into
the saddl e and then clinmbed on behind. They both were thin
enough that a comon saddle wasn't all that cranped. It
wasn't until they were on their way that either could wonder
just how easily Hal agar seemed to have nanaged all this.

Was he working both sides or not? O was this sonme kind of

trap for all of then?

The guard parted the ways of the crowmd down to the nul
border itself, and then took themin. past the equally profes-
sional picket line. Qut here was no colonial rabble; the sol-
diers of the rebel forces holding the colonial side of the nul
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| ooked tough, efficient, and businesslike. The commandi ng
general, a rough-looking creature with nottled rust-red skin
and a serpentine face, who was of no race either Hal agar or
Dori on had seen before, was crisp and businesslike. This nman
was a pro, trained and prepared for this point in tine.

He pointed a long, clawed finger out into the null. "That's
the eneny, about twenty | eegs beyond. Fromny front line
here, it's a no-man's-land until their frontier line. They're
established quite well —their commander seens to know what
he's doi ng—but when we're able to nove they will be vul ner-
able with little or no cover."

Hal agar was the professional mlitary man all the way.
156 )ack L. Chaiker

"You really think you can take then? Your troops here | ook
excel lent, but there are not enough of them and the bunch
back in Mahabuti, if you'll forgive nme, would be cut to

pi eces by any good defender, and not inclined to obey your
orders. "

"Well, we're doing what training we can with them but

you're right. They're strictly a rearguard force, or cannon
fodder, depending on the situation. | have sufficient forces,

t hough, both in reserve in other colonial worlds and nore
coming all the tine. I'll need nore tine than | have to whip
that rabble into shape, but | have enough tinme to get sufficient
forces for the real fighting together." He paused a nonent.

"So you're on a special mssion from Col onel Kol etsu. How

i s the Col onel ?"

Hal agar was unfazed. "lI'mafraid |'ve never net him sir.
My instructions conme by courier. |'ve never actually seen any
of the people | work for.'

That was the right answer. "Well, neither have |, although

I saw this Klittichomonce and he inpressed ne as one nasty
character. | confess |'m uneasy about building his power so
much, but if you're going to have to deal with the power of
sorcery you're going to have to deal with the devil, and if that
power's on ny side | can't quibble about it not being perfect.

I assume that you're going to pass into the hub as refugees? If
so, don't get shot by a nervous sentry over there."

"We'll be as careful as we can. |'mhoping to pass us off
as doubl e agents. Get a convincing story and pl edge all e-
giance to the king and |like that. Enough to get ne through,
anyway. "

"Li ke you did here," the general nuttered. "But | don't
care who or what you are, Captain. If you're truly with us,

then you' Il wind up rewarded and living in the only remaining
center of Akhbreed freedomin Klittichom s i medi ate do-

main. |f not, then you'll join those wetches you saw back
there, if you survive. Pretty soon the |ast obstacle to us wll
be renoved and then it will be tinme to strike. 1've grown old
waiting for this; I'mnot about to fail."

"Well, 1I'"mcounting on us all being evident Akhbreed to

tilt any doubt on their side in ny favor," he told the general
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"Am | going to have to go through all this on the other side
as well. though?"
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"Not much. There's just enough force against the west

border to secure it so we can bring up our own forces as need
be, nothing like this. But when you get near Masal ur hub, it
will make this look |ike an unpopul ated desert. If all goes
well with you, though, then you ought to reach there just in

time for the fun."

Hal agar didn't know exactly what that nmeant, but he re-
sponded, "Well, that's when and why |'m supposed to be
there. Those of us with conbat experience need to eval uate

what's what."

The general nodded. "Yes, indeed, we do need that. W

will win, but the casualties are going to be a hundred tines
greater than they need to be because we're using, of neces-
sity, all green troops. Very well. Captain. 1'll give the orders

for you to pass.”

And, like that, they were through the Iine and out into the
nm ddl e of the no-man's-land of the null.

When they got far enough out that the others felt free to
speak, Boday said, "You were very chumry with those

slime, and very free with the right nanes. One m ght wonder
with that general just whose side you're really on."

Hal agar chuckled. "I*ma nmercenary, and |'mon the side
of those who pay ne, which in this case is Dorion. As for the
nanes, | picked Kol etsu because it's a fairly generic nane. |

have no idea if a Col onel Kol etsu exists anywhere, |let alone
in the rebel general staff, but | took the ganble that those
people wouldn't, either. A mlitary command is a vast bu-
reaucracy; nobody knows all the players, particularly those on
the operational level. | w sh, though, that | knew what the
general meant by getting there just when the fun begins. My
best guess is that they are going to nove for practice on your
friend Bool ean, and quickly, to test out their system"

Dori on | ooked ahead at the slowy appearing hub border on

the horizon. "He was right about us getting shot conming in,

t hough. Shoot first and ask later, 1'd say, particularly if these
guys are as nervous as the ones back at Covanti."

"Well, | picked up sonme yellow cloth for a pennant when
was back in conmbat support," Halagar told him the yell ow
pennant bei ng Akahl ar's symbol of truce. "I'd say we hold it

and cone in openly, slowy, and wait for the challenge. If we
158 Jack L. Chal ker

tal ked our way through back there, we should be able to talk
our way through here, surely."
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None of themtal ked nmuch about what they had seen back

at the border, but it was on all their mnds. For Charley, it
had al ways been a cut-and-dried situation: the Akhbreed should
give the col onials and natives their independence and dea
with them as equals and everybody would |ive happily ever
after. Happily ever altering, though, wasn't the result. Onh,
you coul d argue that the Akhbreed had brought this on them
sel ves by maintaining such a systemfor so long, but did
anyt hi ng excuse what she'd seen back there? Did nmere op-
pressi on warrant genocide? O would she think it did, if she
had been one of the oppressed? And what were those people
going to do once they had totally destroyed the Akhbreed
culture and its know edge and skills? They knew the basics of
getting raw materials, but did any of them know how to build
the buildings and repair the nachi nes or engi neer even a
sanitary systen? Who woul d keep them fromfighting each

other in constant wars? Were they in fact anticipating sone-
thing that was going to wind up reverting thousands of civili-
zations back to the Stone Age?

It was much too heavy for her; there shouldn't be situations
where all the solutions were bad. Al this war and hatred and
savagery was so unnecessary and so tragic for all of them

Thi ngs had been so nuch sinpl er back home—er had they

only seemned that way?

Well, the bottomline was that she couldn't do a damed

thing about it, and that fact, instead of frustrating her, nade
her a little happier. God, she'd never want that kind of
responsibility.

"Did you really have a brush with a Changew nd?" Boday
asked Don on.

"No, | was making that up as | went along. Al ny life ny

best asset has been ny voice. One on one, anyway, |'ve

al ways been able to talk ny way out of just about anything. It
expl ai ns why there were so nmany nmmgi ci ans there doing their

bi ddi ng and yet getting along in that crowd of hate, though.
Changel i ngs and those sonmehow deforned by delving into

forbi dden magi ¢ way beyond them-that's who those guys

are. Now their differences, their defornities, beconme an asset
and not a curse. Hounded out of the hubs. nade to feel Iike
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nmonsters—the kind of folks Iike we saw back in the Kudaan
Now t hey got a chance to get even with all those fine Akhbreed
types who | ooked down on them before. You know, unti

now | never could figure why sonebody |ike Bool ean, who

never mssed a chance to knock the whol e Akhbreed system
woul d risk his neck to defend it. This is the first time | think 1
can understand- It's all hatred and revenge. This whole revolt
is all hatred and revenge, fromKlittichomand the Storm
Princess on down to those people back there. That's what

their whol e new society is gonna be built on—hatred and
revenge. Makes a society built on callousness and indiffer-
ence seem downri ght nice by conparison."”

It took several hours of slow, cautious travel to reach the
outer defense |line of Tishbaal hub, and when they did, in
spite of their pennant and their precautions, they still got shot

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (127 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:39 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

at .

"Hold your fire, dam it Hal agar shouted. "W're
Akhbreed and we're not with them Let us talk to your

officers!"

There was no inmmedi ate reply and he grew i npatient.
"Dam it, look at us! tf you have anything to fear fromthe
likes of us, then all the guns in the world won't save you!"

Suddenly an entire squad of uniformed soldiers rose from
the mst, guns pointed directly at them "All right, sir.'
a nervous sergeant. "You just keep those hands free—all of
you—then di snount and foll ow us."

sai d

In a stroke of luck, the intelligence officer of the forward
def enses knew Hal agar- Not personally, but they had net in
the performance of the nmercenary's old duties as a Covanti an
courier. After that, there was no question that they would be
adm tted, although first they had to be thoroughly debriefed
on what they'd seen back where they'd cone from and how

the hell they'd gotten through

Wthout identifying the two women and letting the officer's
m nd assune the obvious about them Hal agar gave the basic

story flat out.

"Perhaps we should hire you on," the intelligence officer,
whose nane was Torgand, renmarked. "We've tried infiltrat-
i ng people over there regularly and none of them ever get

back to report."
"The Akhbreed they have working for them keep wel |
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back of the border and in their own canp," the mercenary
told him "as would | in their place. I'mnot certain any
Akhbreed will be safe once the fight begins.”

"Yeah, well, we're still trying to figure out how that can

be. Qur shield is strong; they can take out our forward

el ement, of course, but even our picket line is within range of
hub artillery. And even if they send that rabble in wave after
wave, they're not going to break the psychic shield that
prevents any non- Akhbreed fromentering the hub. They've

got a bunch of mmgicians, nmaybe even a few real sorcerers on
their side. but all of themtogether couldn't break the kind of
shi el ds the hubs have."

"I thought so, too, until | saw that Changew nd vall ey.

Those shields, tike all magic, arc as nothing to the Changew nd,
and | am convinced that their bosses can drop one wherever

they want it. Right in the center of the capitol if need be. No
sorcerers, no shield. O even a Changewi nd that sinply sweeps
frominland to the border, breaking it in a wide swath. An
avenue in. I'mnot certain what they plan. but | amcertain

that they are confident of success."
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"Nobody has ever been able to influence a Changew nd,

you know that," Torgand responded. "That valley night

seem inpressive but |I've seen the winds do things just as
regular and just as odd. They follow their own rules but they

do follow rules. And even if there was sonmebody who coul d

do it, they'd have to do it one at a tinme, and it wouldn't take
much to find out who and fromwhere and all the other

sorcerers would track them down and destroy them out of

sheer self-defense. No. it just doesn't fit the way the universe
wor ks. "

Dori on was havi ng none of this. "Then why are you hol ed

up here in fortifications, shooting at yell ow pennants, and
scared out of your skulls? Those poor people we saw bei ng
abused are citizens, damm it! They have rights. And the right
of any citizen is protection and defense fromhis King and al
the power at the conmmand of the Crown."

"He's got a point," Halagar noted. "Wiy wasn't this
nipped in the bud in the usual manner, wth nassive force,
even bi g-l eague sorcery? That's what the dammed arny's
for—keeping order and law in the colonies. Instead you

wi t hdraw everybody to the hub and let it spread.”
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"I know, | know," Torgand agreed- "You think it hasn't

gotten to us, either? Conplacency, nostly, | think. The Chi ef
Sorceress here has been cracked in the head for nore years
than | can renenber. Senile, batty, and nean as hell. She no
| onger energes fromher quarters at all, and nobody can tel
her anything she doesn't want to hear. She ignores even the
King's commands, and she's powerful enough to zap even

some of the strong adepts who'd normally take care of this.
You know how nuts she is? She keeps calling H s Mjesty

Ki ng Yurunba. and Yurunba di ed over two hundred years

ago! She insists that this isn't happening and seens to really
bel i eve that she was on a tour of the col onies only weeks ago.
"She's conpletely lost, senile, and nad, and nobody dares
cross her since she's never allowed any of the adepts to live
who cane cl ose to approaching her power or threatening her
position. She's the only one we have who can keep the shield
up, and since that's the case we had very little choice. W
can't go against themw thout sorcery to back us up, not on
this scale, and not with those dammed illegal automatic weap-
ons that are better than anything we have- All we can do is
pul | back and rely on her to at |east keep up the shield."

Dori on nodded knowi ngly. "I thought as nmuch when | saw
this. They're all too old or too lazy or too inconpetent at this
stage to really do the job. | wonder how many centuries

we' ve been running on sheer reputation? How | ong we've

kept the colonies in line with fear of sorcerous power that in
many cases just isn't there and hasn't been for sone tine?

The best Second Rankers don't want to be Chief Sorcerers—

they want to experinent or specialize or pursue their art to the
bitter end. They retire and separate thenselves frompolitics,
or they get into territory too dangerous even for them and

they wind up nmal forned creatures—er they wind up sum

moni ng t he Changewi nd and vani sh into the Seat of Probabil -
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ity. That | eaves nostly nediocrities as our defenders. Damm!
That's what the eneny saw. He wi ned and di ned and soci al -
ized with them and he saw what frauds our whole way of life,
our whole world, was built upon.”

"That's water under the bridge," the mercenary pointed
out. "I amfar nmore concerned with the rebel general's
conment on the forthcom ng 'fun' at Masalur. You have any
i nformation?"
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Torgand shook his head. "None. We've been pretty nuch
pi nned down here for weeks. Right now, you know as nuch
or nore than we do about all this."

Boday caught Dorion's eye and he went over to her and
bent down and she whi spered, "Ask himif he has any
know edge of a short, fat girl about the age of our own
com ng through here."

Dori on nodded and went back to the soldiers. "Any sign of

a girl, mybe twenty or so, pretty fat with a deep, al npbst
manni sh voi ce, who mght | ook |ike the overweight sister of
the pretty one there?"

Tor gand shook his head negatively once again. "Sorry, no.

At least, if she did it was before we were set up here. You
m ght check with Immigration and Permts to see if she
cleared before that, but since we've been here only a few
ref ugees have made it across and none of them sound |ike
sonebody like that—and |I've had to interview themall.

Why? Sonebody el se trying to get through here that got
separated fromyour party?'

"You might say that." Dorion responded carefully.

"Wl |, think about what you went through to get here. If

she didn't make it by now, ny guess is she either can't or
she's dead or she's sone colonial's slave over there. You
were damed lucky. I1t'd take a full-blown sorcerer to get as
far as you have at this stage."

They had spent several days in Tishbaal hub, |ike the other
hubs a relatively conpact city-state, but, unlike the others,
one that had been under siege for some tinme. At one tine it
must have been a bustling nmetropolis, and exciting place to
be. As they had progressed north and west, the ki ngdons had
seenmed to be | ooser and far nore liberalized than the nore
conservative Mashtopol. Here the wonen had sone fashions,

the dress and noral codes seened | oose, rel axed, sort of the
way Charl ey remenbered things back hone. Now, though, it

was | ooking like a fading shadow of its former self, its
factories and distribution centers closed both for lack of raw
materials and for lack of ability to deliver anywhere. Shops
were running out of many things to sell; electricity was
rationed due to the |ack of coal and other fuels that kept the
pl ants going. Nearly half the city was unenpl oyed and nad
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as hell about it and about the governnent's seem ng inpo-
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tence to deal with it.

And it was incredibly cromded and dirty, with far too many
people living in quarters barely | arge enough for two or three
peopl e and many nore sleeping in parks or tent cities. The

ref ugees and the pani cked, come to the hub for protection,

and further straining its resources.

About the only thing that had kept the lid on was that the

| ayout of the hubs included nanaged truck farns that pro-
duced an adequate supply of food for the population. Still,
meat was rationed and there was a | ot of hoarding. People
who were used to thinking of thenselves as the hei ght of
creation and masters of all, were now forced into decisions
between their pride and the governnent handouts of food and
ot her supplies that kept them going on a basic level. Al-
though a fair nunber of colonial populations had renmi ned

| oyal (or so at least was the word froma few brave fol k who
made it across the null fromthe other, |ess defended, border
poi nts), no colony was truly safe for Akhbreed or the great
wagon trains the Akhbreed had depended upon for so |ong.
Loyal colonists sinply could not enter the hub to deliver
things thenselves, for to drop that prohibition would have
invited the rebel forces in as well.

Leaving the hub, they entered what was supposed to be a
friendly col ony named Qatarung, their identity stones and

Hal agar's glib tongue giving them few problens in getting by
the paper-thin rebel line on the Masalur side. The rebel force
was there nmerely to enforce the siege; it was clearly not ever

i ntended as an attack force, although if Tishbaal in its desper-
ation overran them their commander was confident that rein-
forcements sufficient to crush such an attenpt were easy to
bring up. Hal agar did not disbelieve him

Qat arung was vast fields of sugar cane and pal n? and ot her
tropical agriculture. The |arge, apelike natives seened nostly
anbi valent to all that was going on around them nmnore than
truly loyal. It was easy to get the inpression thai they would
love to join the revolt if they could believe even for a nonent
that it had a chance of |ong-term success. In spite of their
bruti sh appearance, they weren't at all stupid or even naive; if
the hub coul d be broken that was the end of it and they woul d
be overjoyed, but they were as convinced as Torgand hilid
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been that the hub coul d not be broken and overrun, and, if it
could not, eventually there would be vengeance of the npst
horrible sort, no matter how batty the chief sorceress was or
how di smal the conditions were in the hub itself.

In the neantine, they were exactly what the rebel sentry

on the other side hated—the ones who, by taking no side, had
profited the nost. Tens of thousands of Akhbreed col onia
famlies had noved into the hub for safety or, after the troops
had cl osed the hub because it sinply could accept no nore,

had noved wel|l away fromthe intersection points, in many

cases thousands of miles away, where there were neither

natives in any nunber or rebel troops on the nmarch.
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The Qatarung, in fact, were for the first time running their
own place, pretty independently of the Akhbreed and under

their own tribal rules, and they seemed to be coping just fine.
If the hub held, their loyalty would be remenbered and their
relative racial position vastly enhanced; if it did not, they
woul d cheer the victorious rebels. Dorion and the others
suspected that most of the colonies were really like this, with
only a fewtotally coomitted to the rebel cause. Still, those
few woul d out nunmber the Akhbreed by a fair anmpunt, and the

| evel of weapons they had made up to some extent their |ack

of real training.

Not all Qatarung were playing both sides, though. The
rebellion still had a good deal of enotional appeal, particu-
larly to the young, and there were signs of |ooted plantation
houses and even uglier events here and there.

They were three days in when they were set upon by a gang.

It was on the quiet road goi ng between endless tall stal ks of
sugar cane, in the nmiddle of the day, with the sun shining
brightly. Shadowcat was napping, and while he heard sone-

thing rustling it was far too late to give a warning by the tine
any of them including him realized it was danger.

They energed fromthe cane with shouts, panicking the
horses, and surrounding the quartet of Akhbreed in a flash.
Their weapons were two single-shot stock rifles, a shotgun
and t hree enornous nmachetes; a hal f-dozen young Qat arung
mal es showi ng solidarity with the rebels and contenpt for
their clever elders.

Thr ough Shadowcat's eyes Charl ey saw t hem—+ound-faced,
barrel -chested, with nuscles on their nuscles and thighs big-
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ger than waternelons, nearly covered with brown hair, kind
of like a cross between Bigfoot and Alley Oop.

"What do you want?" Hal agar denanded to know in his
best command voice, which really was inpressive. "Wy do
you greet us this way?"

"Get off your horses, Akhbreed—all of you!" grow ed

back one of the thickest, if not the tallest, of the natives and
clearly the | eader of the pack. "Your days of arrogance are
past. Qatarung is ours now." He turned to his gang. "Five
seconds or you shoot both the nen. And shoot the nmgician if

he so nmuch as raises his hands. Shoot himin the head."

[ ] 7 [ ]
A Li'~Je Practical Treason

"You M SJUDGE us," Halagar told the gang. "We're not with

the ki ngdom you can surely see that just by |ooking at us.
I"'ma nmercenary in the enploy of Lord Klittichom s genera
staff, charged to go to Masalur in advance of, well, what will
happen there, to evaluate it for them"

"Shut up and di smount!" the | eader barked. "We're not as
cut off as you think- W know who you are. You match the
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description perfectly. W want the woman. The rest of you
mght live, if we feel like it; the woman's our only concern."

Hal agar put his hand on Charley's head and jerked it around
a bit. "Her? She was wanted once, but no nmore. Didn't you
get the word on that?"

"Not her," the Qatarung gang | eader responded. "Her."

He pointed to Boday, whose nouth dropped in sheer surprise.
"No nore questions! Get down! Now 1'll count to five!
One—

Hal agar judged their position and the position of his own
party, then nodded- "Everybody do as he says," he said
calmMy, eyeing the | eader, who held the shotgun

The four di smounted, Hal agar hel ping Charley down. Cearly
not professionals, he decided at once. O herw se they woul d
have realized that we were better targets and easier to cover
up there than down here, on the same | evel as the horses.
There was no time to alert or pronpt the others; they would
just have to follow or get the hell out of the way.

"Al'l of you up here where we can see you!" comuanded
the | eader.

"Yes, right away, sir," responded Hal agar, taking out the

366
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pocketknife he carried in his pocket and then sticking and
sl appi ng hi s horse.

The horse whinnied in shock and pain and reared up; the

other two backed up. startled, and at | east Boday got the itiea,
grabbed her whip, then slapped her own horse hard on the

runp and | eaped into the fray.

Hal agar went right for the | eader, grabbing him and spin-

ning himaround, so that the shotgun discharged into the
rifle-toting gang nmenber nearest him Dorion. knocked back
when the horses unexpectedly bolted, recovered quickly and
rushed the other man with the rifle. The gunman was twi ce

his size and four tines his nuscles, but Dorion was able to

di scharge his shock spell, which also had the effect of firing
the rifle harm essly.

A fourth was bringing his machete down on the magician

when there was a sudden crack! and it was plucked fromhis
hands with a whip that left a bl eeding wound. Dorion was
startled for a monent as the big knife fell narrowy m ssing
his head, but he rolled, picked it up, and plunged it into the
near est abdonen.

It was still an unfair fight; the two remaining ones with the
machetes, plus the | eader and the rifleman recovering quickly
from Dorion's shock were nmore than enough in nuscle and

bulk to take the others on, but by this time Hal agar had the

| eader in a viselike hold, one armtw sted back and his head

pul l ed back with the knife at this throat.
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"Everybody freeze or I'll cut his damed throat here and

now " Ha!agar bellowed, and it caused enough of a pause for
the others, except the two withing on the ground from wounds,
to see what the situation was with their leader. It was too
much for two of them they dropped their weapons and fled
into the cane. That nade the score one | eader with a knife at
his throat, one riflenman with an enpty gun, and two badly
wounded on the road. The rifleman nuttered a curse in his

own | anguage, threw down his rifle, and nade for the cane

hi nsel f. They let him go.

"Your friends aren't very loyal or supportive," Hal agar
taunted the | eader, who struggled but not only couldn't free
hinself, he didn't seemto believe it was possible for a nere
Akhbreed to hold sonebody as big and strong as he in any

kind of grip at all.
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"They will fry in the netherhells for this!" the |eader
grumbled. "I will chase themfor eternity!"

"Never mnd the regrets. Who put you up to this? And
what's so special about that worman?"

"Courier fromthe Masal ur border," the Qatarung responded,
giving up his struggle. "They bring us news and link the cells
together. They gave us the descriptions of those three and at
first said to let thempass if they came by. About a week ago
we had that changed. They didn't care about the magician or
the little one, but the tall, skinny one was to be taken at all
cost and whoever brought her to any active border post woul d
be rewarded beyond their dreans. That's what it said."

" W]y?ll

"How the hells should | know? First they said find a thin,
pretty girl and a fat one. Then they said never mind the thin,

pretty girl, just kill the fat one if you see her and bring
sonmet hing of her for a reward to prove you did it. Then they
say they want the tall. skinny one, but alive. W just try and

keep the orders straight and follow them Fellow saw you al
and recogni zed you a coupl e days back. He contacted us | ast
ni ght and we cane after you, that's all."

"Are there nore of you ahead?"

"l dunno. Maybe. Probably. Mst of our side's gone to
Masal ur, together with some of the tribal chiefs, to see the
denonstration. "

"What denopnstration?”

"I don't know They don't tell people Iike ne stuff like

that! Just that anyone who wants proof of rebel victory should
be at the border of Masalur hub by the evening of the Feast of
G@icco. That's el even days fromnow It was supposed to be

| ast week, but they had to postpone it for sonme reason so they
say then for sure. Mst have already left, 'cause you need

bi g-shot magicians to get into Masatur and nost of them on

our side'll be going to the hub border as well."
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"Thank you, ny friend. You have been nost hel pful, in

your own crude way," responded Hal agar, and very cleanly

and neatly slit the Qatarung's throat and left himgurgling and
withing in the road, choking to death on his own bl ood, next
to the other two, one of whom had stopped all novement.

Hal agar ignored them "Dam! The gods know how far the
horses have bolted, but at |east they bolted our way. Dorion,
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pi ck up the guns. Boday, search those pouches on their
| oi ncloths for amunition. W may need these." He | ooked
up at the sun. "We will also need all the Iight we can get."

Boday cane up with about twenty rifle bullets and six
hand- | oaded shotgun shells. It wasn't rmuch, but it was better
than being al nost totally defensel ess.

Hal agar held one rifle in his left hand and took Charley's
hand with his right and began wal ki ng down the road.

For Charley, the attack and the brutal defense had been a

m xture of sounds and long-termfear, but she'd sinply fallen
back and hoped that it would all mss her and it had. She stil
wasn't very sure of Hal agar, but at |east today he'd earned his

pay.

"Surely they nmust have m staken us," Boday insisted as
they wal ked. "It is insane. Wiy woul d they want Boday?
Perhaps, within tall, short, fat, thin, nman, wonan, we all

| ook alike to them™

"Uh-uh," Dorion responded. "They knew who we were.

Magi ci an, pretty little one, tall skinny one—and even that
reference to the fat one. And their news was recent, too,
because they knew the hunt for Charley had been called off,
and were apparently ahead of the gang back at the borders or
they'd have taken us. That neans the word is goi ng back

from Masal ur's border where the bigwigs are. No, they weren't
very good at being a rebel band, but they knew a jackpot

when they saw it and went after it, and apparently you're it.
The question now is why? As near as | can figure, you just
came along for the ride through all this. Sonething you
know? No, that can't be it. You' ve been with us since the
Kudaan, so anything you know we should know, too."

"Boday cane al ong because her darling Susama needed
her and needed to be protected,” the artist pointed out. "And
to find new inspiration."

"Beats hell out of ne," Halagar agreed. "I can't figure it,
and | sure didn't figure it. It neans we're going to have to
find sonme kind of disguise for you at the next and | ast border
crossings, though, and stay out of real visibility."

But as they wal ked it kept going through Dorion's brain,
agai n and agai n. Why Boday? Why particul arly Boday? The
only thing she'd done that in any way linked her to this was
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that she'd nade that rattier bizarre marriage to the m ssing

Sam and. .
He snapped his fingers. "Yeah! That's it! It nust be it!"

He turned to Boday. "1 knew you were married to this Sam
Susanmma, or whoever, but | figured it was kind of a |ove

match. | never really connected. . . . That marriage spell you
got—that's a real civil Tubi kosan nmarriage spell? To her?

They actually let you do that?"

Boday nodded. "Indeed yes. It is considered i moral,

true, but it is not illegal. In fact, it is actually nmandatory if
one is going to do it, since they w sh their—ha! —deviants

known and registered and classified instead of hidden, so we

can be kept in our own place and not sully the tenples or be

nm staken for polite society."

"I't just never hit ne before," the magician told her.
"Look, so this Sam or Susamm, is still mssing, and she's
anot her incarnation of this Storm Princess—w t hout whom
Klittichomcan't control the Changew nd, right?"

They were all three all ears now. "Right." Hal agar

r esponded.
"So now they're gonna do their big denonstration, which

m ght be screwed up if another Storm Princess pops up—and
maybe they're gonna do ne whole rebellion not |ong after

that. Maybe she's no threat. Sorry, Boday, but naybe she's a
sl ave or under a tight spell or something like that and is safely
out of the way. She's not dead—now that | |look | can see the
thin marriage spell thread still running fromyou off and away
in back of us. But they don't know and they're nervous. It's
Ii ke a random | oaded gun pointed at them the only thing that
can queer their deal. Nobody, not the greatest sorcerer in al
Akahl ar, can find her on his own. Nobody thought of this
before, just like we didn't, but sonebody now has. The only
way is to have you and then follow that magic thread all me
way to her. A good enough Second Rank sorcerer could do it.
Hel I, Boday—+mat makes you ne second nost wanted fugi-

tive in all Akahlar."

That sobered themall up fast, and nade all but Hal agar

feel rather stupid that it had been there all the tine and had
occurred to none of them To Hal agar, this whol e busi ness of
the marriage thread with another woman was news. |t was

al so unsettling to him evoking the sane enotional sensation
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as, say, vomt. The fact that, to him this whole thing sud-
denly turned on a legalized perversion sonehow changed

things, although he wasn't quite sure how yet. There were
certainly hunorous elenents to it, but, sonehow, after seeing
all that he had seen. it didn't seemvery funny. He had begun

to attenpt to think this all through alnost fromthe start, in a
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mental battle of honor versus pragmatism and he still wasn't
quite certain he'd resolved it. He had never feared death in
battle, but it was beginning to feel nore and nore |ike death
in the service of a |ost cause and | ost ideal. He had never had
any causes beyond his own self-interests not any ideals beyond
his sense of personal honor

He had never yet betrayed a comm ssion undertaken, but

he had failed a few times because the comm ssi on had proved

i mpossible. Even if these others hadn't yet made the connec-
tion, he knew full well what was going to happen in only

el even days. It was obvious. As obvious as that marriage

spel |l should have been to the likes of Dorion, who could not
only be told of it but actually see it. If they actually found the
horses today and they were all right, and if they made good
time with no nore maj or problenms and del ays, they night

make the border of the Masalur hub in about el even days. The
odds of that were very slimindeed. The odds of bluffing their
way through that horde of soldiers, of who knew how many

races as well as mmjor tribal |eaders on the fence and probably
bigwigs fromKlittichom s headquarters as well, were nearly
nil. He began to wonder if there was perhaps a single |ogica
course to take.

Boday, however, had a |l ess troubl ed reaction. Boday, the
key to history! The entire future of the Akhbreed and al
Akahl ar revol ved around Boday and her fate! How sinply
mar vel ous

It had taken the whole of the day to eventually find the
horses, thankfully not stripped of supplies, although they |ost
a fewthings in the scranble. The stuck horse seened no

worse for wear, the wound superficial and healing well, and

Hal agar was much relieved at that.

Charley, too, was relieved to find a very happy Shadowcat,
out of his perch now where he'd ridden on the runaway horse,
but absolutely overjoyed to see her. The only thing he com

272 Jack L. Chal ker

mented to her, in spite of all her prodding, was "About
time!"" but the purring seenmed to be genuine and indicated a
bit nore softness inside than he wanted to adnmit.

There were sone nervous nonments and' narrow escapes on
the remaining three and a half days to the null and the border
wi th Masal ur, but by being quick and cautious they managed

to have no further cause to fight.

The nost surprising thing about the Tishbaal - Masal ur bor -

der was that there were practically no colonial troops there at
all. Onh, there were signs that at one tine not |ong before
there had been nassive novenents of nmen and supplies

through the region, with a | ong canp, but they were gone
now—nevitably into Masalur, So confident were the rebels at
this point that they had only a few roving patrols going up
and down the border on the Tishbaal side, and those were
easily avoi ded. The Masal ur side, however, |ooked like trouble.

They stood in the mists of the null and surveyed the scene
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with binoculars. Finally Dorion sighed and put them down.

"No doubt about it,'* he told them "There's sone kind of
shield prior to the boundary. It's not strong |ike the ones the
Chi ef Sorcerers do for the hubs, but it's stronger than / can
handl e. Fromwhat | can see of it, it's not specific to any
particular race or kind, just a real barrier to everything. Any
second ranker could knock it over in a nonent, but nere

don't seemto be any second rank sorcerers around—at | east

not on our side."

"So you nmean we're stopped?" Hal agar asked him actu-
ally feeling alittle relief at the news. "W can't get in?"

"Not exactly. There's a single point where the two hal ves

join that | ooks designed as a passage, but that's the only

pl ace. It neans everybody and everything has to go through

just that one point. There'll be no sneaking in to this one, and
the only way you can nmaintain sonething like that is with a

top magician actually present to control it. If we goin at all,
we go in there—and that neans right up to a very good

magi cian at the least, into the colonial world he wants us to

go into, and that's that. W have to assune they have the

want ed posters on us there, too. | don't see how we can do

it."
Hal agar thought a nonment. "Well, they're | ooking for two

femal e sl aves of a certain description travelling with a magi -
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cian. They don't know about me and they don't really want
Shari. Wth ny stone, the two of us are as likely to get
through here as we were at the other places. If we tried it,
say, several hours apart, and if you sonehow coul d manage

to not look like a nagician, then they m ght not even connect

us. It's either that or you two wait here and we'll try and
make tinme and reach Bool ean sonehow and then cone back

for you."

"No. W should still travel the |last road together," Boday

responded. "There are too many chances for one as val uabl e

as Boday to be | ost skul king about in these regions for days or
weeks. Boday is both artist and al chenist, and she has her

small kit taken from Covanti. Wth a few hours, she night be
able to nmake sufficient changes not to be recogni zed during

that brief crossing. In fact, perhaps she should go first, since
it is the greater risk."

"No," Hal agar replied firmy. "If you go in first and are
still recognized, and we don't know what sort of powers
we're dealing with there, then there is no way we can help
you or hope to get close. If we get through—and you can
probably get close enough to watch it all through binocul ars,
Dori on—+then we can take up a position over there and cover
you just in case you have problens. And if we don't get

through, for some reason, you'll know that there was no way
for you to get through in time to avoid capture, which is al
that's left.”
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"Sounds reasonable,” Dorion agreed. "All right—tet's try
ft."

They found a position where Dorion was still reasonably out

of view fromthe entry station but could observe fairly clearly
not only the station but perhaps a quarter of a mile into
what ever colony was comng up as well. It wasn't until they
were set and Hal agar and Charley were on their way and

pretty nmuch beyond recall that Dorion was suddenly struck by
the idea that they mght not be admtted into the sane col ony!
Wel |, he knew Masal ur very well, and the barrier was a good

di stance inside the null. If need be, he'd just see which one
Hal agar went into, go where he was directed, then slip down
and back out inside the barrier and call that one back

It was likely, though, to be the sanme one. This bunch |iked
crowds.
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Hal agar approached (he entry station slowy but confi-

dently. He held Charley tightly and whispered, "I know

Dorion or that cat creature or both have probably put checks
on ny authority, but listen to ny orders. You will say not a
word, and do nothing, no nmatter what happens, and if that
won't remain a valid command then | will take ny knife and
slit your tongue and break your legs. And if that cat creature
so much as noves fromhis confortable pouch | wll destroy
him Now, out your hands behi nd your back."

She obeyed, wondering what the hell he was tal ki ng about,
and was surprised to feel |leather straps tying them securely
behi nd her. Jeez! She was blind, stark naked, and a sl ave.
What the hell did he think she could do?

Shadowcat renmained still, not because he feared the big

man, but because of the big man's will and position and what
he mght do to Charley if anything was pulled. Besides, it
was better to find out what nme hell the bastard was pl anni ng
first.

The sol diers guarding the gate were Hedumy he'd seen
them before in his travels, and they no | ess inpressed him
now t han they had when he'd first seen themas a young

sol dier of fortune. Over seven feet tall, with long, spindly-
| ooking arns and | egs, a glistening coal -black skin. totally
hairless, and all the nore intimdating for it. Still, they

| ooked basically human, until you got to the head, which

| ooked |i ke a coal -black sunflower, only the petals were not
petals but thick, tubular tentaclelike shapes that were in con-
stant notion. Sone ternminated in eyes, sone in hearing or

ot her sensory organs, and two were nouths. O all tile races

of Masal ur they were the strangest and al so the neanest and
nmost i nconprehensi ble to Akhbreed. Just the sight of them

with automatic rifles and a criss-crossed set of ammunition
belts across their chest was intimdating.

The Hedum al so quite literally tal ked through their nostrils;

the effect was eerie, unsettling, and about the nobst inhuman
around. Two flanked the theoretical opening in the shield,
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and the one on his left stepped forward.

"Who are you and why do you cone here?" it asked, in
that m xture of honking and wheezing that was the way they
coul d manage the Akhbreed speech.

"I am Hal agar, a nercenary. 1 answered a call for nen
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 175

with past mlitary experience and was told that if | got to the
Masal ur hub border in the next week or so | would find a
great deal of work."

"An Akhbreed slave girl. Not mne, although responding
to ny commands at the nonent."

Eyestal ks | evel ed thensel ves on her. "She does not | ook as
t hough she is responding well to your conmands," it noted.
" * Still, wait here. | will sunmon the magician of the gateway.'

The Hedum turned, faced the barrier, and placed both
enornmous hands on it, one on either side of the theoretica
openi ng. There was a chilling, ringing sound and an al npst

i mmedi ate response frominside a tent in back of the gate.
Presently a m ddl e-aged man in bl ack robes appeared—an

adept! Hi gh power indeed. Klittichomcouldn't have too many
adepts on his side or he'd not have waited this | ong nor been
this cautious. Adepts were essentially Second Rank them

sel ves, although not as powerful as full sorcerers—yet. Basi-
cally they had the power, but not yet all the skills and
experience. Still, they were form dabl e.

The adept stood there, |ooked at both of them frowned,
then said, "Di snmount and wal k through. We'll bring your
horse through after you."

Hal agar slid down, then picked Charley off and virtually
carried her through. He was not blind to the fact that severa
more Hedum within the barrier shield were pointing guns

right at him

The adept went up to Charley, seened to exam ne her top

to bottom then put his finger on the tiny slave ring in her
nose and stepped back. "She's bound to Bool ean," he noted.
"Not by Bool ean, but definitely to him"

Hal agar nodded. "I know. | know of no one capabl e of
renovi ng the spell."

"I could, but it would be a lot of trouble and tine.
However, the fact that she is not bound by himnakes for an
easi er remedy. Has she ever been in his presence?"

"As far as | know, no."
"Then it's easy. Now tell me why | should bother."

Hal agar hesitated only a noment. "My nane is Hal agar, a
mercenary nost |ate of Covantian service. | was hired by a
two-bit magi ci an named Dorion who's working for Bool ean
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to bring her and another woman to him The other woman is
Boday, wife of Susama. Interested?"

"Very. But if you betray them why should | believe you
won't betray us?"

"No percentage." Halagar told him "I know what you're

going to do and that will nake the whol e m ssion noot

anyway, since there's no way | can practically do it fromthis
geographic point and | know it, and since in |less than a ful
week the spell would dissolve of its own accord, wouldn't it?
| keep ny conmissions, but not when they are obviously

beyond ny ability to perform"

The adept smiled. "Now | amvery interested. \Were is

thi s Boday?"
"Not so fast. First, | want that slavery spell transferred to
me. Second, | want an officer's rank in your forces, and

protection and safe reward at the end, if | serve loyally and
honorably and survive."

The adept shrugged. "Sounds fair enough. Very well, as a
denonstration." He wal ked over to Charley, who was now

livid and suddenly felt no loyalty or attachnent to Hal agar at
all and a very strong urge to warn Dorion. The adept knelt
down and nade a few passes with his hand, however, and she
suddenly stiffened and went into a deep trance.

"Fascinating," he said aloud to hinmself. "She's got a

regul ar bundl e of stuff in there. Even denon spells. She's got
a famliar, too! Were is it?"

"In the saddle roll," Halagar replied, but even as he turned
to look at the horse he saw the shape of the cat leap fromthe
bedroll and run like hell through the startled soldiers and out
of sight. Attenpts by the Hedumto catch hi mproved nore

com cal than effective, and he was soon well away into the
countrysi de

"Forget it, then," the adept told him "Just nmake sure it
gets no nore of her blood. That's the way to kill them If it
shows up, don't kill it—that'll only cause problens. Trap it
and let it starve. They're devoted but generally not very
bright. Al right." He fumed back to Charley. "Grl, what is
your native |anguage?"

"English," she responded dully.

"Al'l right," he responded in clear but heavily accented
English, "now listen to me. | amtelling you a secret and you

177
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will believe it. Now | tell you that Hal agar is Bool ean

Bool ean and Hal agar arc the sanme. He chooses to use the

nane Hal agar for now and so should you, but only you and

he and | know that he is really Bool ean, your |ord and naster.
You know it, you believe it to be true, and nothing, no one,
no evidence, no thing, shall convince you otherwise. He is
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your lord, your naster, and your god and you belong to him
and nust always obey him You are his to do with as he

wills. Wien | snap ny fingers you will not renenber that

this has happened but you will suddenly know and realize this
as if it were divine revelation and you will believe and act
accordingly. Also, your cat fanmiliar is an evil creature, a
demon who wants to harmyour nmaster. |f he tries to contact
you, you will shut himout and never seek himout, and you
will never let himfeed upon you. if it tries to contact you,
you wi Il not understand what it is saying nor obey, but you
will tell your master. Now . . . three, tw, one. . . ." He
snhapped his fingers, then got up and turned to Hal agar

"It won't hold if she actually neets the real Bool ean," he
told the mercenary, "but in a few nore days that won't be a
problem In fact, upon Bool ean's dem se the spell wll be
permanently affixed, replacing the original, until your own
dem se. Now, what about this Boday?"

"If we're seen to be safely leaving, in no nore than a few
hours she will try and walk right in here with Dorion," he
told the adept. "And she has the same sl ave spell Shari has.
so she'll be easy to |l ead away and very cooperative."

"l see. Now about how powerful is this Dorion?"

Hal agar smiled. "l seriously doubt if Master Dorion can
successfully palma card or make a coin vanish. He used to
wor k for Bool ean but the old boy exiled himto Yobi in the
Kudaan, apparently for incompetence. This was supposed to
be how he'd get back in."

The adept suddenly reached up and Hal agar felt a tug on
his hair. "Hey! Wat—=2"

The adept took out a pouch and put a |ock of the nerce-

nary's hair inside, then put away his small clippers. "Just a
bit of insurance that you will have no second thoughts and

wilt stay on our side," he said lightly. "Wth this, | can curse
you anywhere in Akahlar.''

For Charley, sitting there, things becane nmonentarily con-
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fused and then suddenly there was no confusion at all. Wen
thi ngs had been going wong the Master had suddenly re-

veal ed hinself and his power to her and all was suddenly

cl ear. Now she understood that Hal agar was Bool ean in dis-
gui se and thus her true master. It came as a conpl ete shock
like a bolt fromthe blue, that reveal ed his power, but now
everything was in place. She did not understand what he was
doing or why, but it was not her place to do so. Such

power ful beings were nore than hunman; she could no nore
conprehend themor truly question themthan a pet could
conprehend or question the actions of their owner. In fact,
that's just how she felt—ike a pet dog, there to serve and
obey, unquestioning, dependent, too |l ow to conprehend.

Hal agar was none too pl eased about an adept having a part
of himbut it was a small price to pay to resolve his future. He
cane over to her, untied her hands, and saw in her face and
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denmeanor the great change wought within her. "This will be
our secret," he told her, "to be revealed to no one. From
now on you are Shan, slave girl of Halagar. That's your only
identity and your only loyalty. Now, cone—give ne your

hand. We nust ride. W nust not be late for their big show"

"Yes, Master," she responded, and that was all there was
toit.

Dori on had been watching fromthe null, and while he had

sone bad feelings when they were held up by the adept, seeing
them mount up and ride off nade himfeel relieved. Maybe

they were going to nake it after all!

Boday had used her kit to paint elaborate and col orful

desi gns on her face and upper torso. She certainly | ooked—
different—+ike sone prinmtive savage, and maybe it woul d

do. Dorion played with a sinple by-the-book illusory spel

that woul d nake his robe appear to be some uniform but

when he saw the adept he knew that his sinple and stock

tricks woul d be of no avail. The hell with it; he would wing it
as he was.

They nounted up and headed for the gate. The Hedum
chal l enged themas it had challenged the first two, but the
adept canme out fromhis tent quickly and bade t hem cone

i nside. The nmgician was just beginning to feel confidence
returni ng when the adept said, "Well, brother-in-nmagic, |
thank you for bringing us that which we have | ong sought."”
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Dorion frowned. "I do not understand, brother."

"Sure you do. You are Dorion and this is Boday, nate of

the one we have sought for so long. Don't | ook so shocked or
come up with any deni al s—your conrade betrayed you. And
don't try anything unless you wish to test your own powers
agai nst mne."

Dorion hesitated, but he had too nuch respect for what it
took to get that black robe, and too nuch understandi ng of
how little power he hinself possessed to do it. "No, brother,
it's your gane."

The adept smiled. "Let nme nmake a bit of adjustment in our
rat her colorful slave here so that she believes nme to be her
true master, and then we can depart."

"Depart—for where?"

The adept smiled. "Wiy, we are goi ng where you wanted

to go. To Masal ur hub! There we'll watch nme final denon-
stration of My Lord Klittichoms power and then neet up
with sone nore of ny brethren, and then together we will
reunite this woman with her lover—an all too brief and sad
reunion, | fear. And with those two steps we will erase
forever the last hope of the old order in this world."

Qut in the woods, Shadowcat had no luck in contacting

Charl ey; she had shut himout entirely, even to the visua
link, and now, with just she and Hal agar on a single horse, it
was cl ear that he could not hope to keep up with them It was
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time to think it out.

The inp was a m nor denon charged and bound to Yobi

who had no true existence in this dinensional |evel without
i nhabiting a body. Yobi had placed himinside the cat when
Charl ey had selected it, and since then the inp had main-
tai ned hinself through her bl ood energy while maintaining
me cat body in the usual way.

Trapped in the body, which he needed to have corporea

exi stence on this plane, he needed her blood to survive, to

repl ace the type of energy that was part and parcel of the very
at mosphere and makeup of the netherhell to which the inp

was native. By preying upon |ocals he mght sustain hinself

for some weeks, but the link was to Chariey and the energy

n | evel would be down at the very time he needed it the nost.
n Wirse, the locals here would probably not be Akhbreed and
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their blood, let alone blood type, was probably unsuited to his
needs. Wthout Charley, he would die.

He cursed hinmself for not sinply tearing Hal agar's throat

out one night as he'd been sorely tenpted to do. Instead, he'd
kept her in the courtesan m nd-set, having | earned of the spel
fromher own brain, so that she could not betray the full facts
about herself to the man the inp had never |iked or trusted.
He coul d not destroy the cat body deliberately; that was
against his nature and the rules here. He could provoke a
killing, which would free him but that would only take him
back either to the netherhell or perhaps to Yobi's |aboratory
in the Kudaan, very far fromhere. It was a | ast-chance
option, but it mght well be too late if they killed Bool ean

Looki ng out fromthe bushes, he saw the Hedumbring up a

sl eek coach with six fast horses. To his surprise he saw the
Hedum driver get down and Boday clinb up and take the

reins. Bewitched, certainly, and under the control of the evi
ones. Two Hedum put | arge chests and bl ankets and bedrolls
on top of the carriage in the luggage rack and secured them
"then junped back down, and Dorion energed fromthe tent
with the bl ack-clad adept and both got into the coach. Dorion
| ooked unhappy but not bewi tched, which might or m ght not

be some advant age. Shadowcat wondered what bl ood type

bot h the magi ci an and Boday were.

He eyed the |uggage rack and judged where the coach had

to pass and the probable speed of it when it did, then | ooked
around for a convenient and clinbable tree. It mght be for
not hi ng, he knew, but it seemed the obvious thing to do.

The rebel forces around Masal ur were so confident that
they even had bl eachers erected for the big shots.

It was a far thicker but better organi zed crowd than the one
back at Tishbaal; only the best rebel troops were here, al
wel | -trained and eager to see sone real action. They, and
their support troops, renmained relatively apart fromthe oth-
ers, who seened to be of all races, shapes, and sizes. Here,
too, were |large nunbers of robed nmagicians and sorcerers of
all ranks, although Third Rank types dominated with a smat-
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tering of black-clad adepts, and there were very few with the
colorful robes of the Second Rank. The fact that there were
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any at all was inpressive to ne observers. The one thing they
all had in common was that they were on the outs with their
own establishnment, either having been changed or mal forned

or having commtted sone political or ethical violations that
had at best estranged themfromtheir own kind and at worst
enmbittered themtowards it.

Here, too, surprisingly, were a fair nunber of distinguished-
| ooki ng and not so distingui shed-I|ooki ng Akhbreed; nen, and
sone wonen, of obvious wealth or power in key areas with
their own axes to grind, hoping to carve out wi der niches in
the weckage the new order woul d | eave, and very useful to
ones like Klittichom Men |ike Duke Al on Pasedo, whose
fam|ly was barred by Akhbreed | aw and spells from com ng
this distance, but who had many grudges agai nst his ki ngdom
and nmany friends anong those who sought to inherit this
worid. There were a | ot of Pasedos about, although they were
dressing plainly and keeping a |l ow profile. There was no use
in giving any of the colonial troops who would have to fight
inthis, any idea that they m ght also be serving the interests
of some Akhbreed types.

Most of the Akhbreed on hand, however, had gotten the

sl ave treatnment. Mich of the stands, the tenporary buil dings,
field kitchens, and pit toilets had been built by them and vast
nunbers continued to do the manual |abor and dirty work of

mai ntai ni ng the whole place. They weren't really needed to

(he extent they were being used, but the rebel conmand staff
guessed rightly that the sight of themin such |ow situations
and so debased woul d keep noral e anong the native troops

hi gh.

