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PREFATORY NOTE

Thisisthe climactic book in the Changewinds saga, which
began with When the Changewinds Blow (Ace, 1987) and
continued with Riders of the Winds (Ace, 1988). Unlike a
series, thisisthefina part of a single continuous narrative,
and isintended to be read after the first two to create asingle
novel in three volumes.

In the second volume, concessions were made to provide a
measure of recap and rationale for those who came in late;

little such is provided in this volume, since it would at this
point take avery long time to explain. If you have not read
the prior volumes, 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
thisat a small newsstand or rack that simply can't have the
space to put everything, buy it here and then drop by the
nearest bookstore for the others, which the nice folks at Ace
have tried to insure will have them.

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

plot. You might still have a good time, 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 arather small and private story of two people
caught in another world at just the wrong time, but now

that which has only been hinted at isto be fully seen, the

Vil
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guestions fully answered, and now the Changewinds will
truly Mow. It isthe time for armies and swords and sorcery

and much more, for literally anything might happen when
die Changewinds blow. ...
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Jack L. Chalker
PROLOGUE
Seizing Destiny's Threads

She was a short young woman, in no more than her early
twenties but far older in the eyes, where it revealed damage to
the spirit. She was not conscious of what her eyes showed,
although it drew the attention of all others, she was dressed

in afull-length blue satin robe without belt to conceal the
chubbiness that only she thought was important.

She stood on the balcony of the castle looking not at the

vast forests and high mountains beyond, but rather at the sky,
where clouds seemed to swirl and dance in unnatural combi-
nations for her amusement, as indeed they did. They had
always done her bidding, first with her mother's help, and
then, after the Akhbreed bastards had slain her mother, fully
in command herself of the weather and storms that most
others, even powerful wizards, found impossible to control.

Her mastery over these clouds and this weather and the
strangeness with which the sky moved terrified most who
could seeit, even those who lived in the region and were now
used to her experiments, pranks, and moods, but, to her, at
|east, something was very wrong.

The clouds suddenly stopped their wild movements and

began to sort themselves out into more normal patterns as the
natural conditions were allowed to reassert their influence
upon the patterns. She uttered a mild curse of frustration

under her breath, turned, and stalked back inside her rooms,
but she did not remain there. Instead, she went to the door,
where guards with beaked faces and hands resembling birdlike
travesties of her hands stood guard in crimson uniforms, pikes
at the ready.

She went down the winding stairs as rapidly as her robe,
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dlippers, wd dignity would allow and then stalked down a
hallway that was the only unguarded one in the entire castle.
It had no need to be; he who lived and worked on this level
was one to be protected from rather than the other way
round, and only she of any of them would dare even enter
this one level without first asking permission.

Klittichom, Horned Demon of the Snows, master sorcerer

of the Akhbreed, was in his study working as he usually did
on his magic box. No one else there understood what the box
was or what it did; it was one of those great magical things
that only the Akhbreed sorcerers had or understood, although
it looked somewhat like a mechanical device, with alot of
little buttons all clumped together, on each of which was a
different magical symbol none but the Akhbreed could deci-
pher, but which Klittichom used with rapidity to create his
spells and do whatever else it was that sorcerers of hisrank
did.

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

hand, on which strange symbols like those on the buttons but
grouped almost asif they were, well, words—occasionally
with small pictures of unknowable things—would appear in
bright blue against a metallic gray background.

A tiny little alarm sounded and a small red light wept, on

just above the buttons, and Klittichom cursed and sighed, and
for perhaps the millionth time since he himself had arrived
unexpectedly on this strange world of Akahlar, he wished at
least he'd had an extra battery charger. It had taken him a
good two years after setting up here just to rig away to adapt
the localized and unstable current used in the Akhbreed cas-
tles for basic electricity so that it would recharge the damned
thing.

The woman burst into the room at just that moment—always
the worst moment, he grumbled to himself, when he wasin
the foulest mood. She alone could get away with it and know
he would check his considerable wrath, although he had fried
people with a glance or turned them into stone for less
effrontery than this. It wasn't out of any love 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
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as he needed his magic box and all his other tools of power,
and she knew it.

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 3
"Y ou might try knocking," he said acidly.

"Thisisserious," responded the Storm Princess sourly, in
asurprisingly deep, almost mannish voice. "It has happened
again. First the dizziness, then the sudden weakening of
power and control. It was intermittent, but stronger than any
of the last times. | have not felt such alack of control since
control passed to me upon the murder of my mother. Some-
thing is very, very wrong, wizard. Dangerously wrong at this
stage.”

He tried not to betray the fact that he was as concerned

about this as she was by maintaining a calm and clinical tone.
"Yes, | have been increasingly concerned about these lapses
of yours and | have been trying to analyze what is causing
them."

"It'sthat girl! The one you have failed after all thistime to
locate, let alone kill. She invades my sleep and creepsin
comers of my mind."

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

that sheisat the root of this, but not in the way you think.
She has the same power as you, but it is untrained, armed
only by emotion, and would be no match for you. No, it's
something else- A new factor has been added to the equation,
and. yes, you are right, our inability to nail her hideto the
wall isthe root of our problem. Somehow she, or fate, or,
more likely Boolean, has come up with something we failed
to anticipate, some new equation that is challenging the neat
and ordered set we were dealing with. Do not be too hard on
me, my dear. | have killed you in a hundred worlds a hundred
times; it was inevitable that 1'd miss at least one of you. The
problem was that there were too many of you in various
worlds of the outplane; our very attempt at insurance drew
attention to what we were doing and allowed Boolean to
finally figure it out. Forget recriminations. We must now deal
with what conditions we have."
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"And just what are those conditions?' she demanded to
know. "Am | losing my powers or what? And, if so, what
comes of all our planning, all our schemes, al the blood and
hopes of our vast but fragmented army and the oppressed
people al thiswould liberate?"

He sighed. "Y ou aren't losing your powers, but they are
being diluted, amost asif yet another version of you was—"

4 jack L. ChaSker

He snapped hisfingers. "No! Blast mefor afool! It's so
obvious that it never once occurred to me! In spite of my
precautions the worst happened anyway! Blast!"

He was clearly angry as hel! with himself, and even she
grew a bit nervous when he was thisway. He didn't like to
show that he still had a human side left to anyone. Under
normal circumstances she might have left him for awhile to
coot down, but this was a unique circumstance. It was her
powers that were in question here, and her powers were all
she had.

She would never have believed that she had a near total
immunity from his true rages; at least, she would never have
believed why she did. He needed her very much, smply
because he needed someone he could talk to, rant and rave
to, just interact with, who wasn't so terrified of him that they
were clearly play-acting. The fact that she was neither smart
enough nor sophisticated enough to understand much of what
he discussed was actually a plus. Ignorance was often the
safest confidant.

"Y ou know what is causing this?' she prompted him,
trying to divert him from his anger.

"Yes, yes! It's obvious now! And Boolean probably had
nothing at all to do with it. | have kept you too sheltered, my
dear. Had | considered thisthreat | could have dealt withit,
but no more. That girl out there—Boolean's Storm Bitch—
she's gone and gotten herself pregnant!”
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The Storm Princess looked surprised. "That isall it takes
to cause this? that she be pregnant? Why did | not hear of
this before? Out there, on her own, it was amost inevitable
sooner or later."

He sighed. "1—I thought not. When | sucked them down

to Akahlar | had them in the Maglstrom you created for me. |
was about to shove them into the storm when Boolean ap-
peared. He took me completely by surprise—I had no idea
until that moment that even he suspected what was going on,
nor certainly that he would have the skill, let aone the guts,
to tempt the Changewind. | had to draw my attention away
from the girlsin order to block him. He actually challenged
me in there, knowing that if either of us so much as touched
the walls of the Magelstrom we would be consumed by the
Changewind. It took more 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 removed mem, but to
take my concentration off Boolean would have given him the
opening to destroy me. Still, with Boolean in the act, | knew
that there was at least a slim chance that our quarry might
elude usin Akahlar, where they could not be so easily
located. The flow of air from the storm is always an upward
spiral, asyou know. | risked a small spell, down, below all of
us, figuring that Boolean would not notice such a minor thing
directed elsewhere than at him or the girls—and he did not.
The spell caught in the spiral and came up, lost in the
overwhelming blast of power coming from the storm's walls."

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

"They looked so similar | couldn't tell which girl was
which," hereplied. "Two terrified teenage girls pouring out
every emotion possible—it was confusing. As the resem-
blance struck me, though, | knew it would also strike Bool-
ean. 1 know how he thinks—now. | knew what he would do,
and | knew that one had to be in so many ways your dupli-
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cate. He would inevitably make one look just like the other to
carry on the confusion, but it would be merely physical. |
knew that at their age and stage they would not be certain of
their own minds and feelings, and so | made them choose and
harden the extremes which conflicted within their natures. A
yin and ayang, asit were, so that they could be differenti-
ated. Our target would become alover of women and gain no
pleasures from a man; the other, the false one, would tilt to
the other extreme. A simple system, and, yet, one Boolean
could do nothing about without negating the duplication as
well, and one that would make our quarry stand out in our
society and, not incidentally, would prevent the natural exper-
imentation that might have resulted in a pregnancy.”