The Hedum acted as the traffic cops, keeping the various

facti ons separate and out of each other's way. They were
polite but very firmand i nposed a sense of order and strength
on the vast assenbl age.

One | ook at such a mighty, organized, and confident force
and Hal agar knew he had nmade the right choice. Any Chief
Sorcerer who would remai n bunkered inside his hub and
allow this so close to himwas anot her who was nore snoke
than fire, a sure sign of the systenmis rotten core

Sonehow, this Klittichomhad stunbled onto the great
power that me Storm Princess possessed. He probably wasn't
the first, but he was the first to realize the weakness in the
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center of the systemafter so nany thousands of years; to
realize that he might get away with using that power sinply
because his colleagues in sorcery could not believe that they
were not inpregnable. To have godli ke power nmeans nothing

in the end if you have not the wisdomfor it.

The Hedumtraffic director pointed himtowards a snal
three-sided tent pavilion. Sitting there were three officers, a
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senior and two juniors. One had pea-green skin and bug eyes
and | ooked nore like a giant lizard than a variation of hunman-
ity; another was bald, squat, with an incredibly w de face
and hairless skull fromwhich protruded two bony horns |ike
great but misplaced carnivorous teeth. The third was a tiny,
gnonel i ke creature with huge upturned pointed ears, a rather
stupi d expression, eyes like dinner plates, and who | ooked
i ke he had been born old. None were races he recogni zed,
and the quality of their uniforms—and the sanmeness of them
in this vast jigsaw arny—ndicated that they were probably
fromKlittichoms own staff.

"Yes, nanme?" the gnonme asked him

"Hal agar, sir. A nercenary officer by trade but a vol unteer
to this cause. | have proved it by capturing the fugitive Boday
and turning himover to the adept at the Masal ur border."

"I ndeed. Well, welcone, then, sir. W have no billeting

for such as you—dnexpected, that is—but you arc wel cone

to set up anywhere over there near the tree |line where you can
find space. There's a cold field kitchen there and pit toilets
just in the woods. | woul d suggest, to avoid probl ens, that
you remain in that area. You'll get as good a view as anyone
fromthat canp." He | ooked over at Charley. "And this, |

take it, is a prize of battle?"

"My personal slave," he responded.

"Well, the rules here are that all slaves are put in the pens
and assigned work and cared for en nasse, so to speak. It
avoi ds, ah, nasty situations."

"l understand, but for practical reasons she shoul d stay
with me. She is blind."

"I ndeed? Then why keep her, then? What good is she?"

The horned giant | ooked at Charley and then over at the
gnone. "Stupid question,” he runbl ed.

"I, uh—eh, | see. Yes, aheml Welt, she'll have to be
with you at all times, even when taking a | eak, and because
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she's blind | suggest you see one of the smths and get a
collar and chain for her so you can stake her and not have to
constantly be watching out for her. Just see one of them al ong

here—they'll do it."

He nodded. "Thank you, sirs. | believe this is going to be
a most interesting newtine for me as well as Akahtar."

The green-dunned one | ooked over at himand said, in a
surprisingly pleasant and nel | ow upper-cl ass accent, "Tel
me* as a soldier of fortune and professional, what do you
think of die operation so far?"

Hal agar shrugged. "To be frank, sir, it shows the other
side as stupid, dry-rotted, and inpotent. If | were this sor-
cerer over there, |I'd have waited until everything was in place
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over here, then sent ny entire arny in with everything they
had backed by all the sorcerers and sorcery at ny conmand.

As cranped and exposed and backed up as you are here, your
aut omati ¢ weapons woul d shoot as many of your own peopl e

as them and you woul d be broken and destroyed. The fact that
be has not done this shows that be nust |ose, and he's
supposed to be one of die snarter ones."

"You are not alone in that |line of thinking," the gnone

told him "Many of us recommended a | ow key and covert

buil d-up even with the organizational problens that woul d
cause for that very reason. However, we tried buil d-ups of

this kind in a dozen areas where we could bring a concentra-
tion of forces, and the reactions were always the sane. |If they
wi Il not hel p one another, our sorcery is at |east the equal of
their sorcery out in the open like this. You do diem an

i njustice when you think them stupid, however. Think of the
cost inlives and materiel to put down sonething |like this.
Their mlitia is designed to hold and maintain the col onies,
not fight a frontal war. Far easier to endure, and allow our
own weaknesses to consume us."

"The only weakness we have," Ac honed gi ant picked

up, "is that UK basic conpactness and circul ar shape of the
hubs nakes them i deal defensive positions both froma mli-
tary and magi c point of view, and we have a | ess than
cohesive force. They can reinforce fromthe center as needed,
either power or nmen or both. They know it, and that's why
they sit, waiting us out, believing we'll not be able to keep
our forces together for a long siege—and it mght even be die
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correct strategy under the old rules. This is a collection of
i ndependent races not used to dealing as equals with anyone
other than thenselves. Different, squabbling, with little in
common except the thirst for freedom But you renove that
center out there, before your own forces begin to fall apart,
and you have them Tonorrow, at three in the norning, we

will renove that center and attack fromthree sides. Tonor-
row night, we will turn that center fromenenies into auto-
matic allies.”

"Uh, do you have a Mandan cl oak?" the green one asked
hi m

"No. W lost nost of our supplies early on. Wuld there
be a problemfromthis point? | know Changewnds never
cross nulls."

"That's true, but it means you should wait a day before

going in yourself and seeing the aftermath, just in case there
are spin-offs. Wth a stormof this concentration the weakness
down to the Seat of Probability remains unstable, and in spite
of buying, begging, borrow ng, or stealing every Mandan

gold cloak we could lay our hands on for several years we
haven't nearly enough. Well, just watch fromhere and wait.
When it's all secure, we'll see if we can spare sone for
peopl e |i ke you. Thank you—that's all."

Hal agar set up the bedroll in an area that had a fair nunber
of Akhbreed, including sonme of his own kind who he recog-
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ni zed and who recognized him Sonme were nen |ike hinself,
who saw this side as the winner and thus the nore profitable
to be on; others were pirates, bandit chiefs, and other very
tough custoners, sone of whom he'd gone after as a | awran.

To Charley, the collar and chain was the ultimte in degra-
dation. The netal used was |ight and thin, but the collar was
wel ded around her neck and the chain, maybe six or seven
feet of it, was welded to it. Very quickly she had been
reduced to being paraded around, filthy and naked, on a

| eash, like a trained dog, and Hal agar wasn't above havi ng
her basically do tricks as well. In fact, he bragged and
showed of f so nuch that eventually he yielded to the socia
pressure and new conradeshi p and actually | oaned her out to
them She had al ways Hked anonynous, unconplicated sex

up to now, but these men were filthy, brutish, and a little
sadi stic, and she had no choice but to go through her entire
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vast sexual playbook with them on the grass for hours, unable
to put her nmind on automatic because of their nature, feeling
at the end bruised, battered, and utterly defiled, and she was
commanded to act |ike she enjoyed it and beg for nore.

And sone of them were only nom nally Akhbreed, and
many had very bizarre turn-ons, and those caused her both
shock and di sgust |ike she'd never known.

And they were in no nood to turn in. They were all killing
time until three o' clock when the major battle would begin,
and that seenmed like forever. Wen it finally ended, about an
hour before Zero Hour, she was so battered and so exhausted
that she just lay there, unable and unwilling to nove, but she
couldn't stop thinking, even in a state of shock, trying to hold
on to her sanity. Boday had been right; she'd still been a
child, naive and stupid about this kind of life, romantic in a
world that was truly a cesspool. She was property and treated
worse than his horse, and it would continue to be this way,
over and over, because that was all she was good for, the

only use she was to the master. And it would go on like this,
day after day, week after week, year after year

She couldn't stand it, she knew that, but she al so had

to obey, had to do it, w thout choice, w thout thinking, with
no hope of rescue. She thought of those hollow, dead expres-
sions on the slaves back in Tishbaal and knew t hat she woul d
be as shriven and without hope inside as that in very short
order. The time had cone, now, here, tonight. She knew she
had to do it before she was commanded to speak only Short
Speech or to never use English. "Charley, be gone!" she said
aloud, firmy, and slowy her expression changed to one of
dul | acceptance, her nmanner relaxed, as one who thought only
in the nost limted ways and mat ched her situation

The sl ave spell was not gone, but Charley was, and little
Shari actually managed to drift into an exhausted sl eep

Masal ur was an alnost fairy-tale land; its central castle and
governnent offices, with their many spires and minarets shim
mering in their Mandan gol d sheat hing, were known far and

wi de as the nobst exotic and distinctive such buildings in all
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Akahl ar .
Beyond the government center with its architectural beauty
186 Jack L. Chal ker

and | andscaped gardens and parks was a ring road, and just
beyond on all sides was the comrercial heart of Masal ur,

with its shops and bazaars and busi ness centers for everything
fromcomodities to i nsurance. One actually had to go about
three mles fromthe center to hit the fust all-housing areas,
and these were densely packed, mnultistory apartnent build-

i ngs containing hundreds of small flats. The final ring was the
regi on of wealthy merchants who outdid each other with

| avi sh hones and grounds. Only beyond that, perhaps an

el even-nmile-circular city, did the |land becone rolling hills
and farnms sufficient to feed the city popul ation, nore man

two million in normal tines, pecfaaps double that now with

me refugees inside.

Al though it was in the early hours of the norning, after

even the last of the clubs and night spots had shut down, there
was no mstaking mat a major stormwas rolling in. Couds
seenmed to rush in and thicken around the government center
itself, the stormcenter appearing to formalnost directly atop
the royal castle. Those with ne magi c sight m ght have seen a
glow in the clouds and wondered, and al so seen ne outer

edges of the storm appear to take on the | ooks of strange
beasts whose eyes and nmouths were illum nated whenever
I'ightning discharged inside ne storm The better magicians

and Chief Sorcerer's staff would have recogni zed mem as

Sudogs, more here than could be remenbered to be in any

one area before. The Sudogs were weak and m nor inps

attracted fromme netherheils by the conditions of great storns,
but they were generally harm ess and could not sustain them

sel ves in Akahlar wi thout the cloud "bodi es" which would
dissipate with the stormitself.

It woul d have taken an expert in both denpool ogy and

mlitary tactics to recogni ze that the Sudogs were not nerely
using the stormfor a brief reality but were noving around

pur posely, cautiously, alnost as if directing the stornmis shape
and nakeup. This they could not really do, but a sorcerer

with contacts in the netherheils could use (hemto "see" from
their unique vantage point, and if that sorcerer had power

over storns, this information would allow very precise targeting.

For the first few m nutes, those who were awake bel ow
i gnored the stormas just another inconvenience; subtropica
regions were used to being rained on at all hours. Now,
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t hough, the storm seened to exude a strange sensation to
those with the magical talent, as if those below it were
descending in a fast elevator, and nen and wonen in various
pl aces suddenly woke up, grabbed their robes, and headed for
the al arns.

Chcngewi nd! A Changewi nd coming, in the hub itself!

Hub cities were far too dense to allow for full shelter and
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war ni ng, but the alarns rang anyway all over the place, and
sl eepi ng peopl e were roused and headed for what shelters
there were if they believed that they were in any real danger
The governnment centers, of course, were sheathed in Mandan,
the only substance that woul d defl ect a Changewi nd. The
royal s, the pernanent staff, the nearby senior bureaucrats,
and the mlitary command began qui ckly shutting the wn-

dows, pulling the shutters, fixing the seals to keep even the
breath of Changew nd out, then going down to the bel ow
ground shelters where the winds, if the shields held, could not
penetrate at all. A surface covered by Mandan gol d was al so
safe below it; that was why, even out in the open, a pit or
trench and a cl oak of Mandan on top might well save you.

Particles no | arger than snmall stones broke free fromthe
great mass known as the Seat of Probability on a di mensi ona
center far "bel ow' Akahlar, which was only the closest-in
poi nt where carbon-based |life could exist and did. The snal
particles i mediately shot out, breaking down, colliding again
and agai n, gaining speed and nmonmentum breaking free of

their parent block, and shooting up through the Lower Hells,
punchi ng through one after the other, their explosive reactions
wi deni ng nmore and nore and attaining a circular, cyclonic
shape, remaining in the Lower Hells only until they found a
weak spot to continue through their outward, upward journey
towards the dimensions and real ns of nen.

Klittichom and his associates, through the "eyes" of the
Sudogs who were too dull to realize their own danger, were
providing that weak point, and the Storm Princess in ful
possessi on of her powers was hol ding and shaping the result-
ing stormcenter, waiting for the Changew nd to break through

Si nce the Changew nd was supposedly random and Mandan

gol d scarce, not even the richest of kingdons nor the greatest
of sorcerers ever lined the bel owground shelters. Mandan
woul d protect you from a Changew nd bearing down upon
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you, but the odds of one breaking into Akahl ar under your
very feet were so small as to not be worth cal cul ati ng.

Fromtheir aerial vantage points, the Sudogs watched in
fascination as the very ground of the government circle and
into the business circle seened to glowwith a dull, white
magi cal fluorescence, then grow stronger and stronger, nore
and nore brilliant, until suddenly there was a trenmendous
rush and a great, swirling, tomadolike nael strom broke free
and reached for the storm cl ouds above.

Bui | di ngs, grounds, trees, streets, and all upon them seened
to shiver and nelt at the touch of the white cycl one; the
Mandan gol d sheat hing on the government buil di ngs turned

dark but held, yet began to crunple inwards into a heap as the
supporting structures under themwere nelted away by the

power from bel ow; bl ackened gold foil that protected now

only itself.

The nael strom and the gathering stormmated in a dance of
power, obliterating the Sudogs and all else and w dening the
regular storminto a nonster of wind, rain, and |ocal tornados
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whi ch, whil e not Changew nds, were nonethel ess bl ack an-
gel s of death in the dark.

The mass now covered al nost the el even-mite radius of the

city proper, with the white whirling mael stromat its heart the
center of its own neteorological solar system Its energy
partly expended on what it was touching, it could not remain
still, and instead began to move with the stormitself. The
core mael strom wi dened, becoming | ess powerful only in

degree, touching and changing all that it contacted, and nov-
ing now, out of the center, with the great storm

Normal ly its passage would be swift; fifteen or twenty

m nutes and the white mael stromwithin would find its weak
poi nt and travel upwards once nore |eaving the | esser but stil
devastating stormto blowitself out in the null, but this was
not the pattern here.

The stormtook a turn and began a stow, steady march

around the city, dragging the Changewind at its core with it,
as if sonmehow orbiting the center of its birth and unwitting or
unable to break free. In less than an hour it had nade an

unpr ecedent ed, inpossible three-hundred-and-sixty-degree cir-
cuit in a widening spiral, obliterating, then refornmng all out
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into the farmbelt itself. Masalur was not nerely to be devas-
tated or decimated, it was to cease to exist.

Across the null border between the col onies and the hub,
fromthree sides, whole divisions of rebel troops began to
move briskly across; thousands of men on foot follow ng lines
of calvary that seened to stretch fromhorizon to horizon
bearing down on the arm es of Msalur, who were now

caught between the oncom ng force and the Changewi nd at

their backs.

Even with the strongest tel escopes, it was nearly inpossi-
ble to see just what was going on at the hub border, but,
unai ded and wi t hout even magical sight, the entire horizon
seened to be gl owi ng and the enornous boom ng cl aps of
thunder rolled across the null and mxed with the distant
sounds of artillery opening up

Hal agar stood on the ridge and watched fromafar. He'd

given up on the telescope, but just the fact that he could near
so much runbling fromso far away and see the whol e

hori zon apparently abl aze awed hi m and his compani ons.

They wat ched, too, open-nouthed, as great, denonic stornriders
came out of the null clouds and right into the command areas

of the rebels with reports and information, and carried in-
structions fromthe general staff back with a speed that noth-
ing else in Akahlar could match and that no defender could

sl ow or even effect.

Less than a half a mile from Hal agar, Dorion stood atop the
coach that had brought them here only an hour before, open-
mout hed and with heart sinking. Wth his nmagic sight he

could see and psychically feet the power out there, the finger
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of white barely glinmpsed now and again as the spiral w dened
outwards. There was nothing el se to see, of course, and no
way to know just what it was |ike over there; Boday, ex-
hausted fromdriving much of the past few days and through
sonme of each night, had watched for a few minutes, then
curled up and went soundly to steep on the driver's seat.

But, sonehow, even with nothing really to see. he couldn't
stop wat chi ng.

He had actually been treated with the utnpbst respect since
bei ng captured. The adept, whose nane was Col eel, proved a
rat her pleasant, even interesting fellow, wth enough power
and skills to be totally confident of hinself; second rank in all
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respects save having successfully stood die exam nation by a
committee of full Akhbreed sorcerers—sonething that, shortly,
m ght be a bit difficult to assenbl e anyway.

Hs fall had been dramatic, although not for the usua

reasons. As an apprentice to a sorcerer far to the east, he'd
been posted as a magician in residence in a colonial capital,
where, because he was already so powerful—a natural, as it

wer e—he' d spent sone of his copious spare tinme studying the
natives and their culture instead of working all ne tine on his
skills, and he had regaled Dorion with tales of these people,
me Grofon, on their trip to this point. To hear himtell it, they
were a particularly beautiful people, inside and out, al nost
angelic, and very simlar to Akhbreed in appearance, but they
were hermaphroditi c—their whole world had devel oped

uni sexual | y—and had sone "trivial" and "beautiful" differ-
ences like nmulticolored hair and bushy tails. A city boy and
true believer, he'd expected to be posted to sone prineval,
primtive world with nonstrous creatures nore ani nal than
Akhbreed, and instead he'd found a beautiful folk with a

gentle culture. He'd beconme quite close to them

Then there cane a ritualistic period in a local tribe's life, a
period of just four weeks that cane only once every twenty
years, which fascinated him but which had nme i nconveni ence

to cone during the peak harvest tine.The |nperial Governor

a royal relative on his first assignnment, had blown his stack at
having all the natives cease work for so long a period during
so critical a tinme, and he ordered them back to work. Wen
they ignored him he ordered troops in, only to find that in
the one matter of religion, they would rather die than work.
Infuriated, me governor had declared a civil insurrection al-
t hough none really existed and ordered nass executions in
public—hildren as well as adults, randomy. Col eel was
ordered to protect the troops; when he refused, the governor
threatened to bring himup before an Inperial Court of Sor-
cery for violating his oaths. The governor had too nany spells
of protection fromthe Chief Sorcerer for Coleel to do any-
thing to him so the nagician had done the npbst pragmatic
thing avail able and shot the man in the head. He had nen fled
and lived with the natives in a far region of Gofon, for
sixteen years a fugitive, until word of the rebellion had
reached himand Klittichoms cause and protection was offered.

191
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Dorion thought it was too bad the guy was screwed, and

wi shed he'd known hi munder nore pleasant circunstances.

Now an act of conpassion and self-sacrifice was being turned
into conplicity in the greatest butchery in the history of
Akahl ar .

It seemed it wasn't nearly as hard for Klittichomto get
good recruits with high magical skills as it would have seened.

Dorion had no idea what they were going to do with him

but, although no spells had been cast on him and no guns

were |l eveled at him he had no nore choice in that than did
Boday. He | ooked back across the great null, and wondered
what hell was going on over there. If Boolean still lived, he
surely had been transforned into sonething far different than
a sorcerer, and that was as good as bei ng dead.

e 8 o
The Fugitives

HALAGAR FI NALLY DECIDED that he had to get at least a little
sl eep or he'd be shot to hell when anything interesting happened.

For a while, he and his new conrades had watched and

received relayed battle reports and wi shed they were in it
sonehow, but after a while cane the realization that this
wasn't his fight, not this tine, nor would there be nuch to
see before perhaps a day or so later. Better to be at your best
than to waste yourself on this, and then | ook | ousy just when
you wanted to inpress sonebody.

He went over to where Charley had passed out a few hours

bef ore and frowned as he thought he saw some snal | er shape,
like an aninmal, dart fromher still formand off into the
darkness. If | didn't knowit was inpossible, I'd swear it was
her dammed cat, he thought to hinself.

He went over and | ooked at her, and it did seemthat she

had a wound on her right breast, but that night well have
been fromthe earlier night's play. Probably was, considering
the location and considering it sure wasn't bleeding. Over
tired, he told himself, |ying down on his sleeping bag and
stretching out.

The boys had been a little rough with the girl, but, hell
that was all she was good for, and she'd survive. Besides,
she'd paid off already. Letting them have their fun with her
had turned a bunch of nmercenaries and misfits into a kind of
conradely unit with themall feeling kindly towards him She
was unique; the only one of her kind in captivity, maybe the
only one anywhere if they did to other hubs what they were
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doing to Masalur. Hell, she'd be real useful in keeping a unit

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (153 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:39 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%620Chal ker/Chal ker,%620Jack%20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom.txt
happy out in the bush and a real inducenent to ride with him

He shut his eyes and relaxed and tried to get to sleep. Wth
Bool ean dead and the rest lining up for the slaughter, and
with himand his pet and his new conrades and position,

thi ngs were about as good as they could be.

Suddenly his eyes opened wi de in sudden shock and pain;

he tried to yell out, tried to scream but nothing came. Wth
tremendous force of will he reached up and grabbed onto

what ever thing was tearing into his throat and came down on

a small, furry body. In desperation, unable to breathe, hardly
able to think, he grabbed the animal's torso and squeezed

with all his mght, trying to crush it, pull it away.

It was a death grip, and he knew it, even as he pulled the
creature off him its gaping mouth taking much of his throat
with it and threwit with all the force of his conmand down to
the ground. He sat up, trying to talk, pointing at two gl owi ng
eyes in the dark, then sank back for the final time in death.
The last thing he heard before darkness fell upon himwas an
eerie, gruesome voice inside his brain.

' 'Bad nman! Evil man! Die! Diel"'’

At the nonment Hal agar di ed, Charley woke up and sat up

She was feeling sore and bruised and very frightened but she
was suddenly very wi de awake. She was al so not Charl ey,

but Shari, making any conclusions or decisions nearly

i mpossi bl e.

Shadowcat was hurt, badly hurt; Halagar's will to live and

his dying strength had been unexpected and particularly bru-
tal. Most of the familiar's ribs had been crushed in the death
enbrace and he could barely move. He was bl eedi ng inside,

and he knew he didn't have a whole lot of time left. He
reached out to Charley's brain and found only Shari there. It
confused him but he knew the trigger and sent it.

"Charley return,” he managed, glad that it required only
ment al cont act,

Slowy, and with sone horror, Charley felt herself once

again, and she didn't like it a bit. "Ch. god! It didn't work! |
can't send nyself away!" But there was sonethi ng odd,

sonet hing di fferent. Hal agar—+that bastard! Sonehow she'd

been tricked into believing he was Bool ean. What in hell was
happeni ng to her now?
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"Charley," came a famliar voice that both startled and
frightened her.

She | ooked around and finally spotted a magi cal aura of

| avender fuzz about ten feet fromher, although it didn't | ook
right, sonehow. It was constantly changi ng shape, and the
whol e center seened the deepest bl ack

" Shadowcat ?"

"Quiet! You want to bring the others? You know what they
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will be like. You can do nothing for ne. Halagar is dead
besi de you, but he has had his revenge. Do not weep/or ne;

only the cat dies. | return hone free and clear. You nust get
away. They will think you did it and what you have suffered
will be nothing in conparison to what they will do to you. Go
directly back, away fromthe null. This is cover and no one
left."

"But—+ can't |eave you' And what can | do back there?

I"mblind"

"Trust your instincts. Survive. Use what you have. You

must believe me. and in yourself. | do not know how long it

will take, but if you survive then help will cone, and if you
survive then there is still hope. | can say no nore. Now, |eave

me. 1 die now. and | prefer to die alone.’
"No!" Then, "How will | know the help when it cones?"

"You will know. Farewell, Charley Sharkin. And, next
time. pick the dog."

The bl ackness inside the | avender fuzz grew and engul fed
the color until there was nothing left. No—ot quite. Aliny
ball of twinkling crinmson, a jewel or starlike thing no bigger

than her thunbnail, burst forth fromthe bl ackness and cane
towards her, then touched her for an instant, and then was
gone.

She got up and al nost inmedi ately stepped on and al nost
tripped over her chain | eash. She grabbed it, followed it, and
found where it was pegged with a tent stake in the ground.
Wth both hands she pulled the stake out and then gathered up
and coiled the chain over her shoulder. There was a | ot of

noi se around so she wasn't worried about that, and if those

foul creatures were around she couldn't tell. Made no differ-
ence now, she had to act as if it were still dark and everything
unseen. What she could see was the null, and that neant she

knew the direction to go. She got up and wal ked away from
395
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it, and within no nore than ei ght or nine steps she wal ked
into a bush. She worked around it, net another bush, then a
tree, and, using one hand to feel ahead of her, she continued
on back.

She didn't know how far she was going, or even if she was

maki ng any progress, but using the sounds of the throng on

me border as a guide she thought she was goi ng well away
fromthem She wanted to hurry, but every tine she did she
tripped and fell. Several tines ne chain slipped, and she had

to pull it back and wap it, often tugging to free it. After that,
it was very slow and cautious, using her hand and a | ead foot.

She suddenly stopped and thought a nonent, nen uncoil ed

sonme of the chain and began waving it back and forth in front

of her. It wasn't a white cane, but it did help.

Suddenly she felt herself step into nud, then she slipped
and fell into it and down a short enbanknent and into cool
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running water. She lay still for a nmonent, afraid that the
chain had hung on sonmething, afraid that ms was a broad
river, but after a while she got confidence and pulled on ne
chain and it came. Getting to her knees, she cupped her hands
and put themin the water, not knowing or caring if it was fit
to drink or not. She tried it, it tasted okay, and she drank

Feeling a little better, she got to her feet and wondered

what to do next. Was mis a little wadable creek or a broad
river with slippery rocks and deep spots? If she tried to cross
and slipped, then the chain would nost certainly be the death
of her.

But —back there, it probably was |ight by now. They prob-
ably had di scovered Hal agar's body and that she was m ssing
and they might even now be | ooking for her, figuring she
couldn't have gotten far. if they found her, nen the horror
woul d begin again, only worse, and eventually they'd drag
her to one of the big-shot sorcerers there and.

No. She was going to die, alnobst certainly, probably by

st eppi ng where she shouldn't or victimzed by insects or wild
ani mals or maybe by accident or drowning, and certainly
eventual ly by starvation, but she would die free. For the first
time since she'd fallen into Boday's clutches, she was really
free, with nobody to rescue and nobody to obey. Conpared to
that, sonehow, none of the rest nmattered. Being on her own,
being free, even if for a short time with death the only
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reward, suddenly seened the only thing that was inportant
any nore.

She wal ked into the creek, carefully, and found it shall ow,
no nore than hip deep at the center, the bottoma m xture of
mud and tiny rocks or pebbles. Wen she realized that it was
getting shall ower again, she stepped back a bit and knelt
down, so that the water cane up to her neck, and she

spl ashed it on her face and even i mersed and wung out her
hair. Sonehow feeling nuch better, she got back up and
continued to the bank—where, of course, she found nore soft
mud. Sonehow it didn't matter. It was new nud.

She knew, though, that she was spent. The hair weighed a

ton as wet as it was, and she'd had a horrible night and very
little sleep. On the other side, she decided to follow the
streamfor a bit, checking, until she found an area that
seenmed to be an irregul ar row of bushes alnost as tall as she
was. W shing she knew how much, if any, cover they really
provi ded, she sank down in the grass or weeds or whatever,
stretched out, and nore passed out than went to sleep

It was six in the norning; the sun was not yet up, but false
dawn gave a gray and colorless beginning to the day, and
al | oned the whol e scene to be visible.

Dorion was dead tired, but he still resisted sleep. Just from
hearing vari ous people talk as they passed nearby, and check-
ing occasionally with anybody who | ooked |ike they m ght

know sonet hing, he had a fair picture of what was goi ng on
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Bef ore the Changew nd had exited, it had covered perhaps a
third of the hub, including the entire capital and center and
touchi ng probably eighty percent of the swollen popul ation

The | and was now a swanpy region with thick, bizarre
vegetation, and nost of it was under a thin layer of water; a
shal | ow sea dotted with countless hundreds of tiny "islands"
of thick growmh that rose no nore than a few feet above the
swanp. The water area, too, was covered with vegetation

al though, as usual, it was of types and kinds that hadn't been
seen before.

Mandan hadn't saved the city center, and it hadn't saved
those in the public shelters, few as they were, or the private
ones of the wealthy further out, either. True, unlike the center
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they had received only the Changewi nds the shelters were
designed to protect against, but the changeover in topography
had opened up the regions around them and the swanp water
had conme flooding in through the air intakes and fl ooded
those shelters. It probably woul d never be known how many
drowned that way.

The first rebel units into the transformed regi on were using

| oudspeakers during the inhabitants of this newland to come
forth, assuring themthat they would be well treated and

wel comed and woul d not be harned in any way, |et alone

killed. That because Akhbreed rule was dead not only in the
hub but in all of Msalur, they would be helped to rebuild, to
grow, as a new race anong the many—equal now, but no

| onger superior or masters of all. First reports told of the
appearance of "very large wonmen" with deep green skin,

long, purple hair, with four arnms and four breasts, one set
atop the other, and long, thin, prehensile tails coning forth.
So far, no nales had been seen, and all of the "wonen," at

| east to the eyes of the colonial forces, |ooked to themto be
exactly alike in appearance.

The new Masal uri ans, Dorion thought. And possibly Bool -
ean anong them al though nobody really knew what hap-
pened to anyone who was sitting on a Changew nd when it
broke through. He and the others m ght now be just part of
the energy of the stormrising through the outptanes.

Al t hough the rebel forces were jubilant that it had all

wor ked as they'd planned and dreaned it woul d, there were
sonme sour notes and | ong faces anbng the cel ebrants. The
Masal uri an troops, who'd not been touched by the Changew nds,
had fought with exceptional skill and ferocity and. wi th noth-
ing to gain or |ose but revenge, near suicidally. The rebe
forces, who had never actually fought before and had neither
the training nor the discipline of the defenders nor the defend-
er's know edge of the land fromthe hub to the transforned
regi on—di vided as well by racial |oyalties, conflicting gener-
al ship, and | anguage barriers—had been cut to pieces. Losses
anong the victors were not nerely high, they were astronom
ical, and the remmants of the broken Masalurian arny were
still fighting guerrilla actions in the hills and m ght take
weeks or even nonths to conpletely dislodge. The top gener-
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al s here and the nenbers of the General Staff were conferring
in secret in the command center now.

When word inevitably got out about Masalur to the Chief
Sorcerers of the other hubs, there would be much consterna-
tion and concern, but they would still not accept the truth—
not enough of them anyway. Although a Changew nd had

never broken through in a hub center in recorded history, it
was not inpossible. The whins of chance, really. The odds

of it happening again—billions to one, old boy. Wy, no one
can or woul d dare sumon a Changew nd—you'd have to be

right on the spot to even try and you know that woul d be the
end of you. As for controlling and directing it—npossi bl e!
Wiy, in thousands of years of study and experience nobody
had ever.

Well, so it would go. Klittichomgot this one for free. But
if it happened a second tine, and in the sane nmanner, reality
woul d shove asi de dogmatism They'd know that indeed sone-
body could do it, and then they woul d renenber Bool ean's

wor ds and warni ngs. They'd be watching, they'd track down

the honed one, and they'd bumhimto the netherhells no
matter what the cost, just for insurance.

Next time, Klittichorn couldn't stop until he got them all
Never m nd Bool ean's worried questions about the effects of
so many Changew nds all roaring through at the same tinmne;

did Klittichomin fact have enough rebel armes for it? And
after the inevitable word of the nmassive | osses and gross
sl aughter suffered here, would he still find enough eager
vol unt eers?

Dorion | ooked over and saw Col eel wal ki ng qui ckly towards
him Never mnd the philosophical questions, he thought

apprehensi vely. The question now is whether |1'Il be around to
find out and, if so, just what condition I'Il he in.
"You're still awake, | see," the adept said, soundi ng not

very cheery. "Good. Saves ne time. Cone with ne. There's
something I want you to see and coment on."

Dorion got down, feeling a bit dizzy and |ight-headed from
the lack of sleep but still too worried to do anything el se.
"Yes?"*

"Follow ne. Ifs sone wal k up this way, but | think you
m ght be able to answer some troubling questions."
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They began to wal k, and Dorion asked, "You're not going
to tell nme any nore?"

"Wait until we get there. You can see it, about a |eeg up
and towards the trees, with all those people around."

Dori on shrugged, puzzled but intrigued, and continued wal k-
ing. "Well, can you tell ne if it's true about the new Masal unanl
being a green woman with four arnms and four breasts?"

"Yes, it's true. And it seens that they're all like that and
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all really do | ook alike. They have sone sorcerers going in
now to exani ne them nore cl osel y—+ was supposed to go

with thembut this took precedence. Right now the prelini-
nary word is that they're sone sort of plant-aninml hybrid,
uni sexual , possibly capabl e of photosynthesis but bearing and
nursing live young. O course, we don*t know that for sure,
and we're guessing about die latter, and will until we see
sone |ive young in who knows when? 1 nean, those people

don't even know t hensel ves yet. The breasts indicate |ive,
nursing young, of course, which poses the question of why a
phot osynt hesi zi ng speci es needs mammaries, and mat tail —

me end of it resenbles, well, a male sexual organ. They're

ti ke nothing anyone's ever seen before. They're in shock, of
course, and nost will need our psychic help to adjust, but it
shoul d be fascinating to see how t hey devel op as a speci es.
It's never been done before with civilized peopl e—they' ve

al ways gone in and wi ped themout. Only anong prinmitive
colonials who weren't found earlier, and even nen the num
ber was small. This could be a species mat begins in the
mllions. Ah—here we are,"

Col eel parted the crowd and Dorion foll owed, then stopped
short when he saw the scene, being kept clear by Hedum
sentri es.

It was Halagar, all right, his eyes wide, his expression one

of stark terror, frozen there now until the elements ate it
away, his throat a bl oody ness. Dorion felt a m xture of

revul sion and satisfaction at the sight. The bastard had gotten
what he deserved, and quickly, too. Maybe there was such a
thing as justice in the universe after all

"The giri?" he asked. "Were's the girt?"
"We don't know. Gone, that's all."

"Chariey wouldn't—ouldn't—do that. Not |ike that. And
she was under your spelt. "
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"That spell was broken the noment he died, so right now

she's free neat, with a slave ring and no master. She'd
becone the property of the first person who touches that ring,
and that m ght have been what happened, although nobody

el se nearby seenms to be mssing or unaccounted for according
to the group here. But, no, she didn't do it. That did."

Dori on | ooked where the adept pointed and saw the stil
form of Shadowcat, eyes also glazed in death, caked bl ood on
the side of its nouth and in a pool beneath its head in the dirt.

"Well, 1'll be dammed," Dorion sighed. "I didn't know a
cat's nourn coul d open that w de. Renind nme never to have
one if | need a famliar. But how did it get here?"

"The only way short of very powerful magic is enbarrass-
ing, I'mafraid," Coleel cormented, "and will do ny stand-
ing no good at all. It had to come with us, maybe even
feeding off you or Boday. It wouldn't have dared touch ne,
but have you noticed any small wounds or punctures on
yoursel f or Boday?'
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Dorion frowned, lifted up his robe, and there was a | arge,

brui sed area on his thigh and tiny puncture wounds. "1'Il be
dammed! It's been itching like crazy, but | just figured it was
a bruise.".

The adept nodded. "That's how it kept going, although it

woul dn't have had full strength. It nust have namde psychic
contact with the girl, canme here, waited, sonehow fed on her
and gotten strong again even though nmy spell would have her
reject it so she nust have been asleep, then waited for its
chance." He sighed. "There's a lot of loyalty and a | ot of

guts there in that little form | disagree with you, Dorion. 1
think a cat like that is exactly what 1'd want for a famliar."

Dori on wal ked around the site, wishing he wasn't so tired

so he could think nore clearly. Suppose, just suppose, Colee
was wrong about Charley. Suppose the cat had used her for
strength, and by killing Hal agar, had broken Coleel's spell. If
Shadowcat did his job, and nade certain Charley had all her
wits about her," she wouldn't just wander into the crowd.
These ot her tough nercenaries woul d have been sl eeping on
both sides and she'd have wal ked into one of them who

woul d have grabbed her. She certainly wouldn't have wal ked
towards the null, even though she could see it, because it
woul d have neant goi ng through nore nmasses of sl eeping
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bodi es and guards. No, she'd go back into the woods and try
and get as far away as possible. That had to be it. O herw se
she woul dn't have gotten far enough to be lost in this nob.

It wasn't certain, but it was the only possibility with an out
for himor her. But if she did go back there, then she didn't
stand a chance of survival. Not blind.

He went back over to Coleel. "Well, there's nothing nore
to be done here. Can | ask what's going to be done with me

now?"

"Just hang around. Go to sleep—+t |ooks |ike you need it.
W have the Boday matter to handl e yet as well as nopping
up here. When they can spare the people and tine, a board of

magi ci ans will be convened on you in accordance w th our
oaths, and you'll have a chance to justify your continuing
exi stence. If you fail, you will be stripped of your powers,

cl eansed of your spells and geases, fitted with a ring, and
thrown in the slave pens."

That was a chilling end to all this. "Considering that,
you' ve been pretty generous with ny freedom"”

Col eel shrugged. "Wat can you do? Forgive ne, but | can

tell your relative nmagic strength and abilities, and they are not
threatening. You haven't the proper spell and charmto be

aut hori zed past the borders of this canp, so all know you are

a potential eneny. If you tried anything foolish, you would
sinmply | ose your right to the board hearing, and it woul d save
everyone tine and trouble." He | ooked out at the null. "Be-
sides, what would be nme point? You no | onger have a naster
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or cause to serve. Now, forgive nme, 1 nust get this ness
certified and cl eaned up and tend to ny regul ar duties. You
can find your own way back, | trust." And, with that, he
wal ked of f back down to the tent city.

The crowd was di spersing now, there wasn't nuch left to

see, and the gory sights being haul ed back in wagons from
across the null provided nore prurient interest to those who
|l oved to gawk at such things. Dorion wal ked sl oWy away,
trying to think about what to do.

If only there was sone way for himto slip away. He w shed

he had the nerve even if there was such a way, but he was
between a rock and a hard place as it was. They'd give him
his board, but they couldn't trust himor what he said and,
frankly, he wasn't powerful enough to warrant their attention
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Wth power, even solid Third Rank power, they m ght purge
his mind and "turn" himto their cause because they needed
nmore magi ci ans than they had, but he was nothing, alnmost a
fraud.

He wat ched as four Akhbreed sl aves, |ooking exhausted
and drawn, wal ked through the crowd towards Hal agar's
remains, there to get rid of the body and clean it up. Every-

body just, well, ignored them and why not? They could only
obey, after all, and there were tons of them doing the shitwork
around.

Al nost a fraud.

He wal ked down towards the small tents where the prison-

ers from Masal ur were being fitted with slave rings. He
stayed there a bit. talking "shop" with the overworked magi -
ci ans, who knew he was not one of themin all respects but
who just didn't give a damm, and, after a while, he wandered
away again. The rings had been there by the carton | oad;

sensitized, but "raw," waiting for the binding spell and the
insertion. It was no big trick to pal mone, which he now
fingered | oosely.

In here, the tents were so packed it was difficult to walk
between them He went over to where the VIP horses were
informally stabled, ducked between two tents just before the
stabl e area. then kicked off his boots, |eggings, robe,

under shirt—everything. He | ooked at the ring and let the

sinpl est of slave spells flowinto it, the kind they were doing
out of necessity. He wished he could totally fake it, or make
the owner tag his own, but that would be seen through very
quickly. He therefore sensitized it to Charley and, taking a
deep breath, invoked the final spell that caused the ring to
pass relatively painlessly through the bridge of his nose wth-
out breaking skin and | odge, hangi ng, inside.

Waiting until it was as clear as it could be, he slipped

around the back of the tent and into the rear of the stable area.
The water troughs there had splashed all around, causing a

nice mess of red nud, and there was other dirt around as

wel |, although he decided to pass on the nost obvious scent.
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Now, filthy, ringed with a spell that wouldn't read fal se, and
| ooking I ousy fromhis lack of sleep in any case, he got up
and sinply wal ked out into the mass and back up towards the
tree line.
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There were | oads of people around, Akhbreed and col oni al

al i ke, but none gave himnore than curious gl ances and then

i gnored him A couple of brown-robed nagici ans wal ked near

and he felt their automatic probe for anything unusual, but he
read true to themand it probably didn't even register in their

m nds that they'd done it.

Normal Iy his nerves woul d have gi ven hi m away, but since

the first activated itenms in the sensitizing spell for the rings
was a conpul sion to present yourself to your naster, he had

no choice. He had to find Charley, and that quieted all other
fears and replaced themw th wariness.

He passed quite close to where Hal agar's body had | ain,

and cl ose, too, to many of the people who'd been there when

he was, but, as usual, they had seen the brown robe nore

than him and he | ooked quite different now Before they had
seen a mmgi ci an; now they saw a sl ave noving with purpose

and obvi ously carrying out a command. Not even the Hedum
guards gave hima second glance. He headed for a likely
spot—the field latrines just in the woods—but as soon as he
was close to there he veered off to the right and doubl ed back
behi nd the death scene.

There were no obvious signs i medi ately behind, and he

paused a nonment. Think, Dorion, tired as you are! You're

blind and you have to get away and be sure you do. You can't
see, and you don't have the null reference after this point, so

how can you be sure?

Hearing. That assenbl age out there nmade a constant, terri-
bl e racket that he'd gotten used to through the night. So you
wal k away fromthe noise. Wll, that gave hima place to

start.
After several hours, he was beginning to panic, fearing that

he'd nade a dreadful nistake. The area, even assum ng
wal ki ng generally away fromthe noise, included a w de
triangle, and there was al nost certainty that she woul dn't
have nmanaged anything close to a straight Iine. Mght there
be something up there that would stop her? A wall or steep
drop, perhaps? CGo directly away and see—+t was the only
thing he could think of that he hadn't already tried.

About a third of a mle in the wods, he hit the creek,
meandering peacefully through the forest. At first it was only
wel conre water, far too snmall and too shallow to be the kind

204 Jack L. Chal ker

of barrier he sought, but as he went down to it to drink, he
lost his fooling in the soft earth, and slid dowm into it. Now a
bit bruised and nud-caked, he sat there in the water suddenly
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feeling like a fool and hoping it was only exhaustion. Sure—he
could see this thing and know it wasn't nuch, but she coul dn't!
To her this might be nothing, or it might be a great, w de
river or sea. He drank, then picked a direction, and started
wal ki ng.

Now, for a change, the fates were with him Less than a
hundred yards fromhis starting point he found a part of the
bank given way and signs that someone had done pretty nuch
what he'd done. It was so broken he thought she'd fallen
down and then cl anored back up, and he did Iikew se and
searched the area but could not find her. He returned to the
break and | ooked across the stream and now coul d see what

m ght be signs of sonebody getting out the other side. That
was di scouraging, since it neant the creek hadn't stopped her
after all, and he m ght have an even wi der area to search.
Driven by his self-inposed conmpul sion and agai nst the pro-
tests of his body, he waded across to the other side and
clinmbed up on the other bank, telling hinself that no matter
how w ecked he was, he was still in better shape than those
poor wretches back at the border

Still, he knew that even to conplete his conpul sion he'd

have to get sone rest. He was feeling dizzy, had a hell of a
headache, and was seeing things all blurry. He began search-

ing along the creek bank for some kind of decent cover he

could use to lie down just for alittle bit, to get hinself back
into sone kind of shape

And suddenly he saw her, lying there like sone dirty, linp
rag dol |, unnoving behind the bushes. He ran to her, fearing
that she m ght be dead, and knelt down beside her. He took
her, shook her gently, and said, "Mstress! Mstress! Are you
all right? Wake up and speak to ne!"

She stirred, munbl ed sonething, then suddenly her eyes

were open and she was aware first that she was in sonmeone's
grip and began to scream and push away, but then she saw
him Not Dorion, of course, but that magi c aura whose dis-
tinctive shape she'd shared nost of a long journey wth.

"Dorion?"
He felt like crying. "Mstress, you live! You are all right'"
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She frowned, unable to see the shape he was in, reached
out, and began to run her hand over his body. "Dorion—why
are you—eh ny! Sorry!—naked? And what's this m stress

crap?"
He | ay down beside her and tried to relax, then told her the

whol e story. She had slept so hard that, while still exhausted,
she felt wi de awake and cl ear - headed, although her head was
killing her when she noved. She |istened, fascinated.

"Let nme get this straight. To get out of there without
getting noticed, you made yourself ny slave? Jeez! Al the
time | been here, | been sonebody else's property. WII it

wear of f?"
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"No. Mstress. It can only be renoved by two nagici ans
of sonme skill. Third Rank, or a Second Rank sorcerer with
sonme time and a lot of work. It's not supposed to be easy to

undo. "
"Even if | gave you. freedon®"

"No, Mstress, that would be worse. Then |I'd be a stave
with no naster, and the first free person who touched ne

woul d be my new master.”

"Well, I wouldn't, if I could. | don't want you away from
me fromnow on, and this' 11 keep you close. You made your
bed and you're stuck with me, but cut that Mstress crap. It
sounds wrong when it's addressed to ne. Just Charley is

fine."

That pleased him "As you w sh—€harley."
She suddenly cane over and gave himthe hug of his life,

clinging to him breaking out into tears. "I need you, Dorion
I need your eyes, your strength, and, nost of all, | need your
conpany. "

"What ever you want, 1'll try to do, Charley," he told her

sincerely, "spell or no spell."

"Just hold ne," she sobbed. "Just hold ne close until |
can believe you're really real."

He did so, and felt better and nore inportant than he ever

had in his whole life. It wasn't until nuch later, lying there,
her head in his lap and himstroking her hair, that he suddenly
was struck by a wrongness. Not from Col eel or that bunch,

but sonething wasn't quite right. Looking down at her stil
angelic face, as dirty and scratched up as it was, he suddenly
realized that he'd been looking at it all the tine.
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Li ke Col eel, he'd assuned that the slave spell had neutral -

i zed when Hai agar had died, naking Charley tenporarily free
but only until soneone, anyone, else touched her ring. Any-
one but him of course, since a slave could not be a master of
his own mistress. But there wasn't just the sensitizing spell in
her ring; it was conplete. It was still Yobi's original —-he
knew her handi work well enough. But that spell bound her

not to Dorion—that was only tenporary and had been neutral -

i zed by his own actions—but to Bool ean. |f Bool ean had

di ed, or been swept away, or had even been transforned into
sonme four-arnmed, four-breasted plant girl, the spell would
have been negated the same as Col eePs had been when

Hai agar died. The spell, however, was intact. Although Char-
ley didn't seemto realize it, she, too, was still a slave.

H s own excited start bunped her head a bit and fri ghtened
her for a noment. ' 'Wat's the matter? You hear sonething?
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"No, no, Charley—your ring! Yobi's spell's still on!
Don't you see what that neans?"

She sighed. "You nean—+*mstill a slave after all?"

"Yes, but it nmeans a lot nore than that. Charl ey—t neans

Boolean's still alive! Still alive and still unchanged." He
gave a |l ow chuckle. "It neans either that he was as snmart as
thought he was, or that, for all that, the bastards m ssed
him "

She frowned. "That explains it, then. Just |ying here,

feeling a little safe for the first time in a long tine, | suddenly
had this thing in the back of nmy head whispering that | should

go to Masalur hub and find sonmebody. But—f you're right,

Bool ean couldn't be there, not now Jesus, Dorion! |'m gonna

wind up with a full-scale conpulsion to find Bool ean, and

no | onger have his address!"

"Then you must use your head to fight it. You know he

can't be in Masalur, so going there does not fulfill the com
mand. You can not find him not with things as they are.

Your duly, then, is to sinply remain free and alive and out of
anyone el se's hands until he can find you—er until sone clue
presents itself.'

She thought that one over. "1+ guess you're right. |

guess that's why | can fight it, why it's not overriding
everything. Why | didn't really know until you told nme. But
that neans it could be a real long tine. Qut in the woods,
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naked, savages, really. Sort of cavenan and cavegirl, only
wi thout the cave or the skins. And fugitives, too. W can

never be seen or mix with others. Around here, Akhbreed's

gone from being the highest to the | owest of the low"

"I know. But it's a big world, a whole planet, and it's rea
warm here all the time, and it's thick forest around here.

We'll be hard to spot or catch. If we can only find a source of
food and water, we could nmake out okay." The fact was,

Dorion didn't feel hesitant about it at all. Except for the food
probl em which would have to be sol ved and soon, this came

about as close to his private fantasi es as he coul d ever cone.

She frowned, still thinking, although this wasn't one of her
fantasies. "Dorion? How can you be ny property if I'mstill
a slave to Bool ean? Property can't own property.”

"That's what fooled nme for a while. Because | wasn't
bound to you—that woul d be beyond the spell —but because
bound nyself that way, freely and of my own will. It's the

only way possible."

"And you gave the magician's life up and cane after nme to
live tike this—for nme." She said it |ike she couldn't get over

it.
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"Yes, Charley," he replied, not adding that it was cer-
tainly the best of his possible alternatives.

It was well past noon when two high rebel officers and a
sorcerer of the Second Rank sought out Col eel, who was
beginning to think that the nop-up work fromthe night woul d
be never-endi ng.

The Second Rank sorcerer was one of only two on site

during the whole battle; the rest had partici pated, sonehow,
renotely in a way only Klittichomknew. The rebels had a

| arge nunber of acol ytes, magicians, and adepts, but very
few of the Second Rank. Their powers and egos did not in the
mai n make themterribly cooperative with one another nor
willing to be under one of their own.

This one was a nmean old fart with a face that |ooked |ike
he' d di ed about three centuries past and refused to recognize
the fact, but he had a fairly strong wal k. H s nane was
Rut ani bir, and he was short-tenpered, nean, and pissed off

at the universe in general. Wat his notives were for working

208 Jack L. Chal ker

with Klittichomwasn't known, but he was a key man in the
field.

"You have this honbsexual woman?" Rutani bir asked him
in a shaky voice

"Yes, Master. |—=

"Silence! Wiy wasn't | notified imediately of this? Take
me to her at once!"

Sil ence was one thing he didn't want to concede. "Master,

this was reported, but so close to the start of the battle that
word did not apparently get to you. She's under my control as
a slave, though, and she was commanded not to nove.

Conme. | will take you to her."

They wal ked briskly along, the throng parting rapidly and
averting its gaze fromthe w zened old man in the silvery
robes. Because of the fear he generated, it took only a few
m nutes to find the coach and go up to it.

"Boday!" Col eel cried out. "Cone! Attend ne!"

There was no reply, and he frowned, suddenly nervous. He
junped up on top and saw that she wasn't in the seat or foot
wel |, nor under the tarps. He clinbed down, |ooked inside,
under, and all around. She sinply wasn't there anywhere.

"I nconpetent idiot!" Rutanibir snapped. "No wonder you

never made Second Rank! Whoever gave you those bl ack

robes should be drunmed fromthe Oder! You knew she was
important, even vital! Yet you let her sit here, unattended, al
night, with all hell breaking | oose, and didn't even think
about her! Didn't think at all. . . ."

"Master, |— Col eel suddenly stopped and stood straight

up, a trenendous | ook of confusion on his face. "Wiy in the
nane of the Seven Sacred Wirds did | do that? You are
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correct. Master—t makes no sense at all. And that magici an—
Dorion. | gave himfree run of the place! And parked right

here. not two leegs fromthe rest of his party. And | spent five
days in the coach and never even sensed the presence of an
unwanted familiar. | adnit to abject inconpetence. Mster,

and throw nysel f at your nercy."

Qddly, his talk calmed rather than enraged the ol d sorcerer
who waved off the comments with a casual hand gesture

"That son of a bitch,” he nuttered under his breath, nore to
hinsel f than to any of the others. "Sixty-one-percent casual -
ties and we still missed the old bastard. It has to be. Al
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that —-and he wasn't even hone! He's been standing here,
next to all of us, playing ganmes with us and | aughing at us al
this time!"

The two military nen turned and stared at him and it was
finally Col eel who asked, "Pardon, Master, but do you nean
I was bested by superior power? Who? Who woul d have such
power and such audacity?"

"Bool ean, of course, you idiot!" the sorcerer snapped.

"Son of a bitch!" He turned to one of the generals. "You
said you had a man back in Covanti who thought he'd tracked
the girl. At the tine it didn't seemworth pursuing, but if
Bool ean's here then we still have a chance."

"Yes, sir. Fellow s nane is Zanofir, one of our best

agents. He thinks that she got caught up in a nove to give
brides to a bunch of ex-convicts devel opi ng a val uabl e busi -
ness in one of the Covantian colonies. He's got a band of nen
with him loyal to our noney if not to us, and he's willing to
go. He's in Covanti still."

"Good, good. It's no nmean feat even for one of Bool ean's
skills to follow such a sl ender and nebul ous thing as a nar-

riage thread over three kingdons and into colonies. It'll take
time. Lots of tine. | can reach sone of ny people planted in
Gotag's office in a matter of hours. Al | need is ny kit and

somepl ace quiet. Your Zanofir and his band can be riding to
her before Bool ean is even clear of Msalur." He put one

wi zened hand into a fist and gently struck his other palmwth
it. "Yes, indeed. So he's outsmarted us, has he? Escaped and

all that. Well, precious little good it will do himif your man's
right. And he'd better be right. General. He'd better be

right. "

He was a small, thin man with long, thinning black hair

just starting to turn gray; the nobst outstanding feature of his
sharply angled face was its | ong noustache, which he usu-

ally, as now, kept waxed and perfectly shaped so that it stuck
out fromboth sides of his face and curled up nicely. He

woul d never be consi dered handsone, but he could be charm

ing if he wished; still, no matter how he dressed or where he
was, he al ways | ooked dapper and out of place beyond the

casi nos and soci al gatherings of the business set.
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Now he was dressed in casual riding clothes; a sinple

cotton shirt and tough denimpants with boots, all of which

| ooked new and had sonme unnecessary fancy stitching. He

took out a long, thin cigar fromhis pocket but did not light it;

it was just a pacifier at this point. You didn't want to snoke,
not in here.

Several large, burly nmen dressed in the sort of clothes one
knew i nstantly were not bought special but were the ones in
which they lived and worked, entered the cave as well, all
illumnated by nmagi cal hanging | anterns that had plenty of
light but no heat or flanme to speak of.

Zanmofir, their | eader and enployer, pointed to a carton
"There. Use the crowbar behind that box and get the lid off
t hat one."

One man got the crowbar and anot her assisted, and the lid
broke open revealing a box full of large netallic guns packed
in straw. One of the men reached down and pi cked one up

and | ooked at it quizzically. "Looks like a rifle of some Kkind,
but it's too fat to steady,'* he noted. "And where do you put
in the bullet?"

"Idiot!" Zanofir snapped. "Let ne have that. This, gen-
tlenmen, is what is known as an automatic rapid-firing gun,
known where it cane fromas a subnmachi ne gun. These, and
the cartons of ammunition around, were gotten with great

skill by Lord Klittichomusing his powers to extend to the
out pl ane. They use these big, fat clips, like this. You turn it
over, press here, insert the clip so until it clicks in place, then

throw the safety here and it's ready to fire. To rel oad, you
just press here, the clip drops out, and you shove another in.
Clear so far?"

They all nodded, crowding around. "But how do you hit
anything with it?" one asked. "I nean, it doesn't even have
any decent sights and it's too square."

Zamofir sighed. "Follow me, gentlenmen. | do not want to
denonstrate in here."

They went outside with the | oaded gun, and Zanofir picked

a small, thin tree about thirty yards away. "Watch the tree.
Each one of these clips holds a hundred carefully packed
rounds. You just point the gun in the general direction, then
pull the trigger. Even you can do that." And, with that, he
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demonstrated, and the rattling filled the air and snoke poured
fromthe top of the machine gun, although nobody noticed.

They were all watching as the tree was sliced alnbst in two
and nuch of the surrounding area was al so pocknarked.

"The shells are ejected automatically. Don't bother with

t hem—ae have a sufficient number of clips here. Each man

will take one of these and as many clips as is practical for him
to carry. W'll practice on the way, although little is really
needed once you | eam how to keep the gun reasonably steady.

Now, there are twenty-one nen and four wonen there at the
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canp, but it's unlikely that nore than half the nen will be
mere at any given tine. Their big product is a key mnera
found in certain kinds of ocean fish in that world, so they're
out in shifts for days on end on snall boats trawling, while
the rest work the refining process back at the village. Twenty
of us, with these should be nore than enough.”

"How far is it?" sonebody asked.

"We are riding hard and light, but the village is out of the
way and far outside me intersection point. Once we turn off

the main road, it is unlikely that there will be any people at
all between us and the village, so we'll be on our own but
uni npeded. If we do neet anyone, kill themand go on. Wth

consideration for the horses, it mght well be seven or eight
days to the village, depending on conditions. Once we get
there, there is to be no quarter. Men, wonen, children
livestock—f it noves, it dies. Particularly all the women. If
they surrender, we take their surrender, and then execute
them All are to die and all buildings and structures burned,
and any boats, even so much as a rowboat, also burned. W

want the place devastated, so that even if soneone should
escape, they would have no place to go and nowhere to

turn.”

"Aw, can't we even have sone fun before— sonebody
el se started, but he cut them off.

"Listen! We're working for a big-shot sorcerer who can

reward us all handsonely or punish us beyond our wil dest
nightmares. If we fail, then killing ourselves before he gets
the word of our failure will be the only way out. Likew se,
we're in a race agai nst another, equally powerful sorcerer
The only good thing is that he doesn't know exactly where

our girl is and | do. He's got to do things the hard way, and
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that takes tine. If we're not out of there, and I mean welt out

of there, before he finds the spot, then we'll get it fromthe
other side. For alnost the |ast two days' ride there's only a
single road, in sone places too narrow for two horses to run
abreast, for nost of the length, shut off on either side by a

wal | of dense and nearly inpenetrable jungle. If we don't get

in, do our job, and get out past that trap, we'll be caught in it.
Under st and?"

They nodded soberly, and clearly a few were having sec-
ond t houghts about this. Zanofir was quick to sense this and
counter it.

"There's only one reason for any of us doing this—the

price. We go in, doit, get amay with it, and get back safely,
there is no price too high. Name your own ticket. Your own
little kingdomwith all the wine and honey and slave girls you
want —and | nean for each of you. This is the first job I've
ever had where the prize was worth any risk, and |'ve worked
for these people a long tine. They pay off for success.
Nobody, however, fails themtw ce. Now-get your weap-

ons, ammo, and gear and saddle up. W ride now, and go as

far as we can, then get as short a sleep as we can stand, and
ride sone nore."
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"What about the border?" one of the men asked. "Be-
tween the soldiers and the rebels it'll be hell getting through."

"Not this one. The rebels are on our side, dummy—they

won't block us. They have their orders. But there's no arny,
no pressures, on this side. W've drawmn themall to the south
and west. The nost we'll have to deal with are a few officials
and t he usual border guards, and under these conditions we

can di spense with the niceties and just blow themto hell."

That didn't prove necessary. The border personnel weren't

at all concerned with anyone going out, they were nuch too
harried with the refugees and nervous ones fromthe col onies
wanting in. and were nore than glad to wave twenty Akhbreed
t hrough who wanted to go the other way.

Even Zanofir was inpressed with the huge nunbers of

peopl e al ong the road, even the main road across the col ony

he and his men wanted. The crowds sl owed his progress

consi derably, and in some cases stopped them dead for sone
time. They were in no mood for that sort of thing, but the fact
was that, in this case, they were twenty agai nst an endl ess
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stream and many of these colonial types, even with their

fam lies, were tough and hard-1|ooki ng people with plenty of
fight in themas well. You could nachine-gun a whol e nob,

but they'd just keep conming, and then there'd be a ton of

fol ks after them and bl ocking the only exit. Even with all that
firepower and the clock ticking, Zamofir's group sinply had

to wait and cope.

The eastbound road was only slightly better, and it took
them al nost a week to finally make it to the final cutoff over
to the sea. It was less a road than a tunnel through the jungle,
dark, narrow, and forbidding, and they had better than two

days on it to the settlenent. At |east, here, there weren't any
crowds or refugees; indeed, there seemed to be no people, no
habi tation, at all.

There was the sudden crack of a rifle shot, and one of the

men fell backwards out of his saddl e and onto the ground,
where those behind tranmpled him A second shot cane and
another man fell, and now they suddenly all pulled up and

di smounted fast. The dense, forbidding Jungle was the only
cover avail able aside fromthe horses, and none of the nen
really wanted to go into the jungle. It might be just what the
shooter or shooters wanted themto do.

"Where did it cone fron?"

"l dunno! Over to the left, | thought, but the echoes made
it hard to tell for sure!"

"I's it many people or just one guy?"

"One guy, | think. There were only two reports, both
soundi ng the same and just about the tinme it would take to
shoot and reload. We're like fish in a barrel on this damed
road!"
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Zanmofir hunched behind the horses and cursed. "Well, if
n you hear anything, you open up with the machi ne guns," he
told them Spray the whole dammed area if you have to."

"Who the hell's shootin' at us, anyways?" one of the
gunmen asked him "And why woul d anybody do it? They
don't know who we are or what we're fixin' to do."

"It's that damm' sorcerer, that's who!"

"Don't be an ass," Zanofir told him "Sorcerers have
i better ways to deal with us than shooting high-powered rifles.
i Maybe sonebody who's working for the other side and is
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paid to delay us. But how d he beat us here? Shit! Mre
del ays. "

"Yeah," the man nearest himgrunbled, "and we got at
| east another day and night in this trap of a road."

"Well, he can't dog us all the way," the little nman main-
tained. "There arc no other roads, and even the natives here
can't fly. | say we can get pinned down here and picked off
one by one or we can ride like hell and | eave himin our dust.
VWen we're well clear, we'll drop one man and he'll give our
pursuer the sane treatnent.”

"Yeah? Ever think that maybe his horse is ahead of us?

That he's already gone, and nmaybe even now i s nounted up
and riding maybe an hour on and settin' up the next anbush?
That's what |1'd do."

"Fuck it!" Zanofir snapped. "I'd rather be shot than face

ei ther Boolean or Klittichom | say we spray all around,

t hr ee- hundr ed- and- si xty degrees, then we nount up, and ride

as fast as we can. Either we outdistance himif he's behind or,
if we're fired on again, we keep riding no matter what. If he
had nore than a rifle he'd have wi ped us out by now. OQur

only chance is to get ahead of him and if we overrun his
horse so nmuch the better. Wat say you?"

"Beats hidin" out here," sonebody muttered, and flicked
of f the safety on his nmachi ne gun

After two days of being rained on, bitten by insects, and
weakened by lack of food, the primtive life had lost its
romantic appeal, even to Dorion. For Charley, it was about

as bad as she could i magi ne, short of another round with
those bastards back at the canp, but sonething that had to be

endur ed.

"Dorion, we will have to take chances while we're stil
strong enough to nove," she told him "W need food to
survive."

He nodded. "If we have to, we'll head back up towards the

camp. It should be breaking down now as troops | eave and as
the rest nmove into the unchanged areas of the hub. And, if |
remenber rightly, there used to be a snmall town a few | eegs
in fromthe border, as usual. It's probably not rmuch now, but
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they had orchards and stuff. If it wasn't picked clean to feed
all those troops, there m ght be sonething."

"Let's go there, then. W haven't nmuch choice."

It took themtwo hours to reach the road, and then they had

to parallel it within the forest. There was a lot of traffic there,
mostly wagons and such, alnpost all going away fromthe hub

in steady streans. The conquerors were | eaving the scene of

victory now, taking what remained with them For a victori-

ous arny who'd just done the inpossible, they |ooked pretty

damed grim

Much of the town had been destroyed; cannibalized for the

wood and other materials to build the structures at the border,
but some of it remained. A small group of colonial natives
remai ned; small, hairy humanoids with short, thick snouts

and shiny yellow eyes the size of egg yolks, but it was hard to
say whether they were the remmants of those who had lived

there or if they were part of the force. Dorion did not renem
ber seeing any of themat the canpsite.

A coupl e of hours reconnai ssance convi nced Dorion that

they probably weren't part of the attack force or anybody
official. Apparently they were scavengers; opportunists there
at battle's end who nmade forays into the canpsite and cane
back with whatever wasn't nail ed down that they could get
away with. There were only a dozen or so, but they were

tol erated because they were the "host" race and this was,
after all, their world and their region now. Too nmany to take
on, particularly when one good yell or screamwoul d bring
some of the passing "allied" forces to their aid. And, as
expected, the orchards and such nearby had been picked

cl ean.

There was, however, a nounting pile of discards out back,
including a lot of soldier's kits—old rations and the Iike.
They were either quite choosy or quite wasteful, and Dorion

was too hungry and in too nuch need to qui bble. Wen it

grew late, and the inhabitants of the town ruins bedded down
and the procession halted or at |least slowed to a trickle,
Dorion led Charley across the road and to the back. They

were not particular, and Dorion didn't give Charley the exact
details and she didn't want to know It was enough that the
food was edible, that it filled, and that it wouldn't harmthem
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The fact that it was sonebody's hal f-eaten garbage showed
just how low they'd fallen so fast.

"I'f we can get enough for a little journey, we'll head south
again and off towards the west," he told her. "There's a
bunch of groves and orchards down there, naybe two- or
three-days' wal k, that |'msure the |ocals woul d have pro-
tected. They were parts of old plantations here, as | remem

ber. I'Il rig up sone kind of shelter in the bush nearby there,
and every night I'll go down and pick what we need so that

they won't notice. We night be able to survive al nost
indefinitely."
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She sighed. "Indefinitely. Like animls. And how | ong

would it be before we crack, Dorion? How | ong before we

tal k each other out and stop? How | ong before survival be-
comes the only reason for living? Maybe it's different with
you, but you can see. The sheer boredom would kill my mnd

in weeks once we got set up and got a pattern established. I'd
flip out, be nothing nore than a naked chinp in the wld.
We're not living any better than that now. No. |I'd rather die
than that."

He shrugged. "What other choice is there?"

"Dorion, we have to get out of Masalur. W have to go

where they don't control things yet. Not back, though. Not
where they're going. You lived here in the glory days. There
must be decent colonial worlds that aren't a part of the
rebellion. Ones with gentle people we might find sone help
from You told nme yesterday that Coleel hid out fromhis king
and sorcerer and all for like fifteen years. W got to do that,
too. You can still navigate, can't you?"

"Yeah, sure, but. . . . Wiat if |I pick wong? The only

pl aces that m ght be likely, and that's just by reasoning it out,
are ones to the east. That was the side that they didn't attack
from probably because they didn't have enough allies there.

O we could guess at one right here—f they had to inport

folks from Covanti to fight, then there's got to be a |lot of
colonies who didn't want to join up."

"Yeah, but you'd have to call it up fromthe null. | kind a
think that would draw attention. No, that east is best."

He stared at her. "But that neans going right through the
canp, across'the whole null, and through part of occupied
Masal ur hub! "
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"Yeah," she agreed, "but it would scratch that itch in ny

head. It's gotta be a ness over there, and | can fend for
myself in the null. Samonce did sonmething like that. | say try
it. If we're caught, we're caught. If not, we at |east got a
chance at sone kind of life.'

"Al'l right," he sighed. "Then we'd better eat good and
cross in the dark tomorrow. And pray to whatever god you
have that all the Stornriders are gone and that there are no

magi ci ans in range. Gtherwi se you'll go back to being a pet,
and 1'll be at hard labor until | drop."

9

Bool ean

THERE WERE STILL a ;of of people at the border, but a fair
nunber seened to be nmal e Akhbreed sl aves doi ng massive

cl eanup and even nore nassive burials. Apparently, wth

their furious working, the rebel magicians had created liter-
ally thousands of Akhbreed staves out of both the survivors of
the. defending army and the locals who lived in the nearest
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unaf fected hub areas. The sl ave spells were generic, and thus
easy to do. They had to obey any order by just about anybody
who was not Akhbreed, subject to the hierarchy of rebel rank

Clearly sone order and better treatment was already initi-
ated. Large nunbers spraw ed, asleep, on the grass where not
many days before armes had waited, while others seened to
be feeding on the leftovers of the invaders.

They appeared to be nostly nmales, and al though sone

were very young, they alt seened at |east past puberty. Wat
worren there were | ooked old, at |east past nenopause. Were
the younger wonen and all the children were, Dorion couldn't
guess, but he renenbered the sentry's coments about breed-
ing prograns. The Akhbreed had never done nuch ensl aving

of the colonials, primarily because there were far too many of
them and far too few Akhbreed, and that required subtler
means. But if you could pick out just one race, known on
sight by every intelligent being in Akahlar, you m ght well
enslave it and breed it to serve. And all in the name of
"justice."

Charl ey shivered. "This place, this life, isn't fun any
nmore. Thank god at least | can't have kids. Boday's potions
killed off ny eggs or sonething."

"Sorcery can al ways undo al cheny if anybody takes a rea
218
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interest," he responded. "Renenber, the way you | ook was

only streanmined by Boday; it was a product of sorcery at the
start. Unravel that spell and the al cheny ceases to exist, |ike
it never was. Don't feel too sure of yourself. You still want to

go through with this?"

She nodded. "It's just sonething | feel | have to do. O, at
| east, try."

"l can not disobey your wi shes,'
wi t hout any real enthusiasm

he noted literally, but

Getting across the alnost half a mle of open area before
the null wouldn't be easy; still, Dorion reasoned that the
center along the nain road was probably the really dense and
active area and woul d remain so; further down, well down,
there m ght be nobody at all

I ndeed, they'd gone no nore than a mile in the woods just

of f the border regi on when they were out of sight of appar-
ently everybody. Ch, there were sone tiny little dots very far
off, too far for himto even make out what they were, but he
wasn't as concerned with that. Taking her hand, and a deep
breath, he wal ked her out into the open and down towards the
null. He didn't rush or run; that mght have attracted sone
attention fromfolks to whomthey were just little dots, but
his forced wal k was brisk and steady and, to her credit, she
kept pace with his reduced steps.
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Even so, it was about as tense a few minutes' walk as he'd
had yet, and he felt trenendous relief when they reached the
edge of the null itself. There appeared to be no super al arns,
no conpl ex spells or shields, along the border; why bother?
The only place you could go was the hub, and that was by

now crawling with rebel troops and magi ci ans and woul d
probably be next to inpossible. It was sonething he preferred
not to think about until he got there.

Charley felt odd in the null msts; it gave her a sort of
limted vision that was quite welcone, and it felt a bit cooler
and cl eaner, somehow, than the forest they had left. Mre,

her presence in it had a certain tightness to it she couldn't

expl ain, not to Dorion, not even to herself. Like, well, that
she bel onged here, doing this. That it was the proper thing
to do-

They were too weary and too apprehensive to hurry the
crossing, though, taking it nice and leisurely. It was a good
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twenty mles across, and, while they'd slept, eaten, and
drank, they had nothing with them

They were well out in the null, nore than two hours out at

| east, with the fading "shore" of the col oni es behind them

| ooking far off and, now that they were within the hub,
shifting and changing every few mnutes. They finally de-
cided to rest a bit. She was very tired, but had been waiting
for himto call a break. It was only when she realized that he
woul dn't call one, carrying out her command, that she called
one herself. This mistress stuff was conplicated.

"Have you been thinking about where we mi ght go, as-
sum ng we nmake it through?" she asked him

He nodded, although it was meaningless to her. "There are

a couple of possibilities over on that side. Warm good cover,
and natives who didn't have as nmuch of a grudge as many

did. Boolean did a |lot for Masalur—that's why they had to
import troops from Covanti to supplenent. He couldn't break
the system of course, but he introduced a | arge neasure of
sel f-governnment and adm nistration in many of the worlds

that had nore advanced types, and even all owed col oni al
ownership on a linited basis of many of the comrerci al
enterprises there. Mist colonists hate their Chief Sorcerer;

Bool ean's probably the first to be nore disliked by his fell ow
Akhbreed than by their subjects. Not that there weren't a few
who spurned everything—you saw that type here. The Hedum

for one. But not many, out of hundreds."

"I'"'msurprised the kingdomlet himdo any of it."

"They didn't want to, but his power was enormous and

they wanted to tap that. They let himtry it in a couple of

pl aces just so they could prove to himhow wong he was,

and, in the year or two after he allowed the natives to set up
their own shops and keep a ot of their own profits, even from
me quotas they furnished to the Akhbreed, productivity in-
creased and unrest went down. Wen they all worked for the
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when t hey began working for thenselves, on their own | and,

they worked |i ke denpons. They still fought extending it, but
he was maki ng headway. Now . . . well, | guess every
col oni st owns his own, huh? And all quotas abolished.

She nodded. "He sounds |ike an interesting man."
"Well, interesting has several connotations. He's as nutty
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 221

as they cone, only in his own uni que ways, and soneti nes
he's not at all easy to take, but. ..." He stiffened and she
sensed it.

"What's the matter?"

"Head down and qui et! Sonmebody or something' s com ng
ms way and | can't tell who or what it is.”

They hunched down so that the mists covered them and

al nrost held their breaths. Charley could hear now what Dorion
had heard, but it sounded odd, |ike nmuffled footsteps rather
than the steady beat of horses or other beasts. Just a couple of
peopl e, very close, although she was certain there had been

no one near only m nutes before.

The footsteps stopped, and a man's voice, very near them
said, in English, "Well, it's about tine! A few nore hours
and we woul d have been forced to give you up. | was

begi nning to doubt Yobi's conpetency, or yours."

Dori on knew that voice; even in English it was hard to
forget it. He poked his head up and saw a nman standi ng there
wearing the buckskin outfit of a Navigator and for a nonent
it threw him Then he saw the face and said, "Holy shit"'"

"And the sane to you, Dorion. Get up. Charley. You' ve
been itching to neet ne for quite sone tine so you m ght as
well do so. You can't run fromne."

She felt herself rise and turn towards hi meven though she
hadn't really willed herself to nove, sort of like a slave spel
interacting, and then she saw the speaker with her magic

sight, all deep crimson, but not like Dorion's rust-red aura;

this was intense, and a churning, throbbing mass. Al but a
little blob of emerald green that seened to be perched on his
shoul der or soneplace like that. and nove a little on its own.
That part confused and bot hered her.

"Conme on, you two. Wiy, Dorion! That's the filthiest |

think 1've ever seen you, and out of uniform too. Cone on,

you two. Boday is waiting for us and we have wasted too

much tinme now. Also, | don't want to run into old Rutanibir
who's lurking all over here of late trying to find me. He's the
sanme ol d inconpetent asshole he always was, but | can't

afford any nore del ays."

Charl ey found herself followi ng the man and yet terribly
confused. Dorion sensed her total befuddl enent and said,
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"Charl ey—we don't have to go any farther into the hub
That's Bool ean. W found hi mer he found us."

Bool ean! Here! Alive! And with Boday! It seened too

good to be true, comng out of the blue as it was. And yet,
after this, this was the great Bool ean, the w zard of w zards,
sorcerer of sorcerers? He sounded so, well, ordinary, nore

ti ke her old high school English teacher. She wondered just
what he | ooked like. Then an unsettling thought hit her, and
she whi spered to Dorion, "Arc you sure? Renenber how the

adept fool ed Boday and ne."

Dorion shrugged. "Fairly sure. Mght as well accept him
anyway, since if it isn't him then there's nothing we can do
about it."

"You're going to have to tell ne how you wound up a

slave with a ring in your nose wthout first being defrocked,
Dorion," Bool ean said as they wal ked. "You know the rul es

of the @uild. You defrocked yourself when it happened.

Can't have anyone with the power enslaved." He paused.

"Save it for now, though. W have a long journey and a | ot

of time for stories once we're under way."

Dorion hadn't thought of that angle to slavery. No wonder
nobody had spotted him as a nagician back at the canp. He
wasn't one any nore. It was a small loss, but it stung his ego
greatly. Still, he wasn't going to admt that to Bool ean,
particularly within earshot of Charley. *' H-How d you find

us? And why not sooner if you coul d?"

Bool ean chuckl ed dryly. "Same old inpertinent little twerp,
aren't you? Well, you know it was kind of a crowded ness

over there, and it was no nean feat keeping myself out of

sight and undetected as | watched their little show | knew
where you were and | figured I could just pick you up when

was done. | knew you were there because ny spells at the

ki ngdom s borders told ne so, and | had one of my associ ates
unobtrusively there to sort of invisibly suggest to Coleel a few
courses of action. But Charley vanished in that ness, and

then you vani shed after her while | was over surveying the
damage, and | barely got Boday out of there before Rutanibir
was called in. So, with all hell breaking | oose and our appear-
ance urgently needed el sewhere. 1 had to cool ny heels and
pray that Yobi's spell—which mandated that if anything went
wong Charley was to come to the capital and find ne—
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woul d lead you into the null. @ad | got you, too, Dorion,
but, frankly, you weren't on ny priorities list. Once Charley
got into the null, though, she was in nmy elenent, so to speak

| knew i nmedi ately and got here as fast as | could."

"Dam it, she'd just been raped! You expect conplete
recovery and cold | ogic from somebody who'd just been
t hrough thai ?"

Bool ean sighed. "Well, no, but |I'mnot omiscient, Dorion.
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I really thought that fellow was far | oo possessive to allowit.
Al right, score one for your side. | apologize to the |ady, but
tilings were getting critical fast."

Dorion's anger was mollified sonewhat by the unexpected
concession, but he was still confused about the details. "But—
how coul d you know? That she was in the null, that is?"

"The spell, you poor excuse for a magician! She's keyed

to ne! That ring nmakes her mne, right? | sensed it as soon as
she entered. |'ve been |l ooking for it for a couple of days now.
Oh—+"'msorry, ny dear. Feel free to speak your mnd and

say what you please. Sorry for the lack of nice introductions,
but time is wasting. |I'm Janes Traynor Lang, Ph.D., al-

though here | call nyself Boolean. It's one of their silly
custonms that sorcerers have to have ridicul ous trade nanes."

"I + hardly know what to say. Wat nane did you say?"

"James Traynor Lang, wi nner of the Nobel Prize in phys-
ics and formerly a full professor at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technol ogy. You've heard of it?"

"Of the college, yeah. O you—+'msorry."

"Well, I"'mnot surprised. | don't think | won the prize in
your world, just in mine. Qur worlds are close by, but they're
not identical."

"Your world! Then you're not from here?"

He | aughed. "MWy dear, al nbost none of the Second Rank
sorcerers who amount to nuch are bom and rai sed here.

You' ve got to be a genius to be a native and a power. No,
we're nostly mathematicians, a few physicists, even one
engi neer, god help ne! Different worlds, of course, but all
fromthe upper outplanes. For a while, nost all of 'em here
had German accents, but in nmy time English has been the

| anguage where nuch of the big work in math has gone on

and it's displaced German as the dom nant tongue of the
Second Rank—thank heavens. In English we just appropriate
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what ever | ocal words are handy and invent new ones if
needed. In German you have to mm together old words to

make new ones and it gets unwi eldy as hell in this environ-
ment. We still have a smattering of old Germans, plus a
couple of Italians, a Dane or two, a couple of Russians and
even one Japanese—he's the engineer. Ah—there's Boday!"

So that's why English was so popul ar anong the sorcerers
she thought excitedly. Suddenly she didn't feel so alien and
al one any nore.

"Charl ey!" Boday screaned—her only English word,

really—and ran to her, picking her up off the ground and
huggi ng her. "Boday is so happy to see you! That you are all
right! W were afraid we woul d have to desert you here in
this desol ate place!"

"Al'l right! Cal mdown!" Bool ean shouted. "I w sh |
could give you tine to sleep and feed you filet m gnon and
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get you bathed and rested and all that, but. first of all, ny old
quarters have been kind of blown to heaven in little particles
or changed into tree-lined swanps. Second, in spite of ny
getting to Boday first, they know where our missing Sami s.
She's in a Covantian colony and the only lucky part is that
she's stuck in the mddle of nowhere in a place that's damed
hard to get to, and | had sonebody there to sl ow the bastards
down. But tinme is wasting and it's a long trip, and we stil
have to beat them or she's dead and probably this was all for
nothing. Crimcan't keep a whol e horde down forever-he's

got the same problens with geography they do."

"They' ve got Second Rank sorcerers," Dorion pointed
out. "How cone they can't get there by the quicker routes
that only sorcerers use well ahead of us?"

"Because they don't know where she is. Wthout Boday,

they're at the nercy of a nercenary bastard free-lancer naned
Zanofir who's been doggi ng her the whole way. He found

her the same way Crimdid, but Ctimcan't break that dammed
spell she's under so there was no use in himrushing to her
first. He was better used guarding the door. Zanofir's going
for the big payoff, biggest of his career. He tells them where
and they don't need himany nore. O course, if he fails, he'l
be enslaved to the denons in the netherhells for a few thou-
sand years of torture, but he's going double or nothing for the
bi g payoff and he knows it."
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"Zamofir," Charley repeated. "The little man with the
moust ache? The bastard who joined up with the raiders on the

trai n?"

"That's him He's very good at what he does, which is

anything at all that pays handsonmely. No norals, no scruples,
nothing. This is a rare time when he's doing his ow dirty

work instead of hiring it done, but since he took responsibility
he al so takes the bl ane or the reward. Now-charley, you

can ride with Dorion, since you nmake such an interesting

couple. Dorion, lash her down and hold her tight. W're

going to have to nake real speed here. Boday, you take the

point in front since you' re ny confirmation that we're going
correctly, and we'll take the rear. Don't worry about gui dance—
I"1l be handling things."

Dorion took Charley over and guided her foot into a stir-

rup. She started to help herself up, when she realized it was a
pretty low and fairly shaky saddl e and froze. Then slowy, she
felt under the saddle.

"Dori on—there's no horse under this saddle!"” she whis-
pered through clenched teeth.

"Yeah, | know. You get used to these things with rea
sorcerers. You think we could nake it by riding?"

He hoi sted her up, secured her as best he could, then
clinmbed on in back of her. "Hold on," he warned her. "I
have a sinking feeling that we're going to go very fast and
maybe very high."
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"Al'l right,"” they all heard Bool ean's voice as if he were

right next to them "let's get going here. Hang on and don't
fall off. W' ve got close to a thousand nil es—+wo thousand

|l eegs in the | ocal parlance—and with breaks for stretches,
food, and drink, and one sleep, it's going to take us two or
three days to get there. It's going to be very close as it is."

And, with that, the saddles rose straight up in the air, lined
up in his predeterm ned pattern, and paused there for just a
nmonent. Boday was muttering very nervously and Dorion

wasn't too thrilled hinself. Charley could only imagine the
sight, but she could see just how far down the null was.

Bool ean si ghed and | ooked back at Masal ur hub spread out
before him '*It used to be one hell of a town," he nuttered,
and suddenly the saddles were off |ike a streak, back across
tile null, across an unfaniliar colonial boundary, high above
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the trees and roads, headi ng back to Tishbaal, back to Covanti,
and, eventually, to Sam

Dorion held her tightly, but Charley had the distinct feeling
that he was holding on to her just as much for his own sake as
for hers. As for her, her head was still spinning fromthis
rapid and dramatic turn of events; she hadn't had tinme to

coll ect her thoughts and enotions or even catch her breath.

"Dorion—how is it possible? Are these sone kind of
saddl el i ke vehicl es or sonethi ng?" she asked him

"No, just saddles. They look |like ones off arny horses.”
"Then how-=2"

"I't'"s fun to be a sorcerer. Mss Sharkin," Bool ean's voice
said to her. "Don't worry—you'll get used to it. Besides, it
beats broonsticks, even if it is the same general principle.*'

Charl ey had net some mmgi ci ans, and Yobi, of course, but

she had not until now experienced the real power that these
hi gh ones possessed. Even after all this tinme in Akahlar, and
with all the denons and charns and spells, sonebody who

could do this, apparently with a wave of his hand, was as
shocki ng and i nconceivable to her now as it would have been
on the streets of Al buquerque.

And yet, in many ways, it was power froma man who

seened both very friendly and ordi nary and yet so call ous of

| essors, too. He'd lived and done his work in Msalur for
many years; he had to know its people, really |ike both those
peopl e and the place itself. Al that had been destroyed; whether
or not he'd had the power to stop it was not the issue. Wat
was the point was that he didn't seemvery broken up about
the fact that everything and everybody who nmeant anything to
himin Akahlar had just been totally destroyed, and all he
could do was rmeke light conversation and conment that it

used to be a hell of a town.

Dori on had warned her that Bool ean wasn't quite right in
the head, but she couldn't help being disturbed by the man's
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reputation on the one hand as a social critic and refornmer and
the nost vociferous battler of Klittichorn with somebody who
could be like that, and she said so to Dorion, not caring if the
sorcerer could hear her or not. He had given her pernission

to speak her m nd.

"He's always been nearly inpossible to figure out, like the
ot her Second Rank sorcerers,'* the nagician responded. "But

227
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he's al ways hidden a part of hinself fromeven his cl osest
associates. | think he feels it, though. Mdre than he'd admt."

"No, not nore than I'd adnmit," Bool ean responded to

them 1t was eerie how, even with the wind rushing by and

t hem whooshing along at a good clip it sounded |ike he was
right next to them "This was the npbst agonizing tine | had

since | learned howto do mracles. Wien | first wound up
here, | apprenticed in this region and they were all good to
me. | was fascinated by the place and by the possibilities. |

had a | ot of close friends there, and there were a | ot of good
people rolled over in that ness."

"Well, you knew it was coning," she responded. "You
weren't just not at home when it canme by accident. Wy
didn't you warn themto get out?"

"To where? If | started any mmjor evacuati on or gave them

much warning at all, it would tip Klittichorn that I was on to
him He'd have come in with everything he had right then

and there and it woul d have been far worse even than now.
They're in shock, but they're not dead, and a fair nunber

t have kept their wits about them | went back in and sought
n some of themout—after. Not that easy to do, by the way.

n They really are absolutely physiologically identical. Fortu-
n nately, | knew where to go and what nanes to call. There wll
be a ton of nental breakdowns and sone suicides and perhaps
other problenms we can't imagine, but there are enough fol ks
there with | evel heads and strong personalities to pull it
together with hard work. It's better than the alternative."

"Alternative! You sneak out and | eave themto be turned
i nto—whatever it is they are. Wat we heard about them
makes them total nonsense.”

'Green French pom queens who have been doubl e exposed

is about the best | can give it," the sorcerer replied, chuck-
ling a bit at the description. "Yes, | agree, a species that is
apparently bom ani mal and becones plant doesn't nake sense,
and | have no notion as to what the extra set of arns, |et

al one breasts, are good for, but we aren't exactly well de-
signed, either. W only nmake sense because we're the norm

to our own selves against which we nmeasure everybody and
everything el se. W& could be designed far nore efficiently,

H tell you. But it's only form and it's not a bad one
considering that nmany of the results of Changewi nds |'ve seen
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have | ooked |i ke refugees froma bad Japanese horror novi e.

| expected far worse. | did get as many nmenbers of my own

staff out as possible, since | didn't want themto |ose their
power, but some volunteered to stay, both because it was

their hone and because sonebody had to maintain that shield

while | was gone for a sufficient time to convince old Rutanibir
and his flock that | was still home. The rest | couldn't help.
They woul d have been chewed to pieces in a panic evacua-

tion, and, frankly, the najority are far better off as a new race
than as mllions of slaves of the new adninistration."

She hadn't thought of that. "You said it was better than the
alternative. You nean total slavery?"

"Ch, no- Klittichonmis been getting very good at using the

mael strom effect of the practice Changew nds his princess has
been calling up all over the place. In between the outpl anes,
dead center in the storm it's a calm alnpst a sort of vacuum
cl eaner effect. She's been quite good at putting it where he
wanted it and he's been very neatly scooping up what he

needed and dropping it down to himhere. The effect is hard

to explain, but you have at |east experienced it. It's what he
used to pick you up. You renenber dropping through the

mael stromto Akahlar. It's a natural phenonenon of the w nd,
whi ch has picked up and dropped a ton of stuff on Akahl ar

and the col onies and the | ower outplanes over the mllennia,

i ncluding probably the first Akhbreeds. There's sone evi-
dence that nothing is actually native to Akahlar; this is, as
once told you, the ass end of the universe. Anobng the things
he's pi cked up, other than people, are heavy weapons and
ammuni ti on and, anobng other things, a few thernonucl ear

devi ces. "

She was shocked. "You nean at om bonbs?"

"They're primtive- They are hydrogen at least. And it

didn't take himlong to figure out how to bypass the fail-safe
mechani sms and replace themwith his own, either. He didn't

wi nd up down here with just the shirt on his back, you know
Among the things that cane with hi m because they were

caught in the same vortex was his portabl e conputer and

much of his current notes and fancy nmathematical prograns.
That's what's nade hima top dog so quickly. Once he

grasped the basic mathematics of magic here, he was able to
buil d and sol ve enornous equations with the thing, far beyond
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the abilities of even the greatest mathematical ninds here.
Once he had a little experience, he could work out how to do
Just about anything and knock over any bi g-shot sorcerer who
stood in his way. And, of course, he is a genius, one of ihe
rare true ones. Another Einstein, da Vinci, or Fernm at |east."

"Smarter even than you?" she asked him wonderi ng about
hi s reaction.

"Ch, ny, yes. Certainly. Although | amone of the few
m nds capabl e of not only understandi ng but using and per-

haps refining his work. I, for exanple, never dreaned it was
possible to enter the Mael stromthrough the weak point after
it had passed, but once | saw that he could, well, | figured out
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the way. That relative intellectual position, alas, is why all of
this canme to be. In a way, it's all ny fault, although 1 have
days when 1 wonder if that is entirely true. Certainly sone
basic defects in ny character hel ped shape this crisis. You

see, |'ma very good wizard, nmy dear. |I'mjust not a very

good man. "

And slowy, as the niles passed far beneath them Charley

n teaned what |lay behind all this nmess, and it was sadder stil
N for being so, well, petty.

%

AN

re Lang had been a professor at Princeton at the time; a boy

geni us—-he'd had his Ph.D. and his voter's card at about the
sanme tinme, and had al ready acconplished a lot by the tinme he
first met the man who was to becone his eneny.

Lang's interests lay in the far edge of theoretical physics;

the kind of pure intellectual activity in which men still sat in
smal | offices and thought deep thoughts and inagined the

uni magi nabl e and then built nmathematical and conputer nod-

els to illustrate various principles that, in fact, probably had
no practical application ever, and in which only the nathe-

mati cs woul d ever indicate whether or not they were right, or
had wasted their whole |lives on a fal sehood.

He becane particularly attracted to a relatively new field
cal |l ed Chaos Science, which sought to really explain the
unexpl ai nabl e. How coul d a random expl osi on of dense mat -

ter fromthe nonobl ock that created the universe forminto
such a useful and beautiful pattern, with its own very com
fortabl e natural laws and limtations? Wiy did the freezing of
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wat er vapor form such conplex and beautiful crystalline struc-
tures. and why were no two apparently exactly alike? O der,
often highly conmplex order, alnbst always resulted fromthe
nmost random events. There had to be a law, or a set of |aws,
that explained it, at least to a degree.

Doctor Lang becanme a | eading theoretician of the relatively
new sci ence, and, as such, those also interested in it wanted
to study under him Anobng them and the best of them was a
young Canbodi an refugee born Kieu Lonpong, who adopted

the Anericani zed first name of Roy, a conbination he joked
he' d gotten by playing with numerol ogi cat tables. He was
young, intense, brilliant, but with no social life and no out-
side interests and, nost of all. Bool ean noted, no sense of
hunor at all.

Little wonder. As a child, he'd already been to hell, having
seen his parents slowy hacked to death in front of himwhile
bl ack-cl ad revol utionary soldiers held himand made him

wat ch, then put into virtual slavery in the rice paddies where
he had to pretend to be a peasant and disguise his genius at al
costs, for the newrulers killed the whole intellectual class.

He had finally escaped, and his genius had been recognized
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in the refugee canp, and he was made one of the exceptions

to be brought to the United States under foster care of distant
relati ves who now lived there. His now unshackl ed brilliance
produced an even greater rise in academ ¢ achi evenent than

had Lang's; he was, under Lang, a Ph.D. candidate at the age

of seventeen.

Under Lang's tutelage, and with access to the big univer-

sity computers, Roy Lonpong, in just a few short nonths,

was able to conme out with something that apparently had been
percolating in his head for years: a unifying mathenmatica
principle, a single equation, inits own area as significant as
Einstein's in his, that unified and revol utioni zed the whol e
chaos science comunity. The thing was, he was in such a

pure intellectual area that he didn't realize what kind of a
br eakt hrough he'd made. To him it was Just a tool to use in
studyi ng specific phenomena. It was a whol e new nat henat -

ics that made work in the field really amount to sonething in
much the same way as Newton had invented cal cul us just so

he coul d do the mat hemati cal proofs of the theories he was
interested in. Instantly obvious to Lang, it nonethel ess woul d
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never have occurred to him And yet, only the Princeton
team knew it

"He was so wapped up in his projects on the creation of

the universe, already with the best mnds in the field, and he
sinmply never got around to publishing it. He'd stopped read-

ing the literature anyway; it was all beneath him in the sane
way that Hem ngway woul dn't bother to ever read Doctor

Seuss. But | was his advisor and the head of his doctora
committee. And it was published, under ny nane, with Roy

and three others credited with assists, just a few nonths after
he got his degree and accepted a chair at Cal Tech. | doubt if
he was even aware of the furor the article caused—his head

was always in the clouds. In fact, | think it wasn't until three
years later, when | got the Nobel for it, that it really hit him
what |'d done."

Charl ey gasped. "You stole his idea? And took full credit
for it?"

"Yep. And the noney and the worl dw de accl aimand all

the rest. | mean, they |ooked at me with ny reputation, and

they | ooked at this twenty-one-year old who was my 'protege,"’

and drew t he obvi ous but wong conclusions. It wasn't the

first tine it was done. In fact, it's done all the tinme—t's just
rare to win the Nobel for it, and particularly in so short a
time. 1 did, and he flewinto a rage about it. It was his life's
work to date and it was all his, and 1'd taken it fromhim

More inmportantly, 1'd hit himright in his Asian sense of

honor. The fact that it was done fairly often didn't mean that

he knew that. That the young di scoverers often get professor-
shi ps and posts el sewhere as rewards by their tutors who take
the credit. It's not science, it's a crooked way of getting ahead
in noney, power, and prestige in the university environment.

And he had no forum OCh, the news was interested in his
accusations about me, for about three days. But when the

newsnen di scovered they couldn't even conprehend the ba-
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sics of what |1'd stolen, it was old news fast. And the scien-
tific and academ c community, well, they were nore confortable
with good ol d establishment nme than with young firebrand
Lonpong, whomthey' d hardly heard of. Wat he was doing

just wasn't done—not cricket, old boy. You'll get your turn

| ater. You see where it got him"

"Yeah. Nowhere. So Klittichorn's fromthe sane world as
232 Jack L. Chal ker

you, huh? You nust have a pretty nasty honme worid from
what you say about those soldiers and his parents and all that.
I never even heard of the country you said he was from"

"It's irrelevant. Your world's history and ours diverge

qui te sharply because of various key assassinations and a
maj or nasty war we |ost that yours didn't fight, but yours had
its share of msery as well. Al of themdo. At any rate,

went from obscurity in an obscure field to departnment head at
a quarter of a mllion bucks a year at MI1.T., and | was on
top of the world. He was a bad boy, bitter at his coll eagues as
much as at me, bitter about everything. He became ungl ued

and started thinking about some practical applications for his
theories. He went up to Livernore Labs, which is a think

tank run by the university for the government, it's where they
sit around and invent new bigger and better terror weapons.
They have a hell of a budget, though—as close to bottoml ess

as you can get—and anong t he nost sophisticated computers

that world ever dreamed of. |I'mnot sure what led himto it,
but he got real interested in crazy phenonena. The wol f boy

in Germany, people disappearing in full view of onl ookers,
spont aneous human conbustion, rains of frogs—all sorts of
weird stuff. A fellow naned Charles Fort used to wite books
on it. Unexpl ai ned appearances and di sappearances and odd-

bal | phenonena of every sort."

"Flying saucers and stuff."

"That, too, but there's a lot weirder and nore substantiated
stuff as well. Sonehow, in trying to explain it, he hit upon
the theory of the Changewind and its key mael strom | don't
think he was prepared for the Changew nd effect, but the

mul ti di nensional effect, the worlds over worlds, tied in with
ot her areas of new physics. He wanted the priml cause, the
mechani sm for random events, both major and minor, to tie

it in with overall chaos theory. He needed Livernore's com
puters to finish the work, and sonehow he managed to con-
vince sone politicians that it had weapons potential. Mybe

he had a weapon in mnd fromthe start—+ don't know But it
boil ed down to a practical experinent nany years ago out on
the Nevada test ranges, where they blew up the atom bonbs.
Sone kind of device, maybe part Testa and part Lonpong,

that would create a weak spot in the dinensional walls. He

got nore than he bargained for. He drew a Changew nd, and
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he was dead center in it, and he dropped all the way down to
here. They say the whole plateau just vanished with every-
thing on it, leaving only virgin-col ored sheetrock."

"Tesi a?"
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"Ni kol a Tesia, one of the types like Einstein, so much a
geni us we have units of neasure in science naned for him

He was obsessed with controlling the weather and, back

before the turn of the century, and in full view of everybody,
he did. But his device was banned, its principles still classi-
fied to this day, even to people like nme, and experinments in
that are even banned today in the Geneva Convention. The
connection of weather and nmagnetic forces and fields should

not be lost on you."

"Well, | think I"'msort of following it," she told him
fasci nated but not real sure. "It's still magic to me, though."

"Magi ¢ has rules, Chariey. That's why you need the charns

and anul ets sonetines or the magic words to focus the spel

or anything else. Before the miracle can take place, the priest
nmust incant and say 'Hocus Pocus!' That's all a magic spelt

is, either in the | egends and racial nenories and religious
rites that are all that's left in our worid, and the spells here
that do al nost anything—+f you can figure themout. Roy had

a leg up. He recognized the spells here as being a variant
formof his own mathematics. Unlike the ones here, he had

his conputer and much of his notes and a thorough groundi ng

in conventional science and physics in particular. It's proba-
bl e that the Akhbreed were mathematical geniuses with a high
order civilization while ours was still in caves or maybe
worse off. Over ne years here, they lost nmuch of their ancient
know edge, beconming fat and static, unnoving, confortable

with their spells and their enpires. Mst science vanished,

| eaving only the sorcery, as happened many tines, appar-

ently, with many civilizations. The main thing here was—the
magi ¢ still worked, if you had sufficient nmathenmatical apti-
tude to use it. The better your aptitude, the higher you rose in
the magi cal priesthood. That's the difference between Dorion,

here, and ne. | can solve equations thousands of lines long in
my head. He couldn't add two and two without pen and
paper."

Dorion bristled. "Come on! |I'mnot that bad!"
"Unh-huh. Well, it's higher math, | admt, but you can't
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keep a ten variable equation in your head, so your spells have
to be | ooked up and done step by step out of a cookbook

Your highest achi evenent was a unique fornula that gave
everybody el ectric shocks."

"Ckay, you two! Enough!" Charley responded. "Those

el ectric shocks came in handy on this trip, sir, which is nore
than you did. | nean, if you knew all this and coul d sneak
out, and you can fly and all that, then why did we have to
suffer like we did all this tine, and go through me hell we
went t hrough?”

Bool ean sighed. "It's hard to explain. It was only a few

mont hs ago that, quite by accident, | discovered 1 was being
conned. That nme substantial and hostile Second Rank pres-
ences | felt all around the border were being faked. Roy cane
up with some kind of projection device. 1 can't begin to

i magi ne what or how, but he did. It only betrayed itself as a
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convincing fal se signal when he had to do that close-in dem
onstration of how he could guide and project a Changew nd

over in Qatarung. It caused himto | ose contact for a while

with his illusion, caused all sorts of flickering in and out of it.
Until then, | was convinced that | would have to face severa

of ny col | eagues and rmaybe Roy hinself if | stepped out of

there, and they sent that nessage |oud and clear. Even when 1

did find out, it didn't do ne nuch good. Between ny duties

here to an increasingly nervous king and country, as it were,

and ny attenpts to find out just who was working for

Klittichorn and what they were planning, | didn't have nuch
time to spare. | was also trying to track down just where his
projector was. In the back of ny mind, | figured that if you

all got in any real trouble | could break off and either get you
out or send sone of ny adepts to do it. Then, when Sam j ust

sort of vanished off the map, as it were, we went frantic. I'm
afraid your side just got lower priority."

"Thanks a lot," she said dryly.

"Well, without Samthis isn't going to nean anything.
Wth her, men you have a certain inportance as well."

“Mel

"Wait a while. We'll get to it. | think, in fact. that if we
can beat themto Samthis mght well all work out for the

best. Enough for now. Suffice it to say that you aren't crucial
to the schene, but you are none the less inportant."”
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He woul d say no nore on it, and she finally didn't press,
but it started her mind wondering |ike crazy and com ng up
with the npbst outrageous, and unappetizing, possibilities.

Eating with a Second Rank sorcerer was an experience as

well. He just picked a clear, renpte, uninhabited spot and set
them down, and, alnmpbst with a wave of his arns and a few
munbl ed phrases of sheer nonsense, materialized a full table
complete with hot dishes, silverware, and the right w nes, al
uni nterrupted by conpany, weather, or even ants and flies. It
was pretty bizarre, but they were the best meals any of them
had enj oyed since Covanti hub. Nothing to wash or clear

away, either—another few waves and incantations and it was
gone.

Bool ean coul d say what he wanted about physics and math
and chaos theories; this was sheer fairytal e magic.

It was at the first neal stop, too, that she discovered that
the green fuzz had not only a life of its own, but a voice that
was so deep and raspy it sounded like a small child speaking

by continuously bel ching. Dorion described the creature, whose
nane was Crom |, as a snall pea-green nonkey with jackass

ears and a nose that resenbl ed an eggplant. A longtine
conpani on of and familiar to Bool ean and his renote "eyes,"

in much the same way as Shadowcat, he was not nearly the

qui et type that the cat had been, although he disliked speaking
around strangers nore than he had to.

"You just love to show off, don't you, you big ham"
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Crom | croaked as Boolean did the nmeal with extra fl ouri shes.

Bool ean chuckl ed. "That's why | keep Crom | around. He
keeps me in ny proper place because he doesn't care what
happens to him"

"You need ne nore than | need you," the creature re-

m nded him "Wthout nme, who would act as internediary
with the netherhells? Wo'd make the best deals with al
those inps and denons you | ove to use?"

Now, at the one rest and sl eep stop Bool ean had deci ded

upon for all their sakes, Charley and Dorion were both at |ast

able to get thenselves clean of days of grine and garbage

The sorcerer had nerely picked, not materialized, the water-

, rail and pools, but he'd nmade certain that the water was both
warm and pure, and he even provided her with scented soap

It seenmed to Dorion that she was never going to get out of the
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water, and that she was going to conpul sively scrub her skin
conpletely off. He was out and dried off |ong before she first
consi dered comng out, and that neant he had to play life-
guard for her

It was Boday, as usual, who gave himan answer. "Boday

felt die sane way after those foul beasts had her on the rocks
back in the Kudaan," she whispered In his ear. "W all did,

but Chariey, she did not experience what we went through

Now she has. She is trying to wash themout of her. Al of
them out of all of her. She will not succeed, any nore than
Boday has even after all this tine. but, let her try. Sooner or
|later she will realize that, once you have been violated |ike
that, you can never wash it all away."

It explained nuch, but left Dorion with the sanme confusion

over the sexes he'd always had. Charley' d been a whore,

damm it. One, two guys sone days, for a year, and after that
she'd screwed al nost anything with a male voice and it

hadn't been anything but fim and nbst of the countless guys
she'd had were strangers, too, about which she'd known little

or nothing. Hell. she even did sexy conme-ons to the townies

and border guards. And yet, sonehow, that gang-bang orgy

with her at the center back at the canp had been different,

had really changed her. It was one thing for a violent-type

guy to stalk and pounce on a woman, any woman, and force

hi msel f on her. That he could understand. But, dam it, if
you're going to glory in being a sex object and advertise the
fact, howd this one really differ except that they were rougher,
cruder, and snellier. It wasn't even the bruises and soreness
she still had—+t was something inside, |ike Boday said. There
was sonet hi ng newfear, nmaybe, although she still had guts
enough to cross that camp and go into the null and a personality
deci sive enough to shape her own destiny if she could. Mybe

it wasn't fear. Maybe it was doubt. Self-doubt.

Maybe it was just that the one night back there at canp
she had to face what she really had becone—and what she'd
been all al ong—and she didn't like it. He wondered.

He' d been fascinated at what Bool ean had been telling her

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (188 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:40 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

The nman had al ways been very chatty, but Dorion had trouble
following this story and all its references, even though Char-
| ey apparently knew what he meant. All those references,

even though they didn't cone fromthe same worlds. Who or
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what was an Einstein or a Tesia, and what was so wonderfu
about a Nobel Prize, whatever that was, that it woul d cause
such m sery? And what was so unusual about nysterious
appear ances and di sappearances and frog rains and the |ike?
Hel |, they happened all the tine.

For Charley, the sudden rescue fromthe continual bottom

of the heap she'd been forced into for so long had cone first
as a shock and now as a joy. She no |l onger was even all that
nervous about falling off the dammed saddl e, although, tied in
as she was and short of aerial saddle fights, there was little
chance of that. Being able to talk with soneone, even one of
great power with a surface personality that was pleasing,
maski ng sonet hi ng she knew she coul d never really conpre-
hend, and being treated as an equal, at |east for social pur-
poses, by that nan was sonething she hadn't really thought
she'd ever experience again. It little mattered that he cane
froma world which had known far nore wars and experi -

enced even nore tyranny than hers—whose | ast ngjor war,
except a few banana republic ones, was the one agai nst the
Germans and Japanese. O that had apparently successfully
sonmehow torn its way from England in revolution back in the
Sevent een Hundreds sonetinme and as a result had had to fight
a bloody civil war over slavery in the niddle Eighteen Hun-
dreds instead of being forced to obey the British abolition
back in the Thirties, and had something called a Congress

i nstead of a parlianent.

But by their comon times there were nore simlarities
than differences. She knew Einstein and M T and Cal Tech
and there were a lot nore simlarities than differences be-
tween t hem now from her point of view He was no nore out
of touch with rock and roll, or TV stars, or fashion than
anybody el se who' d been stuck here and out of touch for
thirty years.

But that did bring up the question of just how he had cone
to be here.

When Lonpong had vani shed along with all his project and

a lot of technicians and arny people and the like, there had
been consternation. The only man who ni ght deci pher
Lonpong's work and figure it out was Lang.

Lang hinmsel f was fascinated with the result when he was
told of it by high security people and couldn't resist. How
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ever, white there were gigabytes of material in Lompong's
computer areas, how it all tied together was a nystery.

Wirse, thanks to his experience with Lang. sone key nate-
rial, perhaps the key material, was'encoded in a way even
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Lonpong' s bosses didn't know about. Not until they tried to
break it and wound up activating an insidious set of conputer
"viruses" (hat began to systematically destroy not only al
the data but the entire data base series of the Livennore
conmput er system right down to the payroll information and
budget trackers. There were backups, of course, but they had
now destroyed two and had only one left. Lang | ooked but
could not touch, even though he pointed out that data that was
so highly protected was usel ess anyway unl ess the schene

was cracked. No deal. One had to renmmi n—and that was the

way it was.

Still, while nobody really knew how Lonpong's m nd

wor ked, Lang had the cl osest idea, and he was able to do a

I ot of work, |aboriously, interpolating from papers, conversa-
tions from associ ates not swallowed up in the "incident,"

and the disparate data bases you could use w thout the data
being eaten. It was fascinating; so nuch so that he was on
long leave fromMT and working full time on it. After three
years, he thought he'd gotten at |east the general idea behind
what his old pupil was trying to do, and he was taking a
break, driving to Las Vegas for a conference there—Bool ean,

it appeared, had no trouble with flying saddl es but never I|iked
ai rpl anes—and it happened.

"It was late but | was feeling good, and driving al ways

cleared my mind and got out ny frustrations,''he reniinisced. "It
happened very suddenly and at about seventy-five miles an

hour. One nonment 1 was on the Interstate, the next thing

knew | was surrounded by pitch dark and | had t he damndest

feeling 1 was falling, only slowy. | slowed to a stop, which
did nothing, opened the window, and got the dry air of the
mael strom although | didn't know it then. | opened the door,

| ooked down. and closed it again and just stayed there, scared
to death. | don't know what | thought—that maybe |I'd crashed
and was going to hell in an autonobile or sonething. It went
on and on and on, and then | |anded, not hard but with a

bunp that bounced the shocks all to creation and me with it,
and suddenly I'msitting on solid ground surrounded by the
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damndest fog you ever saw right up to the door handl es.
Fog—+n Nevada! Well, | knew 1 wasn't in Nevada and the
only way to find out where was to drive there."

"You came down in a null? But | thought Changew nds
didn't cross nulls."

"They don't, but the weak spots gravitate there before they
di ssi pate, sonetines hours, or even days, later, so you al ways

land down in a null, just as you did. it has a lot to do with
magnetic fields but | think you'd need a | ot nore classroom
before 1 could explain it to you. At any rate, | drove a while,

and finally I saw the |ights of a border crossing and drove
right toit, and becanme the first, and to ny know edge, only

i ndi vidual ever to drive up to the Msal urian or any other
entry station. | think the two guys on duty there were nore
terrified than | was. Naturally, | didn't know Akhbreed and
they didn't know English, but they decided that the car had to
be the product of a powerful sorcerer, so they treated ne

ni ce, gave ne sonme wi ne and chocol ates out of their own
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| unches, and sent word to the Chief Sorcerer in a hurry. The
adepts at | east knew there'd been a Changewind in the col o-
nies the night before and figured sone outpl aner had been
caught and they were right. Karl was an old Prussian from
some world that | was never quite sure about, and ny Ger-
man wasn't great but it was passable, and that's how I
started on the road to becoming the great and powerful Wz-
ard of Qz."

"Hold it," Dorion put in. "Even / know enough to know

that the odds of you just happening on a Changew nd that far
up the outplane is about |ike the odds of all of us being
carried off by giant noths."

"Slinmrer. | didn't just 'happen' into it, though. Appar-
ently Roy had an even easier tinme of it here than | did at the
start and be figured out the systemin record tine. Most

i mportant, he knew nore about the Changew nds than they

did here—here they were scared silly of them since it was
the one random event over which the spells had no control or
effect. | know that sone of his party and nost of his equip-
ment was smashed when he got here—and the rest was

usel ess because of a |l ack of power—but he'd saved his
portabl e conmputer, and he knew t he mat hematics of magic
better than anybody, having independently reinvented it in
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what seenmed to have been a streanlined and vastly inproved
version. He went after nme, Dorion. Who knows how nany

nets he cast before he got nme? How many disasters and

di sappearances and freak weather he caused before he finally
figured out how to nail ne exactly? He wanted me here, with
himthe nmaster now, and nme the cowering subject. It didn't
turn out that way, though, first because it's tough to guide the
mael stromin the outplane and have any control over where

the weak point drifts, shifts, and gyrates here. You can even
shift weak points and cone out in the wong spot. 1 did that
deliberately with Sam and you, Charley; Klittichomdid it by
accident with ne. And Karl was much too strong for himto
take on right nmen, particularly since Roy hadn't made any
friends here, either. Again, too strong too fast."

"He | earned, though," Dorion noted.

"Ch, yes. He plays the social and political gane better

than | ever could now. In fact, he has a nmuch higher tol erance
for what passes for intellect here than | do, and no rea
aversion to the system he sees. He doesn't care, so long as
he's on top. Twice he'd been thwarted by mastering the
technical and ignoring nme social and cultural requirenents;

he's not about to get stung a third tinme. Underneath, though,
be hates them-he hates all of themwho don't acclaimhimas

a virtual god, as two-bit hacks |ike Rutanibir do. The Akhbreed
system must revolt him every tine he sawit in action he nust
have fl ashed back to his own chil dhood under the terror

regine. It finally occurred to himthat he survived then by
playing the tyrant's ganes until opportunity presented itself.
Now he's played the Akhbreed and sorcerer's Guild like a

wel | -tuned orchestra. There's only one person he really fears
in all creation, and that's the man who cheated himtwi ce. To
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him I'mthe only nman who coul d possibly cheat hima third
time—and he's right. But the deck's so stacked |'m not

certain, even if everything now goes right, that | can do it. 1
only know |'ve got to try."

"Not much chance of an all-out attack on everybody now,

is there?" Dorion asked hopefully. "I nean, consider the

| osses here. A lot of the colonials aren't going to be too
thrilled about signing up with himafter word of this gets
around. "

"You m stake him then," Bool ean responded. "He doesn't
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM
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care about this rebellion, and he's no liberator. He's had to
play that gane as well to keep themloyal, and get the men
and materiel he needed, and to keep the loyalty of the Storm

Princess. But that child, when born, will screw himup roy-
ally. If he doesn't get Sam he won't wait, arny or no armny,
position or no position. He'll sinply convince his people that
all is ready whether it is or not, and if he wants sonethi ng

passionately he can do it. Take out the hubs and the majority
of Second Rank sorcerers and let the rebellion cone |ater,
that's all. The Akhbreed can never hold die colonies if they
don't hold the hubs anyway. He really doesn't care."

"Then—what is his real notive?" Charley wanted to know.

"I'"ve caught up with him | think, and collected nost or

all of my wong assunptions about his work. | got into his

mael strom and got you out and | managed to trigger the burst
eariy on your world so you'd be sucked down in the center

i nstead of destroyed. | think 1 know nore about how this

whol e t hing works than anybody alive except Roy hinself,

and that's the trouble. Klittichomis an ancient Khner deity
fromthe pre-Buddhi st days. one of many but a powerful one.

He took ne name, |'mconvinced, not as a mark of hunor.

since he has none hinself, nor out of nostalgia, either. Count-
| ess sorcerers have died or been horribly mutilated and de-
stroyed going for the First Rank. The best have been sucked
down through the netheihells to the Seat of Probability itself,
where they have been crushed in a universe that coul d possi-
bly fit in a sand bucket. | think Roy has cracked it. 1 think he
may be the only mind capable of cracking it. | think the
destruction of the hubs and the rel ease of nassive Changew nd
power, enough power, possibly, to destroy or transform beyond
any recognition not only Akahlar but possibly the outpl anes

as well, as part of a plan. A careful, preneditated plan. There
was al ways a touch of the Oriental nystic in him He seened
upset that his own theories seened to preclude any need for

any gods at all.

"I think he wants to rewite the bottomline. | think he
wants to fill in the gap and redo ne cosnps to his own
designs. | think he's convinced he's found ne way to the

First Rank and the replacenent of pure chaos with a true
regul ati ng governor. Having been convinced that there are no
gods, he now intends to supply at least one. And if you want
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to know what kind that would be, well, all | know about
Klittichomthe god is what he told us in conversations |ong

ago about his ancient culture, and, as | renenber it, Klittichorn
was a god of absol utes not easily appeased, and hunman

sacrifice was clearly part of his requirenments."”

"Jesus!" Charley swore

"Uh- huh, but if you need nore notivation, consider this.

It appears that the detachnent of Khner Rouge sol diers, who
tortured and nurdered his parents in front of himand kept
himfor over a year in a slave | abor battalion, were conposed
nmostly, or entirely, of young wonmen, many if not nost nere
teenagers. He always exhibited a great deal of hostility towards
wonmen, and we weren't sure what was goi ng on inside him

Unl ess he's nell owed, which | doubt, it nmust eat his guts out
to have to play up to the Storm Princess. The conventiona
expl anation around Princeton was that his experiences had
made hima confirmed honosexual, but there were those who
saw such hostility in himthat they, nused that he had the
potential to explode in a different direction. Possibly as a
rapi st or serial killer of young wonmen or sonething even

nmore creative. It's a curious pathology, a mxture of hatred
and fear. You can understand, | think, what it nmust mean to
hi mthat a young woman is his greatest threat, and yet that
fear level is such that it mght well explain why you two kept
slipping fromhis grasp- | don't think he's exploded yet. |
think he's tried to make hinsel f an autonaton, to even be-
lieve he's above sex and enpotions of any sort. But—nagine

if he attains First Rank, Charley. Not a god, but Roy Lonpong
with the powers of a god. What will keep him from expl odi ng

t hen?"

10
Reuni ons

IT WAS RAINING out. It was usually raining out, at least half the
tune, between the jungle and the sea, and it didn't really

bomer her mat much. She really didn't feel nuch Iike doing

anyt hing these days except |ying around; keeping house for

the boys was nore than enough work for her, and if she really
needed hel p she could shoot a sinple Hare and have one of

the other wives run to her

The place was as clean and straight as she could make it.

She prided herself on doing it all each day, if only to prove to
herself and to others that she was still capable of things. You
had to keep at it; with the nud and constant danpness, any

m ssed spots would be seized as high ground by mold and

fungi and general jungle rot. At |east now she understood

why the people who were native to jungle areas hadn't ever
bothered with much in the way of clothes or the |like and had
lived in sinple huts of grass and banboo. The forces of the
living jungle, fed by the constant beat and hum dity, attacked
al most anyt hi ng vul nerabl e.

And things were pretty | oose here. The boys had one set of
stock cl othes apiece which they kept in a sealed trunk and put
oa just for inmportant visitors, and they'd worn themthat first
day, but now things had gotten | ocose again and, frankly, the
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village was basically a nudist colony, which suited her just
fine.

Bugs weren't a real problemso |ong as you kept the netting
on the doors and wi ndows and remenbered to rub a potion on
me stilts once a nonth so nothing wanted to crawl up it. The
floors were of a rock-hard native wood that insects didn't
bot her, although it warned a bit and wasn't ideal inits
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primary use. The walls were of a banboolike plant, the roof
was sone kind of woven grasses over a rust-proof netallic

webbi ng, and it was waterproof. Inside ventilation was by a
clever series of permanently netted openings that |let sone
light and all me air through but caught nost of the rain and al
of anything else. It was enough that only a central oil |anp
was needed to pretty well illum nate the place.

It had only a single interior, but it was fairly spacious, the
only thing blocking free access was a thick pole rising from
the ground bel ow, though the floor, and up to the roof center
There were two sets of bunk beds over to one side—-handnade
affairs of the same wood as the floor, with criss-crossed and
tightly bound vines providing the support for thin and well -
worn mattresses. She didn't know what the mattresses were
made of, but they | ooked |ike sonme kind of soft vinyl, the
only plastic stuff she'd seen here and so it probably wasn't,
and she had no idea what they were filled with but they held
the human body, even her, fairly confortably. They had
ordered her a bed weeks ago, but she didn't care when it
arrived. Al four were seldom hone at the sanme tine and she
had whi chever | ower she want ed.

O her than that, there was a large round table, also of the
same irregul ar wood and | ooki ng hand-carved, with four natch-

i ng chairs and one obvi ously cobbl ed from another set some-
where; a large chest with all sorts of clay pots, gourds, and
the like, and another with a set of well-worn and dented pots,
pans, plates, and utensils. A nakeshift cupboard and shel ves
hel d sonme fruit, containers of dried meat, and some Jar-seal ed
delicacies. Wthout a refrigerator or freezer there wasn't nuch
el se you coul d keep around. Food was caught or picked from
di e Conpany common stores whi ch were constantly restocked,

me nmen of the canp taking turns doing the required hunting,
fishing, and the |ike. The wonen were supposed to plant and
tend and pick the gardens and citrus grove, and tend to the
mriks, a chickenlike bird that thrived here and gave regul ar
fine-tasting eggs. Then they would pick up and deliver what
they needed at the end of the day for the next day's food.

Cooki ng was done on a wood stove on the porch, where

the smoke could easily disperse. It was of stone and rem nded
her of nothing as nuch as the nost el aborate permanent

backyard barbecue she'd ever seen. Still, with alittle instruc-
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tion fromthe other wonmen, she'd had no trouble in mastering
it pretty well, and getting to know t he seasonings and oils and
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herbs and spices by eye, as well as bow to cook w thout
getting spattered or asphyxiated. She'd gotten real good rea
fast because she'd been a cook for Boday all that tinme, and
because she was very eager to | earn and pl ease.

Over to one side was a partially finished project with the
basic tools for the carpenter's job set in a case next to it.
She' d al ways been a fair carpenter and the crib was taking
real shape, but she was finding herself too easily frustrated
and upset by little things, and she just hadn't been able to
keep at it. She knew she'd let me boys finish it, although it
bot hered her. She was proud that she still did all the sane
work as the others, that she could be "normal." O course,
she had thought that she would handl e the | ater stages of
pregnancy better than she had; what was a little nore weight
and tumry when she already carried so nuch? It wasn't |ike
that, though. After a while you hardly thought about the fat,
but this was like a bowing ball that didn't nove exactly the
same as you did. Dead weight that shifted suddenly and
wongly and threw you of f bal ance and made you perna-

nently a little unconfortable, and you didn't get used to it.

She heaved herself out of the chair, got her cup, and

| unbered over to the door where there were two anphor as,

each containing a supply of pretty good wi ne—ene white, one
red. Covantians seened to live on wine, and to be able to
produce a drinkabl e product sonehow in the damdest pl aces.
They nostly | ooked kind of American Indian, but she was
certain that they nust sonewhere have had commpn ancestors
with the French or Italians. She didn't |ike drinking so nmuch
al cohol, for the sake of the kid, but these were deliberately
fairly weak, and they were here and running water was not.

Central wells provided the water, which was taken in |arge
gourds on the head back to each hut. She'd gotten quite good
at carrying fairly heavy burdens on her head, and so each day
as needed she'd clinb down the | adder after |owering the

vi ne-rope-supported platformthat served as a kind of dunb-
wai ter, get her own food fromthe stores, and get what water
she needed as well. The fact that she nanaged this while
bei ng now so hugely pregnant was a matter of pride to her

and she wanted to do it as long as she was the least able. It
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was one of her jobs, her duties. At least now, with the boys
out on the boat for up to four days at a stretch, it was nostly
just getting stuff for her, although she m ssed them

It was a very prinmtive life, with no anenities, full of
constant work just to keep in the sanme place, and yet she was
happy and content with it. She did not want to do anything

el se or be anyone el se. She understood her place, what was
expected of her and what was not, all her duties and responsi-
bilities, and it was all she wanted, all she could be. She, Iike
the others, was the perfect Covantian wi fe, and the spel

allowed for nothing less than true belief. She wanted nothing

el se because she could not; she acted and thought as she did
because she could think no other way.

That went as well for her sexual nature. Wnen no | onger
attracted her; she could not really renenber how they once
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did, although she renmenbered it. Men, who had never really
attracted her before, now seened attractive, alluring, sexy;

their npbves, even their mannerisns, fascinated her, and she
felt real lust at times with all those naked guys around.

O course, her now being hugely pregnant had only al -

| oned for so much, and they were nore concerned than she
was about hurting the kid. but they'd had sone fun anyway
and she'd managed sonme oral tricks. Still, she dreaned and
fant asi zed about after the child was bom when they could
truly unite with her.

ddly, those fantasies particularly pleased her, as did the
unusual , for her, eroticismbrought on by things even vaguely
phallic. For the first tine, she had feelings |ike the other girls
had; for the first time, she was over on Charley's side with

the "normal " folks. For the first tine, she felt like she fit in,
and it gave her an enornous sense of inner peace and a

feeling of belonging. She had approached it at Pasedo's with

her nmenory gone, but her sexual nature had still stood in the

way.

Until now, nobody had really understood her, including
hersel f. Even Etanalon's magic mrror had drawn its basics
fromher, and since she was confused so it could only work
with what it had. It wasn't that she was this Storm Princess,
or that she wanted to run fromresponsibility. It was rather
that she'd always been an outsider, a totally square peg, even
back hone, and even nore so in this far nore structured
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and restrictive society. Nobody who didn't always feel differ-
ent and abnormal —-and was—oul d ever understand that, and

only now, when she was in all ways as "nornmal" as the other
giris here, or the ones she was likely to neet, did she herself
truly understand her own | onging.

I f anything, she was nore "normal” than Charley had ever

been. Charley would | ook down her nose at this kind of life.
She never needed or wanted a husband or anything that

smacked of convention, that was clear fromthe way she'd

gone and kept going on this world. The funny thing was,

Boday was nore a nodel for Charley, |ove potion or no |ove
potion. Boday had talents, not all of which were of the

nobl est sort it was true, and she'd carved her way by force of
will, brains, and without any magi cal powers, into a position
where she was totally in control of her life, and really needed
no one even in this traditional, nale-dom nated society. Yeah,
mat's where things had taken a wong turn at the start. Boday
and Charley were kind of natural partners, or at |east soul -
mat es; she hadn't even fit in with Boday. Not sexual | y—

Boday had been straight until she'd gul ped that potion, as
straight as Charley—but even in that they both had the same
basic lack of regard for nen as anything nore than sex
partners and certainly no desire for |ong-term commtnents.
Not that Boday hadn't married guys—+t was practically a

hobby wi th her—but she dunped them just as qui ck when

| ust cool ed down.

Well, that was the two of them She'd had anot her option
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chosen for her, but it was one that nmeshed with and quieted

her own inner denons. She hadn't even had any of those

Storm Princess dreans since, nor did she feel the rain or other
storns now any nore than ordi nary people had. \Watever

powers she had were gone with her old life, and she felt freed
by that as well.

She sat unconfortably in a chair at ne table and picked up

a worn and weat hered deck of playing cards. Cards here

weren't |ike the ones back hone; for one thing, they had ones
to fifteens in five suits and | ooked nore |ike Tarot cards than
regul ar ones, but by renmoving the extras she could nake a
fifty-two card four-suited deck and, by now, she was nore

than used to the suits and knew t he funny squiggles for the
proper nunbers. She shuffled the cards and dealt them on the

245 fack L. Chal ker

table in the famliar pattern of Kl ondike |ike her father used to
pl ay. She knew and had played a lot of solitaire games from

back when she was living with Boday. They were good

time-passers when she didn't feel |ike doing nuch else, al-
though lately she'd been taking them nuch too seriously.

Somehow she wasn't in full control of her enotions any

more, and it didn't seemto be the spell. The other girls said it
was a natural part of the |ast stages of being pregnant, but it
was the hardest of all to take.

Any little things that seened to go wong, even the nost

petty little shit, and she'd wind up crying and getting de-
pressed for |ong periods. She'd baw ed nore at nothing the

| ast few weeks than she had at any tinme since she herself was
a baby. Sometines she'd get suddenly feeling real insecure,
even paranoid, and she'd huddl e there and shake with fear

and finally, if she couldn't stand it any nore, she'd manage
to get down and go over to Putie's as fast as possible just for
company and a hug.

O her tinmes, just as suddenly, she would have an enor nous
need to Just be totally alone and get real introspective, like
now,

It worked the other way, too. Sometines with other people

she just couldn't stop talking and tal king even if she had
nothing else really to say, and the littlest things would strike
her as enormously funny, and she'd | augh abnormally | ong

and hard to get the giggles and be unable to stop. And all the
extrenmes night cone one after the other, |ike sonebody

throwi ng a swtch.

It bothered her, but she didn't really want to intrude on the
others, particularly since Quisu was just getting over having
her own kid, a boy with the lungs of a |unberjack, and had
her own hands full, and Putie'd had hers, a daughter, just
three days ago and was in pretty poor shape, while Meda was
due any day now. All had their men, or nost of them around
as well and that nade her long for her own husbands, all of
whom were out working double duty to fill in for the guys
attending their own w ves back here.

The fact was, nobody really knew when she was due.
She' d not | ooked at a calendar, let alone a watch, in so |ong
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she had no sense of how nuch tinme had gone by except that it
seenmed |ike years and was definitely |l ess than nine nonths
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For mat reason they'd rigged up a bell on the porch so if she
suddenly felt the baby conming, she could summon help in a
hurry. They'd all offered to take her in while the boys were
away, but with all those other nmen around she felt nore
confortable here. It wasn't nodesty, just feeling too much
like a stranger intruding on sonebody el se. She'd seen and
even hel ped with the babies, though, and she wanted her own
real bad.

Still, she worried. She worried about her old friends and
what m ght have becone of them and she worried about her

own eventual safety, since she knew that while she m ght

have changed, the child inside had not, as evidenced by the
thunder and lightning all around the place when she ki cked.
Mostly, though, she worried about the inpending birth. Not
that she wouldn't be nore than happy to have it over with,

but she'd sat there by Quisu and then Putie, and it didn't | ook
i ke much romance or fun at all. In fact, it |ooked awfu
enough that if she had sonme way of backing out of it, she
certainly would have | ost her nerve. Seeing the level of pain
and disconfort it brought, and seeing, too, Quisu's al nost
twenty-two- hour | abor, she knew now just why it was called

"l abor," and she didn't like that one bit.

She heard soneone com ng up the |adder and turned, curi-

ous. It didn't cause any alarm since she knew all the people
there were for a hundred or nore mles in any direction, but
she was curious as to who woul d be dropping by. She was

quite unprepared for the figure that struggled in, using the
doorway to steady himself. He | ooked like hell, his clothes
were in shreds, and the shirt was heavily stained with bl ood.

"CrimMl My God! Is that you? What are you doi ng here?
And what happened to you?"

She went over to himand tried to help himto one of the
beds, but he shook her off and collapsed in a chair instead.
She imredi ately forgot her own thirst and offered the cup of
wine to him which he drank greedily and then tried to catch
hi s breat h.

"Been—protecting you," he managed. "Did a good job
for a while, but it was finally too rmuch."

She frowned. "Protecting nme—from who?" She suddenly
had a fearful thought. "I'm not going back, Crim You can't
make ne!"
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"I knew the situation, that's why 1 could only protect, not
bring you out," he told her. "I wish 1 could—+that woul d
have prevented this, but that doesn't matter now. Nothing
matters right now but the nonent. How many people are
there in the canp right now, besides you and ne?"

She thought a nmonent. "Sixteen, counting the other girls-
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Why?" She began fussing with his shirt to see and perhaps
hel p dress the wound, but he again woul d have none of it.

"Forget me now. If we don't act and soon. it won't nake
any difference if the wound's bad or not. Can you call the
others? Get others here in a hurry?"

"Yeah, | got a bell, but—

"Then do it! Now! All our lives depend on it! Theirs,
too!"

She knew Crimwell enough to take himat his word, and

she went out and i medi ately rang the bell loud and | ong for
all it was worth. Wen she finally decided that even the dead
coul dn't have m ssed, she went back inside. "Nowwhat's

this all about?"

"Sam—+f/could find you, they could find you. Klittichoms
already started the war. He attacked and destroyed Masal ur
Bool ean got away but it's ugly. Now a nercenary bastard
shoul d have killed years ago naned Zanofir is riding here
hard. They've got repeating guns that can shoot hundreds of
rounds a minute and they intend to get you and everybody

el se and just level this place, just to nake sure."

"Zanofir! That son of a bitch fromthe train who was in
with themraiders? Ch, | know him Crim How many?"

By that tine the first of the camp peopl e had appeared,

with several nore followi ng. Two of PUtie' s husbands, Ladar

and Somaz, and one of Quisu's, Dabuk, anyway, as well as

Putie herself. They initially froze in hostility at the sight of
Crim but his condition told them he wasn't sonebody to be
feared. Samtold thembriefly who the stranger was, and that

he was trustworthy, and they listened with growi ng concern

Ladar, a big, nuscular man, and by agreenment of the
worren t he best-1ooking rmal e body they'd ever seen, nodded.
"How nmany arc there?"

"There were twenty when they started, but there are only
fourteen now " the Navigator responded with a touch of pride
in his voice. "But they're mad as hell and they got nothing
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but blood in their eyes at this stage. | overheard them saying
they were going to kill every living thing here and bumthe
place. | pulled two of me fancy rifles off the dead ones and
got two boxes of ammunition as well. Haul ed them on foot

the last three leegs. They're sinple to operate and you don't
have to aimthey' ||l nail nmobst anything within maybe a thirty-

or forty-degree angle of where they're aimed. You have
anything else to fight with?'

Ladar turned to Dabuk. "Get back to the still. That stuffs
pure grain al cohol. You renmenber the firebonbs Jerbal used
back in that raid? Make sonme. Figure what to do with the rest.
Somaz, you and Putie go tell the others and have everybody
meet here. This here and the mill across the way are the first
two buildings they got to pass. You—Navi gator. How mnuch

time you figure we got?"
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"An hour, maybe a"* little less. Hard to tell today."

He nodded. "M ght be just enough. All right, everybody—
nmove! "

They put Putie in charge, getting the other wonmen wel |

back in the jungle they all knew, along with the two babi es.
They were just to go as far back as they could, far enough
back so that the crying of the babies wouldn't attract any-
body. Sam was ordered back, too, but she refused, "No, this
is nmy fight, my fault," she told them "If it wasn't for ne,
they wouldn't be conmin' here. The Qhers'11l make out, but |
want ny crack at the bastards. Besides, if they get us and |I'm
killed, maybe at |east they won't risk stayin' around to find
the others, but if I"mnot here, they'll stay until they find
us." That last was the clincher.

Cri m showed Ladar how to work the subrmachi ne gun and

the big man took it and one box of ammp and set up in the

| oft above the nmill about a hundred yards away across a
clearing. Crimhinmself kept the other one, propping hinself

up behind the porch stove and cutting a hole in the netting big
enough to fire through. Qther nen took their positions with
baskets filled with fire bonbs—small gourds filled with

nearly pure grain al cohol and plugged with strips of cloth.

The rest | oaded rifles and pistols, all single-shot |egal Kkinds,
and waited in a line behind bales of hay. Al seened al nost
relieved that they didn't have long to wait.

They rode into the canp slowy, bold as brass, eyeing
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everything like they were speculators out to see if the place
was worth buying. Samhad a feeling of unreality about the
scene, as if she had seen it many tinmes before in countless
west ern novies, where Constable Earp faced down the C anton
mob or a hundred ol d Duke Morrison turns on |late night TW.
The only difference was, nost gunfights were at dawn, not
sunset. Damm! This was nmore Charley's style than hers. She
couldn't help counting mem and suddenly came up short.

"Crim" she whispered urgently. "/ only count ten!"

Cri mnodded. "One or two to watch the road just in case,

and two nore probably coming in on foot to cover them

We' |l just have to take the hidden ones as they cone. W got
the high ground.”

A man—ene of Famay's boys, Sam saw-got up from
behind a hay bale, rifle at the ready. "That's far enough,
strangers!" he called out. "Wat do you want here?"

Zamofir, |ooking ridiculous and haggard at one and the

same time, with his big waxed noustache and riding clothes,
cane a bit forward, but not too nuch. "Covanti's under
attack," the little man shouted back. "A general uprising by
the natives in a ton of col onies. W' ve been sent here to
evacuate all of you to the hub until the crisis has passed."

"That so? W heard of the troubles but there ain't no
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natives around here, either. This ain't their type of place. And
if we was gonna be evacuated, they'd send the arny."

"The army's too busy handling the flow of refugees and

setting up defenses. There's whole arm es of rebels converg-
ing on die hub border, and massacres of Akhbreed throughout
the colonies. They couldn't spare a troop of soldiers for this
little outpost, so they sent us, instead."

Zanofir, she thought, was as glib and convincing as ever,
and just as much a skunk and a liar.

"That's pretty good, you bastard!"™ Crimyelled down at
him "Zzanofir, if |I didn't know you so well, 1'd al nost
swal | ow that nysel f!"

Zamofir suddenly went white and sonmehow slid, horse and

all, back into the mdst of the gang. "Crim |I—h! Od

friend, 1 know we haven't seen eye to eye on a lot of this, but
scatter, boys! They're ready for us!"

At that norment Crim and Ladar opened up a sudden,
wi thering crossfire, and nen and horses went down in a
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bl oody ness in the clearing. Sonme who had bolted at Zanofir's
first syllable made for the mll or the house, on the instinct
mat neither man would fire towards the other's position. It
was al so clear that they'd gotten nore horses than men;

machi negun fire was being returned fromthe mdst of the
clearing, behind the figures of horses, sone still, some thrash-
ing in agony. Bullets whistled through the house and mll and
down the nmain road, and Sam beat a hasty retreat to the rear

of the house, where the angle kept direct shots fromhitting.
Furniture, pans, you nane it, started noving, flying, and
shattering all at the sane tine.

She was ashamed of herself for cowering like this, and she
was worried for Crim It didn't sound |ike he was firing any
nor e.

The firing at her didn't last |ong, though; she heard sounds
I'i ke breaking glass outside and then the sounds of nen scream
ing, and, cautiously, she made her way forward again to see.
The nen in the trees had started throw ng firebonbs down on
the massed nen in the clearing, creating a hellish fire, and

i ndi vi dual shots picked off nen, some on fire, who ran from
the cover into the open

Suddenly there were sounds on the porch vibrating through

the floor, and into the interior lurched a huge, filthy, bearded
rai der brandishing a pistol. He stood there, staring at her, and
gave a |l augh and then brought the pistol up, still chuckling.
Suddenl y soneone appeared behind him and, before he real -

i zed that anyone was there, he suddenly stiffened and bent
backwards a little, the nost incredul ous expression on his

face, then keel ed over and coll apsed on the floor, a big

Navi gator's knife sticking full into his back.

"The sun set just intinme," Kira said with satisfaction
"Now, help ne get out of Crims shin and jacket before 1
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tangle and fall nyself!"

Sam was al nost too shocked to do anything, but Kira
gal vani zed her into action. There was nore shooting outside
now, and a lot of yelling.

Kira got the rest of Crims clothing off and then crouched

down and | ooked at the situation outside. Although the sun

had set, it was still very light, but there was little to see. The
survivors of the raiders and whoever was still goi ng defending
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the canp were all under cover now, and it was hard to tel
who, what, or where, or even friend fromfoe

Kira | ooked over at Sam and gave her a reassuring smle.

"I feel like a native now. Crimcouldn't haul nuch nore than
he did, so | guess |I'm bare-assed and everything el se for me
duration."

Sam partly recovered her conmposure. "Criro—+ didn't
hear . "

"Like | said, nick of tine," the pretty woman responded.
"That bastard got under ne porch, clinbed up, and pulled
Crimand half the netting down. | guess he thought Crimwas
dead, and if sunset had been another five mnutes, or those
guys had waited until dawn, he would be. Now he's sort of
suspended, at least 'til dawn." She sighed. "Wsh | had
sonet hing decent to fight with. Any weapons here except this
one-shot pistol ?"

"Crimhad the repeater. The only thing we got is an old set
of sabers, Jubi —ene of my husbands—kept fromhis old
army days."

"Get them God, that horse barbecue out there snells
awful "

Sam funbl ed and then opened the trunk. Although it was
growi ng pitch dark in the house without the lantern, she knew
her way as if it were the back of her hand.

Kira took both sabers, hefted them nen picked one. "This'U
do. You take the pistol and shoot anybody who cones through
t he door."

"What ' re you gonna do?"

"Alittle hunt in the dark. This is ny el enent, renenber?
And I'mfresh as a daisy." She started to duck out, but Sam
called after her.

"Ki ra—what about Crinf? Conme norning, | mean. And
you?"

"If help doesn't cone before norning, then Crimwl|
die," she responded calmy, as if referring to sonmeone el se

"And if Crimdies, | probably will, too. That mamkes the next
few hours real precious, doesn't it?" And, with mat, she
sl i pped out.
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Sam felt suddenly terribly guilty and panicky at one and the
same tinme. This wasn't nme way it was supposed to go, dam
it! Wuld they never |eave her alone? Now Crimand Kira
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were gonna die for her, too, and rmaybe nost or alt of the
peopl e she loved here! And all she could do was sit there in
the dark on the floor with a pistol

O could she? Suddenly she snelled snoke, not from

out si de—that had pretty well died out nowbut like it was
coming from . . . The house was on fire! The bastards had

set fire to it, and maybe to other places in town. The four |eft
behi nd, and anybody who got away, now working to create

light and force the defenders fromtheir own ground out into
the open.

And it was a good plan, since there was no question of her
stayi ng where she was. She got up and carefully peered out at

' the porch, or what was left of it. Was the one who set fire to
her place hiding under it? Damm it, what could she do? The

gl ow from underneath told her that the place would quickly

be engulfed in flames, but she'd al so be sil houetted agai nst
that gl ow when she got down. Junping was out of the

o question—not in her condition. Taking a deep breath, and
hol ding the pistol tightly, she let herself out over the edge of
the porch, turned as best she could, and dropped, |anding on

her feet for a nonment but then falling over. She forgot all her
physical limtations, all danger, picked herself up and rmade

for the darkest area she saw nearby, behind sone bullet-

scarred trees.

She froze for a minute, then peered cautiously around it
and back at the house, where flames were now shooting
upwar ds. But-—wasn't that sonebody on the edge of the

' porch? Who the hell . . . ?

The dark figure junped effortlessly to the ground and then
began to | ook around. At that nonment, two shots from some-
where crashed into the tree, one just above her head, shower-
ing splinters and wood fragments, and she gave an involuntary
cry. The figure heard it, turned, and advanced towards her,
hol di ng sonething in his hand.

Sam | ooked frantically around but couldn't see where to

run. There was shooting in back of her and this character in
front. Damm it, she couldn't outrun them-she couldn't waddl e
nore than ten feet at a stretch.

"Come, come, Susama!" cried a faniliar and unwel cone
voi ce. "The threads of our destinies have been criss-crossing
for a long tine now, and then barely m ssing entangl enent. It
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is time now, nmy sweet," Zanofir al nbst sang to her. "Cone

out and | will make it swift and painless and then get out of
this trap. Resist or nmake any trouble for ne and | will carve
the child out first so you can watch, and then | will remain
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until | have hunted down and killed all the other wonen as
wel |l . Your choice. Watever, it is tine."

She took another deep breath, then turned, and stepped out
into the fire's glow, facing him Qddly, she felt calm even
rel axed, at this nonment, and the nonent seened to hang

stuck in tine.

He was there, showi ng sonme blood so at | east he'd been

nicked a few tines, and he was hol ding the other saber! M
god! Did the man actually just twirl his noustache? Then he
said, "You see, ny dear, we are both survivors. W survive
and triunmph agai nst even the nost inpossible odds. The
trouble is, destiny allows only one of us survival at this
juncture." He raised the saber in a sort of salute, then took
anot her step forward.

Kira stepped out of the trees nearby, holding the other
saber, blood very definitely onit. "Hers is not the only
destiny entwined with yours, you pig," she said to him
"First you take nme, and then you can have her."

Zamofir froze, turned, and sighed. "I would think you

more confident with a rapier,” he said calmy, |owering the
sword- "This, ny dear, is nore a man's weapon." And he

| eaped towards Kira, who bl ocked, and they were joined in a
duel

Sam knew she couldn't run any nore, that all the fight had
been drai ned out of her. She could do nothing now but stand
and watch one hell of a duel, between an old-time novie
villain and a naked beauty, with swords that |ooked |eft over
froma pirate epic.

C ang! dang! Thrust! Parry! Bl ock! C ang!

Wth stray bullets still whistling occasionally through the
trees, and by the eerie glow of the fire, the two of them
fought their duel, and they were pretty dammed good at it,
both of them Sam expected Kira to have the moves, the
grace, the quickness, but not the armand wist strength for
such heavy weapons. Clearly Kira did a | ot of steady working
out with wei ghts—that explained some of the stuff in the
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wagon. Muiscl es flexed now, she was still gorgeous, but she
had the arns of a femal e body buil der.

Zanofir had sone experience and nore famliarity with the
weapon, but Kira was younger, quicker, and had the noves

of a ballet dancer. Sensing that Zanofir was tiring, she

pressed in, again, again, again. . . . Nowa twirl, a twst, and
the little nan's saber flew fromhis grasp and | anded a few

feet away on ne ground. He crouched down, warily, and

gave a furtive glance to it, as if be were going to try for it,
then suddenly he | aughed nervously, whirled, and began to

run.

Kira ran after him but not a runner's gait, holding the
saber alnost like a javelin, and, when only a few feet in back
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of him she let it fly. The sword was thrown with such force
that it pierced Zanofir's back and cane right out his front, so
that fromhis back you could see only the ornate hilt. He cried
out, staggered, then managed to turn back to Kira and al nost

shrug.

"Just as well," he nmanaged, coughing. "Better ... a nore
honorable . . - death . . . than | deserved . . . than to face
the wath ... of Klittichom Never . . . underestinmte

the power of ... a woman, eh?"

He smiled at that, then collapsed forward, the sword actu-
ally popping up a bit fromhis back as be hit face down and
lay still. Kira went over, put a foot on his back, and pulled
the sword out, then came over to Sam "That was al nost

worth dying for!" she procl ai ned. "You okay?"

Sam was stupefied. "That was the nobst amazing thing
ever saw Like you was Robin Hood or sonebody!"

"1l told you once | was a fenale jock, before | got para-

lyzed. Since coming back to life, nore or less, |I've done

nmost everything to make up for lost tine. He was right, by

the way. 1 fenced a lot in college, but these danmed things are
heavy and awkward as hell. | think 1 sprained ny wist at

least. If he'd been in his prime, | wuldn't have had a prayer
but | bet that was the first tine he'd fought with swords in
years. You don't use it, you lose it. Thank heavens."

"Now what do we do?" Sam asked her.

Kira sighed and shrugged. "I dunno. | figure your boys
woul dn't shoot a naked lady in this place and | knew who the
gang was, but as to who's wi nning and what's what, it's
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i npossible to say- Unl ess we see sonething worth going
after, | think we find a dark. secluded spot, sit down, and
have a good cry."

"But we can't know nuch of anything until it's light,
and when it's light. ..."

"Yeah, | know. That's why I'Il do nost of the crying."

The shooting had stopped conpletely wthin another hour,

but nost of the canp was either burning or had al ready
burned, and there wasn't nuch to see. Nobody dared cone

out in the open yet, though; in the darkness and with pockets
of flame, it would be inpossible to tell who was who and

make a decent count to see if all the raiders were dead—er if
all the camp peopl e were dead.

Slow y, though, one at a tinme, the surviving men of the

canp nade contact with one another. It took npbst of the

night to count all the casualties. On the canp side, six dead,
i ncluding Ladar, dam it, cut down and shot in the back from
his |l oft position by one of the guys who'd snuck in just for
that, and three wounded, none critically—-although it | ooked
as if Somaz mght well tose both | egs, and Kruwen, another

of Quisu's husbands, appeared paral yzed fromthe wai st down
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thanks to a wound in the spinal area. The girls and the babies
were okay, certainly, but, ironically, it |ooked as if the only
famly left intact was Sanis, whose husbands were still out in
the boat and blissfully ignorant of all this. That nmade her fee
doubly guilty, alnobst unbearably so. It wasn't right that she'd
been the cause of this, however unwillingly, and that she

al one should survive with her fanily intact.

By now she was cried out and felt drained and sick, yet her
m nd was going 'round and 'round. There was no end to it. If
Crimand Zanofir had found her, then others would, and that
honi ed bastard woul d never stop, never, until he killed her
and maybe saved the baby to raise, to try again with a Storm
Princess raised fromne cradle to do his bidding. Now, too,
they woul dn't just send nercenary gunnen, they'd send sor-
cerers and denons.

The weddi ng spell inherent in the ring was a sinple spell
meant for sinple folk and for common situations. It was
designed to elimnate all conplications, not cause them but

259
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM

cause themit now did. Her duties as a Covantian wife were to
| ove, honor, and obey her husbands, to keep house, relieve

the burden of their chores, do whatever was in their best
interest, at whatever sacrifice. Her duty to her child was to
bear and raise and protect it, and allowit to grow up healthy
and strong.

But if she remai ned here, remained |loyal and faithful, she
woul d bring down nore terror on this place, and certainly
death or worse upon her own husbands. If she tried to pick up
and go on, they would find her, and her child woul d either
die or be taken to an evil nonster to raise.

But she couldn't run. Not any nore. Not physically, not
enotionally. She'd be found out anyway. The only solution

was to face and defeat the threat, and to do that she would

have to be her old self, the surrogate Storm Princess. Had she
still had those powers she coul d have brought |ightning down

to fry all those bastards, and rain to quench the fires. Had she
been the Storm Princess, those nen wouldn't be crippled, or
dead, and Crimand Kira wouldn't be facing certain death at

dawn having given everything to protect her.

But then the ultimate act of |ove, of sacrifice for her
husbands and child-to-be, was to give all this up. The ring
and its spell was preventing her fromdoing what its own

| ogic conpelled her to do. She felt its grip on her weaken,
felt waves of dizziness and confusion, and sensed sonmehow
that it was locked in a logic | oop fromwhich it could not
escape. The conflicting demands it was nmaki ng on her were
sendi ng waves of nausea and mmki ng her feverish, her enp-
tions running the entire range, her mnd beset with conplete
confusion as to what she could do and should do, until she
couldn't stand it any nore. It pushed her over the edge, and
the only thing she could do to stop it, she did w thout even
thinking about it. She pulled the ring violently from her
finger, tearing nme skin, and threw it away, and then she
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col | apsed and passed out.

Sam awoke with vivid nenories of all mat had been unti
she'd | ooped out or gone nuts or whatever had happened. She
reached over to her ring finger and felt it. There was a
bandage on it, but no ring. She had sensed it nore than
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remenbered it, but that in itself was strange. She didn't really
feel nuch different. Ch, she knew now what she had to do, if

at last she was allowed to do it, but she still felt real affection
for those four nmen and for the others as well, and still thought

of the canp as hone. Short of Boday's place, it was the

closest to a real home she'd had since being dragged to

Akahl ar .

But there was a difference, and it was again sonething she
sensed, felt, rather than directly experienced.

The power was back. It was raining now, outside wherever
she was, and she could sense, feel the storm join with it if
she w shed.

She suddenly opened her eyes full and | ooked around with
a start. It was the cottage! Her house! And she was in her
own bed, and nothing was burned and not hing was out of

pl ace! God—had it all been a terrible nightnmare? But—o,
what about her finger? The return of the powers, of self-
control ? Had she sonehow had the ring torn from her or
taken from her and hallucinated the rest as a result?

It had to be, because it was day, and there was Crim
coming in the door, and he | ooked okay! Even his buckskins
were cl ean!

He grinned when he saw her staring at himlike she was
seei ng a ghost.

"Not dead yet," he assured her. "But it was a near
t hi ng. "

"But—but-Bid | dreamit? Didn't it happen?”

"I't happened,"” he assured her. "All of it. This is a clean
set, by the way—+n spite of what you've often accused ne of,
I do have nore than one set of clothes. They just had to be
retrieved."

"Never mnd the clothes! You had a couple of holes in you
bi g enough to run through, you had maybe hal f your bl ood,
you fell off the porch, and who knows what else. You were a
dead man at dawn!"

"That happened as well. It all happened, Sam | can show

you where the dead bodies are stacked, including Zamofir's.

was proud of Kira, even though | had al ways hoped | could

do the slimy bastard in nyself." The snile faded. "Also six
very brave nen are laid out over on the floor of the mll,
awaiting a proper funeral. Their wives insisted on doing it all
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t hensel ves, along with the six who survived. Strong sorcery
can rebuild a town that burned and repair the worst of wounds,
but it can't raise the dead no matter what the | egends say."

She sat up straight. "Sorcery! Bool ean!"

"Yes. He got here two hours before dawn—thank the
fates. Kira damm near had a heart attack when he showed up.
Not al one, either."

? She suddenly felt a shock. "God! | nust |ook awful! M
n hair ....'*

| "You | ook fine, or at |least normal. Rel ax."
f "1-Boday?"

J(L He nodded. "And Chariey, too, and a very odd fellow
L named Dorion, and Boolean's familiar whose nanme is Croml
and who | ooks |ike a green nonkey and likes to insult people.'

"l+'mnot so sure |I'mready for Boday yet."

"Rel ax. She's on guard duty overl ooking the road right

now and she can't cone back here until | relieve her. But
you'll have to face her sooner or |ater. How do you feel about
it?"

She sighed. "I—+ really don't know. | haven't been able to

get ny head screwed back on right yet. | just need a little

time, that's all." She paused a nonent. "Can | first see the
ot her worren here? |+ sort of feel responsible. Maybe | can
hel p. "

Cri m nodded. "But be quick. Bool ean wants us out of here

as fast as is practical. Even now Klittichom di spatches Sudogs
to see what has been happeni ng here, and he nmust know t hat

as of now the child still lives. Boolean is powerful —even |
hadn't realized how powerful until | saw what he did here—
but that power has linmits. He's not the only one with power,
and they can and will gang up on himif they think they have
hi m cornered. "

She nodded. "I can take care of the Sudogs," she assured
him "but you're right. 1've brought enough m sery down on
this place. Al right—+tet's go."

The place was so fully restored that it nade it all the nore
jarring to see the corpses laid out in the mll. At |east Bool -
ean's healing powers had extended to the wounded; there

woul d be no anputations or paralysis. It did not, however,

end t he sadness of the nmen who di ed bravely defendi ng what

was theirs.
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Sam had cone there mainly to confort the others, but as

she | ooked at Ladar and the others she'd conme to know so

wel |, bloody and still, she suddenly found herself tilled not
wi th sadness nor even guilt but with anger. Al that tine,
until she'd finally faced up to that Changew nd back in
Covanti, she'd been running away. Running away from her-

self, running away fromduties, responsibilities, burdens. She
hadn't asked for them of course, but they were hers none the
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These guys hadn't run. They'd stood and bravely defended

all that was inportant to them even to paying the ultimte
price. It wasn't fair that she had all this dunped on her, but it
wasn't fair that she'd brought death on them either. They

hadn't questioned fairness; they'd done what they had to do to
save her and their wives and their canmp and all that neant
anything to them

She wal ked back out to where Crimwas waiting and
| ooked up at him "All right, let's see this big-shot w zard,"
she sai d detenninedly.

Seeing Charl ey again was sonething of a shock, too. Not

just the brown skin-deep dye job, but Charley was so thin she
| ooked al nbst enmaci ated, and she seened, well, a whole |ot

ol der, sonehow. Well, Samreflected, nmaybe she was a

whol e | ot ol der now where it counted, too.

She kind of liked Dorion on first inpression. Tne, he
wasn't much on physique, with pot belly and thinning hair,
but there was a certain kindness and gentleness in himthat
came through right fromthe start, and the way he doted on
Charl ey was nore than me slave ring thing. Anybody could
see he was in love with her; anybody, that is, but Charley.

Bool ean was a different sort of shock. A man of nedi um

hei ght and build, with a gray-black neatly trimed beard and
deep-set, heavily lined blue eyes, he |ooked so, well, ordinary.
Even Charley, who couldn't see the man as he was, had cone

up with the right inpression at the start. The guy | ooked like
a hi gh school science teacher, and sounded nuch that way,

t 0o.

At his suggestion, they went back to her place and sat
down, just the two of them to discuss what happened next.
She offered, as host, to nmake him some tea or coffee, but he
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just chuckl ed, snapped his fingers, and they both had just
what they wanted right in front of them

"The man who could do miracles,"” he chuckled. "Child's

play, really. Once you deternined the rules and the math and
approached magi c here as you approach any other scientific
discipline, it just all sort of comes naturally. |'ve never tired
of it, and it's as nuch fun, and just as fascinating as it was
the first time. The only thing is, the nore you can do, the
more godli ke your powers become, the nore frustrated you

becone by those things you can't do. Those dead men out

there. | could animate their corpses, but | couldn't bring them
back or restore their bodies. They're gone- It's what keeps
driving us to push the linmts, and what destroys nmost of us in
the end.”

She nodded. "But what's next for us, on the practica
| evel ?" she asked him "I nean, let's be realistic here. |
can't be positive here, but | think I"'min ny eighth nonth.
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can't seemto keep ny enpotions in check, | haven't got the
stamina, and | can't run or fight worth a damm, and as near as
I can figure out, the only way to end this nmadness is to
literally walk into the lion's den and face them down. She'l

be in peak condition and totally in control, and she has
Klittichomfor protection, 1 won't be able to get near enough
to lay a glove on her and you know it. On top of that, she can
sense the kid. | can't even hide out in a group, I'mwlling to
do whatever is necessary, but | can't see how !l can do it, all
things considered. Not until after the baby's bom™

"l understand the problem" he replied seriously. "Qur

related problemis that we can't wait for the birth. He's going
to junp the gun at alnost any tine fromright nowto no nore
than a week or two at best. His tinetable was al ready upset

by the problems involved in the attack on me. H's generals

are amateurs and they're now seeing the results of their

m stakes. You can train armes of specific worlds rather well,
but when you have to sinulate conditions, and then m x

various races with their own tribal chiefs and |oyalties you get
a ness. | think the effect on himwuld be to accentuate the
positive and ignore the negatives. He did destroy a hub
civilization and break the hold of a sorcerer. He's desperate
now. If the child is bom the Storm Princess's powers may be
weakened to the point where she couldn't handle nultiple
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Changewi nds, or perhaps not put them and keep them where
they're supposed to be. He can't do it one at atine. Hs
power is limted, the same as mne. The next tinme he's got to
do it, if not sinmultaneously, at |east continuously. Speed and
accuracy are at a premiumfor himright now Everything he's
built all these years, and all his dreans, face ruin unless he
acts now. "

"But how can | do anythi ng?"

He sighed. "You've heard from Charley and Dori on what

the battle and its aftermath was i ke, what a nmess this all is,
what horror it is bringing. | don't know whether we can stop
the process now. As soon as he feels we're after himhe'l

junp the gun and do it, and we .can't wait because he could
junp the gun anyway, thanks to your own biol ogical clock

There is a way out of this, though. Wait a nonent."

He got up and went outside and | ooked down at the clear-
ing. "Charley, will you come up here?" he called. "Dorion,
hel p her out and come up, too. | may need sone assistance
here. "

Charley got up and in, with Dorion's help, and was taken
to a chair. She was puzzled, but willing to listen

Bool ean took a deep breath. "Charley, you know the

problem W have to hit thembefore they hit everybody and
make us irrelevant. |'msure Klittichorn would have done it

all as soon as he got the data from Masalur, if he didn't also
have to play sone politics with the Storm Princess and ot hers.
We have to hit himand get himthe first time. There will be
no second chances. And we have to do it soon."
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"You know where he is?" Charley asked him

Bool ean nodded. "I know. | didn't know, exactly, until he

hit Masalur, but | was able to identify and follow his threads
back. That's what | was doing, and is the gain we got from

Masal ur's suffering. It's not close, which is why, even using
the flying spells, we must |eave inmmediately. Even with Sam

and | in the best of shape, it's a question whether we can do it
alone, or with just the forces that we have, even if we nake it
intime. As it stands, we have | ess chance. Sam hasn't ne
mobility or the control she should have, and the child is a
dead gi veaway. Sam needs a way out."

She nodded. "So?" At the npbnment she had no idea where
he was going with this or what it had to do with her
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"I can't snap ny fingers and make her into a peak

Amazoni an warrior. Well, actually, | could, but not without
destroying the child. I'mjust now beginning to realize why
there is such a thing as a Storm Princess, why she cones up
in other worlds as well, and why Klittichorn just didn't

preenpt this threat and have his own knocked up. Too ruch
deduction with too nuch hunch, but I think I'"mon the right
track. The Storm Princesses are the only true 'naturals' in
magi ¢, and the only ones with influence over and i munity
fromthe Changew nds. | think, somehow, they're safety

val ves—at ural regul ators—essential to keeping sonme kind of
order. How and why it evolved this way is something we may
never know, but, like gravity, it's still there. There's sone
evi dence to show that the death of any of the SiormPrin-
cesses anywhere, even on the outplane, is followed by a | ong
period of natural disasters, cataclysnms, wars, you name it—
until a new one is bom By killing so many in the outpl ane,
Klittichorn has provided the evidence and pattern that this is
true—at the cost of who knows how many lives or even

civilizations. What will happen when he | ooses so nany
Changewi nds at once on a weakened outpl ane i s somnething
can't imagine, nor can he. The difference is, | care and he
doesn't."

"I"'mwith you so far,'
it has to do with nme."

she told him "I just can't see what

"Both of you think back, to that first time, in the Tubi kosan
caves, when we first had a talk. Wien 1 transnitted, through
the icon, a blood-mxing and sealing spell that turned you,
Charley, into a physical twin of Sams."

They both nodded. "I remenber," said Sam "It seens a
hundred years ago."

"It wasn't a nere appearance spell. | had to fool not just
soneone who knew what the Storm Princess | ooked |ike,

had to fool magicians, Sudogs, ones with the ability to see

t hrough nere appearances. Anyone short of the highest |evels
of the Second Rank, who coul d recogni ze the spell for what it
was. It did nore than nmake you physical tw ns on the outside;

it made you true twins, genetically identical. You still are.
The difference in appearance between ne two of you may

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (211 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:40 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

seem great now, but it's a difference in wei ght—and how
| ong you' ve been like that and adjusted to it—and experience
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and, of course, in Charley's case, Boday's al cheny nade a
stunning difference. But, you see, | had to guard agai nst
spells and al cheny, so | had to nake those with ne power

be confused, and they see people differently than the average
person does."

"WAit a minute," Saminterrupted him "If she's actually
me down to that level, why isn't she a Storm Princess, too?"

"Good question. There are two answers to that, both rele-

vant. The first is that no one can create a Storm Princess by
sorcery. It can not be done, or Ktittichomwould have dis-
pensed with his right off and things would be a |l ot nore
complicated. Second, there is nore than the physical involved
here, there is an entire pattern. Notice how the comon
peasant marriage spell renoved your powers yet it didn't
change you physically one bit, Sam It is physical, nmental,
and psychic, and all must have certain el ements exactly right
or the balance is destroyed and the rest is ignored. Charley is
physically you, no matter how dramatic the difference seens
sitting here, but she is nothing Iike you either mentally or
psychically in ne areas that seemto count. One of them

quite clearly and unexpectedly, is sexual in nature, something
I have been puzzling about since that was shown. There's got
to be a reason for that. In many ways, it seens to be part of
the key to this overall puzzle, a key that | amafraid Klittichom
has worked out ahead of ne, as usual. But that's beside the
poi nt for now. The bottomline remains that Sam s current
physi ol ogy can't be touched for fear of harmi ng her child, yet
it places her at great risk and extrene di sadvantages in any
showdown. We can't just transfer the needed elements to
Chariey, who's better suited for it, since one can not give
away magical gifts of that sort.”

"Yeah, well, Sam wouldn't be nmuch use blind, either,"”
Charl ey not ed.

"She woul dn't be blind. Her psychic self has the power.
That's why she's been exposed to nuch nagi cal energy
hersel f and yet never suffered fromthe problem™

Chari ey suddenly pushed back a bit fromthe table- "On,
no! 1 think I see now where you're going with this and | don't
like the route one bit."

Sam | ooked at Chariey, frowning, then at Bool ean. "Wll,
I don't," she said. "Sonebody want to let ne in on this?"
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"From a magi cal viewpoint," Bool ean patiently explai ned,

"the two of you appear identical. The differences, psychic

and nental, are, therefore, easy to factor out completely

when you two can be compared side by side like this. Wre

you not physically the same, all the differences could never
be so clearly identified. Since they can in this case, | could
transfer those differences."
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"Differences? Wat the hell do you nean?”

"He neans," Chariey said softly, "that he can take your

m nd and soul and whatever and put it in ny body, and m ne
in yours. And | get to carry the kid and keep their eyes off
you two sneaking up on themwhile you get in ny body. Isn't
that about right?"

"I couldn't have said it better nyself," the sorcerer re-
plied. "It's an ideal solution shaped by ne threads of destiny.
And it's best for both of you. Samgets the nobility and | oses
atelltale marker; you get out frombeing a blind, dependent
woman w t hout status whose body is good for only one thing,
Sam s body al so has other attributes. Thanks to the denobn of
the Jewel of Orak, wherever he now is, she doesn't get sick,

No hostile organismcan live inside her. Fleas, ticks, nopsqui-
toes and other parasites die when they bite her. In spite of her
wei ght, her blood pressure is perfect, her heart strong, her
veins and arteries cleaner than a newbonis. Wunds hea

qui ckly, damaged tissue regenerates."

"So that's why | was able to run like that, build those
muscles, lift those weights!" Sam excl ai med.

"Well, it didn't hurt,” the sorcerer replied. "So where is
me problem Charley? Are you afraid of the process itsel f?

"No, no. Not after what you've pulled off so far. | believe
you. But—to be fat w thout even having had the pl easure of
eating my way up to it, and pregnhant at the point where it's
all work and the fun's | ong past—+'mnot so sure | can handle
that. Yeah, I'mfrustrated here, and it seens like | always
have a cold or I'mscratching little bites, but—eez, Sam
What do you wei gh now?"

"Last time | checked it was about two hundred and sixty
pounds," she responded. "At least | think | got that from
figurin' the halg and stuff."

"Two . . . And when you add the kid and the water
wei ght . "
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Sam was astoni shed. "Jesus, Charley—+ can't believe you
Ever since you got the way you are you been paranoi d about

wei ght. You always were, but it got to be a mania. | got to
tell ya, Charley, you don't |ook real glanorous to nme right
now. You | ook fucking anorexic! | ain't no nore thrilled

about having that body of yours than you are havin' nmine.
never liked bein' fat but | kind a got used to it. The only rea
hangups | kept were about ny health, and now |l find out that's

no problemat all! I'd be givin' up shit, too, you know. " She
grabbed her breasts. "I'mat least a forty-four D and | |ove
*em Most of all, I'd be givin' up havin' the kid, and | want
this kid bad."

"Yeah, but it's your kid, not mine. And it's the only one
bet ween us!"
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"Not necessarily." Boolean cut in. "There's nothing phys-
ically wong with Sams system It's Storm Princesses who
are prevented from having but the one child—+elated in sone
way to that regulatory function | nentioned. You wouldn't be
a Storm Princess. There's no reason to believe you woul d not
remain fertile."

"You mean," Sam asked him "if that spell here had stuck
and | wasn't a Storm Princess, | could a had nore kids?"

Bool ean shrugged. "Wio knows? |If you were taken out

and stuck here, though, | doubt if it would have been a | ong
or happy life once KHtichorn won. Here—er in Al buquer-

que, for that matter."

"Yeah, but who woul d screw sonebody that fat without
magi c?" Charl ey asked acidly.

Behi nd her, Dorion said, too |ow for her to hear, "I

woul d." To him die resenbl ance was nore marked than
could be seen by each of them and the idea of Charley in
Sam s body was, sonehow, somrething of a turn-on.

"So, this is the great Charley Sharkin," Samretorted
"Bright, anbitious, |iberated, and all that. The new woman,
right? So what's she do? Finds out when she's turned into a
whore and a binbo that she | oves being a whore and a bi nbo,
sellin' herself and actin' cute and dunb and all that. Shit,
Chariey, | thought | was given a raw deal here, but you're
actually happy with the deal you got. You just want it im
proved so you can go on bein' Little Mss Fuckal ot unti
you're big enough to becone a madam and sucker in nore
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poor kids. Another Boday, maybe. And to think I always
| ooked up to you—

"Hold on' Hold on! It's not that sinple," Charley pro-
tested, then took a nonment to conpose herself. "Sam—+t's
all 1 have."

Sam si ghed and | ooked at Boolean. "Well, if we're really
twi ns now, and you got the power to rebuild the town and
heal the wounded overnight, couldn't you just take off the
spells that kept ne fat and make her thin and pretty?”

"I could," the sorcerer admtted, "but not right off. |

don't dare ness with any of those w thout risking nmessing up
the biochem stry and .possibly harm ng or even killing the kid.
I"mnot that good. Afterwards, if any of us survive this, and
the child' s born, well—+then anything is possible."

That put a different face on it for Charley. "You really

mean that? If | keep like that for another nonth or two, and
bear her kid, then the weight and all can be taken away? |
mean, if you fail after all this, it won't nake any difference
anyway, | guess, so otherwise | pay the price of a couple of
months |i ke that and then wind up better than | am now. " She
shrugged. "Well, 1 guess we'd better do it, then, huh?"
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"Jeez," Sam sighed. "This is gonna confuse the hell out
of Boday. , - ."

o 171 o
Allies, Answers, and Questions

"WHEN DO YOU want to do this?" Sam asked Bool ean, a bit
nervous in spite of it all

"Ordinarily 1'd have to set up a lab,"” he replied. "Prepare
primer potions to ease the transfer, do a | ot of provisiona
spells, all that. But because you two are true twins, created in

the lab for this purpose, so to speak, | think I can do it on the
fly, right here and now. It'll save time and ease the stress.

Just lie down there, side by side, heads towards ne," he
instructed. "Dorion, you assist as needed. Sam | know it's

unconfortable, but bear with it."

"Everything's unconfortable at this stage," she responded,

but managed to lie down with some help from Dorion. The
magi ci an then guided Charley to the right spot and positioned
her as well, then stepped back. He felt oddly m xed enpbtions
at this, but while Bool ean had renoved the ring from Char-

| ey's nose he'd nade no nove to renpve Dorion's. Dorion

was stuck if Charley went along, and probably even if she
didn't —Bool ean's power was far greater than the sinple spel
that bound the fornmer magician.

He also couldn't avoid a little straight professional curiosity
in spite of the personal involvenment. The fact was, this

wasn't one of the spells they ever taught or tal ked about in
magi ci an school

Bool ean went over to them and stretched out his arms,
hands pal m down, over each of their faces, and concentrat ed.

"Now, each of you just close your eyes and go to sleep.”
he told themsoftly. "In a nice, deep, pleasant sleep, with no
t houghts, no worries, no cares. Just a nice, deep sleep."

They were both out, with soft snmiles on their faces, and,
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oddly, like this and so relaxed, they really did | ook a | ot
al i ke.

Bool ean turned towards Dorion and said, "I hope it's this

easy with twi nned people and | don't require the prep. Oher-
wi se we could have sone very hairy results." And then he

wi nked, and turned back to the two sl eepi ng women. He knelt
down behind their heads and pl aced one hand on the face of
each of them Neither noved or seened to notice, their
breat hi ng heavy and regul ar.,

Dorion felt suddenly uneasy about this, thanks to Bool ean's
comment. Up to now he'd had so nuch confidence in the

man' s power he hadn't doubted, but Bool ean was right. Doing
this by spell and sheer force of wilt, with no internediate
medi um for the soul except hinself, was dammed dangerous.
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He woul d have to draw both souls, both consci ousnesses,
even nmenories, fromthe bodies into his own as the nedi um
and then switch themwith no | osses—and pretty damed fast,
too—w thout mixing themor letting themtouch in any way,
either each other or his own.

The sorcerer took a deep breath, let it out, took a second,
let out a bit, closed his eyes tightly, and began

Hi s body began to trenble slightly, and gobs of sweat
broke out on his forehead; his teeth were tightly cl enched
together and his face contorted into a terrible grinace.

To normal hunman eyes nothing el se was happeni ng, but to
Dorion's magically attuned eyes, the great juggling act was
cl ear.

Bot h wonen's bodi es took on a sudden pal e reddi sh gl ow.
It was all over, except for the different colored mass in Sanm s
abdonen whi ch had a few sl ender psychic tendrils to her.

The two | arge nasses coal esced, growi ng smaller and snaller
and yet nore intense, and the tendrils fromthe fetus grew

|l ong and wispy, like a few strands of spider's web trying not
to let go in the w nd.

Now came the tricky part for Bool ean, as the two centers

of bright energy, now burning with an intense red-white fire,
egg- shaped and conpact, were drawn into the sorcerer's two
hands, then up the arms and into Bool ean's own body. He

was going to pass themvery close—too close for any eye to
fol |l ow—and Dorion watched as they drew cl oser and cl oser
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the thin webs fromthe fetus seening too tiny and tenuous
now to possibly hol d.

Now, carefully, the orb fromCharley slid just atop the one
fromSam so that Charley's gently brushed by and nade ever
so gentle contact with the thin tendrils fromthe fetus and

continued on to the other arm

There! The wispy links had transferred! They were now
contracting, getting a bit stronger and thicker as Charley's orb
fl owed now past the shoul der and down the arns towards

Sam s body, while Samis orb, now free of the contact, went

towar ds Chari ey.

He' d done it! The hell with KuUttichom Dorion thought in
i ntense adniration and wonder. That's the greatest feat of
unai ded sorcery anyone has ever seen

Now t he orbs passed through the beads, out of Bool ean's

body, and began to lose their distinctive shapes and some of
their intensity, flowing into first the head and then through
the rest of the two bodies, fading, fading, until they were
finally nere auras such as everyone had.
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Bool ean suddenly expelled his breath, which he'd been
hol ding for at |east the couple of minutes that seemed to have
passed, and gasped for air, then renoved his hands and fel

back.
Dorion was to himin an instant. "Master Bool ean! Are

you all right?"

Bool ean' s eyes opened. "For a brief noment, right there in

the transfer, nmy soul, which was still diffuse, interm xed with
Sam s," he managed, still a bit out of breath. "I am afraid,
Dorion, that | amnow cursed to sexually prefer only wonmen."
And then he grinned and sat up

"l have just wi tnessed perhaps the greatest feat of mnd
control in all history,"” Dorion growled. "Wiy is it, then,
that 1 still want to wing your neck at this point?"

Boolean's grin renai ned, and he managed to stand up, then
make his way back to the pair who still reclined there sl eep-
i ng. He exam ned his handiwork and nodded to hinself. "It

was tough, a lot tougher than | figured on," he adnitted.

"The transfer's conplete and successful, but | don't think
want to do that again without the full paraphernalia and a | ot
of tinme and prep. | had sone mild chest pains at the transfer
point and | al nobst |ost nmy concentration wonde®.ng if | was
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going to have a heart attack or a stroke. One nore |ike that
and it'dkill me."

Dorion stared at himand saw how suddenly old and tired
he | ooked and realized that this wasn't a put-on. "Are you
certain that you are still up to Klittichon? Or that she is?"

"I can't ever know that until we try it, Dorion. There will
be enough tine between now and when we get there for nme to
do sone self-repair and reconditioning, though. As to Sam—
yes, | think she is, now"

"How |l ong are you going to keep themin the trance?"

"The longer the better so it settles in," the sorcerer re-
sponded. "Anything from Crimor Boday yet?"

"Il check." Dorion stepped outside and | ooked around,
but it was still quiet. He went back in and reported, "Nothing
yet. Want me to go check?'

Bool ean nodded. "Do that." He turned back to the two

sl eeping forns, |ooked down at them and gave a soft chuckl e.
"I really feel sony for those four husbands,” he nmuttered to
hinsel f. "Not that she'd enjoy herself |ike she did, noving

back fromoral to anal. 1'd sure like to | eave Charley here if |
could. Be good for her, too, to find not just one but many

men still wanting her no matter what her weight or condi-

tion." He sighed. "Well, can't solve everybody's probl ens,

| guess."”

He didn't dare | eave her anywhere near here or anywhere
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mat anyone fromthe rebel canp was likely to spot her. The
four guys would just have to suffer, but be made a nental
note to make it up to them if he could, at some point in the
future. Decisions, decisions—that's all great power ever re-
ally brought you. Decisions without irreversible consequences
or accountability.

It was fun to be a sorcerer.

Charl ey awoke slowy froma very erotic dream and turned
slowy to one side. Suddenly she felt a shifting down in her
abdonen and it unnerved her and she woke up. Sonebody

el se—Sam—was waki ng up next to her. She | ooked over and

was startled first to realize that she could see again, in the
normal, colorful way, and that excited her. Wat she was

seei ng, though, bothered her a |ot.

She had never really seen herself properly and in full color
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with the chocol ate brown skin and bl ue-black hair, and it
didn't look right. In fact, Samwas right—od! She'd been
skm and bones! Funny it hadn't felt like that. . -

Wth a shock she suddenly realized that she was seeing her

own body in full living color and three dinensions, yet as a
third party. Sonmehow, deep down. she hadn't really believed

it was possible, and certainly not like this. Hell, it was stil
tight out!

She shifted unconfortably and ran her hands over her own
body as it now was. She remenbered how fat Sam had been,
but it seened even nore gross, if anything, now.

She tried to get to her feet and found that it took sonething

of a balancing act to do so. Dorion cane over, put out his

arns, and she took themand | et herself be pulled unsteadily

to her feet. Christ! It felt |ike she had a goddammed bow i ng
ball in her stonmach, and sonething in it shifted slowy when

she did, but not in the right ways or at the right speed. She |et
go of Dorion and tried walking a few steps and it, too, felt
awkward and weird,

The wei ght and feel of the breasts also surprised her. They
felt like they weighed a ton of dead wei ght each, shifting
when she wal ked but conplicating the bal ancing act required

to maintain equilibriumwith the bowing ball in her belly,
and the extra padding wasn't any real help, either. Her thighs
rubbed together tightly every tinme she took a step, and pro-

duced notion in her ass as well. God, she was gross!

"God! This feels weird," she heard Sam say. "Jeez! | fee

so light it's like | was el even years old again! It just don't fee!
like I"'mall here no nore. | guess | got nore used to that

body than | thought | had. Ww This is strange! |'mactually
i nside your body, just like it was m ne! Uh-how you feelin',

Charl ey?"

"Li ke a beached whale. | think these tits are nore |ike
fifties than forty-fours. Jeez—when did you wei gh yourself
| ast ?"
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"Back in Tishbaal. It was the last scale | saw. 1 could' a

done it on the mll scales here, but with bein" pregnant and all
it didn't seemworth it. Boy, that's strange, seein' yourself
like this, froma different pair of eyes or whatever it is |I'm
seein' with at the nonment. It's different than a mirror. It's
real and not backwards."
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"You went like this and didn't have scream ng fits?"

"Aw, you get used to it pretty fast. Not the kid—you

al ways know that's there. But |ike Boolean said, you don't
get sick, and you don't get clogged. Bigger lungs carryin
nore oxygen, so you can't exactly do things fast but you can
do 'empretty good."

"1l gain three times nmy weight at least and | don't even
have the fun of eating ny way up to it. It's not fair!"

"Yeah, well, at |east you can eat whatever you want and
all you want now, " Sam noted. "Huh! These eyes are knd'a
odd. You see like this when you was in this body?"

"Unless it was sonething of magic or another plane all |
saw was gray, unless | used Shadowcat," Charley told her
"Why? What do you see?"

"Everything, but not quite. The colors are funny. Things

| ook sorta' fuzzy and all, and all the colors are pastels or
sonething, and there's a glow to nost everything. Real strong
fromyou and your buddy, there." She stared hard at Charl ey.
"Hey! If | concentrate real hard | can see your insides! Ww
X-ray vision!" She hesitated and | ooked at Dorion. "Wuld

it hurt the kid if |I checked her out?"

"No," Dorion told her. "You're not really using your eyes

to see in the old pattern or old ways. You're not really seeing
just with themat all. In fact, if you concentrate hard enough,
you can see what's in back of you, too. It has a lot to say for
it, but it's also limted in vital areas. Those of us with The
Sight can't read ordinary books—takes a special kind of ink

and paper to see right—and there's a lot of color shift, and a
lot of blurring with much motion. You can see things others
can't, but there are tradeoffs. You'll learn them The glows arc
the auras or spiritual components of people and things. You

get pretty good at recogni zing specific things by their auras
atone. "

Charl ey | ooked at Dorion. "Then why couldn't / see |ike
t hat ?"

"You have to have the power as well. Just three percent of

the Akhbreed have it, and they're bomwth it. You either

have it or you don't, and, even then, you never find out unless
you're subjected to the intense radiation fromdealing with the
net herhells. Only ones with really strong natural power see it
fromthe start."
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Sam | ooked now at Charley's di stended abdonmen and con-
centrated and, to her imense surprise, she could see the
fetus in the wonb. "Gee—tooks just like the filns in sex ed,
only in three-D and living color," she commented. "This is
neat! Kind a gross in parts, though. And it glows real bright."
She felt a sudden shiver run through her- "What the hell ?"

Bool ean reentered the hut and saw what she was doi ng.

"You felt it, huh? That's what the eneny feels as well every
time sone random part of the power is given off by the child,
even though unborn. She can feel you, too, |ooking at her,
and is reacting. 1'd stop it for now" He turned to Charl ey.
"And how are you nmki ng out ?"

"Awm ul ," Charley npaned. "Like a ton of bagged water is
inside ne all shifting around, dead shifting wei ght bel ow,
sl ow and awkward, 1 can't even see ny own feet."

Bool ean passed a hand in front of her eyes and suddenly
Charley's face went blank, staring forward.

"The nore you nove, the nore you will |earn about and
conpensate for the body's limtations and these will be auto-
mati cal |y and subconsciously incorporated into your nornal
nmovenents until, within your limtations, you feel totally
confident and can walk, sit, stand, or lie w thout even think-
ing about it. Wien you reach that point you will think of it as
your body, your child, and accept it as normal and not think
much about it, accepting it and its Iimtations."

"Jeez! Where were you when | needed you?" Sam nuttered.

He turned to her. "Just a sinple spell, like hypnosis, only

it won't wear off so rapidly, and by the tinme it does it'll seem
natural to her. It's no panacea, but anyone who can adjust so
well to blindness should have little trouble with this. Mre
gradual Iy, the biochem stry of pregnancy will begin to influ-
ence her thinking as well. O course, | could cast a really fine
spell so she'd be perfectly happy and all that and do all sorts
of other things, but casting individual spells on human bei ngs
is kind of like making pacts with the devil. You never can be
sure you' ve covered all the | oopholes and the ones you don't

are often doozies." He turned back to Charley, did another

wave of his hand, and she canme back to full consci ousness

and frowned.

"Huh! Had a little dizziness there for a nonent. It's okay
now. Let ne nove around and do a few things and get the
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real feel of this. I'"'mnot going to be nmuch help, but if I'm
going to survive the next couple of nonths, | want to be as

sel f-sufficient as possible."

Wi | e Bool ean and Sam huddl ed over what was going to

be done next, Charley was active, trying out all sorts of
dungs, me ever-concerned Dorion at her side should she need
assi stance. She even went out and nmanaged to clinb the

| adder down and back up again, although not w thout sone
difficulty. At the end of an hour or so she reported, "You
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know, this isn't as bad as | thought at first. | guess ny
hormones are flowi ng or sonething, but I'"mstarting to get

the hang of this. It's not |ike pregnancy is an abnor nal
condition or sonethi ng-wonen's bodies are designed for it.

it's just that | suddenly had to take it on in full bloomrather
than growinto it gradual |ike."

"Don't push yourself." Samtold her. "W don't want to

| ose the kid."

Charl ey shrugged. "If we were really that delicate, then
we' d never have gotten out of cavenman days. |'ll manage.
I"mactually | ess dependent now than when | couldn't see, by
a long shot, and | just picked up and noved that heavy chair

over there without thinking about it. You got real nuscles
under all this fat. 1 couldn't have noved it before."

Sam nodded. "I kept working out as best | could using

wei ghts. There's nobody el se around here half the tine to

nmove the heavy stuff and do the lifting. | got pretty good
around this place carryin* heavy stuff around on ny head, but
first 1 had to lift it up there. I'mhavin' the opposite probl em
now di scoverin' how weak | suddenly am for anything. Wen

I was with Criml practiced with swords; now | don't mink I

could lift one.™

"Conpare notes later," Boolean told them "Now we

have to plot our move. It's already late afternoon and we
can't dawdl e here any longer or we'll begin to attract sone
visitors with real power."

She nodded. "Not hing personal, Sam but | think | want to
be gone before your four husbands get back. | don't think I
could explain this to themer maybe it woul dn't nake nuch
difference to 'em But where are we goi ng? And how? You
think it's safe for me in one of those—saddl es?"

"You'll be fine in the saddle, and I'll be watching out for
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you," the sorcerer assured her. "In fact, Sam s the one we'l|
have to watch for a bit. As to where, we are going to go
briefly to a small town in Covanti hub where | need to contact
some peopl e and update them and see if there's anybody |eft

out there with both brains and guts. After that I'mgoing to
put you in some safe hands well out of the field of battle, and
Sam and | are going north for a while."

"Hey! Wait a minute!" Charley objected, suddenly hesi-

tant. "First of all, |I haven't any clothes! If we're going
sonepl ace where strangers are, | don't want to be like this!
And, second, what about Boday? She's technically married to
Sam but she'll think I'm Sami This is bad enough wi thout
having to deal with that!"

"Yes, and what about the other people here, and ny own
husbands?" Sam added worriedly. "They're good peopl e.
The boys nay be a little rough but they're not really bad."

Bool ean thought for a nmonment. "Well, Charley, we'll get
you sone cl othes when we need them You didn't seemto
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m nd bei ng undressed before."

"Yeah, well, | didn't have this body before."

He ignored the coment. "As for Boday—well, Cromil

has infornmed her of what we did. although |I'mnot sure she'l
believe it until she sees it for herself. | can probably ease

belief by sinply separating out that sinplistic marriage spel
that caused so nmuch trouble late in the gane and transferring
it over to Sam Here—+'Il do that now " It took maybe ten
seconds and a bit of odd gesturing, and Sam actual |y wat ched
as he reached out and grabbed the slender red thread of a
spel |l she'd never seen before as if it were a real thread and
attached it to her. "There. Un—Sam | hope you're ready for
Boday now. "

"Yeah," she sighed. "If she'll accept nme this way, sure,
why not? 1 hate to admit it, but | actually mssed her."

"As for the locals here,” he continued, "well, that's going
to ha”e to |l eave a void, that's all. There are. after all
suddenly far fewer nen than wonen. They m ght mss you

but I don't think they'd understand how conplicated the
problemwas. It's best you just, well, vanish. I wish | could
do nore. but time's wasting away."

"But, won't Klittichorn eventually send other forces here?
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| really do care about them you see. Al of them | don't
think they should suffer any nore."

"Don't worry about them They'|ll be okay—unless Klittichorn
wins. Then | wouldn't give a plugged nickel for anybody.

You see, there's not much chance they'll send anything but
supernatural forces the next time, and those will be | ooking
for inmpulses fromthe child. They won't find them and they
will nove on. Right now they can't afford mi ndl ess ven-
geance with you again on the loose and in full power—the
Storm Princess will know that, probably already does. They
haven't the tine."

Sam wanted to believe it—hell, she had to believe it. She

took one | ast | ook around the place, sighed, and wal ked out
onto Ac porch, opened the netting, and clinbed down the

| adder. Odd how easy it was to do that all of a sudden. She
was tending to overconpensate and al nost turned her ankle at
the bottom Hav'ta get Boolean to do one of those adjust-

ments on nme, she thought. She had never been this thin or this
weak. She felt tiny, and she wasn't sure she |liked the feeling.

She turned and saw Boday standing there a bit uncertainly.

The artist sure | ooked different without the neck to toe tattoos,
but, in a way, she al nost | ooked, well, normal. No, better

than normal. She was still tall and thin, but she was tight as a
drum and | ook at those mnuscl es!

"Hel | o, Boday," she said, feeling a bit awkward

"Chariey? You are seeing? O is it . . . has he . . . ?" She
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grinned. "Susama!" And then there was a rush to her and
Sam was pi cked up and hugged and dam near killed by
Boday, who'd picked up real nuscles herself and damm near
crushed the now tiny Sam

"All right, all right! W' ve got to go!" Boolean called to
them "Dorion, you help Charley down and go over to the
saddl es where we parked them Boday, you and Samw || ride
together—you'll both fit very nicely in one of the saddles
now, | think—and can renew old tines then. |'ve already
mental ly sumtmmoned Cromi|l and he'll bring Crimin. Probably
Kira instead by the time we're ready to go. That may sinplify
matters. . . . Hmm "

"He al ways does that—thinks aloud on the practical |evel,"
Dorion told them "He can fornmulate a spell in his head that
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it would take a good mmgician a day just to read. but unless
he does that he can't remenber to put on his own boots."

The saddl es | ooked both nore and less intimdating to

Charl ey when she could see them Just ordinary saddl es,

al t hough when Bool ean nodded towards one it rose into the

air. It was clear right off that no matter what her and Dorion's
preferences were, there was no way even Croml, who was a

foot high and wei ghed maybe twel ve pounds, could fit on one
with her as she was. Bool ean | owered one to the ground, she
got on and got as confortable as possible, and then it rose
maybe three feet in the air. She had some initial trouble with
bal ance but nmanaged to stay on and finally decided that she
could handle it.

Charley turned and was surprised to see a very pretty

young wonan, dressed in a tight black stretch pants outfit and
pistol belt, walk in as Crom| scanpered up, junped, and
perched on Bool ean's shoul der. Boday, too, seened startled

by the strange wonan's sudden appearance.

"Ch, 1 forgot about Kira," Bool ean said apol ogetically.
"This is the master swordsworman who did in three of the
rai ders and duel ed Zamofir to the death |ast night."

Charl ey frowned. "Were'd she cone fron? And what
about the guy with the sexy deep voice?"

It was Kira's turn to | ook confused, and Bool ean had to
explain, "I had to make a switch in the interest of all con-
cerned. That's Sam and that's her friend Charley, Probably
the only two people in the cosmobs who even share the sane
fingerprints. And that's Boday, about whom you' ve probably
heard nmuch over the past nonths."

Kira gave a wan smile. "And peopl e have problenms with

me sonmetinmes. Well, glad to neet you. And—€harl ey—ch!

this is going to be very difficult for me! 1'mso used to one
bei ng me ot her. "

"You are!" Charley nuttered.

"Wll, you'll neet Crimin the nmorning in the flesh. R ght
now you might say he's with us in spirit. Don't bother to
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figure it out. | amcertain that if someone wants to expl ain,
they will."

Now that's the kind of body I would kill for, Chariey
t hought, looking at Kira. She made Samer Samin Charley's
body—+ ook positively plain. That woman woul d be gl anor-
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ous in a pigsty. Seeing the way even Dorion was | ooking at
this Kira suddenly nade her self-conscious and jeal ous. Wrse
when Bool ean said, "Dorion, you'll double up with Kira for
now so 1 have one |l ess saddle to juggle. Use hers over
there—we're donating the horse, Kira. Hope you don't mnd."

"No, these people need all they can get. Well! 1 can't think
of any time | had a ride with a naked man. You want front or
back?"

Charley funmed inside but couldn't really say or do any-
thing- Any order she gave Dorion would be nullified by

Bool ean anyway, so what was the use? But he better damm
wel |l not get so nuch as a hard-on or he was gonna regret it
| ater!

Al'l set, they rose high into the air, giving Charley sone
really bad nonments, then set off in aline. After the first
hours, Chariey had the hang of it, but she sure w shed Dorion
and that woman were in front rather than in back of her!

She was actually sonewhat surprised at her feelings seeing
Dorion with the wonan. She tried to dismss it as sinple

j eal ousy based on what she | ooked |ike now as opposed to
what she had | ooked like, or thought she had | ooked Ii ke.
Good | ord—was she really that thin? Sonehow she al ways

felt just alittle fat, alittle not right, no natter what. Mybe
Sam was ri ght —aaybe she had gone overboard. Well, Sam

could fatten up that body now. At |east she didn't have to
worry about it in this body, with that spell that would nmake
any di et useless. Miybe, at |east, she could enjoy the next
two nmonths pigging out, if she was anyplace she could pig

out. lce cream. . . chocolate. She hadn't had those since,
wel |, since she'd been back home on her own world. |If they
lost, well, hell, why diet? And if they won. Bool ean woul d

eventual |y make her | ook great again with no strain. It was a
no-1 ose peri od.

But Dorion. . . . Well, he was kind a cute, really. Over-

wei ght, yeah, but still with the tightest, cutest little ass.
He had a crush on her. sure, but in all mat tinme he'd never
taken advantage of her. In his own way, he was kind of sweet
and a little shy. If that slave spell of his came off, with her
| ooking like this, though, what would be his feelings then?
Maybe that was it. The insecurity of being this way. That's
what it had been, she knew, all along. Being blind and
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dependent but beautiful and sexy had given her some neasure
of power and security. They could be appalled at her |iking
me old way to this, but in her old society, as well as in

Akhbreed cul ture, |ooks outweighed anything el se npst every
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ti me. Nobody ever seened to | ook beyond, |ook inside. That

was even this hangup the Akhbreed had with the Changew nd
victims. Those Masal uri ans, at |east according to Bool ean,
still had the same m nds, personalities, souls, whatever. They
just | ooked really bizarre now, but no nore bizarre than the
native col onials had | ooked, nor than the Akhbreed | ooked to
the col oni al s.

But something in the back of her mnd wondered if maybe

she wasn't just as guilty of that. She'd never once put the
make on Dorion, who was no worse-| ooking and better-

| ooki ng than sone or nmost of her old "clients" back on

Tubi kosa, but she'd fallen overboard for the handsone, sexy,
romantic Hal agar, M ster Macho, and | ook at what he'd been
inside. Could that train of thought be right? Could she be Just
as guilty of what she condemmed ot hers for behaving? It was

a troubling thought.

They passed over the border once nore, this time far easier
than going the opposite way. Even the nmmgi c sight was gone;

the null just glowed in the same way it had when she'd first
seen it, but enough so she could see the rebel enplacenents.
There seened a |l ot nmore of them

The Covantian si de seened, paradoxically, smaller than

she'd renmenbered it, although admttedly her nenories were
colored by her linmted sight and condition at the time. It had
just seened that there had been wall to wall guys down there
when they'd crossed the first tinme, and nowit was the kind of
makeshift, thin line like the rebels had back then. But the hub
ahead was so dark that for a nmonment she thought she was

goi ng blind again.

For Sam die whole place was alive with a glorious gl ow,

and when they crossed into the hub itself the countryside was
not dark, but lit with a dimbut beautiful spectral glow.
Everything, it seened, had some kind of aura. and each was
uni que, both by class and by shape within that class. It was
beauti ful —-but where were the lights? There were vineyards

and farns and whol e towns down there. Even though it was
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growing late, there should be lights. Was it a limtation of
this new vision, or was sonething very strange down nere?

"I think they're getting smarter than Klittichom gave them
credit for," Boolean' ? voice came to them "At |east, it
seens so. Maybe, just naybe, sonebody's gotten paranoid

about Changewi nds in the hub. There's only a few people and
sone ani mals down there. Probably civil guards maki ng sure
nobody gets any bright ideas about |looting. Either Gotag got
the shakes after all, or the kings and nobles did."

"But—you nmean it's been evacuated?" Charley asked him
"If so, where would they go? And how?"

"Well, it's just a hunch, but the rebels didn't have enough

to mass on every border and left only token forces on one
before hitting Masalur. If the one opposite is uncovered, as it
m ght well be, then we'll find they' ve noved the nass of
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people to the outer ring and into a safe and secure colony, a
bit dispersed and with me bulk of the arny to protect them It's
smart. |If anybody hits Covanti they're going to creamthe best
vineyards in the cosnos. If it isn't hit, they'll eventually
move back in only a little worse for wear. But to hit "emin

the colonies with precision like they used on nmy hub, they'd
need a Second Rank man of their own on sight to aid in

spotting, and they don't have enough to go around at all, |et

al one spare. |f everybody's doing this, he's going to have a
real enpty victory. O course, everybody won't, but it |ooks

like the smart ones nay get through this. Well, we have to
pass very near the center of the city. If Gotag's still holding
down the fort we'll know who's scared and who's stupid, and

it's the loyal Second Rankers he's really after anyway."

The center city showed lights, but the popul ati on was far

| ess dense than it should have been. Clearly a fairly |arge
nunber of people had decided not to nove, or to take the

chance, or that the risk was in sonebody's head, but, still,
there couldn't have been nore man ten or fifteen percent of

the people left. The exception was the big castle in the center,
whi ch, to Sam Dorion, and Bool ean, blazed with a light so
bright it was al nost inpossible to | ook at.

"So Gotag's still at honme and hol ding fast,"” Bool ean
noted. "Well, thank the Lord for civilian government and
some common sense. It goes to show how usel ess power is
wi thout brains. A few top adepts could hold that shield
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convincingly and Gotag could protect hinself and his people
at their side. Wat a jerk!"

Once beyond the city, there seened to be far nore activity

and a lot nore life, and it increased as they closed in close to
the bolder. Cearly ne evacuation was still in progress and
this was nme side possibly | eft undefended by the rebels. They
weren't going quite there, though, but angled off to the north,
skirting the border, and cane upon a town that |ooked very
normal and undi sturbed and still with some life init. The
border towns would be the last to go in any event, of course,
and m ght not, since they wouldn't be at Ground Zero or near
it. The country areas of Masalur hadn't been touched by the
Changewi nd except for one narrow swath towards the exit

poi nt. These people were just as safe at hone.

Down now, not quite to the town, but to a small house on

top of a hill overlooking that town, settling down right in the
front yard, as it were. Samand Kira recogni zed it at once, but
it was strange to the others

Bool ean got off, and Dorion slid off his and cane over and
hel ped Charl ey up off hers. She made al nbst a tearing sound
when she did rise, as if she'd been glued to or stuck to the
t hi ng.

There was a light on in the front wi ndow, and before

anyone coul d approach the front door, it opened, and a

pl easant, sweet-1ooking gray-haired little old | ady toddl ed out
and | ooked at them then smled sweetly.
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"I've been expecting you," said Etanal on

Et anal on | ooked around quizzically at the group. She nod-
ded to Kira and said, "Her | know, but you—= pointing to
Charley, "you look like the one who was here but you are
not. And you," she went on, pointing to Sam "you | know
as well. Ch, dear. Has the mrror erred? Have you starved
yourself for nonths to get to that state?"

Sam | aughed. "No, it's Boolean's tricks. W're kind' a
twi ns, and Bool ean swi tched our bodi es around.”

Et anal on si ghed and nodded. "Ah, yes, that explains it.

You, skinny one, should eat sonething. Anything. 1 have

sone find food and snacks in the kitchen." She | ooked again
at Chariey. "But you, ny dear ... | sense great conflict and
unhappi ness in you. Perhaps we m ght do something for
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you." She turned to Dorion. "And you, young man, should
get sone pants on!"

"No tinme now for all that should be done," Bool ean told
her. "1 want to be out of Covanti entirely before a good
search is launched. Anybody el se?"

"Yobi will nmeet us en route,” she told him "It is cutting

it close, but what can Klittichorn have up there? W know t he
rogues and nmental mdgets he enploys in the field, so what
sort of competition can he have on hand?"

"Probably adepts he el evated hinself wi thout going through

the niceties," the sorceror replied. "That nakes them un-
knowns and thus nore dangerous. The best guess | have is

that he uses three of themon sone kind of nock-up of

Akahl ar to triangulate and hold the position, then he opens
the weak point and the Storm Princess captures and gui des the
storm But that still |eaves their four Second Rank agai nst our
three. Not good odds when one is Klittichorn and the other
three are Klittichorn hand-picked and trained."

"Bosh. What kind of experience can they have? Those

three have nost certainly been concentrated in their training
on the single goal of naking this work. You have a mental
hang-up on Klittichorn, though, which could prove our undo-
ing. Are you certain you wouldn't like to face the mrror?"

Bool ean gave a dry chuckle. "1'll handle him don't worry."

Sam | ooked at Etanal on wi de-eyed. "You are going to help
us? | thought you were above this sort of thing."

"No one shoul d be above crushing evil, dear," the sorcer-
ess responded. "I have been sitting here treating the individ-
ual ills of Akahlar so long, | seemto have tenporarily | ost

my perspective. Just as | could no longer work for the system

| found oppressive, so can | not sit idly by while whole

masses of people are destroyed or driven nad. Sonme nadnesses

are such that they do not know they are nad and so will never

seek treatnment. Klittichorn is the sort of insanity that visits its
madness on the innocent. The man is suffering but he is

taking it out on everyone else. | can not sit idly by and |l et that
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happen. It was the two of you who nade ne doubt, but only
when Masal ur was so brutally assaulted did | realize that
Bool ean was right."

"I"'mgoing to need to use your lab to get in touch with ny
peopl e and nmake certain everything is set up," Boolean told
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her. "Sam you cone, too. W want to discuss a few things.
The rest of you just hang loose; raid the pantry if you want,
but I*d suggest sleep.”

Et anal on, Bool ean, and Sam went into the back and down
into the depths of the hill where the sorceress's |aboratory
was, |eaving the rest.

"Yobi, too," Dorion breathed. "I can hardly believe it!
She hardly ever noves fromher lair for anything."

"I think Boolean's right," Kira told them "I think we
shoul d pick sone confortable spots in here and get what rest
we can. W don't know just when we'll have to nove | ong,
hard, and fast. | don't sleep—ights—so 1 can keep a sort of
watch. 1 know this place and |'"mused to it."

They gave Charley the couch, but she found it too uncom
fortable to sleep, and felt a little too keyed up. The others,
from Boday to Dorion, had no such problens, and Kira was

back snacking in the kitchen. She haul ed herself up after a
while, feeling a need for fresh air, quietly opened the door
and wal ked out si de.

It was a beautiful night and, with the town bel ow, an al nost

pi cture postcard scene. The air was warm wth just enough

of a gentle breeze to nake it pleasant; the kind of atnosphere
and setting that nade the troubles seem as di stant as hone,
and all owed you to pretend, if only for a few nonents, that
not hi ng was w ong.

A strange, snmall shape noved nearby, startling her and
causing an involuntary cry.

"Sorry," said the strange voice of Cronmil|. "Didn't nean
to nmake you junp, although sonetines it's fun scaring fol ks."

She relaxed. "That's all right. |I'm surprised you' re not
down with them though, and that you're talking to ne."

The little green fam liar spat. "Nothing but boring crap

down there. No interest at all to Crom|. Just talking about
ways to get thenselves killed is all. Got to hand it to him
though. If anybody can pull it all off, Boolean can. Suckered
you good, didn't he?"

She frowned and | ooked at the tiny shape in the darkness.
"What do you nean by that?"

"You never figured out how his m nd works, have you? So
pl easant, so chatty, you'll hand over your jewels and beg him
to steal the rest. Gets so conplicated sonetines he crosses
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hi nsel f up—alnost did with the two of you. Had all this in
mnd fromthe start, he did. Surprised he actually got this far,
though. The others all wound up bad."

"t her s?"

"Sure. Your friend wasn't the only Storm Princess dupe he
managed to snatch fromKlittichom s grasp. Not many, but a
few Took bets on 'em we did, only neither of us would bet
that your friend would be the one to nake it this far.'

"Bet s? What —what happened to the others? Were are
t hey?"

The little green nonkey shrugged in very human fashion

"Sonme dead. That's the easiest state to acconplish in this

pl ace. Qthers trapped, caught by Klittichoms nen, or spells,
or whatever. Started you all off pretty equal and pretty | ow,
he did. Whund you all up and let you run. Put the pressure
under you when he had to, otherwi se just let you run. Set you
far away fromhimand sit there and tell you to find him Kick
you in the ass if you sat down or gave up. A kind of race in
the end. First one to reach Bool ean wins."

Her jaw dropped a bit. "But—why? You nean he coul d
have pulled us to himat any tine? That he caused all that we
went through?"

"Not specifics. Bailed you out when he could, but nostly

you were on your own. See, the winner gets to go up against
the Storm Princess, right? Practiced, acconplished, one tough
broad, driven by hate. Think of yourself when you got dunped
here. Wuld your friend have been any match for the Storm
Princess and sorcerers then? Wuld she even have under st ood
the dangers or her own self? She'd have been a patsy. Chopped
to pi eces out of ignorance, hang-ups, you nanme it. Took
education, see? Had to | earn about Akahlar, about w zards

and spells and all that stuff. Al of you were naive, dunb.

i mpractical airheads—typical teenagers. No good to go agai nst
them You had to leamthe rules, learn what evil really was,
and to separate it fromstupidity, which often | ooks the sane.
You had to fight sone battles, get victimzed, even abused.
Not pl anned—ae just knew it woul d happen. Could you

cope? Could you survive? Hel p out when we could and you
couldn't, sure, when we could, but that's all. You're the only
two that nade it."

She si ghed. Wen she saw how cl ose she and Sam had
288 Jack L. Chal ker

both cone to buying the farm it was even nore sobering.
Right up to the last minute. ... She wasn't sure if she was
el ated or depressed as hell by the news. "I see," she an-
swered. "Both of us had to be degraded, raped, tortured
through spells, chased by gunnen, undergo fire and fl ood—
alt as a test?"

"Not a test—an endurance contest. It wasn't totally ran-
dom either. The nore you progressed, the nore the destiny
threads pointed to your friend. Bool ean took sonething of a
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chance when he ordered the Denon of the Jewel of Onak to

make certain she got pregnant. He had to know it would start

a chain reaction that would lead to this point. However, there
were indications Kl iU chomwas attenpting to find the proper
mate for the Storm Princess—strictly for the one purpose, of
course, but satisfying the rebel's own sense of propriety and
qui eting disturbing runors about her having a stable of fenale
sl ave lovers, which was true but politically inconvenient—
and your friend, thanks to her wei ght and her unconventiona
mate and lifestyle, seened safest at the tinme."

"The demon . . . nmade her get pregnant?" Charl ey was
appal | ed.
"Well, it's not as bad as it sounds. It sinply inplanted in

her mind a natural curiosity about the normal way of doing
things and the fact that she could use the hypnotic powers to
do it, so, at the point when she dropped an egg, as it were, at
the exact prinme nonent, she did it with one of the wagon

train crew. You renmenber that."

In a way, it was a relief, even though it galled her to think
how Sam had been so mani pul ated. At least the child wasn't a
child of one of those gang-raping nonsters. It was rape, of
cour se—by Bool ean, sort of -but so long as Samdidn't know

it and thought it was her idea, Samwouldn't think it so. That
didn't really help Charley's own feelings, that Bool ean had
treated Samas a thing, a piece of neat, the sane way

Hal agar had treated Charley, but facts were facts, and now
she had the kid inside her. So had she been sort of raped by
this third hand? It was too conplicated an issue for a night
l'ike this.

"But al nmost imediately after we were all caught in the
flood, nost of the train was killed, there was the capture, the
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tortures and rapes, and then we were split up in the Kudaan
Sone hel p Bool ean was there in our survival."

"He didn't plan it that way, but who woul d have expected
Samto use her powers so soon? Or that the mercenaries under
die Blue Wtch would hit that particular train in their search
for Mandan gold cl oaks to sell to the rebels? The ness
happened, and it took Bool ean and Yobi to straighten it out,

that's all. Wen the two of you surfaced at Yobi's w thout
Sam Crimwas contacted to track her down. Until then he'd
been tracking you, thinking you were all still together,"”

"Yeah, but we were only found and rescued because Dorion
happened to see us and saw ny resenbl ance to the Storm
Princess. Lucked out is what you nean."

"Cri mwould have tracked you, nost likely, in the end.

Luck is sinply an amateur's termfor the threads of destiny

that are woven at conception. It's why sone peopl e have

"miracul ous' escapes and others die in freakish happenings.

The threads can be aborted by conflict with others, but Bool -
ean read Sams and it was a long thread. He and Yob

i ntervened, got Sam out of Pasedo's, got her mind nostly

back. and she'd | earned a | ot about herself during that period—
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and so had you."

"So why didn't Bool ean just order Crimto take us to Yobi
so we'd be together again and then bring us to him or himto
us, right then?"

"Because you weren't ready. You were by now hardened

survivors, but you were not ready. Samwas still at war with
hersel f; she was still spending alnobst all of her tinme trying to
escape her destiny and her obligations rather than facing them
willingly. The sanme went for you, really, so together you

woul d just reinforce each other. You both had grown hard,
pragmatic, questioning, but neither of you | ooked at anyone

el se, not even each other. You were still turned inward,

wi thout a sense of obligation or any willingness to sacrifice
for the cormobn cause. It took Hal agar to nake you see what

you'd really becone, to see what others perceived you to be

what you thought you wanted or could accept. For Sam it

was easier. She always felt an obligation to others, to her
friends, but her |ack of ego, of self-esteem of self-acceptance.
and self-worth was driving her nmad. I n desperation, we had a
magi ci an refer her here, to Etanalon. It nade her accept
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hersel f and resign herself to her duty, but no nore- W
decided we had to go with what we had, but the unexpected

di version that allowed her to feel normal, turned out to be a
bl essi ng even though it panicked us and al nost cost us the
gane. "

"Nor mal ? Four husbands in a jungle house in the sticks?"

"Nornmal to her. It gave her sonething besides a lifetine

with Boday to fight for. It showed friends, people she was
closed to, dying—and for her, basically. It put her in the
position of seeing others do what was expected of her. It
broke the last barrier. She's ready now. |In many ways she has
far nore experience and toughness than her foe- And you

were right there, also ready, to play your own part."

Her eyebrows went up. "Me? What part? | was a decoy,
maybe, but if it wasn't for ny ow thinking |I'd have drank
a potion back in Tubi kosa and beconme pernmanently a m ndl ess

courtesan, | practically did, anyway."
"Well, it was your body, not your mnd, that was inpor-
tant in the plan. You were, after all, an add-in, a bonus, there

to give Samthe body she needed when the tinme cane, and

take on hers and keep the child fromharm W needed only

the receptacle, and with only the receptable the transfer woul d
have been easily done. That you renained nentally alive as

wel | actually conplicated matters. Had we not been able to

keep an eye on you, so to speak, we nmight well have had to

make ot her arrangenents.”

"An eye ... Dorion, you nean?"

"Of course not. Shadowcat. Like ne, your famliar existed
both in this plane and in his native one. There distance and
even duration are neaningless. He and | di scussed every-
thing. We agreed that you should not betray your true self to
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Hal agar | est he beat or possibly kill you. You were far safer
when you appeared to have no m nd and presented therefore

no threat. He truly liked you, which is rare for a famliiir-
Per haps too rmuch. He was not supposed to kill Hal agar

Bool ean woul d have retrieved you upon his return from seeing
what was done to poor Masalur. It caused nmuch consternation
that you had vani shed, and we overstayed there seeing if we
could pick you up on the inpulse to cone to him Because of
that, Zanmofir got there first and all the bloodletting was nmade
necessary. Again, it worked out, as those with true destiny
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tend to do, but that was the way it was. Because we were |late
Sam | earned duty and sacrifice. Because you finally reached a
poi nt where you woul d rather die, naked, blind, and alone, in
a foreign wood than return to being a slave and object in the
canmp, you | earned nmuch, too."

"You meke it sound so cold, so calculating, so callous,"”
she said, shaking her head. "Like we were pieces of neat
with no rights and no say. Just dolls to nmake over and pl ay
with and never mnd the suffering and pain and degradati on.
Qur lives, our nminds, really meant nothing to your naster
except possible means to his end. And he got just what he
want ed, which grates on ne. 1 sit here, fat and ugly and

m serabl e, surrogate mother to sonebody el se's baby. and
Sami's going smling Into nmaybe worst than death. Sonehow,
text really pisses ne off."

"That's how wars are fought these days. Maybe they have

4 al ways been fought that way, with the little fol ks being

, ordered to charge into the eneny lines. If they don't they get
shot as traitors. If they do, they get shot by the eneny, all so
their body can be used as a shield and stepstone by the next

guy to get another couple of yards. Yours is an interesting
race, that clinbed fromthe nuck by little nurders, and as

you grew i n power and experience they becane bigger nur-

ders. Now you have reached the point on nmany worlds where

you can nurder your whole species in a matter of a few

- mnutes and that nakes you the zenith of human civilization
Here a madman—and there are always nmadmen in a society

built on nurders to scale—+ntends to install hinself as master
and then as god. My race has sat back and wat ched, occasion-
ally intervening over the years to get a better view, in utter
fascination at this, and sone of us spend eternity arguing the

a points you people raise. You object to being a tool, an object,
pushed, shoved, and mani pul ated by powerful forces beyond

your conprehension in the cause of stopping sonething horri-

ble. Yet if those powers did not do so, would we not be guilty
of allowing the greater crine to happen to the greater num

ber? It is a fascinating point. Even your gods reflect this. You
are pawns of ommi potent beings. You pray for nmercy, for
forgiveness, for victory in battle, and the death of your

enem es. You sacrifice to them either really or synbolically,

wi di blood and ritual cannibalism You are born pawns. It is
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in your nature. It is only when you notice that you are that you
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obj ect, "

She | ooked over at the tiny figure in the darkness. "Just
what are you, Crom|?"

"An alternative reality. One froma universe so different

that you could not even conprehend it, where the very | aws

of nature are so different as to be nmadness to you, as yours is
to us. In the long distant past, we |learned to use the weak

poi nts created by the out-rushing Changew nd, and, being
curious, we tagged along. W need formhere, so we take
formhere; otherwise it is all inconprehensible nmadness to us.
We deal with the powerful, the high priests or sorcerers or
what ever. W give sone service, they give sone things we

want. It's worked out pretty well over the years."

"And what do creatures |like you want fromus?' ' she asked
it. "To satisfy curiosity? To explore? Mre know edge? Bl ood?
What ?"

Crom|'s answer stunned her and stung her and she reeled
fromthe inpact of its words.

"Amusenent, " it said.

For a while she said nothing nore to the creature because
there was nothing nore to say. W was whose god, and who
was whose pl ayt hi ng? Who pushed who, and for what no-
tives? Was anybody, even Bool ean, even Klittichom really
free, really a master of fate, really in control?

"You going to tell anybody any of this?" Crom | asked
curiously.

"Maybe. Maybe not. It's not exactly what Sam needs to
know right now, and your own feelings | suspect are pretty
wel | known to the sorcerers.”

"Ch, yes."
"Tell me—does Klittichom have a famliar?"

"Ch, they all do. It's kind of necessary to the higher
functions of magic. We're very |loyal to whichever side we
happen to be on, you see, but we tend to stay out of the
showdowns. We prefer to watch."

*TH bet." She yawned in spite of herself. "Wll, you've
depressed the hell out of nme, anyway. | guess, for every-
body's good, | ought to try to sleep."

"Your role in this, except for nmother, is about to end," the
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famliar told her. "The big show is about to begin now. W
are actively wagering on the outcone."
She picked up a rock and threw it at him but it nissed.

To Charley's surprise, they flew next to Masalur, but only
Bool ean and Cromi| went to me hub; me rest, under Etanalon's
powers, went east, where she and Dorion had thought of
going, and into a colony world that seemed peaceful and

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (233 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:40 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

virgin. They flew out over a broad, sparkling blue, tropica
ocean, |anding eventually on a good-sized island, perhaps

thirty nmiles across and twenty miles wide, the largest of a
string of isolated volcanic islands. The place | ooked |ike those
pictures in the nagazi nes of tropical paradise; of coconut

pal rs and virgin sandy beaches, w th banana and mango and

ot her tropical fruits—er reasonabl e cousins thereof—grow ng

wild all over. It was a gorgeous place, the only inhabitants of
whi ch appeared to be birds and insects.

There was one structure on the island; a snmall but confortable-
| ooki ng beach house overl ooking a picture postcard tropica

| agoon. Inside they were surprised to find two bedroonms with
big, confortable, nodem beds with spring mattresses, plus a
living roomand dinette area and sonething of a den over-

| ooking the | agoon itself, all confortably furnished if not with
me best, then with homey touches appropriate to die setting

and decor. Rattan chairs, that sort of thing- The bathroom

was an out house—sonebody had even carved a hal f-noon in

the door—showers were available at a pretty tropical waterfal
about a hundred yards into the Jungle, in back of the house.
There were oil |anps, storage places, and an outdoor covered
grill. No electricity or imediate running water, but it | ooked
i ke sonebody's idea of a perfect tropical hideaway.

Bool ean arrived about six hours behind them by then

they'd already round the ponds that trapped the fish at |ow
tide, and were feeling quite pleasant. The sorcerer, however
was not al one.

The two creatures were both al nbst cartoons of extrenely

erotic girts, but they were not—at |east not ne way Charley and
Sam and t he Akhbreed thought of girls. For one thing, they

were absolutely identical twins. For another, they had incredibly
snoot h pea-green skin that seened al nbost to | ack pores, and
glistened a bit in the light, with Iips of darkest green and
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enerald eyes in a sea of pale olive. Wat appeared to be thick
if short dark green hair had the consistency and solidity of
branbl es, not hiding at all ears |like delicate, tiny seashells;

and their feet each had three w de, webbed, al nost birdlike
toes. They had four thin arns that seemed a bit nore rigid
than human arns and ended in three long identical fingers
that closed on things alnost clawike, but were soft and as
dexterous as human fingers, and the | ower set appeared to be

on ball joints, able to reach forward or back equally, and four
smal | but firmbreasts, the top pair |ooking normal but hang-
ing just slightly on the lower pair. And, odder still, they had

thin, prehensile tails that did not conme out of the spine but out
of the point between the vagina and the rectum about a foot
long and ending in a structure that |ooked like a... well, penis.

They were the objects of a lot of attention, and it was good
they were not self-conscious about things. Everyone had the
same thought: so these were what the Changewi nd nade of

t he Masal uri ans.

"Fol ks, these are Mbdar and Sobroa," Bool ean told them
"Don't ask ne which is which now, but you'll tell when talking
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to them Mdar used to be six-two and all male, and Sobroa

was about this size and the best-looking fenmale adept | ever
came across. They were anong the snmall staff who vol unt eered
to maintain the shield and defenses and remain at their posts."

"If our form shocks you," said one, in a strange, two-
toned kind of voice, "think of what it was for us to suddenly

find ourselves this.) hope you will get used to us, because we
have not yet gotten used to us and we learn nore every day-1
fear it will be years before we |earn everything."

"What matters," Boolean told them "is that Sobroa was a
trained healer and a mdw fe. She has no powers now, but she
has delivered a | ot of babies and she knows basic first aid and
medi ci ne. Modar was ny librarian and sonmething of a ronman-

tic and dreaner on the side. He found and nostly designed

this place, and there's nothing about it he doesn't know. '*

"Do you like it?" asked the other one, in a voice that was
identical to the first yet sonehow different in tone and accent.

"It's beautiful.’
retreat?"

' Sam responded. "Was this a kind of

Bool ean nodded. "Wien we had to get away—#e or any
of the staff —-we cane here. There's no shipping to speak of
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on this world, and the population is concentrated in the |ess
tropical climate zones for reasons that would be obvious if
you saw them These islands are a thousand mles from

anyone and are likely to stay that way, at |east for a nunber
of years. Food. water, all the basics alnobst fall into your |ap
But since it's a Masalurian colony, | highly doubt if anybody
woul d | ook for you here. Anyone here now is welcone to

remai n here. Charley, you, and Dorion, of course. Just re-
menber that you are the guests of Sobroa and Modar, they're
not your servants. W will be leaving in the norning, and we
won't be back until it's done."

It was tenpting, really tenpting, but first Boday, then
Crim tal ked to Bool ean

"Boday has not found her Susama to once nore give her
up. She will go, and if she can be of help to the |l ast she wll
; do so! And if, by mracle of mracles, she survives, she wll

. imortalize the greatest battle in the history of the cosnos!"”

, "Just not knowi ng would drive us nuts,"” Crimtold him

r "Maybe we can do not hing, and naybe we're crazy, but

. want to be there at the end, and | feel inside that Kira does as
well. We already al nost died for this."

"You both are wel cone and may be useful," Bool ean told

LEEXS them "But, remenber, if it's you or the eneny, you'll be

. left to the fates. And if it turns out that you can do not hing,

n then stay out of the way. Now get some sleep."

>' The goodbyes were tearful, with Charley doing a | ot of

K huggi ng and ki ssing and cryi ng and breaki ng up Sam and
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J Boday as well, but then it was time. They who woul d remain

V  watched the others clinb on their enchanted saddles, rise up
into the burgeoning sunrise, take one |ast |oop around, and
t hen becone tiny specks and vanish in the warmlight of day.

? Dorion | ooked at Charley. "You wi sh you were going with

them don't you?" he asked her

She just sniled and didn't answer.

"Well," he sighed, "so do |I. May the gods who brought

us all to this point be with themstill."

High in the air over the sparkling blue ocean, Samfelt her
breakfast remaining |unped in her throat, but she | ooked
ahead, not back. She hadn't slept much, but she felt very wi de
awake, very keyed up.

My god, it's really happening, she told herself. Here we go!

12
The Citadel at the Edge of Chaos

WHEN KUTTI CHORN HAD dubbed hinsel f the Horned Denon
of the Snows he wasn't just doing it to nake hinsel f sound
col orful

Al'l her time in Akahlar, Sam had spent in the subtropica

or tropical belt, until she'd alnost forgotten there was any
such thing as winter or that cold neant |ike the inside of a
freezer, not nerely a bit of a chill after an intense rain.

Their journey northward had turned steadily if slowy colder
by degrees as they passed each border or hub. Bool ean

was able to put in a perspective she could sonewhat under-
stand by asking her to think of Tubi kosa as perhaps northern
Australia or New Gui nea; Masal ur woul d be somewhere around
northeast Africa, maybe Egypt, although with a | ot better
rainfall. Klittichom however, had his donmain in the equiva-
I ent of northern Sweden or perhaps even |celand or G een-

| and, up near or on the Arctic Crcle.

It was hard for Samto think of Akahlar as a planet |ike
Earth—+n fact, the planet Earth itself. It was too different,
too exotic, without the land or sea or other areas to make any
compari sons. The intense pull and hold of the Seat of Proba-
bility, like a giant sun on a different and | ower di nmensi ona
pl ane, hel d Akahlar where it was, and had al so slowy, over
the mllennia, pulled the other Earths "nearest” to it down so
that they intersected for short periods, one atop the other. The
hubs and nulls were the only places where, because the

worl ds were round, the intersection did not take place, and,
as such, they were the only parts of the real world of Akahlar
that had been able to devel op.

O her than the increasing cold, the other thing Sam noticed
296
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as they travelled northward was that the intersection points,
the parts of the colonies that overlapped Akahlar's reality,
grew shorter and nore irregular, often much |onger on one
side of a hub than another. Beyond the Arctic and Antarctic
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Crcles, there was virtually no overlap, just ice and snow and
occasional nulls to nowhere in patches here and there. It was
for this reason, as well as its hostile environnent and renote-
ness, that Klittichomhad chosen it. Al npbst no one |ived

there; just about no one wanted to go there.

But in the region he had picked there were high vol canic

ranges providi ng unexpected warnth anong the gl acial ice,

and the nmeans to tap geothermal heat and power. In a snal
val | ey surrounded by gl aci er-cl ad vol cani ¢ nmount ai n peaks,

he had built not just his home and | aboratory but a small city,
popul ated by those who were the outcasts of Akhbreed soci -

ety. Here the political malcontents, the magicians with grudges
, real or imagined, the disgraced soldiers and crininal classes,
could gather with absolute immunity and safety and with a

| evel of confort and protection that a simlar area |like the
Kudaan Wastes could not provide. Here resided the cream of

the outcasts; not merely Akhbreed but colonials as well,

pi cked up by Klittichomor his agents fromtheir own worlds

and brought here to help their master plans.

Klittichoms great, dull-red castle, with its nenorahlike

ei ght towers, dominated the scene. It was not nerely his own
hone and base, but the workplace for nmany of the people.

Below it, on the valley floor, stretched the confortable and
hyper-i nsul at ed houses of the peopl e-heated by geot her nal
steam whi ch al so provided their hot water and even their
cooki ng medi um-stretching out on either side of the centra
greenhouses wherein were rai sed the best food crops adequate
for all their needs. Beyond, the massive herds of reindeer and
other arctic animals provided the sources of neat as well as
the work aninmals for the society. Just viewing it fromthe air,
as frigid as it was, the region inpressed the hell out of all of
them None, not even Bool ean, had seen it before.

There were six of themnow, all were clad in |layer after

| ayer of heavy furs, gloves, you nane it, to withstand the

bitter cold, but while it was enough to keep themalive and
out of harmis way fromthe elenents, it didn't nmake any of

them feel warm or confortable.

298 Jack L. Chal ker

Yobi had joined themin the air over Hanahbak, a thousand
mles to the southeast, her great |ower bulk covered with a
trenmendous fur cloak. She |ooked as if she were just floating
there, a being who was her own craft, and if she used a saddle
or ot her conveyance they had not seen it.

"I's that it? Is that where we have to go?" Sam asked, now

used to being able to talk through nuffled | ayers and nasks
and still have the same power of speech as if they were all
sitting together confortably around a fire inside a snug | odge.

"No, | just wanted to take a | ook at what he'd built,"”
Bool ean replied. "I think we're all inpressed, although it
doesn't really surprise ne. He never did anything hal fway."

"The scale of it surprises and shocks ne," Yobi put in. "I
had this picture of a frigid castle redoubt in the mddle of
wast es, not a sonewhat grand city. Didn't you say the fell ow
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was froma tropical place?"

"He was, but humans are very adaptable,"” the sorcerer

responded. "He coul d never have acconplished all this in the
south, not with all the people and politics and the Guild
snoopi ng about. Besides, |ook at the steamslowy rising from
the ground all around. There's plenty of heat avail able here
for al nbst anything you need. | bet inside those places, even
the castle, it's as warmas Masalur. And if you | ook at the
way the heat shimrers go, the odds are you can get from

al nost anypl ace to anypl ace usi ng heated underground tun-
nels there. Unless you're into skiing or herding reindeer, you
m ght never have to go outside or feel the cold."

"Then where is the man hinsel f?" Cim asked.

"Not far, but better hidden and i ndependent,"” Bool ean

told him "In fact, | think we'll find a reasonable place to
make canp here, and then send you and Boday to check it out

for us."

"Why not everybody?" Sam asked him

"I think he knows we're near, or comng," the sorcerer
responded, "but | don't want to give himany free shots at us.
He has nonitoring spells all over here to detect people like
us, but he feels he has nothing to fear fromordinary,
nonnmagi cal people. Not that there won't be sone guards, so
care will have to be taken, but to present the three of us to
himw thin sight of his headquarters would be to draw targets

299
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on ourselves and give hima few free shots. No, let's keep
hi m guessing as to our strength and |ocation and true nature."

"You don't think he'll panic just by the awareness that we
are cl ose?" Yobi asked, concerned.

"Not so long as the Storm Princess knows and feels the
presence of the child half a hem sphere away, no. He seeks
godl i ke powers, but there is no way he can have godli ke

omi potence. | think our little trick with the switch will foo
hi m because it's too subtle and too unprecedented. | know the
way his m nd works as well as anyone, at |east on the surface
| evel . "

They set up a canp back out of the weather in an old | ava
tube. The outside was freezing and nasty, but heat radiated
fromthe walls within the tube, creating a frozen waterfal
where it broke to the outside and sone |evel of confort

wi t hi n.

Crimsurveyed the tube. "Confortable, but |I feel very

vul nerable in here," he comented. "If anybody discovers
we're here, they could just magically turn the |ava back on,
or even give us a wall of water, and we'd be through."

"That kind of nmagic is always tel egraphed,” Yobi assured
him "W have enough to prevent that sort of thing, so rel ax.
More important is the two of you and whether you can really
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handl e those flying saddl es wi thout one or another of us
proppi ng you up. You'll have to go in |ow and be very

unobt rusi ve. "

"WIIl he not see the spell that nakes the saddles fly?"
Boday asked her worriedly.

"Probably not. It's too minor a spell and there are probably
thousands around a place like that. It would be drowned out
by the weight of all those already laid on, nuch as a whi sper
is drowned by the roar of a crowd. Take care, though. If any
of the sentinels that are alnost certain to be guarding the
pl ace spot you, then all bets are off."

Crim |l ooked a bit nervous. "You sure we can do this and
be back before sunset? | don't want Kira to cone out under
t hese conditions."

"1l fear we will be deprived of poor Kira's conpany, but

for perhaps an hour or so, if that,"” Boolean told him "It is
|ate spring here and we're close to the Arctic Crcle if not
slightly past it. If we are, we won't neet her at all, for this
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time of year the sun does not set there. Were we in the
Antarctic, we wouldn't see you. Cheer up, ny friends. W
may be in the jaws of death, but at least for now we are
absolutely safe fromvanpires."

Crimand Boday did a bit of practice flying around the
peaks and val |l eys near the cave and both decided that they

were pretty confident.

"I't'Il take you about a half hour to get there," Bool ean

told them "and spend only as nuch tine as you absolutely

need to get the feel of the place, its tangi ble defenses, |ooks,
and ne like. If you are not back here within three hours we

will have to assune that you were seen, possibly captured,

and we will go i mediately. Understand? Boday. 1*11 expect

you to be able to sketch it when we get back, with Crinis
menory as a check. Tenporarily, you'll have to be a realist.
Accuracy counts. The odds are, when we go in, we'll only

get the one shot. Either we go alt the way, or that's it."

She shrugged. "Boday is great at all art. She will do what
you wi sh and better that you dream "

Sam hugged her. "Take care, now. If we're all gonna die
inthis, don't you be the first."

Boday | aughed. "The Gods of Chaos have woven our

destinies too tightly! Boday has suffered too nmuch to die now
before she achieves imortality through the works she has yet
to create! Cone, big man! Let us see this fortress of evil!"

Sam wat ched them go, feeling nervous for both of them
and al so for what would cone after. She felt guilty realizing
that, of all the people here, there was a hierarchy of expend-

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (239 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:40 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%620Chal ker/Chal ker,%620Jack%20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom.txt
ability, and she was the only one absolutely sacred.

Now they could only sit in the vol canic warnth, munch on

a few cooki es and sonme strong drink brought along for this,
and wait. There was sonething strangely ridicul ous about
huddling fur-clad in a cave with these three master sorcerers,
who could restore a town overnight, heal the nost, gravely
wounded, make saddles fly, and do all sorts of mracles, all
of whom were al so huddling here in furs and | ooking as

m serabl e as she felt.

"It's the fat, dear," Etanalon said to her

"Huh?"

"You feel colder than you ever have. | can see you shiver-
ing like you had a fever even in this relative confort and

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 301

war nt h. You probably know that nost people who are native

to cold areas have yellow skins. The yellowis a |layer of fat,
even on the thin ones, that provides extra insulation, but fat is
a premumto them You have fleshed out a bit on the journey
here, but you still eat like a bird because your friend starved
that body and shrunk that stonach to the size of a wal nut.

One wonders about young girls' sense of proportion when

they will starve thensel ves rather than dare be pleasantly and
confortably plump. In hard times, the fat women survived to

have babies, the thin ones died out. In many societies a bit of

pl unpness i s consi dered sexy, but, these days, everyone seens

to want to be a skeleton. | believe that if | were a goddess, I'd
make a new standard for beauty."

Yobi gave one of her cackles. "lnmagine you or any of us
as gods and goddesses' | suppose | do sonewhat resenble
sonme of those nonstrous idols sone societies worship, but
I"'mafraid I'd die | aughing at prayers to statues of ne."

"Admit it. You' re here because you think our friend out

there has found the key," Bool ean noted, pointed a finger at
her. "For ten thousand years at | east sorcerers have tried for
that state, and failed, nostly niserably. The | ucky ones died.
Godhood. The ability to summon and direct the forns of

order out of what Chaos sends. Not random I|ike the

Changewi nds, but deliberate. Yet, like the winds, general -

ized, or as specific as the sinplest and nost direct spell. The
power to right wongs, change mnds, nold and shape civili -
zations, create.'

"And destroy," Crom| comented, peeking out froma

fold of Boolean's coat. "You're tal king about a man—er
worman—havi ng the power of a god. There's nore to being a

god than that. You're afraid Klittichom s going to get the
power- Big deal. Wuld you really be any better at it—any of
you—er just different? Power doesn't confer w sdom nor

make you omnipotent. It just makes an ordinary person with

an extraordinary | ove of power able to exercise it, with all his
or her hang-ups and probl ens."

"The voice of wisdomfromthe netherhells,” Bool ean
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coment ed dryly.

"Figures. We been talking with people Iike you for thou-
sands of years and nobody really heard anything fromus they
didn't want to hear," the fanmiliar retorted

302
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"l suppose that denmons and inps and the |ike could do
better at it, having all that wi sdomand a superior civiliza-
tion," Yobi said sarcastically.

"OfF course not. Way do you think they call it the netherhells.
anyway, and why's everybody around here al ways cursing
sonebody to go to Hell? You know what Hell is? It's boring.
that's what it is. Deadly dull. That's why we have to come up

here to have any fun."
Sam shi vered and | ooked around the cave. "Yeah, ain't we
got fun."

"Li ke, who says this guy would ever be the first one to

reach First Rank, anyway?" the fanmiliar went on, ignoring

the commentary. "All those universes, all those worlds, and
they all got all those gods. A d nen in the sky, creatures with
wi ngs, creatures that demand sacrifices and have |ike eight
arnms, fish gods, horse gods, you nane it. Jeal ous gods,

phi | andering gods, gods who curse nen for not being crue
enough in war in their names—who are | ooked upon as

endi ng war and bringing heaven to earth anyway? W' ve had

ow fill of gods up here. That's why denobns are never on

CGod's side. Al the gods are jerks, that's why. So what's one

more jerk in the cosnps?”

Bool ean | ooked down at him frowning. "I wish | knew
when you were being cynical and naking trouble and when
you were telling the truth."

"I think it would be too dam conplicated to be a god,"

Sam comented. "Even if you were pure of notive and the

power didn't corrupt you, which it alnost surely would. 1

mean, every time | think about sonmethin' | really woul d want

to change—hate, envy, greed, jealousy, hunger, war—+ can't
figure out howto do it, unless we nmake everybody every-

where like, well, the Changewind did to Masalur. They're all
absolutely identical, not even sex to cause trouble, in a place
you described to ne as a swanp that seened pretty nuch the
same. If it's warmall the tinme and everybody | ooks the sane
there's no need for clothes, or fashion. If they nake their own
food inside, sonehow, and maybe only need to drink water or
sonet hing, then there's no hunger. Probably no governnent,

nei ther, since when everybody was the sane who woul d

fol | ow somebody when you couldn't even tell who was who?'

"I have a feeling that Masalurian society is going to be

303
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more conplicated than you think," Bool ean noted, "although,

I nmust admit, it'll probably conplicate itself because their

m nds didn't change and they already think differently than

ones bomand raised like that. Still, the one thing that's not
identical is their brains. Their I1.Qs and their aptitudes will be

different. In all the colonies and in all the parallel worlds of
the out pl anes not corrupted by the Akhbreed, we find nore
cultural simlarities than physical ones. Ceography, resources,
needs of all kind shape competition which heads to the rest,
and having only one sex doesn't solve that problemif it stil
takes two to make a baby. The hunman need for conpani on-

shi p, cl oseness, seens overpowering even w thout the baby
thing. O herw se honbsexual s woul d never feel jealousy. No,
I"mafraid you're right. The only way to cure the ills of the
human condition, even with godlike powers, is to nake peo-

pl e i nhuman, either nachinelike or perhaps incorporeal beings
i ke the denons and inps, who are so bored they come up

here for their entertai nment and often neddl e just to cause
trouble and see what results. Still. ..."

"Still, you'd |like to have the power and find out," Cromil

finished smugly. "Only if you can't have it, you sure don't
want the good old Honed One to have it, because his vision
of insanity is different than your vision of insanity."

"Enough, inp! You can be sent back hone for a very |long
tinme!" Yobi snapped.

Bool ean | ooked over at Sam "Wuldn't you really take a
crack at it, if you could, though? Be honest."

"Only if | had to," she sighed. "Honestly—power |ike

mat wi thout the genius to figure out all the angles to using it
well, you'd just be some kind of corrupted power non-

ger, or you'd be real careful howor if you used it, 'cause you

m ght not figure all the angles. | think I'm nore scared of

what it would do to ne, or what | mght do to |lots of others,

to want it. | got nore sense than that."

Bool ean shifted unconfortably in his furs. "I know I'd

al ways be warm" he nuttered. "Still, the puzzle drives ne

nuts. |'ve always been able to do anything Roy has, to
understand or conme up with anything he has, after he's

worked it out and told nme it's possible. The elenments are al
there, like pieces in a puzzle, but they all don't fit. Ckay, we
need a Storm Princess because she's i mune to the Changew nd,
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and we need a sorcerer because the Storm Princess's abilities
are natural and couldn't cope with the nassive variabl es
involved in actually shaping reality. And we need power—ots
of power. Lots of Changew nds, not just to knock out or
nullify the other Second Rankers but to feed-what? Storm
Princesses are sone kind of power regulators just by their
very existence, tenporizers of the Changew nds, safety factors

on each world. But why in hell are they all |eshians? Wat
can the sex preference have to do with it all? It's insane. Yet
you take that sexual preference thing, the least of it all, and

the magi ¢ goes away. Wy?"
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Not even the one with all the attributes had the answer.

Still, Sam had to wonder. Her? Little Sam Buel|l? Sonehow
protecting her world fromthe major effects of the Changew nds
depended on her just being alive, living there somepl ace?

Made no sense at all. And whatever it was, it cane natural,
like breathing. It wasn't sonething you thought about or even
necessarily knew you had.

She had a sudden thought. Wail a mnute—this Storm

Princess, the one just over there, wasn't an unconsci ous
regul ator. She had been, but not now. She drew that
Changewi nd right into downtown Masal ur hub! She made it
march round and round until it covered maybe two thirds of
the hub. That's what this was all about, wasn't it? Sonebody
who could control the Changew nd. deliberate |ike, not |ike
br eat hi ng.

Li ke she had done. She'd already done it with regul ar

stornms. She'd bani shed the Sudogs, called Iightning down to

fry a gunman, sumoned a great stormin the Kudaan, and

then, in Covanti, she'd stood her ground and actually defl ected
a Changewi nd! She could control the stormlike any other,

and was imune fromits effects other than getting w nd-

bl owmn and wet. But she couldn't speak to the Mael strom

which was still just a great stormand not sonething with
thought and deliberateness. Its effects were random iike any
storms; the order that formed fromit, bizarre as it m ght |ook,
hel d together, nmade sense, thanks to those | aws Bool ean

tal ked about. The ones concerni ng how the universes forned

out of one big bang and how snowf| akes are so pretty and
intricate. A god could sonehow talk to those forces, shape
those laws, so they fornmed or did what he or she wanted. It
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woul d be like giving a mind, a brain, to a Changew nd
mael strom

Al'l these sorcerers spent half their tinme doing mracles,

maki ng nmagi ¢, and none of thembelieved in magic. It was al
natural laws and math and all that. The whol e idea that one

girl in each world was born with these powers and did this
regulation bit. identical girls, they explained sinmply by noting
that regul atory nechani sns al ways devel oped in nature, and

that the results of the | aws of chaos didn't necessarily make
sense, they just acconplished what they had to.

"Bool ean?" she pronpted, and he | ooked over and rai sed

his eyebrows. "Who are the Storm Princesses in the world
that aren't human. Akhbreed types, or whatever you want to
call people Iike you and ne? How can there be sonebody |ike
me in worlds where people breathe water or have horns and
tails and all that? Wio are their regul ators?"

"Huh? They don't have them O, if there was a common
ancestor or thread to the Storm Princess nold, they've been
able to nutate or change sonehow. That's al ways been a
mystery, of course. Maybe you don't really have to be physi-
cally identical. Maybe you only have to be physically identi-
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cal within the sane racial stock. None of the Akhbreed are
native to here, after all. They dropped down in the nore

vi ol ent nael strons of the prehistoric past fromup around our
area. The others, too, nmust have regul ators of some kind.
suppose—dnl ess there are other factors so that they don't
need them and we do. Wio knows? One can only study the
systemthat chaos sticks us with, we can't read any naster

plan into it. |I know of a few attenpts in the ancient literature
to find what regul ates the others, but they never cane to
anything. Still, it's another part of the puzzle, isn't it?"

It was—but not as lightly dismssed as he made it seem O
course, who was she to think on this, when big brains |ike
himcouldn't figure it? Still and all, she doubted that those
ot her universes had Storm Princesses, at |east not on Earth.
Maybe sonepl ace el se in each big universe humans |ike them
appeared and with thema Storm Princess. Maybe so. O

maybe all those other Earths had sonething that only the
hurmans | acked.

The little denon said there were lots of gods. Did he nean
it? And, if so, which kind was he tal ki ng about? The ki nd of
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CGod she was dragged to church for, or the kind the ancients
wor shi ped that | ooked |ike a big Buddha with horns, or what?
O did he see any difference between the worlds of humanity
and those who were sonmething else? Wiat if Crom | was

telling the truth? What if there really were gods? If those
uni verses had gods. then they wouldn't need Storm Princesses
for protection and regulation and all that, right? They'd go
fromthe whinms of chance to the control and will of their god.

Fifty mllion nonkeys pounding on typewiters would, given
an unlimted anbunt of time, wite the works of Shakespeare.

Her science teacher back in tenth grade had used that as an
exanpl e on why the Earth was how it was. The universe was

so big, it just happened, that's all. Bool ean's chaos shit in a
nutshell, only her old science teacher hadn't dreaned how big

a place it really was.

So fifty mllion nonkeys, given enough tine, would wite
Shakespeare. So the universes, given enough tine, woul d—
devel op gods?

This was getting too heavy for her and she didn't like

where it was going, but she couldn't really stop. She didn't
have much education, nuch understandi ng of things, but

maybe all these fol ks had too nuch. Suppose, just suppose,

in each universe, the systemsaid there'd be a god, or many
gods—who knew?—to regulate, to control the Changew nds,

to stabilize things |like they were never stable in Akahlar. But
suppose, just suppose, that whatever nmade gods didn't al ways
work. It worked nost of the time but not all the tineg,
particularly when you got way out, where the rest of the
humans were. Suppose all the things needed to make a god

j ust never got together, or never got together right there? So
they just kept floatin' around, never comn' together

My god! All the holy wars and all the church singin' and
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all the Hallelujahs and nonks and mssionaries. ... Al for
different gods created out of need or out of some visions from
ot her universes or maybe out of folks' minds 'cause they
knew t hey ought'a have at |east one. Al for nothing? And her
mom joi ning that real fundanmentalist sect and even gettin

di vorced from Daddy 'cause he thought they was phonies and

all that. Al for nothing? And her science teacher was right
that there was no god, just natural |aws, but he was wong,
too. Mdst people had gods, but we don't!
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It was such an enotionally unnerving concept that she said

not hing about it, didn't even want to bring it up to the others.
Maybe it wasn't true—exactly. But, sonehow, deep down, she
thought it had to be at |east part of the answer. And old
Klittichomhad figured it, and he'd spent all that time getting
together all the things needed to nake a god of the Akhbreed,
and that was what he was planning to do.

Dam! What sacrilege! What a horrible, horrible thing to
even think. But she couldn't stop thinking it, even though it
made her feel sick and enpty inside. Did all Akhbreed | ack
one, or just some? Ch, jeez.

She just couldn't be right. Even if she sonehow pushed her
own enotions and beliefs aside for the sake of argunent, she
knew she had to be wong. / nean, these people here |ike
Bool ean—Pr of essor Long—are all big brains who been studyin

this their whole lives. | never even got to graduate from high
school with my C average and | didn't have the brains for
col l ege, anyways. This is crazy thinkin', nme pretendin' | got

nmore brains than | got, that's all.

She woul dn't say nothing to the others; no use in getting
| aughed at.

Crim and Boday were back in a little over two hours,

| ooking frozen to death. The sorcerers risked a bit of magic to
warm t hem and soothe frosthitten areas, and they were soon

able to tal k about what they had seen—and what they had

not -

Boday took the charcoal pencil and paper from her saddle
pack and began to sketch. "You see—en a plateau, |ike so,
wi th downward sl opes and then high nmountains around. It
does not | ook |ike much, except for this bulge here in the
center, but we think nmost of it is underground.’

"There are fortifications along the downward slope into a
V-shaped notch valley before the high nmountains begin,"

Crimel aborated. "Hard to tell just what they were, but they

| ooked dug in and sheltered. There's no question it's the

pl ace, though. There's no snow on top of it. Not a bit. You
can see the warnth coming fromit, and there's alnost a little
snowstorm where it neets the real cold air, but the stuff that
falls never freezes."

"We think the main entry is down here, bel ow the plateau,
in the sides," Boday continued, as the sketch took on a
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remarkably detail ed | ook that seened al nbst three-di mensi onal
*'|t appears that there is a bridge that can be extended, so.
maki ng a connection to a fairly wide trail here, which is
snow covered but passable if you knewit."

"Except for a few rough edges here and there, it |ooks
kind"a li ke a flying saucer," Sam conmented. "Jeez! How

the hell do we get in there?

"We know Klittichomhas very few Second Rank peopl e

with him" Yobi remarked, obliquely addressing Sam s ques-
tion. "The odds are, unless he has one or two spares, they
woul d all be needed to focus the nechani sm when they begin
their dirty work. | amquite confident that the three of us can
take the operators, Klittichomincluded, or that we can take
what ever spare peopl e-who woul d be | esser, nore inexperi-

enced types—who would be left to guard and run defenses.

The trouble is, we can not take both. Their conbi ned power
woul d require at | east another three or four as strong as us."

Et anal on nodded. "I agree. From here, even now, | can

sense the power |evel against us. Klittichorn is strong, but so
are each of us. The others are mere shadows, but together

they are formidable, particularly under their master's direc-
tion. If we are to have a chance, they nust first be divided."

Bool ean nodded, then |ooked first at Etanal on, then at

Yobi . "You know what that means? We have not hing we can
draw t hem out wi th—they know their strength and tinme is
runni ng out on them They could go at any noment, but
certainly no nore than a week to ten days. After that, the
child mght well be bom They're not going to split them

sel ves up now for any cause at all, or they would have sent
sone of themafter Saminstead of Zanofir. In fact, if we

wait for them they'll have gathered in any of the others they
m ght still have out there and be stronger. W must hit now'

Yobi nodded back to him "Yes, | think we understand

what that nmeans. The only way to have themdivided is to
have them di vi de thensel ves. That nmeans Klitti chom and
probably three of his best directing the war, which, once
started, they dare not break off, |lest they have the whol e of
the Second Rank up here and on our side regardl ess of what
they do to the hubs. And, | agree as well, we know not how
many ot hers m ght be comng here in preparation for the big
attack but surely there are sone. W can not wait."
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"It's agreed then," Etanalon chined in, "that the best and
only practical method is to provoke theminto starting the war
now, pulling their strongest to its conm ssion and allow ng us
to enter dealing only with the second rate."

"Yes, but how do we provoke then?" Bool ean asked.

"W go in frontatly and they'll knowit's only we three—
they can read the power as much as we. They won't pani c—
they've been at this too long. They'll just gather together and
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Sam s jaw dropped as she couldn't believe what she was
hearing. "You mean—after all this, you' re gonna let it happen?
You' re gonna actually nake themdo it? Start the war? Kill or
transformmllions and mllions of innocent people? Gve him
his crack at godhood?"

"W see no alternative, dear," Etanal on responded gently.
"Hopefully we can prevent it fromcovering the whol e of

Akahl ar, dependi ng on how strong his outer defenses prove to

be. But without Klittichomas the will and the glue, it wll
fall apart in the end, and those of us with great power can aid
in picking up the pieces and reregulating the systemas we've

al ways done, nmuch as | hate to get back into that end of the
business. It's either this or we nust quit and sit here and wait
for himto first win his war and then claimhis First Rank
status."”

"That's what it's always been about, hasn't it?" Sam said
accusi ngly. "You—none of you—+eally care, deep down.

about the lives that will be destroyed, the civilizations and
cultures shattered, the people who will be enslaved and al

that. It's Klittichomyou' ve been after all along. Nothing else
matters. He's the first one you all are convinced really can
make hinself a god and you're scared of him I|f not you,

then nobody. That's it, isn't it?"

Bool ean sighed and | ooked her straight in the eye. "No,

Sam that's not it- O, rather, that wasn't it. | swear it. And it
didn't have to be it, either. It didn't have to cone down to

just us on the edge of a frozen world in the mddle of

nowhere having to nmake this decision. There are literally close
to a thousand Second Rank sorcerers in Akahlar. A thousand!

If we had just one percent of them here—ust ten—this

woul dn't even be a contest. W could shatter that place and

fry himand that would be the end of it. One percent! But he's
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caressed them and cajol ed them and fool ed them and w ned

and dined themand fed their prejudices and when all el se
failed put real, genuine fear into them He's played to greed,
tike Grotag getting an enpty pronise, he believed that his
own hub and staff would be spared and that he'd increase his
powers and hol di ngs under the new order. He's played to an
anci ent, corrupt systemthat so takes its powers for granted
that it believes itself invulnerable, and played it like a sym
phony orchestra. And that | eaves three of us—ene socia

pari ah, one exile, and one retired researcher—and the three of
you to do it."

"But, surely some of them. . . I"

"In what | think is our comon history, give or take a few
years, one fellow went froma | aughingstock in a beer hall to
ruler of a large and powerful country that prided itself on its
intellectuals, its culture, and its sophistication. He turned it
into a gangster state that had a relatively weak arny and

weaker navy and he scared bigger, nore powerful countries,

or buffaloed them or |lied and agreed to everything they

want ed and then did the opposite, in a massive con job that
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resulted in the nmost horrible world war we have known.
Klittichoms turned the same neat trick here. And, like his
predecessor in ny own world, when he eventually must go to
war and his power and strength and ains are no | onger
possible to hide, then he nust go for broke. He has to hit
them hard and fast before they can organi ze, figure out who's
hitting them and how, and bring down massive concerted

force to stop him To do that at this stage they will all have to
admt they were stooges, fools, and dupes, and pretty openly
and obviously. That's pretty hard to do when you're used to
bei ng a deni god, and, once he starts, that's the only tine

al | ownance he has. Sure, we wanted to stop it, but we didn't
have the weapon until now and we don't have the allies even
now. This is the best we can do. W can't stop him we can
only hope to sal vage what w eckage he nakes and mininize

it."

" But —

"No buts! The choice has changed from preventing him
fromwi ping out anybody—to preventing himfrom w ping

our everybody. Once you're in there, you west control from
that Storm Princess! You send those things out where they
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can't do nore damage here, and where they will be tenpered
in the outplanes. You get her and take control and save
everybody and everything you can. Now, that's all we can

do. The alternative is to do nothing. Is that what you want?"

She sighed and sank back down on the floor of the cave.

She wi shed she had an answer, an instant plan that would
solve it all, but there was none. He nade too dammed good a
case. "No, that's not what | want, dam it. |I'mjust sick and
tired of every decision, even |life and death, bein' made for
me with any choice | got limted to ten seconds or |ess." She
sighed again. "All right—so how are you gonna get himto

junp the gun?"

"One thing at a tinme. Let's first make sure we're rested
and wel | coordinated and know just what we're trying to do."

Criml ooked at him "Wat about us? Do Boday and | just
hang | oose and freeze to death, me making sure she lives |ong
enough to do battle sketches?"

"Uh-uh. You wanted in, you're com ng. You take those

machi ne guns you got so fond of with you. Now, you stand in
front of a Second Rank sorcerer, even a good adept, and

enpty the clip at them and they'll laugh and freeze the
bullets or turn themto raindrops or sonmething. But if they're
taking on nme, or Yobi, or Etanalon, they won't even think
about you. They'll be on magic sight and won't even notice
you. |f that happens and you see us engagi ng, then you don't
hesitate. You blow 'emto Hell."

Cri m nodded. "That sounds |like ny fantasies cone true. |

al ways wanted to nail sonme sorcerers. And if we get into
wherever they're doing their thing? W won't be much use in
there, | suspect, and they're bound to have a few folks with
guns of their own."
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"Mlitary stuff, probably. You' re better than they are—
typically, the average general hasn't shot anything except
maybe clay pigeons in years. Keep "emoff us, and if you see
the Storm Princess, open up. She doesn't have that kind of
magi cal protection."”

"Yeah, but neither do I," Sam noted nervously.

Bool ean chuckl ed. "Unh-huh. Well, you've eavesdropped

or your alter ego in there enough. If you were dressed pretty
much i ke her, you mght even pass for her. Sure, they night
catch on if they put two and two together, but they'll hesitate.
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They may | ake no chances at all and divert fire fromyou—+
would in their shoes. If you can act the part, even for a little,
you may just throw themfor a | oop."

"I + don't know. My dialect's nore of a peasant sort than
hers, and right now she's fatter, although | suppose with
sonme cl othing choices we could fake that. But her hair, that
sort of thing."

"Per haps," suggested Etanalon, "we could mnimze that
whol e confusion. If we knew exactly what she | ooked like
now—+i ght now—+t would be a sinple matter to adjust your

| ooks to hers. The acting we will |eave to you, but | suspect
little of it will be required. The presence, as it were. is
enough. "

"Yeah, but how re we gonna know what she | ooks |ike?
mean, the last time | tried that mindlink bit she heard ne,
screaned, shut nme out, and sent a Changew nd after ne."

Et anal on smled sweetly. "Ah, but, nmy dear, you weren't
hypnoti zed by an expert sorceress, who could subtly guide
that link."

"But she'll know I'mclose by. They were able to send a
Changewi nd after me in Covanti . "

"That's because she was able to turn to Klittichomright

then and there and have himtrace the link," Etanalon told

her. "We will go patiently this tine, until she is in the right
environment. And we will eventually send her a vision, but

with confirmation that you are not close but far away, since
the child is far away. Tell ne, have you ever attended a live

bi rth?"

"Two. Putie and Quisu. | had nightmares about ny own

for a week after that. One part of ne didn't want to go
through that at all, the other wanted it over and done with.
Why ?"

"Perfect. You fantasized based on what you saw. Well,
that's all we're going to have you do again, ny dear. And
we're going to let that young wonman in the redoubt there in
on that fantasy. Ch, yes, we are. "

The Storm Princess awoke suddenly with a series <)f very
odd sensations, nost of themunpleasant. First was the con-
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vincing feeling that she had suffered sonme kind of mgjor
menstrual flow and that her bed was now wet with a thin, yet
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mucousy substance she could still feel draining fromwi thin
her. Al nost inmediately, she felt the nuscles deep within her
contract in spasnodic fashion.

Alida and Botea, her two femal e slave consorts who gener-
ally shared her bed, stirred into wakeful ness as she abruptly
sat up.

"Alidal Botea! Awaken and switch on the lights!" she
commanded, even as she was pulling the covers fromthe bed
and exam ning the satin sheets for any signs of wetness. She
found none, which troubled her even nore than if she'd found
it, nor did anything seemam ss in and around her vagi na. The
lights, when they went on, confirned it.

There was not hing there. Not hing.

A drean®? A vision? O another of those shared things? She
felt intermttent short bursts of weakening powers within her,
not serious but nore frequent than she'd ever known, and

that, tied to the nightmare, gave her alarm

She got up, pushing one of her consorts out of the way,

and went imediately to the wall intercomand pushed the red
button. Even Klittichom sl ept—everyone assured her of it—
but he sonehow was never asl eep when she had to see or talk
to him

"Yes, Princess?" his voice cane back, clear and awake.

Qui ckly she described the vision and the sensations to him

and he was not pleased, but also not easily panicked. "Sense
the child, the source of the interference. If your duplicate is
cl ose by, then such a thing could be transmtted to force us
into hasty action."

"No," she assured him "It is far away, still distant,
renote. The interference | felt there was real, but it was stil
far away and easily handl ed."

"Hmmm . . . Very well. Get dressed and neet ne in the
War Room as soon as possible. And, if you feel any nore of
those nuscle spasns down there, let nme know and tell ne
how far apart they m ght be."

"Lord Klittichom—+#f this is no trick, then what mght it
be?" She was genuinely worried about herself now.

"Silly fool! First the water breaks, and the amiotic fluid
drains out. Contractions start either a bit before or al nost

i medi ately after that, leading to the birth. Ei ther nmy guess
as to inpregnati on was wong or the child is comng early,
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which is not unprecedented. This is the first time that psychic
l'ink has worked to our advantage in warning us. W nust
seize the initiative now. You nay feel no nore contractions,
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but if the link still is sending them the time between is
critical. Once the babe is bomand the unbilical cord severed
and she takes in her first air and cries out to the world her
exi stence, your power and control is dininished by at |east
hal f, and that's far too nmuch. Get dressed and hurry down to
the War Room | will summon the others. Take any of the
elixirs | provided dependi ng on your wakeful ness and physi -
cal strength, but eat nothing."

"I shall do as you ask," she responded, then turned and
| ooked at the two waiting slave girls. "The brown and red
saffron ensenble,” she told them "Now "

She went over to the dresser, sat on the seat, and began to
conb her hair and nmake herself presentable to the world. The
sl aves canme back with the outfit she wanted, which was
confortable yet inposing, the trimon the dress just touching
the knee, but with matching | eggings and short, confortable
boots. The pair helped her on with it. then one fixed her
earrings while the other brushed her long, flowing hair.

She was not fully satisfied, but it would have to do. She

got up, examined herself in the dressing mrrors, decided that
she could go out like this, slipped the gold ring with the huge
ruby on her ring finger, kissed the girls, and wal ked out, up a
short flight of stairs, then down a main hall. She had not
touched the elixirs; if she needed any chemical help to do
this, then she was not up to it in any case.

She was al nbst to the main doors of the WAar Room when

she felt another slight twinge down there. She hadn't tined it,
but guessed it could be no nore than fifteen or twenty m n-
utes fromthe initial one.

The big red doubl e doors opened before her automatically

and she strode into the center of the fortress, the War Room
with its tiered | ayers |l eading down to the central circular floor
and the great suspended gl obe of Akahlar in the center.
Klittichomand two of the others, as well as a few sl ave
attendants and the Adjutant, were all there.

She felt curiously awake and excited, as if this' was the
monent she had waited for and prayed for all her life. Soon,
ghost of ny nother, soon, she thought with sonme satisfaction
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Now, this very day. the enpire of the Akhbreed who kilted
you and destroyed our bel oved people will be no nore.

Et anal on snapped her fingers and Sam cane out of it with a
start. "Huh? What?" She clearly renenbered the vision but
not being put under

"M ssion acconplished, | believe," Bool ean announced,
"al though I thought you were taking a big chance going that
close in to Klittichom Etanaton."

"Well, | wanted to see what the place |ooked like. It's
quite inpressive, you know. I'll attend to the nakeover of
Sam here. The rest of you be fully prepared to nove just as
soon as we sense full radiated power fromthat contraption of
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his. Once they are conmitted, we want to nove as swiftly as
possi bl e. The sooner we get in and get to them the nore
hubs and lives we'll save." She turned back to Sam "Ready?"

"l guess. Wn't he sense your use of sorcery, though?"

"I think old Klittichoms got nore on his mind than us

right now, dear. and so long as he still thinks you're far away
and the power use is slight, what matter now? Stand by. This
will tingle for just a wee bit, and then you'll have to depend

on ne for major warnth until we are inside. It is cozy, but it
is not an outdoor outfit."

She felt the tingle, but felt no different—enly slightly
chillier. She | ooked down, though, and saw that she now

wore the outfit, right dowmn to the cute boots, that the Storm
Princess had put on in the vision. She felt her ears and found
earrings there, and her hair was | onger, softer, and fuller than
it had been. She, too. felt a bit fuller, and she noticed that her
ring finger now had a duplicate of that mega-ring the Storm
Princess had put on. She understood now that Etanal on had
sonmehow shared that vision and mani pulated it, and had nade

her over into as close a double of the real Storm Princess as
possi bl e.

Crim and Boday checked their weapons and ammrunition

belts, and Boday cl apped her whip to its strap brace on the
side of her belt. To top it all, both had quivers full of
crossbhow bolts on their backs and very fine-Iooking cross-
bows in hand.

"Not the nachine guns at the start?" Sam asked Crim
"Uh-uh. W talked it over. If there are any routine guards
316 Jack L. Chal ker

out there, we want to take themout silently. Leave the
machi ne guns until the alarms go off."

Bool ean | ooked approvingly at Sam "A perfect double.
Incredible. My genetic spell was right on the noney, proving
at least that | ama genius. One thing, though—t's unlikely
you'll get close enough to get the chance, but by no neans
shoul d you touch the Storm Princess. Anything el se is okay,
and. remenber, she's as nortal as you are. That goes both
ways. "

"Huh? Why no touchi ng?"

"Just a feeling. There's an old | egend, back honme as well

as here and el sewhere, about what the Germans in my native
wor | d deemed doppel gangers. It was said that everyone in the
wor | d had, sonewhere, an exact duplicate, and if the two

ever met and rmade contact, they would both cease to exist. It's
unlikely that there really are many doubl es, but people have
fallen through outplanes to ones bel ow+t's happened many

ti mes, enough to be recorded. There's a possibility that there
is some kind of difference at the atonmic or nol ecul ar | eve
that would in fact cause two duplicates fromdifferent worlds
to cancel one another out. |I'mnot positive, but why take
chances? If we can get that close to her we can nail her a
hundred ways. Wy sacrifice yoursel f?"
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She nodded. "Well, I'min favor of that sentinent. Now,
how | ong do we have to wait?

"Who knows? Not long, | hope. W've started his clock
counting down and he wants to attack before the expl osion

We all shared the vision of that room which pretty well
confirmed our deductions of what it nust |look like. | noted
the pentagrans, too. Crom|. Sone of your buddies are playing
inthis on his side."

"Aw-he's al ways had the prohjjn—the Stornriders—with
him and their Sudog pets. Probably just gonna use themto

confirmhis kills, that's all- They can't do nuch damage
now. "
Yobi 's great, hooded head shook slightly. "I would like to

know t he inportance of the small red dots in the hubs on that
gl obe of his," she commented. "They weren't regul ar enough
to be aimpoints."”

Nobody el se had noticed them including Sam k Not hing
we can do or know about it until we're there," Bool ean
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pointed out. "Still, didn't underestinmate the bastard. Wioops!
On your marks, |adies and gentleman' Looks |ike they sw tched
on the juice!"

"Gve it a couple of mnutes to nake certain it's not a test,
or not sone ploy to draw out potential attackers,"” Yob
responded nervously.

"Hey! Don't | get a gun or a sword or sonething?" Sam
asked, nore nervous than they were, and naybe a | ot nore
now t hat she saw these hi gh-power sorcerers were scared,
t 0o.

Crimgave a half-smle. "You never could shoot worth a

damm. We had you on the rifle coming along, but arifle

woul dn't be rmuch use there and woul d bl ow t he di sqgui se.

And your armstrength nowisn't what it used to be. Your

| ooks and t he probabl e i gnorance of nobst of the staff in there
as to what's going on inside the WVar Roomis your best

defense. If you need a weapon, Boday or | will get you one
sonehow. "

"Yeah, thanks. | think."

"I think it's on for real," Yobi pronounced at last. "That
is one hellish anmount of power being punped out of there and
into there as well. Thinking tinme is done, people. Let us go,

and may the gods of Akahlar and the mnisdirected prayers of
its foolish people ride with us!"

This time Samrode in front of Etanal on, who provided

some kind of shield that kept out the wind chill and preserved
at | east some warmth. Still, it was cold and she was cold and
she wasn't sure whether she'd like to freeze to death or go
into the jaws of that fortress.

They fanned out; Crimon the left, then Yobi, Boolean in
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the center and slightly forward, then she and Etanal on on the
right, and finally Boday on their right. A sort of V-shaped
flying wedge, going over the glaciers and snowy peaks. One
more rise, and then it was before them [|ooking very nuch as
Boday had drawn it only bigger than Sam had i magi ned it.

She had al so thought that Boday had exaggerated the snooth

al nost pl astic-1 ooki ng appearance, but it really did | ook un-
real, like some hunpbngous giant kid's | ost toy.

She, too, felt curiously unreal at this point. Froma trou-
bl ed teenager back in the |l and of television, cars, rock and
roll, and shopping malls, to a fugitive running from storns
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that chased her and bad dreans that plagued her, to the
descent through the mael stromto Tubi kosa, the initial safe
haven and then, betrayal by Zenchur, the strange spell of

Bool ean's, the kidnapping of Charley and her sale to Boday,
the | ove potion that turned Boday into her |over, the strange
life they'd led in which she'd grown fat and bored, the denon
of the Jewel of Omak, the wagon train, Hude, the great storm
and flood, the torture-rape, rescue by Charley and the denon,
the fleeing fromthe nercenaries, Pasedo's and a strange new
peasant's life as Msa, then Crimand Kira, Yobi, the great
overland journey and her nental breakdown on it, Etanal on

and her magic mrrors, then the unexpected life with four
husbands and an extended fanmily in a prinitive place, the
attack by Zanofir, the rescue, the body switching ploy, and

all the rest—t all seemed, sonehow, |ike sonmething in a
dream a panoramm, that had a few good parts but was nostly
ni ght mar e

Al'l forcing her here, forcing her to this place in this tine,
goi ng agai nst the cause of her suffering and the suffering of
mllions. Yet. sonehow, even as they closed on the place,

she felt curiously distanced, nore observer than key partici-
pant and guest of honor.

Guest of honor at a funeral, anyway.

Suddenly, just in front of them there was a great runble
and roar and they halted al nost i medi ately. She knew what
was conming, felt it coming, and was the only one among
them who did not fear it; in fact, she had to shout to the
others to close in and not to break ranks.

The great central mael strom of the Changew nd burst through
ahead of them a trenmendous, tubular gray-white funnel reach-
ing fromthe outer perineter of the "saucer"” upwards until it
gathered and reached the clouds. The air runbled and it grew
suddenly quite dark, and lightning and thunder began to fil
the frozen skies.

Instantly, Sam seened to know what to do. What was a
terrible nightmare to the others was to her a source of power,
of strength.

"Etanal on! Let nme take the | ead and everybody cone as

close as you can to us!" she shouted above the rising w nds
and sudden blizzardlike snows stirred up by the greai white
thing before them "Boolean! It's okay in the niddle, re-
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menber? You told ne that! They're still there! They're keep-
ing this one right where it is, feeding on it. using its power!"

"Yeah, fine," he responded nervously, "but while | could
project nyself inside, there's no way for us to physically
enter now He's beaten us!"

"The hell with that!" she shot back. "Look at the waves
fromthe Changew nd radi ati ng outward, warping the very
mount ai ns! But they do not touch us because | won't |et

mem Now, if you all got the guts. let's go in there, and kick
their ass!"

"What —-how?" Yobi asked, soundi ng even nore pani cky
than the rest.

"Ri ght through that notherfucker! You asked nme to trust
you and you forced ne all this way—Aow you put your trust
innme and in ny hands or it was all for nothing! Cone on!"

For Bool ean, once he'd made the decision to press on, it
suddenly becanme a matter of extreme academic interest to

him O course! O course! That's how he does it! Draws a
single great wind up through the netherhells and holds it just
bel ow Akahlar with a magnetic repul sor. Keeps it there,
building, letting off "steam" as it were, by opening small
mostly random Changew nds all over the place. This place—

not G eenland, not lceland.' Northwest Territories, by god!
It's the dammed nmagnetic north pol e!

The Changew nd wasn't attracted to this place, it was
repelled by it, diverting it southward. The inplane angl e nust
be ... yes, yes. / see it now | see how he's doing it! Son of
a bitch! What a great mind did | hel p destroy.

They approached the nael strom tiny specks against the

vast and turbul ent atnosphere around them and, as they did,
all but Sam and Etanal on cl osed their eyes, although they
woul d have never adnitted to it one another, gritted what
teeth they had, and waited for the end.

There was sudden dead silence and calm "W're through,”
Et anal on breathed, with obvious amazement. "We're inside
me Mael stromitsel f! Physically inside."

They set down on top of the saucerlike nesa, feeling |ike

ants on a concrete slab, slid off, and | ooked around. To those
with the magic sight, the rai sed domed shape in the center
seened alive, radiating fingers of blue-white nagical energy,
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fingers that went up and then contacted the edges of the
Mael strom and mated with it.

Bool ean dropped to his knees, took out a snall pocketknife
and scraped a bit at the "saucer."

"Mandan gold," he told them "The whitish color were
oxi des and residues. This place just isn't coated with a thin
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| ayer of Mandan, it's all Mandan—at |east the outer shell.
Protect the rebel troops ny ass! He's been taking what those
rebel s and gangs bought or stole and nelting it down and
reforming it!"

"Yeah, it and the Mael strom protects them from everybody

but me," Samnoted. "Uh—+ hate to mention this, but while
we're safe here, howin hell do we get mthis thing? The

Mael stromsort'a formfits around it and there's all sorts of
flyin' debris down there. | can keep the storm off our backs
easy enough, but | sure can't deflect that shit. And there
don't seemto be no entry up here."

Yobi was still unnerved at being within the one thing she

could not control and the only thing she really feared, but she
had regai ned sone self-control and this coupled with a desire
to get the hell off of here.

"The Changewi nd protects agai nst sorcery," she said a bit
unsteadily, "and Mandan gol d agai nst the Changew nd, but
Mandan gold is no protection fromsorcery." She picked a

spot, pointed a long, gnarled finger at it, and a beam of pure
whi te magi cal energy sprang fromit and struck the surface of
the "saucer." It began to neatly, alnost surgically, buma
neat path right through the top

"CGet ready, everybody!" Bool ean warned. "All this en-

ergy mght disguise us, but the odds are about even that
somebody' s gonna be down there to find out about the hole in
the roof!"

e 13 o
War of the Mael strom

THEY FLOATED DOMWN t hr ough the hol e, which was w de enough

for both Crimand Boday to drop first, Gimwth the machi ne
gun ready, Boday with the crossbow, to cover both angles.
They appeared to have dropped into a fairly large office, but
nobody was hone.

Bool ean dropped next, then Sam Etanalon, and, finally.

Yobi, whose bulk nearly filled out all the avail abl e space.
Still, she turned, |ooked up, and nade a series of passes over
the roof. The section she had cut out quivered a nonent,
hanging as it was by only a netallic thread, then went back
up into the sealing and reversed the cut. The roof was once
again solid and intact.

"El ectricity, interconms—ice place," Bool ean noted. "Al
the conforts of honme. But this was never a sorcerer's office
One of the political or mlitary | eaders, nost likely."

Yobi cl osed her eyes in concentration, then opened them
again. "The door leads to a smaller outer office which also
accesses other offices,"” she told them "All the offices here
are vacant, but the hallway outside passes nore, and sone of
those are occupied. | sense no major power as yet within the
i medi ate regi on. Do any of you?"

"No, " Bool ean responded. "Crim Boday—your job. Go!"

Boday' s eyes were gl azed. "Boday feels like the star of an
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with im they nade their way, wall by wall and door by
door, out and into the hall and then down. In the first office
there were two senior officers in full uniformand a half a
dozen | ower-ranking mlitary of about as many races, al
pouring over maps and di spatches and seem ng very busy.
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"The hell with the crossbow,” Crimnuttered, back agai nst
the wall next to the doorway. He threw the safety off the
machi ne gun, checked the clip, then turned so he was franed
in the doorway and let |oose a volley. Bodies, chairs, and
papers fl ew everywhere. They both rushed in and while Crim
finished two that lay noaning with short bursts, Boday found
a fencing sword and ran anot her through.

The noi se attracted others, who were net with a hail of
gunfire as they rushed to see what the problemwas. Wen no
nor e peopl e came runni ng. Bool ean stepped into the hall

rai sed his arnms, and blue-white |ightning snaked from his
hands and the bodi es shi mrered and vani shed. Vani shed,

too, were his furs and buckskins; now he wore the shimrer-
ing enerald green robe of his office, and. sonehow, he

| ooked both younger and radiant in a powerful son of way.

For the first time, he |ooked to Samtike the kind of sorcerer
she'd expected to neet, and she grew a little nore confident.
He grinned, turned to her, bowed, and gestured for her to
ener ge.

"Seens to me if you can do that and | ook like that, you
don't need Crimor Boday or ne," she mnuttered.

"I don't like to waste it. | may need every bit of it and
won't have any tinme to recharge. Onward."

She hel d her breath and began wal king as regally as she
coul d. Boday and Crimenerged and fell in behind her, and
none | ooked to see what the sorcerers were doing. They
reached a down stairway, and she didn't hesitate, but paraded
down it. Wen she reached the | anding she saw two nen, one
kind of frog-faced and the other with a turtlelike red- and
yel |l owspotted head, at the bottomw th automatic weapons
ready. They al nost opened up, but their eyes w dened when

t hey saw who was comni ng down.

"Why do you train weapons on nme?" she thundered in her
nmost i nperious, spoiled-brat tone. "Have you gone mad?"

They stood and snapped to attention. "Pardon, H ghness,
but we thought, that is, we heard. "

She strode past them and, behind her, Crimtook the one on
the left and broke his back and Boday punched in the throat
of the one on the right. Even as they both collapsed, Cim
muttered, "Too easy so far. Mich too easy."

"Perhaps they are as stupidly confident in their own w nds
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defense as the sorcerers of the hubs are with their shields,"
Boday responded hopefully.

Sam checked the floor and saw that it seened to | ead just

to nore offices or people's roonms or whatever. No sign of the
wi de hallway with the double doors. She decided to go down
another flight, and they foll owed. The place couldn't be this
enpty, could it?"

"I'f he's paranoid enough it could be," Bool ean said from
behind them reading their thoughts.

Sam reached the next floor and pressed on the big wooden

door leading fromthe stairwell to the floor itself. It opened
easily and she thought she recognized it as |eading, nmaybe
fromthe opposite side, to the grand entrance. She strode on,
di e door cl osed behind her, and only then did she turn and
realize that nobody had foll owed.

At al nost the sane nonent, fromthe opposite stairwell,

two figures energed, dressed in black robes. A man and a
worman, both young-1ooking, both clearly adepts of power.
She stood there a nonent, feeling totally exposed, and won-
dering what to do, hoping they wouldn't spot her—but they
di d.

"Hi ghness," said the woman, sounding startled. "W

t hought you were already in the War Room W were goi ng
in to observe."

"They are still focusing the beam" she responded, hoping
what she was sayi ng made any sense. "I took advantage of it
to retrieve sonmething I had forgotten."

That seened to puzzle the adept. "But—your quarters are
over here. |I— The other, nmle adept poked her with his
el bow and she suddenly realized the way she was soundi ng.
Who were they, who called the Storm Princess "H ghness,"
to question her?

"Conme, Hi ghness. W are all going the sane place," said
the mal e diplomatically, and she had to walk out into the hal
while they started wal ki ng behi nd her.

Jesus! Now what ? she wondered, trying to figure sone-
thi ng out.

At that norment there was a crackling sound behind them

like a nmassive electrical short, that caused themalt to freeze
in place. The two adepts and Samall turned, startled, and

saw a respl endent Bool ean standing there, flanked by Etanal on
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in robes of shinmering silver and | ooking to Samlike the
Good Wtch of the North.

There was an i mmedi ate and near blindi ng exchange of

crackling energy between the adepts and the invadi ng sorcer-
ers, and, slowy, the black robes seened to catch fire and
bumwi th the intensity of a torch. In less than thirty seconds,
bot h were nothing nore than heaps of black ash on the great
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"Ch, dear! Now they're going to have to get that cleaned,"”
Et anal on remarked with seem ng sincerity.

"Sorry to leave you like that," Boolean said to Sam "W

had some unexpected and unpl easant conpany back there and

there was a nasty little spell on the door to take care of."
There were the sounds of shooting and an expl osi on behi nd
themin the stairwell, the sound echoing eerily in the stillness
of the hall. "It seens, though, that even the defensive spells
here can't tell you apart fromthe real thing."

"No, but we can," said a crackling male voice fromjust

behi nd her back. Samturned and saw two robed figures step

out from al coves or side stairs or soneplace on either side of
the big double doors that had seened too cl ose before and now
seenmed an eternity away.

One of the sorcerers wore a yell ow robe enbroidered with

el aborate Oriental -1ike designs in shinmering red; the other
violet, with trimin silver. Both hoods were down, revealing
one very old cadaverous man's face, the speaker, and the
other, the one in violet—well, it |ooked nore |ike an ani-
mat ed death's head.

"Nice to see you, John. You're looking quite well," said
the yell owrobed sorcerer. "And you, Valentina Ilushya, have
never | ooked nore beautiful."

"Sorry | can't say the sane for you, Franz. And if that's
still Tsao, | double the regret," Bool ean responded. "You
| ook dead on your feet, Tsao."

Sam suddenly realized that she was in the mdst of the
crossfire and carefully edged over to one side. Tsao pointed a
skeletal finger in her direction and a bolt shot fromit, but
Et anal on flicked her own finger and it deflected, allow ng
Samto get clear.

Bool ean sighed. "Well, this explains sone of nmy politica
troubl es, anyway. | always figured you for treason, Franz,
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but not to be subordinate to anyone else, least of all Roy. And
Tsao, you were never the political type. Not since | beat you
out of Masalur. Is that it? It's just revenge agai nst me?"

"For a hundred years | served that old man," Tsao hissed
in a voice that sounded nore reptilian than human. "A
century! And in a nere eight years you becane his favorite,
you usurped ny rightful position. Twenty years | spent in
exil e because of you!"

"That's because you were an inconpetent toady, Tsao.

And because it just so happened | had nmy own portable
conmputer in ny trunk when | got here. Took ne three years

to get the current matched, but after that you didn't have a
prayer. Reinventing the three-pronged outlet was the bitch
You don't have a prayer now, either, Tsao. O do you think
Et anal on i s nore your speed? | never fought you, Franz, but
treason always notivates ne."
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"W do not have to beat you!" Tsao hi ssed nenacingly.

"W need only kill your bitch, or perhaps turn her into a toad
or sonething. You may kill us, but you will then not have the
power to stop what is going on in there!"

"Ch, | don't know," Bool ean responded. "Let's you and
himfight and see.”

Instantly the entire hall was abl aze in beans of magic
energy, not nere lightning as with the adepts, but brilliant,
blinding yellow and white light |ike searchlights, emanating
fromall four sorcerers. And in the center, where the beans

cl ashed, equidistant fromthe now darkened, still forns of
die sorcerers, figures took shape. Wird, denonic figures,
m sshapen, horrible, |ike the gods of sone ancient tribes

suddenly cone to life, and they battled one another with
psychi ¢ swords and hand-to-hand, or hand to claw or tentacle
or whatever contacted what.

For the fighting shapes were constantly changi ng: wol flike,
jaws glistening, spectral heads and snouts cl osed on dragon
necks, and many fornms were too nightnmarish and too bizarre
to figure out.

Rather quickly it seened that two were getting the upper

hand, smashing and then hacking at the other two al nost at
will, more and nore, over and over, until it alnost was |ike
ki cking a guy after he was down. The figures of the |osers
began to shrink, first to dog size, then cat, then nouse, unti
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heavy psychic feet stonped on them and crushed theminto
pul p. Samcould only watch, terrified, unable to nove out of
the al cove, and wonderi ng who was what.

As quickly as it had begun, it was over, and for a nmonent

all Sam could see was the same four figures standing there,

| ooki ng exactly the same, but unnoving. To Sanmi s astonish-
ment, Boday suddenly wal ked bet ween Bool ean and Et anal on

and right up to the eneny pair standing there. She | ooked at
one quizzically, then the other, shrugged, and pushed the

yel | owrobed one over. He fell and shattered, |ike porcelain,
on the floor. The other she al so pushed, and he fell and
shattered as well, only into a foul -snelling black dust.

Bool ean sighed and turned to Etanalon. "Well, that wasn't
bad, was it?"

"I was out of practice," she responded. "It took nore
out of me than | would have |iked. Were in the world is
Yobi ?"

"She comes," Boday assured them "She had to take on

another one in the fine robes of the masters along with two
adepts. Crim by the way, found some wonderful little bonbs

on the soldiers we took out down there. You pull this thing

and throw and a few seconds | ater they blow up and shoot little
tiny pieces of metal all over the place. W thought they m ght
forma nice introduction to the roomdown there."
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"Grenades, huh? Worth a try," Bool ean said, thinking.
"Sam you okay?"

"Al'l but ny heart. |I think that's in ny nouth," she said
shakily. "Are we gonna hav'ta go through nmore of that in
t here?"

"No, it'll probably be a Iot harder. Ah—here's Crim
Boday said you found grenades—throw bonbs. "

He nodded. "Four of them anyway. Say, Yobi was having

a tough tinme with those guys back there. If | hadn't been able
to take one of '"emout while they were all concentrating on
her she'd have had it- Wiy didn't you. . . ." He suddenly

saw the remains of the two sorcerers. "Oh. Never nmind."

Yobi came thundering through the door, partly shattering

it, looking winded. O the trio of sorcerers, she was the only
one who | ooked as bad as ever, but, of course, she could never
be accused of | ooking ordinary.

"You know who that sliny little twerp was?" she thun-
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dered. "Bolaquar! Vice Chairman of the Guild itself! No
wonder nobody'd listen to us!"

"Well, that was Franz—col i mafar," Bool ean responded,
pointing. "And that thing over there was once Hocheen—you
renenber him You sense any nore big shots on our back?"

"No, but lots of adepts are about. You were right about

the sol di ers—pstly headquarters types. Coul dn't shoot straight
even at a target ny size. Not too many fol ks here, unless the
rest are alt in there. | guess sonebody rushed '"eminto action
before they were ready."

"Yeah, well, speaking of rushed. . . . You feel up to the
rest? Yobi ? Etanal on?"

They both nodded. "Let's get it over with while I'mstil
sharp," said the silver-robed sorceress. She | ooked at the
great doors. "That's a nmean set of spelts on there, though
Coul d take sone real effort breaking through and set off al
sorts of alarnms to whoever's in there."

Bool ean turned to Sam "Well, | guess that's your job,
then, Sam This time, don't close the damed door behind
you. Leave it open for us to cone in."

"You think they're not layin' for us after all that?" she
asked him "Dam, you two woul d'a woke the dead with that
fight. In fact, lookin' at the one guy, you probably did."

"No, that's insulated in there," Etanalon told her. "If they
knew. reinforcenents woul d have cone out—f there's any-
one in there to reinforce. We can't get any sense of who's in
there or what's happening, and if we can't, they can't."

"Crim Boday—you roll in to the right and left as soon as
Sam s through," Boolean told them "Crim give Boday two
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of those grenades. Yeah. Fresh clips. Ckay, Sam you open

that door, get behind it, and stay behind it until you hear four
expl osions or we tell you to conme out. That shoul d protect

you fromthem and naybe the surprise and shock will nail a

few or take a couple of sorcerers' eyes fromthat globe in
there back here, screwing up the system The two of you rol

in as soon as the things explode and you bl ast anythi ng

bl astable. | doubt if you'll be able to nail anybody actually in
the area around the gl obe. They're bound to be shiel ded. You
just keep the slaves and military boys and whatever off our
backs, and when your ammunition runs out, head for cover

and stay there—understand?"
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They both nodded. Sam | ooked at the pair and shook her
head. Crimwas really grimand serious about this, but Boday
was having the time of her life.

The al chemi cal artist | ooked over at Bool ean and asked.
"That shield any barrier to us or just to magic types?"

"Everybody inside, as far as shooting or the |ike goes.
Anybody who steps outside is dead, though.”

"Even the Storm Princess?" she asked.

"Hmm . . . No, you're right. If the Storm Princess

emerges fromthai well down there, she's all yours. Sam—

stay back and unobtrusive if you can. The odds tpe once

we' ve joined they won't be able to tell you and the real Storm
Princess apart on the nmagic level, so you'll be relatively safe.
If we can break that shield, or the Storm Princess conmes out,
you get in. Send those Changew nds el sewhere. Understand?”

Sam nodded, not quite certain what she could do or how

but willing to play it by ear. This was the big one, and her
maj or job right now was to open that dammed door. She went
over to it, took a deep breath, and pushed.

It didn't open.

**Try pulling, dear." Etanal on suggested. "That also | eaves
you out here, where it's safer.”

Samfelt foolish, pulled the door open full, and then stood
behind it in the hall. Boday and Crimrushed in, threw the
grenades, and cane right back out again. Sam al nost sl amed
the door and inside she could hear four nuffled reports. Then
she opened it wi de again and they went back in, shooting
anyt hi ng t hey saw.

Bool ean I ed, then Etanalon, and finally Yobi, they strode

past the bodies of the dead sorcerers and into the great hall.
Sam feeling suddenly al one and nore vul nerable out in the
hall than in the eye of the storm came in after

The surprise conventional grenades and subsequent machi negun
sprayi ng had been far nore effective than they'd dreaned it
could be. Not prepared for trouble, watching the show bl ow

and fascinated by it, adepts, sone probably quite powerful, as
wel | as a nunber of rebel officers in fully festooned uniforns,
| ay dead or dying all around. No anmpunt of arnmor wll protect
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sonmeone who didn't put it on, as the bl oody remains of
bl ack-robed nmen and wonen attested.

The place | ooked Iike a mniature of the Ronman Coli seum
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with a roof on, but the main fl oor was untouched by any of

the carnage, any of the action above or outside. There they
stood in their pentagrans, staring at that huge gl obe repre-
senting Akahlar, the hubs brightly gl owi ng agai nst the gray,
sem -transparent skin of the rest, and sonethi ng was happeni ng.

Alnost a third of the globe's hubs, fromArctic to Antarc-
tic, were blackened, their lights out, as if crossed off on
sonebody's battle map, in a great and ugly crescent that was
wi deni ng even as the gl obe was slowy turning.

Sam wat ched fromthe top row of seats, spellbound, sick-

ened by what the sight entailed. And then she | ooked down

and saw them There they were—the man in the crinson

robes with the horns on his head and her, standing there, eyes
calmy fixed on that spinning globe.

She | ooked back at Klittichom feared Homed Denon of

the Snows, nobst powerful and evil of sorcerers, and all she
could marvel at was that, even in her visions and night-
mares, he'd | ooked as huge and i nposi ng, and now-hell, he
wasn't nmuch if any bigger than she was. Alittle, tiny nman,
whi ch even the horns didn't help get nmuch bi gger

She coul d see, too, for the first time, the magical shield

that protected themeven at this stage; clear, alnost totally
transparent, but present sort of in a shimery effect produced
by the lights and the fact that it wasn't still but in notion.

"He's got a spin on it sonmehow," Yobi noted. "Makes it
hard to bum a hol e through."”

"It's got to be going on its own nonentum" Etanal on

noted. "If we can speed it up a bit rather than slow it down,
we m ght be able to present the sane face if we can match its
revol utions per mnute. Wiat do you say. Bool ean?"

"Well, if we can't brake it sonehow, nmaybe we can get it
going so fast it'll burn a hole in the floor. Let's give it a go."

"Wait a minute'" Sam al nost shouted. "Look at then

They don't even know this all happened, or that we're here!
Just gi me one of the machine guns and I'lIl go down there
and bl ow their fucking brains out."

"They know, dear," Etanal on assured her. "They just
don't consider us relevant right now W are about to nmake
oursel ves relevant. Hold on."

The shield seened to pick up speed until the reflections
were just tiny lines of |ight apparently suspended in the
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not hi ngness above the floor. Beans of red-hot energy shot

fromall three, converging on a single spot, and it began to
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create a black streak that w dened nobre and nore.

The three sorcerers on the other side broke off their con-
centration, cane out as a group, ducked under the bl ack

streak, and lined up against the trio in the seats. This tine
there was no introductory chatter, no insults, no nothing. The
battle was imrediately joined, and it nearly filled a quarter of
the hall. Crimjust barely got out of the way of the field of
fire, and Sam wal ked around the top to the opposite side,

away fromthem and tried to think.

Boday crept up to her. "So, Susama, how do you think it
i s going?"

"Who the hell knows?" she nuttered. "At |east they've
had to tenporarily break off fromthe |ooks of it. Holy shit,
Boday! That nmeans—

At that nonment the walls supporting the entire War Room
seenmed to collapse in a roar, knocking her briefly forward
and tunbling Boday nost of the way down to the pit. She
rolled, turned, and saw that those walls, perhaps the whol e
bui I di ng, no | onger exi sted.

The Mael strom was contracting onto then

She roll ed, concentrated, and began to push it back. Oh, no
you don't, bitch! | beat you once. |'I|l beat you again!

On the opposite side where the sorcerer's battle was taking

pl ace, the strategy of the defenders was clear. They had their
backs to the stage, as it were; Yobi, Etanalon, and Bool ean
all had their backs to the wall. Contract the Mael strom down
into them while pressing themor holding themin place and
you engul fed themin a power they couldn't resist, couldn't
change, and coul dn't keep from bei ng subject to.

Sam coul d hel p them immunize them but that would put
them on the outside once nore with her, undefended, on the
inside. And where in hell was Klittichorn?

Dam it alt, this wasn't right! Feel the storm becone the
storm control the damed stormn

Now she was there, inside the storm as the heart of it, but

not alone. She felt and sensed the other's presence, the only
other in this, her domain, who dared to be there, where even

Klittichorn dared not intrude.

"You can not win this tine!" the Storm Princess taunted
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her. "The last time it was | who was renote fromthe storm
attacking you at your center! Now it is you who are renote
am the stormis here, around ne, where | can squeeze your
, fawnds! "

Wth a shock, Samrealized that, while they certainly had
seen her, they still thought that she was back in Msal ur or
sonepl ace |li ke that because of the child' s inpulses. They—
even the Storm Princess—thought she, on scene, was Charl ey!
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She flicked her vision around to where the sorcerers were
joined. Still three to three; Klittichomseened off to one side,
fiddling with something but not joining the fight, depending

on the Maelstromto finish themoff. What was he fiddling

wi th? Sone kind of portable conmputer! He was running his

shit through to see how to keep the thing up until he could get
back to ruining the world!

Once started, he can't slop until he's done it through, the
words cane to her. He didn't dare shut it down, so nowny
god, the winds were still comng, only running wld!

Still, first things first. She turned her attention back to
where her opposite nunber had never deviated attention from—
the wizard' s war.

Yobi in particular was only inches fromthe slowy tighten-
ing wall. For a nonment Sam wondered why she didn't just
contract quickly, but then she realized that there was only so
much you could do and keep control without overrunning

your own people. First things first; the Storm Princess was
right.

Sam reached out to the stormwall and pulled a segnent

out- It seenmed to her like taffy, and she nmade it a mentally
fornmed fist ainmed straight across fromone side of the closing
circle to the other, right through the defendi ng sorcerers.

The Storm Princess saw it and tried to block, but so
unexpected was the action that she defl ected the Changew nd
segnent only slightly, so that it sliced right through the
m ddl e where the sorcerers' psychic selves were battling!
There were screans and sone or nost were affected in some
way, but it was inpossible to tell who or how nmany.

"Damm it!" she screaned to the StormPrincess. "Slop it

This is madness! Madness! They didn't kill your nother or

your people, you stupid little bitch? Ktittichorn ordered it to
get your dunbass support for this! He suckered you like he
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suckered everybody else.9 Can't you see he's getting you to
sl aughter your own people in order to becone a god?"

The plea didn't work, but it took the Storm Princess's mnd
of f the attack, and sonebody over there was still clearly
fighting sonebody now that the Changew nd el enent had
passed and di ssi pated, and now even the Storm Princess
woul d be hard-pressed to tell who was who—they were fight-
ing at an angle to the winds, on the sanme |evel

"Quiet, whore' slut! Usurper.' Do you think | am stupid?
am a Princess, daughter of a god and the Storm Queen, mny

mot her. You are but a reflection, a distorted, ugly shadow of
my own godhood! | alone am anointed by the gods and by mny

nmot her, who is now a Goddess above us all, to rule an

Akahl ar | remake because it pleases ne! Wat is even
Klittichorn to ne now? | need only close the Mael strom

compl etely, and then there will be only one, no other!"

Jesus! What a stupid, denented asshol e! Sam t hought,
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i ncredul ous. And yet, and yet-—sonething in what she said.

If Klittichorn was the big brain, the guy who figured all the
angl es, he nmust al so have figured that she'd nail himat the
end of this as well. How could he stop her? Unl ess.

The hel! with this. Were was this nad princess? There—
still on the floor, maybe ten feet fromKlittichorn. And—
somebody el se? Who? The battle over there seenmed to be
over. VWo the hell was that?

Ktittichomturned away fromthe portable conputer, got

up, and | ooked strai ght at Bool ean. The green sorcerer | ooked
terribly old and near exhaustion, his fornerly dark hair and
beard now white, but, the fact was, while Klittichorn had fought
no battles, he didn't exactly look in peak condition hinself.

"Hel l o, Roy," Boolean said softly. "You canme very cl ose
to pulling it off.'

"Well, Doctor Lang, | would not have had this turn out
any other way, assuming that we had to neet at all." the little
man in crinson responded. "It is fitting that you should be

here for the end."

Bool ean | ooked up at the spinning globe. "Inpressive
gadget, Roy, but | nmake only a quarter of the hubs gone.
Your three sorcerers are gone, and even | can't tell which
Storm Princess is which at the nonent."

Klittichom chuckl ed. "You are weak. Doctor Lang. Too
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much has gone out of you. Al you have done by this is

mur der about a hundred nillion people instead of letting them
be transformed into sonething different. And that will be
sufficient for me. | did not want to nurder them but you
forced me to do so. Then | will dispose of the pitiful weck
that is all that remains of you, then | will achieve First Rank,
and bring logic and order to this chaos as ny destiny
conmmands. "

"VWhat do you nean, nurder?"

"You see those red dots up there? Each one represents a
bonb, each scientifically worked out as to its placenent,
geogr aphy, and kil otonnage to conpletely eradicate all life
wi thin each of the hubs. The tinmers began the nonent we
activated the full system Naturally, any that we were able to
cover in the nore nerciful Changewi nd manner were trans-
formed along with the | ands and people and are no nore. The
rest—they will begin going off any tinme now. The signal has
been given, was given, the monent | had to shut down the
progressi on. You can not believe how long | have planned

m s, covering every eventuality, even this. Nor do | care
which little bitch is which. Either one will do."

Bool ean bl anched. "Roy—have you gone nad? / di shon-

ored yo«. | admit that. Perhaps in a fewnmnutes | will pay the
price for it. | don't think 1 deserve it, but at least | can
understand how it would be justice to you. But—you're
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tal ki ng about genocide, Roy! My God, would you di shonor

your own parents? Have you | ooked at yourself, Roy? 1 no

| onger see the face of the victim | see the face of the Khner
Rouge there, nurdering, slaughtering mllions of their own.
How can you becone |ike them Roy? How can you give

those who nmurdered your famly and ensl aved you for so | ong
the final victory?"

"I reject your pitiful nmoralizing!" Klittichorn snapped back
"The man you knew is no nore! / have replaced him /, in

human form have becone the incarnation of Siva, the De-
stroyer of Universes! Wat is done here is nothing conpared

to what | do nerely for sport! The girl, can you not recognize
her by her mastery of such energy as Durga, the Goddess of
Deat h? And your girl her other aspect. Kali? Soon we shal

conbi ne, we two, in the Dance that Heralds the End of the
Worl d, and | ose our Earthly aspects, having done our duty,
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and resure our rightful place at the left hand of Isvara

Brahman, there to witness the tineless recreation of a better
worl d' You see everything only with the blind eyes and

arrogant ignorance of the westerner! You who so polluted and
defil ed poor Canbodia that | had to send the dark children to

wi pe themout, to purge themof the west and its evil! Cone!

Let us do our little dance, corrupter of souls, so that | may get
on and do mne!"

My god! He is totally nmad! was the only thought Bool ean

coul d nmake before the onslaught of sheer, brutal power struck

him and the battle was joined. It was, right off, a battle he
knew he must | ose, for he faced fanaticismand nadness

along with brilliance and power, while he defended weakly

and froma position of guilt. No! Purge the guilt! Don't think
of Roy Lonpong! Think of those bonbs, those nmillions of

peopl e . '

The Storm Princess tightened the ring sone nore, although

she could sense no life forms within the Mael strom not inside
the stage circle. Klittichomwas |ocked in battle; the others
seemed weak, irrelevant, and not near enough to her. Her
battle was not with the likes of them but with the Usurper
battling quite strongly fromafar. No—suddenly there was one,
quite close, just opposite her. For a nmonent she | ook her

m nd of f the Mael strom and | ooked with her eyes.

It was like looking into a mrror, and she was startled at

the sight in spite of herself. Samwas not at all startled; she
saw just what she expected to see, and she didn't like it one
bit.

"So, little decoy, they send you at last as if to frighten
me," the Storm Princess nuttered between cl enched teeth.

"In away | alnost feel sorry for you, as insignificant as you
are. "

Samsmled grimy at her and began wal ki ng sl owl y t owards
her. Their eyes nmet, and there was something in Sam s eyes
that suddenly caused doubt, even fear, inside the thoughts of
the Storm Princess. She took a step back as Sam continued to
advance, oblivious of the Mel strom around them
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"Mt her protect me!" the Storm Princess nuttered. "You're
not the decoy.' You're. "

Back around the side of the great spinning gl obe, Sam
pressed on and the Storm Princess retreated. They nmde a
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quarter of the circuit, and then the Princess found her back to
die wizard's battle and stopped, with no way out except
.."through the storm and that would be no out. The storm and
,jts nost terrifying effects were as nothing to either of them
But what |ay beyond now? Not the building, certainly, and

possi bly not the nountains, either. Cold. no matter what, for
that woul d require changing the whole planet's position and

tilt to alter, but what? A chasm hundreds of feet deep? A

gl acier? Sone alien horror?

Sam knew now what she had to do. "We nust touch

sister. You know what that does? It cancels us both out. W
' cease to exist, to the betternent of this and many ot her
worl ds, maybe. | ain't afraid no nore, 'cause it'll nean
sonmet hing. Nothin' 1 ever done or hoped to do ever really
meant sonet hin' before." She stepped forward, and the Storm
Princess | ooked pani cky for a way out.

Suddenl y somet hi ng snakel i ke seemed to cone out of no-

where and wap itself around the Storm Princess's throat. It
wasn't hard enough to strangle her, having partly caught the
collar, but it surprised and held her, and she was pulled with
some force to a strangely fam liar dark shape just beyond

So sudden was the whole action that it startled Sam and
stopped her dead in her tracks, only a few feet fromthe
Princess. She stared, confused, and then saw who it was.

"Boday! What the hell . . . ?"

Boday had slipped the whip off the confused worman's neck

but held her nowin a sort of westling grip, forcing the Storm
Princess's mouth open and her head back, and then stuffing a
smal | vial into her nmouth. The Princess swallowed it involun-
tarily, then cried out and sank, unconscious, to the cenent
floor of the stage area. Boday bent down, picked her up, and
grinned at Sam

"Don't you worry about her," Boday said with a smile.

"She'll never do anybody any harm again. Let ne past and

you go help out Boolean. 1 think he's |osing bad. Just remem
ber when it's done to |l eave ne a way out of here!"

She stepped back and | et Boday go by to the far side of the
gl obe, confused as hell but not questioning it.

She was at Klittichom s back, but she could easily tell that
he knew she was there and al so that he was winning. In fact,
the magi cal sight was a sea of crinson, with only a snal
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gl ow of green left that was even now contracting nore and
nore.

"Soon he'll be smaller than nme," she heard Crom|'s

anused voi ce near her. She turned, furious, and a w sp of
Changewi nd | ashed out fromthe Mael stromlike Boday's

whi p and caught the little creature dead on. He screaned and
then vani shed into the storm whether dead or sinply ban-

i shed back to his own strange universe she couldn't know.

Still, her fury had caused that, and w thout even thinking
about it. She turned again and brought just the nearest side of
the Mael stromwall inwards, touching but not harm ng her,

and engul fing the brightly shining orange nass.

Klittichom an inch fromvictory, seened to sense it and

suddenly whirled. "No! Not yet!" he screamed, and it was

on him She held it there, just where it was, then rolled it

back to see if she had caught anything but the sorcerer in the
mess. Where Klittichom had stood was now a mass of solid

ice. Pink ice. If it was random it was certainly appropriate.

Just beyond was the little left of the stage area, and on it lay a
green robe, collapsed |ike an old rag doll

She rushed over to him heedl ess of the cold, alnost
slipping on the ice, and bent down. He | ooked horrible, nore
I'i ke that wal ki ng skel eton he'd faced down outside than any-

thing like the man he'd been. Still, as she could see by the
very tiny glow still within him he was not dead yet, but he
was dying and he knew it. Still, somehow, he saw her or

senses her, and he tried to speak

"A-bonbs," he gasped, sounding like a voice from beyond
the grave. "He put A-bonbs in all the hubs he didn't change!"

She | ooked up at the globe, still incredibly spinning around
on its theoretical axis. "lIs there any way 1 can get rid of
then? There's still a | ot of Changew nd energy here."

"Not focused," he managed. "Need the others. No way

out. Yobi . . . gone. Etanalon . . . gone. | go now myself.
MIllions will die. . . . Horrible nuclear waste. . . .He thought
he was . . . already ... a god."

"Ch, ny god!" she breathed, and then sonething snapped
inside her. "No, dacm it! Don't you die on ne now, you
bastard! Join ne! Join ne in the Wnd!"

She let it wash over themas she clung tightly to him but
this time she didn't ward off its force. "Join with it," she
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told himsoftly. "Join nme and join with it. Mate with ne and
die Wnd!" And she kissed his skull of a face and picked his
brittle body up and clung tightly to it.

She held his pitiful shell in passionate enbrace, a passion
she did not feel but knew somehow was not really necessary,
and et the wind take them both, nelding themtogether
within the Mael strom She felt the clothing dissolve, their
very bodies seemto nelt and neld into new forms, and she
felt himunderstand and accept her and she accept him and
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together they nmerged with each other and with the w nd.

Her mind and his mind expl oded and joi ned, creating
sonet hi ng new, sonething uni que, sonething great, but sone-
thing only her half could shape. It was all so clear to Her
now Everyt hi ng!

And the irony was that Klittichorn's pitiful, mad dream of
godhood woul d not have been his to claim but that of the
Storm Princess, who al one was the Shaper of Wat Was. It
was the fem nine who gave birth, even to gods.

In Sami's own, sinplistic way, she had guessed the key.

Chaos created gods and goddesses |i ke snowfl akes, each dif-
ferent, each unique, each the protector as well as the ultimate
tuler of their worlds. But even that was a random process,

the fifty mllion nonkeys creating into infinity produced not
me wor ks of Shakespeare but a system by which the man and the
wor ks might be created. But not every snowfl ake was perfect,
and not every copy of Shakespeare was, either. In sone

wor | ds, perhaps for physical reasons—perhaps for no particu-

| ar reason but chance—the process had stopped short of the
final creation. Stability had been achi eved, regul ation estab-
| ished, short of |ocal godhood.

There the el ements had not nerged, the opposites that
created. The being with the power to call the Wnds had to
mate with the being who could command them and the two

had to merge with the wind and becone sonet hing newer and
greater than any of the three. How early had it been, in the
other planes? In the trees or in the oceans, perhaps? Sinpler
gods for sinpler tines and nore rational devel opnent.

But not just any god would do. It had to be a fusion of

opposites, the cerebral and enotional, the nale and the fe-
mal e, the old and the young, and countl ess other vari ables
and el ements had to nerge. This did not necessarily make a
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perfect |ocal god, nor even a great or w se one, but the
patterns created by the order forned fromthe creation out of
Chaos did not mandate that.

Akahl ar had been created out of that first great expl osion,
but not as it was now, nor even the way the others had been
forned at the tine. It had been a vast, enpty place upon
which the other realities, the other universes close at hand,
had fallen, conpressed by the pull of the Seat of Probability
after the great explosion's force had passed. Its conpressed
and conpacted state had ground out the nulls and created the
overlaps with countl ess worlds around the few untouched
areas, the hubs, and it had been popul ated fromthe outpl anes
Il ong after things had settled and devel oped for billions of
years.

The ironic thing was that those who becane its nmasters had

come fromworlds where the gods were created by the mnds

of men, not the patterns of Chaos. Violent, fierce people
unregul ated and unt enpered by anythi ng above them In them

the elenents to formthe gods did not truly exist, although the
need for themdid and took formin ancestral yearnings for
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such beings. In their worlds, and perhaps only in their worlds,
the prototypes for the gods continued to be fashi oned and

bom as the patterns dictated, but never to understand, never
to unite, never to formthe whole that was required. And

there was a reason for this.

They were fromthe far outplanes, the | ast of Creation,
wher e t he Changew nds weakened into shadows of them

selves and their power was greatly di m ni shed. Humanki nd

mul tiplied and occupied their Earths, further separating and
maki ng unlikely that the el enents, any of the el enents, would
ever neet, unite, or conprehend what the patterns urged. For
it was always the fenal e el enent who sought out and chose
her | overs, and the pattern had gone slightly awy; for the
worman al ways took their lovers fromtheir conpl enents, not
their opposites, rarely uniting with a male at all and even
rarer with the Changew nd.

Yet there was a kind of stability inposed, as even apart the
separate el enents nmi ntai ned an automati c, unconsci ous regu-
| ation, keeping the worst of the Wnds at bay, and only when
they died or were renoved before the patterns forced another
el ement to be bom sonewhere, in their world, did the Wnds
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have true free reign, producing the inprobable elenents that
m ght give the world an Al exander, a Caesar, a Napol eon, or
a Htler, or, conversely, a Buddha, a Jesus, or a Gandhi

Only here, in Akahlar, where the magic was real and

accepted and taken for granted, had the line of the female
becone institutionalized, nother choosing mate for all the
wrong reasons and bearing another and yet another version of
hersel f, and using the powers of the Wnds while ignorant of
her own place or the neaning of things, believing thensel ves
goddesses while actually being but an el enent of the divine.

She | ooked down upon the ruins of Klittichoms fortress

and saw that there were in fact survivors down there, survi-
vors whom She recogni zed and identified. She reached out a
spectral hand to them and created for them an avenue and an
ice bridge to safety beyond. She was about to do nore but
She felt a sharp and painful disturbance within Her, one She
did not fully conprehend, being above pain now, or so she
had t hought. The survivors woul d get out; she would have to
cone back to themlater.

At the speed of light she was at its source, a great, horrible
expl osi on sending horrible thunder and searing fire outwards
over a vast radius, obliterating, even atom zing, much of

what its blast touched. She dampened it, pulled it upward,

kept it fromdoing further harm but now there was a second,
and She knew what She was faci ng.

Too late on the first. She froze the second as it was
formng its nmushroom shape, suspending it there, then went
met hodically fromhub to hub, pulling the power of the

Wnds to render the other bonbs useless junk. Only then did
She return to the first, and discover that there were in fact
limts to Her powers. Even this universe was vast, and She
was but the Goddess of Akahlar. She could not roll back

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (271 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:41 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%620Chal ker/Chal ker,%620Jack%20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom.txt
time, but She could undo nmuch of its effects.

Fri ght ened people, frightened arm es, frozen in the vision

of that second bonb, were now unfrozen; the great, irregular
mushr oom shape stopped bill owi ng upwards and i nstead seened

to themto solidify. On a shaky, bent foundation stemthe
structure could not stand; it toppled over and fragnented as it
hit the ground over hundreds of square niles, burying ne hub
and its defenders and attackers knee-deep in chunks of true
nmushr oom

340 Jack L. Chal ker

For the first hub there was |l ess hope; it was already a

bl ackened pl ane, with the bare charred remmants of what had
once been a great kingdom and great seat of enpire. There
she could do some things; within limts even raise the dead,
as tittle was truly inpossible now, but she could not spin it
back, could not take that explosion back, and far too nuch of
it had gone. Better now to sinply contain the damge and
limt its effects to what had al ready occurred, spinning the
dust and radi ati on outward into the netherhells between the
out pl anes where they would hardly be noticed. Let this buned,
dead hub becone then a place of pilgrinmage, a grimrem nder
to the nmillions who survived through the bravery of a few as
to what great power can really do, and what price night be
paid for turning one's back on evil

For they could have stopped this; the high and nighty
Akhbreed sorcerers in their towers and in their lairs, but they
had chosen to believe what they wanted to believe and to
comprom se with evil, succunb to evil, or turn their eyes,
ears, and brains away fromit, and ignore it until it was too
| ate. They had shown how weak and fallible their power was,
how t hey mi sunderstood the fullness of their charge to protect
their people. They had let their sense of power replace their
common sense, and so had failed both their people and

thensel ves, and now they sat smug and fat in their castles,
congratul ating thensel ves that all was now well and that
someone had done for themat great sacrifice what just a few
of them coul d have done with no sacrifice required at all

She reached down to them as they sat in their towers as
before, ignorant of just what horrors they and their people had
been spared, and touched themw th the breeze they could not
control, the one power to which they were subject. The office
of Chief Sorcerer was herein abolished; now they were re-
veal ed by their |oss of power as just the pitiful old nen and
worren, frail and scared and very ordinary, as they al ways

were, but now stripped of their cloaks of invincibility and
forced to appear with their mnute souls bared to their people.

The shield came down. There woul d never agai n be shields

to keep subject popul ations separate and in check, coordi-
nated by the masters of the hubs. She knew that this would
cause nuch death and suffering, that the wars woul d now

rage for a while, and that the Akhbreed and the nost mlitant
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of the colonials would be a long tine finding a peace, but
they would be forced eventually to an accommodation, for
they needed each other, and the vast ngjority of col onial
races understood that as well. If the Akhbreed would |et
them sone of those races would fight at its side in the
def ense of a broader, freer organization, |ess kingdomthan
i nt erdependent commonweal th. The Akhbreed who refused
alliance would die, or be overthrown by those who saw
survival and the future as overwhel ning prejudice.

She cried for those who would die and those who woul d

never |leam and nost of all for the innocents caught between,
but this was the sort of hard decision that her other half
could nmake and the only |long-term solution. She would be

able to help, to guide them to perhaps m nimze the appalling
| osses, but the War of the Mael strom m ght take a generation
to sort out the world of Akahlar.

When She had tinme to leamall Her powers and Her limts,

to study what could be done and how best to do it, sone
provi sion mght be made for the innocents. Nor was She stil
nai ve enough to believe that the system She envisioned for
Akahl ar woul d evolve on its own. Sonething would have to

be done to give thema guide, a nudge in the right direction
Prophets and teachers mght be quite useful to devel op here,
and perhaps a book to guide themand give themthe plan.

For a nmonent, She wondered if this was the way it al ways
wor ked out, that others suddenly thrust into Her position had
not done nuch the sane.

But there had to be one place of safety, one point of

shining sanity upon Akahlar, if only as an exanple. A holy

city within a centralized hub, perhaps, to train those not only
of the Akhbreed but also of the natives to cany the nmessage

and the plan, safe fromwars and revol uti ons and barbarism

so that no matter how ugly things got there was one source

for putting it right.

Masai ur! Astride the equator, near the center of the great-
est kingdons. Masal ur, who had known both the horrors of

war and subjugation and the wench of the wi nds; who had an
al nost uni que core popul ation that remained intact, a bridge
bet ween the opposites, between the changelings and the whol e,
bet ween the rebel s and the Akhbreed, between the male and
the femal e, and whose ol d governnent had al |l owed, however
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reluctantly, the experinents with native sel f-government and
sel f-sufficiency and whose col oni al popul ations as a result
had, in the main, eschewed the fight and caused Klittichomto
have to inport dissident armes to help.

Its magically charged hub, with its swanpy core and its

| arge and strange popul ation, surrounded by a ring of Akhbreed,
woul d be a holy place. In this hub, the weapons woul d not

work, the spells would not hold, and judgnents m ght be
rendered directly by Her until such tine as a new form of
governnent could evolve, a nmultiracial governnent, to teach
and give exanple to the world.
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This kind of responsibility had been the sort that Her

fem nine half had been fearful of and had not wanted; that her
mal e hal f had wanted above all else but with no clear direc-
tion as to what he wanted that power for. Now he woul d
provide the drive, the joy of power, and she, through whomit
must be filtered and accommodati on reached, woul d tenpo-

rize and shape and guide it. Together, the three in one, the
mal e, the female, and the Wnd, might well make sonet hing
worthwhil e, something great. And if She could not banish the
horrors of the world and the darkest parts of the hunman soul
then at | east She might provide justice.

Lonely figures, like tiny dots against a sea of white, craw -
ing, claning their way forward, yet freezing, w thout a place
to go.

O her creatures, strange and hi deous yet inpervious to the
cold, clawi ng around the edges of what remmined of Klittichonis
redoubt .

Two in particular drew Her interest; the others could claw
and new and stal k each other through eternity on that ice for
all she cared, and dreamonly of what nmi ght have been

She reached psychic fingers down to them to the two

strange figures back on the ice and to the tiny dots fighting
their losing battle against the el ements, know ng, at |east,
what to do with them But she held them suspended, for a

brief moment, in the netherworld between the ticks of the

cl ock. She had sonething else to do first, one |last obligation,
one last, personal bit of housekeeping, before She withdrew

to oversee her grand design, knowing that in the tinmes to

come She could no longer afford such personal attachnents,

that the greater good woul d come first.
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There was a sound, like the gentle tinkling of bells in the
breeze, that woke Charley up. She sat up in the bed, frown-
ing, for it was quite dark and the snores around told her that
she al one had heard what it was and cone awake.

For a nonent she thought it was just the child, now

per haps only days from being bom-and that would be a

relief She hadn't slept too well these past couple of weeks as
it was because of that.

Sonething formed in front of her bed, out of the darkness;

a shimering mass, and two strange figures, seni-transparent,
superinposed over a seething mass of clouds formed there.

The vision made no intellectual sense; the smaller figure
superinposed on the | arger seened paradoxically to be the
greater. A small, yet increasingly famliar fem nine form
atop a larger, nore inposing, father figure.

"W had to cone back, for just this once," the female

figure said.

She frowned, unsure whet her she was dreaming this or
what. The ot hers apparently heard nothing and sl ept on.
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"SanP" she said, hesitantly, "Is that you?"

"It is and it isn't," the figure replied. "Once | was Sam

and he was Bool ean, but it is becom ng harder and harder

with each passing nmonment to tell one fromthe other. Qur

time is short, and full integration of ny three parts proceeds
at a pace even | can barely conprehend, so this is the |ast
time this will be possible."

" Sam-what happened to you? Up there . . . ?"

"I can't explain. The results will be apparent to you all in
the days and years to cone. Let it suffice that Klittichomis
dead, and while there nay well be others like himin the ages
to cone, none wilt ever again pose the kind of threat he did.
The others will be returned here shortly; they can give you as
much as any person can about what happened. This last visit

is for ne alone, for the sake of what has gone before."

There was a sudden blurring of the inmages, and nme figure
struggled to come back and retain full focus and form

"The time is shorter than | thought,"” the Samfigure told
her. "We nust go."

"Go? Go where? Sam-where are you? \What happened to
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you? WIl | see you agai n?" And where'a you get that
vocabul ary?

"I can't explain and it nakes no difference anyway. You

were always bright; you will be able to figure out atittle of it-
The rest you will sinply not believe. It doesn't matter. Only

fal se gods are dependent upon belief. That's none of your

concern. | canme here just to see you this last tinme, and to tel
you a few things about your own self.'

"What? What's this all about, Sanf"

"The child is no longer a Storm Princess, just a beautifu
little baby girl who will need | ove. The position of Storm
Princess has been abolished. It is redundant. Love her, Char-
| ey. Think of her as your own."

"Uh—yeah, okay, Sam But. ..."

"You have a lot of potential, Charley, that you either
threw away or had thrown away. You have a second chance
now. Tell me, would you rather go hone, now? Have the

baby in a real hospital, live in the world you grew up i n?"

Charl ey had thought about that for a long tinme but had

never expected to be asked the question when it meant sorme-
thing. "No, Sam | don't think so. | don't think |I could just
pi ck up, not as sonebody el se, which | amnow, after all this
here. ™"

"Then remain in Masalur, Charley. Here there will be no
nmore war, no nore slavery. Trust ne on this. The rest of
Akahlar will be in fonent for many years, perhaps a genera-
tion or nore, but not here. And here, as the creation of
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Bool ean the Great, surrogate of Sam you'll have additiona
position, power, and prestige. Nor will you be al one. Wat
weal th you need you will find; what you do with your life and
how you spend it is your own affair, as they shoul d be. But
you'll nmake your own choices fromhere on in; they will not
be inposed. Farewell, Charley. Renenber us fondly. And if

our daughter ever asks about Sam Buel |l +ie."

"Samyou should know. . . . Crom| told ne. Al that
hel I we went through, all that shit they put us through—ost
of it was deliberate. Sam They used us!"

"W know, Charley. W have a far better understandi ng of

it and source of information than Crom|. Charl ey—ust,
well, don't waste yourself as a binbo any nore. Make sone
right choices for a change. Live your life and enjoy it. For
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our sake—and for our daughter. Don't stay blind to every-

thing, now you can see. Farewell, Charley. W didn't ask for
this, didn't want it, but we couldn't avoid it. Live a life like
Samstill dreams of |iving, and know, curiously, that she

envi es you."

The vision flickered again, this tine worse, the white
snoky background seenming to reach out and swal | ow t hem

up.
"Saml Wait!" But the vision had vani shed, gone into the
dar kness.

"Dam you, Sam " she grumbled. "I'mstill fat!"

14

Aftermat hs and Begi nni ngs

THEY WERE SCATTERED al ong the beach like bits of flotsam and
jetsam washed in froma storm although the sky was sunny
with just a few fl eecy clouds and had been for nany days.

It was Dorion who found them while out wal ki ng al ong

the shores of the lagoon and trying to decide on the neaning
of things. Charley had had a vision, or so she said; Sam had
come, sort of with Boolean, al nbst as ghosts, to announce
both a victory and a farewell, yet the pronmise of Charley's
wei ght | oss had not been fulfilled. A drean? Perhaps, but
why had Charl ey, who had never been able to master the

| anguage, awakened now speaki ng fl awl ess Akhbreed? And
acquired a voice that was still her voice, but a bit higher,
softer, definitely in the fem nine registers, and kind of sexy?
A drean? A new spell? O, in fact, had things truly changed,
and, if so, how?

And what about hinf? Sometine yesterday, he was sud-

denly aware that the spell binding himas her slave had sinply
vani shed; the ring was not inert, just a piece of jewelry, and
inavery silly place for jewelry. She hadn't known, and he
hadn't told her, although their relationship renained anbiva-

| ent. She was so hung up on her |ooks she couldn't seemto

think of anything else; so long as that was so, the fact that she
t hought the ring bound himwas sufficient to keep himthere
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and on hand, not allow ng her reason to dismss him

Suddenly he stopped dead on the beach and stared. By the
gods—the beach was littered with bodi es! He broke free of
his shock and ran to the cl osest one and stared down at it.

This one was famliar, although a bit different-Iooking;

Et anal on had never | ooked so radiant, and the silver robe did
346
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wonders for her. He bent down, fearing she was dead, but she
stirred, frowned, then opened her eyes and saw him and then
she smil ed

"Help ne up, Dorion, if you please," she asked him
kindly, and he did so. She | ooked around. "The others?"

*'| see nore over there. You were just the first."

She nodded. "Let us check them" She yawned, stretched,
and stanped her feel to get herself going. "Not bad for an old
ice nonster," she nuttered to herself, and followed him

Next, bundled in furs and sweating like a stuck pig in them
under the tropical sun, was Crim |ooking tike he needed a
bat h, shave, and a very long rest. Etanal on checked hi m out
while Dorion went to the next figure down. Crim opened his
eyes and did an imitation of Etanal on waking up. "Huh?

What ? Where . . . ?"

"Hey! There's a real pretty naked | ady over there'" Dorion
shouted, and Etanalon left Crimto nanage and rushed over to
the next patient. Dorion turned over the nude form and gasped,;

the sight also startled Etanal on, even though she m ght have
expected it.

"It's Kira!" Dorion breathed, then | ooked back at Crim
just nmaking it as far as sitting up. "But—+ thought— His
head went back and forth between the pair. "How . . . ?"

"Their curse is ended, undone to the core,"” Etanalon told
him "Yet she as well as he are whole, and in the prime of
their hal f-spent best years." She chuckled. "If you think you
are shocked, inmagine what it's going to be |ike when they see
each other'"

They heard a famliar voice cursing and rushed to the next
figure, who was even now getting up on her own. Boday
groaned, stretched, then | ooked around, saw where she was
and saw the others, and grinned, then i mediately began
sheddi ng her own fur clothing and boots. "Hey! You two!
Victory is sweetness and Boday has becone | egend!" she
shout ed exuberantly. She | ooked around. "Have you seen
sonmeone who | ooks a lot like nmy darling Susama?"

Et anal on came over to her. "Uh, Boday, |'mafraid you
won't be seeing Susama any nore. You see—~
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"Ah! Boday knows that! She understands! The fates never
i ntended that her Susama should be linmted to being the wife
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and | ove-sl ave of Boday' No, | said sonebody who | ooks |ike
her."''

"No, |—wait a mnute!"

The fancy cl ot hi ng was unni st akabl e now, and before

either Dorion or Etanalon could reach the unconscious form
Boday was there, turning her over, brushing the woman's hair
back and the sand from her face. She twi tched, then sighed,
then opened her eyes and | ooked at Boday.

"I love you," sighed the girl who | ooked |ike Sam eyeing
Boday as if the alchenmical artist were a true goddess.

Boday smiled. "Boday knows you do, her little Princess!

Ah, never again will Boday have to worry about who will

cook her neals, nmend her clothes, clean the place, or assist
and provi de whatever Boday needs. That's all you want to do
now, isn't it, ny Princess? Now and forevernore!"

"Yes, ny darling," the girl who | ooked |ike Sam responded.

Bot h Etanal on and Dorion stood there, staring. Finally it
was Dorion who said, "That's not—+s it?"

Boday | ooked up at them and grinned broadly. "Once, yes,
she was called the StormPrincess and filled with hate and
madness, but no nmore. Never more. Now she is filled only
with | ove and devotion for Boday!"

" But —how?" Et anal on wanted to know.

Boday shrugged. "Alittle taste of the whip, a bit of a
choke hold, and an entire phial of Boday's own specia

ul tra-powerful, quick-acting | ove potion, which she fixed up
in your own |ab over the evening we spent there. It was not
intended for this, but there they were, face to face, ny
Susama and the Princess, and then the fates placed Boday, at
just the right angle, with all the neans at hand! So Boday
saved Susanma and the Princess, which allowed Susana to

save Bool ean, which allowed them both to save the world and
make of Klittichom sone kind of ice scul pture or whatever
Boday has cl ai nred her own rewards; no thanks are necessary,
even if, inthe end, it is Boday who saved the world!"

The al chenical artist paused, |ooked back at the princess,
then at them and shrugged. "After all, what else is she good
for? Her powers are gone, and she's not well equipped to go
to work for a living. This way at |east she is useful, and

happy. "

Dori on was about to say sonething, thought better of it,
349
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then averted his eyes and caught sight of something, or

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...inds%203%20-%20War%200f%20the%20Maelstrom.txt (278 of 288) [1/19/03 4:14:41 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%620Chal ker/Chal ker,%620Jack%20L %20-%20Changewinds%203%20-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom.txt
sonmeone else, still further along. "W can that be?"

There was an enornous cloak of familiar brown cloth, but

the figure filling it was alnost lost within the vastness of its
folds. The cloak was famliar to them=elearly it was Yobi's—
but the woman inside was not. Al though m ddl e-aged she was

still something of a beauty, stately and statuesque, not at al
grandnot herly or matronly |ike Etanal on

"Who is that?" Dorion asked. "And where's Yobi ?

"That is Yobi, dear," Etanalon replied. "That is the Yobi

who attained the Second Rank, before she paid the price of

her researches and her battles and went places and did things
that so terribly changed her. It is Yobi before she paid her
terrible price, now given a second chance at it. | believe she
will need a smaller, grander cloak of rank now "

Dori on shook his head in wonder, then got up, |eaving
Yobi's recovery to Etanal on, turned, and | ooked back up the
beach. "I had wondered what woul d happen when they saw
each other in the light of day." he said, smling. "Look."

Et anal on turned and saw, back up the beach, the figure of a

tall, handsone man in a |long enbrace with a young, naked
worman, each holding the other as if they were afraid to | et
go.

"That's sweet," the sorceress commented. "I was so afraid
that after all this time they'd be sick of each other."

"I''"ll go tell Charley and the others," Dorion shouted.
starting to turn for the house hal fway around the | agoon
"Boy, we're gonna have one hell of a party!"

Yobi groaned, opened her eyes, saw Etanal on, and went
through the whole routine. The old sorceress allowed herself
to be hel ped up, and only then did she | ook at herself and
realize the change that had been wrought. "Ch, ny!" she
muttered. "Ch ny/"

"Yes, dear, but |I'd think very seriously about playing
those denon ganmes any nore," Etanal on cautioned. "I seri-
ously doubt if anybody will give you a third crack at it."

"W still e have our powers back?"

"About |ike before, it seens to ne. Neither nmagic nor the
rest were abolished, only Ilimted in their range and scope,
whi ch is reasonabl e. Akahl ar depends too rmuch upon peopl e
like us to wipe us out now, and | get the distinct inpression
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that there are far fewer of us in the Second Rank than there
were yesterday. Don't you?"

"I ndeed. But not everything works. The boy, Dorion—he
still had the ring in his nose but it was Just a ring. No power.
No ensl avenent."

"That's not pernmitted in Masalur, | think. We'll have to
divine the rules once again, but that's a fascinating chore.
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You know, | doubted right up to the end whether or not we

weren't stupid suicidal idiots for going against all that, but it
seens to have worked out nicely that we did. Except for that
brief horrid transformation on the ice, we—you and | —ane

out of this pretty well. In fact, |'d say that we are probably
right now the de facto heads of the Guild, whatever's |eft of
it."

"Just as well," Yobi noted. "Otherwi se we'd be stuck
forever in this island paradise."

They j oi ned Boday and her new escort, which anused

Yobi no end, and continued on up the beach towards the
house. They passed Crimand Kira, who didn't seemto be
aware that anyone el se was there, and decided not to disturb
t hem

Et anal on | ooked over at Boday and her fawning |ovesick
princess and said, "You know, somnething' s been bothering

me since | heard your version of events, Boday. Wy did you

go down in ny |ab and spend so nuch tinme mxing your |ove
concoction at that point? Not for this end, surely. You can't
see the future. Mght it have been in the back of your head to
secure the | ove of Susama once and for all?"

"Ch. no! Boday understood the special position of her

Susama. Way do you think she never slipped Susama the

potion during all that tine in Tubi kosa? Boday did not cone

on this journey, give up everything, for her. It was to renew
herself, to fill her enptied soul, and that it has done. No, she
spent nonths in the conpany of that pair up at the house, and
hours in talking sense to that silly girl there who had no sense
of what was truly inportant. It was the idea that, if the
opportunity presented itself, a few drops, perhaps, in a fare-
wel|l toast, to cement a deserving relationship, as it were. It
was concentrate, by the way. My princess here probably

swal | owed enough of it to make | ove-slaves out of the whole
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N-Naf center city Tubikosa, but that's all right. She had a | ot of
"AMtflte to snother.”

«"'A_Etanal on | ooked at the house. "And did you nanage it?"

".i™."*" No, there was no opportunity, which is why it was still in
<Mi6cbelt." She reached down and pulled a snmall phial out of
.Ml far leather belt, held it up and | ooked at it. "There are still a

N etAw drops in there. Probably nore than enough. Perhaps it
A1 wJ be done yet."

Aoy "No, hold off," Yobi interrupted. "Ever since she got
"eT."lIttc people have been naking nost of her decisions for her

«'yst> that the few she could nmake couldn't help but be a bit
s' Wong. It will be sad if she keeps to that pattern, but it is her
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, choice to nake. At |east she's earned that right."
Charl ey shared the shock, surprises, and joy at having them

eMeback, and did not let themalone until each of their stories was
N-J drawn out and conpared. Boday was al ready sketching, and

;t dreami ng one day of an entire panorama in oils, perhaps a

" diorama depicting the epic fight against the forces of evil that

had saved Akahl ar.
During one of Charley's frequent trips to the outhouse—t

seened |i ke she had to pee every ten minutes these days—
Et anal on foll owed her in conversation, and during the course
of it let slip that Dorion's slave spell was nullified, gone.
, Apparently, although he had to know, he had neither told her

., hor acted any differently.

b She shook her head in wonder. "Wy? Wiy woul d he do
that? Pretend to still be ny slave?"

"He | oves you, dear. You know that. He gave up what
little he had for you. Surely that nmust be obvious."

"Yeah. | guess so. but . ... well. he could do a |ot better
than me if he was just a little nore assertive. He is kind of
cute, you know. | nean, |I'mfat. and any noment now |'m

gonna be a nother to a kid by a father |ong dead now. Either
one woul d be bad enough, but both together is a hell of a
burden to stick a guy with. | nean, he's not really in | ove
with me; he's in love with sone little slip of a courtesan who
could charmthe balls off a pawnbroker's sign. That girl's
gone. The closest to her is the one Boday's got, and she's
kind'a out of circulation. You yourself exam ned ne and told
me the spells were still there, so I'mnot gonna change. Who
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the hell would want a five-foot-two-inch 50-42-50 butterball
never m nd one with a kid?"

What she said was true. as far as it went, but it wasn't
because of the Orak denon's curse. Sonmeone had undone al

that and rewoven an el egant new spell, one so fine and so
carefully tuned that it was beyond even the best of Second
Rank sorcerers. Wthout harming the child in any way, or

af fecting her, Charley had been carefully redesigned, reengin-
eered fromthe inside. Nothing showed, but her bone struc-
ture, nuscle tone. everything, had been finely tuned so that
her current wei ght and stature was her nornal condition

When not pregnant she woul d be exceptionally strong, unnat-
urally healthy, free of all the diseases and nal adi es t hat

pl agued all but the best nmgicians, able to clinb, lift, run,
and |l ots of other things—without feeling any nore w nded

than soneone in peak condition. But she was al so exception-
ally fertile, able to bear many children, if she chose to do so,
wi t hout stressing the body the way it did nany wonen. She

was under no spells or charns; a skillful weaver of the w nds
had changed her as surely as the inhabitants of Masal ur hub
had been changed, yet she was still Akhbreed. Someone, who

t hought Charl ey had | earned every | esson except the nost
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i nportant one, had wanted her to | ook that way.

And that was why, in spite of the fact that a skilled sorcerer
like Etanalon could in fact have granted Charley's wi sh, she
neither did so nor suggested the possibility. There was some-
thing potentially great in Charley that everyone seened to
sense when she was being herself; Charley al one could not

see it because she was too busy looking in the mrror to | ook
within herself. Sam had been hel ped by mirrors; to Charley
they were her curse. Wiy begin questioning the Judgnment of

the First Rank now?

"Isit realty so terrible being fat?" Etanal on asked her.
"Wy do you want to be thin? Not for health, surely. That is
a good reason for some but not for you. Do you feet so
terrible this way?''

"Yes. No. Well. . . . It's the way other people see you,

react to you. O her wonen, guys. | nmean, what kind of nman
woul d be interested in nme looking like this? And | think other
worren nmight be worse yet. | know how | used to feel when |
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| ooked at sone fat girl. Sure. | |love not constantly dieting and
not worrying if | want sone bonbons, but it's just not ne."

"And you really believe that Dorion is in love with an
i deal i zed vision of your outside, that he is not in |ove nore
with your inside? Wth what he sees inside you?"

"Now, maybe, he thinks so, 'cause he's been so cloistered
and shy and all, but 1 saw the way he | ooked at that Kira."

"Happily married nen have been | ooking |like that at bod-

ies like Kira's since there were wonen and nen to | ook at

each other," the sorceress responded. "And wonen |ike you
took at bodies like Crims in that manner as well. O bodies
Hke that Hal agar's, never considering what's inside. But they
rarely want to settle down with one like that. They just | ook,
|i ke one appreciates fine works of art or the beauties of
nature."

"You realty think | should give it a try with him then?"

"I't's your decision, and you've known himlonger and nore
intimately than 1. It you are that unsure, get Boday to m x
you up a love potion, but | don't think you'd want to do that
to anyone else, and | don't think you' d be happy that way.
But, if | were you, | might give it a shot. You could do
worse, with a nearly instant newbom around, you are very

qui ckly going to find his measure and his commtnent.

"I +'Il have to think about it, that's all."

"That's all one can ask another to do in these natters,
dear," Etanalon replied with a smle.

""1 can't believe it! They're all over the place!" Dorion was
bot h excited and stunned beyond belief at the discovery. "I
mean, | never saw 'em before, but you just kick a rock and
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there's a dianond the size of a child' s rubber ball, or a ruby
fit for an idol's navel, or an enerald the size of a small
mel on! The island's crawmling with big gemquality stones!"

Charl ey nodded and smiled. "Well. at |least now | know
what she was tal ki ng about when she said we woul d have all
the wealth we needed." Gold and silver were common in
Akahl ar—any conpetent al chenmi st coul d make them from
common | ead—but gemquality stones, flaw ess, with perfect
luster, alnpbst ready for the cutter, were very rare indeed.

This had foll owed on the heels of Yobi and Etanalon's visit
to Masalur hub to check things out, their sorcery protection
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agai nst anything they mght be likely to find. Wat they had
found, though, was far different than what they had left. The
sl avery spells on the Akhbreed survivors, who nunbered

more than three hundred thousand people, were all broken

and ineffective. They had then risen up collectively against
the remaini ng skel etal force of Hedum and the other nurbreed
conquerors, joined unexpectedly by forces fromthe trans-
formed millions of the inner hub who had once been their
brethren, and overcone them only to be joined by forces
fromno | ess than el even col onial worlds, acconpanied by
Akhbreed who |ived there—the very worlds where Bool ean's
experinent in self-governnment had been permitted and en-
couraged. More races were com ng out now and, after testing
the political and social w nds, were blow ng the way of the
col oni es, and trenendous pressure was being extended even
now on the nine unconnected Masal urian rebel worlds.

They had not waited for peace. A conpact had been drawn

up by the pragmatists and those horrified by what had oc-
curred. Masal ur was being reconstituted as a republic, a form
of governnent known in sone renbte areas of the colonia

wor | ds but never anpng the Akhbreed, with each race of

Masal ur who signed brought on as an equal partner with equa
voi ce and representation in a kind of parlianmentary assenbly
still nostly on paper. The entrepreneurs, the Navigator's Quild
people in the region, and others were already starting to
redevel op comrercial ventures, often in partnership now with

|l ocally owned, and in a few cases hastily fornmed, native
corporations. A conbined arny, for defense of the republic
rather than for subjugating it internally, was being assenbl ed
under fornmer officers, and was having to be tal ked out of
carrying their "revolution" to other kingdons while their

own was still being bom

Revol uti on by exanpl e was being preached instead. Wth-

out shields and Chief Sorcerers, and with the Akhbreed's

vul nerability exposed by the .wars and revol utions, such an
arrangenent could be offered as the only viable alternative to
civil war and the breakdown of services and authority. The
rebels, in the nmain, didn't want to revert to prinitive ways
and tribalism they wanted what the Akhbreed had, and the
smart est anmong them understood that the Akhbreed al one

knew how to harness the power of water for electricity and
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engi neer sewage systens, running water, and the rest. Mich
bl ood woul d be spilled, and centuries of hatred and oppres-
sion could not be overcone in a night by high-sounding
principles and promises, but it was a start.

It wasn't perfect, and not everybody went al ong right now,

t.aor was everybody satisfied, but it seemed a dam si ght
-,"better to those on the island who heard about it than anything
N Stse in all Akahlar. Those wi thout sorcery had a nmeeting to
tfiscuss just what they wanted to do in this new worl d.

e Boday pointed to Charley. "Boday still renenbers the

, brillant undergarment you and Susama created which nore
~than financed our journey. Surely there are other such ideas
that can be found, devel oped, |icensed. Wole new vistas are
Qpening up! Imagine, if you will, if we could just convince
"tte four-breasted Masal urians that these 'bras' were good!
And think not only of the Akhbreed and Masal uri ans but of

ifl the races that products can now be devel oped for!"

1y~ The project interested everyone. Crim for exanple, was a
ANi i 6mber of the Navigator's Quild, and could arrange for
Acoordi nated transport. Kira could wine and di ne and charm
tfae pants off the nost hard-hearted busi nessnen and politi -
cians. Dorion had no powers, not that he'd |ost that nuch to
‘. begin with, but he had his Guild nenbership and | ots of

:f contacts there.

"But you're going at it all wong," Charley told them

"Sure, we might actually manage it, but then we'd becone

Akahl ar's greatest corporation, with an econonic hold on it-
Qur conpany woul d becone a pseudo-enpire, stronger and
possibly with less heart in the end than the old ones and nore
powerful. No, what we want to do is to start with some ideas
that show the way, and provide a center, perhaps in Msal ur
hub itself, in the remaining outer circle, where everyone wth
creativity could cone, both to share ideas, leam and to test
and nmarket their own new products and ideas. Making noney

gets boring after a while. Beconming the intellectual and artis-
tic center of the whole world, though—that's exciting!"

Kira, Dorion, Boday, even the two Msal urians, were
fasci nated by the concept but still not clear about the details
ot her vi sion.

"Isn't thai what the great University hub is for?" Boday
asked her.
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"No, no! I'mno talking about education and |I'm not

tal ki ng about theory, both of which that probably does fine.
I'"mtal king about a forumand an outlet for the ones who
graduated fromthere, and those who never got the chance to
go but still have great ideas."

"Can you picture it for us?" Kira asked her. "Show us,
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sonehow, what you nean?"

Charley smled. "I"'mnot the artist you are, Boday, but
gimre that pad and I'lIl show you what | have in m nd. And
it's only the start of it. Surely, sometine, hopefully soon,
somebody in Akahlar will invent air conditioning. "

The Modther of Invention was pregnant again, but she didn't

m nd even if sone other people thought she was overdoing it.
M sa, now el even and in the process of turning from adorabl e
to sexy and dangerous, had been partly responsible for it,
teaching and giving to her nother as nuch or nore than her
not her was gi ving her, and being an unexpected joy. That

had been conmpounded by the arrival of Jonkuk, now nine and
the spitting image of his father at that age although with a
hi ghly extroverted personality, but, damm it, who woul d have
suspected that Dorion would be so phenonenal in bed?

Not that he really believed it yet; after all, if your wife's
had a tittle prior experience with, nmaybe, two or three hun-
dred other guys. you would tend to think you were being
flattered, but there was sonmething to be said for the fact that
she had been absolutely faithful now for eleven years, and

why she had Joni, age six now, and Petor, age three, after-

war ds, and they probably wouldn't stop with the one on the

way, either. They both |oved kids, particularly theirs, and,
hell, they could afford them

Not that it had sl owed Charley down. The concept of
day-care and an equal spot for wonmen in the policy-nmaking
body that controlled the entity known throughout Akahl ar
simply as The Mall had been laid down fromthe start. After
all, three of its seven-nenber board were fenales, and two
more were sort of all of the above.

Stepping into the Gand Pronenade, with its large grass

and tree-lined park going down the nm ddl e between the two
long rows of multilevel shops, galleries, and boutiques, she
stopped to look into the windows of some of the fashion
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galleries. They were catching on quickly to the potenti al

busi ness here; the traditional chadoorlike garb of even the

nmost conservative ki ngdonms was giving way to nodernity

with the collapse of the Chief Sorcerer's authority and the
failure of the old religions to keep pace with the revol utionary
new condi ti ons present on Akahl ar.

It had started with just this section, but even nowit seened
to go on and on in all directions, |less a collection of shops
and stores than a small city inits own right, with its own
electric power and its own population just to staff the place
and keep it clean and perfect. Fashion and cosnetics tailored
to a thousand races, but even if you foreswore clothes al-

t oget her where you were from there was sonething here for
you. Inventors here had created a kind of escal ator system
previously unheard of; others were trying different nmethods of
cool i ng and conpression, even electricity fromsolar energy.
There were toys gal ore, and shops selling everything from
sports stuff to commercial fishing gear. They liked to brag
4hat there was not hing you could not buy at The Mall, and
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two-thirds of it could be bought nowhere el se, although the
best and cl everest products were now being copied and initated.

There were playgrounds for the kids as well, and separate
day-care for the enpl oyees and those guests who had them

Al the staff was multiracial, and it was surprising how easy it
was for even the most hi debound ol d Akhbreeds to accept that
when they were here shopping for a new creation or a stun-

ning coat or the latest injeweliy creations. And going up now
were the resort hotels that would make this a true destination
community, and they were listening right now to proposals

for creating a water park and to another fell ow who appeared

to have independently reinvented the amusenent park

She wal ked by two young Akhbreed wonen, skinny and

slinky in obviously newy bought tropical fashions including
sandals and the |l atest inventive rage, sunglasses, and they
gave her a look that could only nean. Hey, you fat. barefoot

sl ob of a baby factory, how dare you be in a place like this?

It no |longer particularly bothered her. In fact, her one fond

wi sh was that soneday one of themwould actually make a

comment |like that and she could reply, "Hey. skin and

bones! Wile you're still trying to score in bars, | got a great
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marriage, great kids, and, on top of thai, I own this fucking
pl ace!" Nobody ever had, but there was al ways hope.

The fact was, she was confortable with herself. True,

she'd still like to be 36-24-36 and not worry about it, but not
if she had to trade what she had to get it. Not if she had to
trade any of it.

Kira shouted her name and waved, then canme and j oi ned

her. She was still what Charley would want to | ook |ike, what
any wonan with any taste would want to | ook |ike, although

she was starting to show just a little wear and tear. Kids, even
wi th housekeepers and day-care, will still do that to you,

al though Kira hadn't been quite as gung-ho as Charley on that
score, having been a bit gun-shy having her first baby just a
few days past nine nonths after seeing her first sunshine in
years.

Kira, in fact, was just back after a couple of nobnths on the
road with Crimand the kids setting up sone new delivery
contracts, and she was just seeing sone of the new projects
after bei ng away.

"*Am | going crazy, or is that buil ding-sized nural of
Boday's on the North Wall bei ng redone agai n?" she asked,
shaki ng her head.

Charl ey chuckl ed. "Yeah, our big attraction. War of the

Mael strom | don't think she'll ever actually finish it, but it
keeps getting nore grandi ose and, | suspect, less realistic as
she goes al ong. "

"Well, | renenber the initial one had her as just a tiny
figure down in the coner, and now it seens |ike Boday is the
star of the entire painting. Before we're through we'll have an

entire building side that's nothing but Boday in a reclining
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position, whip in hand."

Charl ey |laughed. "Well, the rest of the Board wilt have
something to say about that. Still, her gallery's going great
guns, even if | can't figure out a dammed thing in it—+

m stook a fire box for one of their creations the other day.
And |' m somewhat afraid that her body painting studio is
going to catch on and becone the next real fad."

"Well, not for ne it isn't. How s Dorion and the kids?"

"Except in one departnent, | think Dory was born the
wong sex. He absolutely adores the kids, |oves cooking and
keepi ng house, and seens perfectly content to let ne run the
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busi ness end while he stays hone. O course, he keeps writing
those epic first-person accounts of himand the great sorcerers
that nobody will publish, but it keeps himoccupied. It's the
only blessing to ny failure to ever learn to read Akhbreed,

al t hough he's pestered me to teach himhow to read and wite
English. And, of course, he's created a whole range of inge-
nious children's toys and games for our kids that have wound

up being successfully marketed. | think that's his true secret—
he's never wanted to grow up, and now he doesn't have to."

"Not Crim He's getting sick of being on the road half the
year, com ng home and having his own children ask for his
identification. That's why we all went along on this |ast
one—and | think it will be the last one. Lately he's been
tal ki ng about buil ding a new chain of world-specific malls in
me provincial capitals and other hubs. W have to go that
route soon, | think, or the Masalurians will run out of places
to live."

Charl ey | eaned back in the chair and sighed, |ooking around

at it all. "You know, sonetimes | really can't believe that
such a nightmare as | was cast into turned out like this. God!
You know, this place, this |life—sne, ny famly, all of it—s
nore than | ever dreamed of achieving when | was a kid. |

keep living in fear that one day |I'm gonna wake up or be
awakened and find this was all a dream or sone hypnotic
trickery- So far, though, it and you have all still been here.
And it just keeps getting better."

"Wel I, at |east nobody's cone up with television yet.
have hopes that it won't happen in our lifetinme but you never

know. "

"Ch, | dunno. The idea of a Hedumvariety show fascinates
me. Still, | |ook around and | wonder what Samis doing
now. If she's finally happy, or if she still exists as we
understand it, and if at |east she knows what we've done
here. | think she'd love this place."

"You know there's actually a large cult novenment grow ng
around her, conplete with prophets and visions and holy
books?"
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"No! In the other |ands?"
"Unh- huh. And creeping this way. |'mafraid. Masalur's
holy ground to nem"
"Jeez! Well, 1 hope they don't expect ne to be their high
360 fack L. Chal ker

priestess and interpreter, or decide that all this is profaning
holy ground or sonething. You know, that vision | had, all
those years ago—+t was kind a |li ke she was gonna becone a
goddess, nore or |ess against her will. There was sone

sadness in her, like she always just slightly m ssed the boat
her whole life. Be kind'a weird if she was, huh? If that cult
really was worshiping a live one? A god created froma

teenage girl who never wanted anything but a normal life in
absol ute obscurity and a hal f-baked ol d physics professor?
Hel I, you always think of being a goddess as having no

troubles at all, no pain, no worries, and anything you want.
I"d like to do it, just for a little bit. Point nmy astral finger and
say, 'Fromthis point on, the nore chocolate you eat the nore
wei ght you will lose.' "'

Kira | aughed, and then remarked, "You know, it is sone-
thing to think about. Between the two of you, you m ght have
had fun as a goddess, while the one who m ght well have
gotten it, would carry it as a burden." She sighed, "I don't
know, though. Maybe, if you must have a god, that's the

kind of attitude you want your Suprene Being to have."

Charl ey shrugged. "Yeah, well, maybe | amliving the life

she so much wanted, but | love it and if Samis up there in the
great beyond | ooking down at me with jeal ous eyes she can

just eat her heart out."

The sky, which only a nonent before had been a cl ear

bl ue one. suddenly went dark, and storm cl ouds suddenly
runbl ed overhead, and there was the feeling of the baroneter
droppi ng and the distant sounds of thunder

"Only kidding, Sami" Charley said loudly to the sky.
"Only kidding!"
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