"With al that | have undergone | am yet avirgin, athough
| do not know why | was not violated in those early days. |
have chosen celibacy, which she certainly has not."

"Y ou weren't violated because it was your power that
interested everyone, and there was a great deal of fear that
virginity was apart of it. Needless, asit turns out. You are

6 Jack L. Chalker

celibate by choice because your nature makes you incapable
of desiring aman and you hide, as she did, from your
attraction to other women by denial. Y et your mother was
like that, and hers before her. It isapart of it.*"

"How could my mother have been thus?' she demanded
angrily. "She had me and her mother 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
always, because one of such powers must be apart from
society, both above and different from its rules and conven-
tions, so as to never compromise that position of power. In
the absence of a Storm Prince, who does not exist, it was the
way to distance the paranormal from the 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
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different nature and was still experimental. | thought by
freezing it | would preclude a child."

She frowned. "Well, consider it now, because it is done.
Boolean must be laughing at you now. Y ou can not deceive
the master deceiver."

"Boolean!" he spat. "He has a damnably charmed des-

tiny! Head to head Boolean is easy to deceive. His brilliance
may be equal to mine, but he lacks both talent and imagina-
tion. Heis the brilliant thief, the master trickster, bright
enough to comprehend what the greatest minds come up with,
and steal it and make it his own, but incapable of coming up
with it himself. Why, right now | have him convinced that
four Akhbreed sorcerers await his exit from Masalur; four
who together could crush him or keep him for me to finish.
That iswhat imprisons him there—that belief. It was easy
enough to fake convincingly. We 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.
Would that | truly had four such allies!

"Still," he added, "it isatrick morein his style than my

own, which is mostly why it worked. He has preyed upon me
for a decade because of my naivetd in such things, but | am
capable of learning alesson well."

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 7

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

"Nonsense!" He spat. "The failure was mine, so easy to
seein retrospect. I, 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 time she was or ever will be penetrated by a man
happens to be the time she is most fertile' Destiny fights my
attempts at meddling with it!"

She shook her head in puzzlement. " Still, how can this
matter? It only incapacitates her and makes her more vulnera-
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ble. Another one who can control the storms | can under-
stand, but a baby? An unborn one at that!"

He sighed and looked at her asif she were a small and not
overly bright child. "Y ou are the only daughter of an only
daughter who herself was an only daughter, and so on, asfar
back as your line goes. That is the only way to pass along the
powers of the Storm Princesses, and that iswhy it is such an
exclusive club. The power connects the child to the mother.
That power isnot within you; it is, rather, drawn to you. You
areamagnet, alightning rod, for it. The power isfinite, and
connects you to her and her to you as well in anebulous way.
That iswhy you dream sometimes of her and she must of
you. But now thereisachild and it grows within her and is
physically connected to her. Y ou are magnets, al three, but
together those two are alarger magnet and therefore a stronger
one. Whenever she draws power in, the power draws also to
the unborn child. Y ou get less. The older the child grows, the
more power she will draw as well as the mother, and you will
be the loser. Do you understand?”

The Storm Princess felt like she wanted to sit down and
fast. "Y ou—you mean that the mother and child together will
draw so much power to them that eventually | will get

none?"

"WEell, not none—you will always attract that part that is
closer to you and far from them since you will be a stronger
relative magnet—~but it is true that you are being slightly
weakened now, on an intermittent basis, and it will get
worse- It is also true that the two of them together, even one
as a babe in arms guided by her mother, would be able to

g )ack L. Chalker

totally AM" y011 1~ y011 were v/I*"lm the same sector. Thisis
vely dangerous, and may just be what Boolean is counting

on. Time, which has always been on our side up to now, has
become our enemy and Boolean's friend. We can wait no
longer." He strode over to a massive and mystical red tapestry-
covered wall and pulled abell rope.
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"Then the solution is obvious," she said, steeling herself.
"No matter what, |, too, must arrange to conceive achild."

He sighed. "My dear, there can be only one heir to the
powersin al Akahlar. If wefail to eliminate her before the
child is born, there will be no other. The moment 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 bulging eyes seeming
strangely incongruous atop the resplendent blue, gold-braided
uniform and shiny boots. He stood there and bowed slightly
to both of them.

"General, we have two problems and we must now ad-
vance our timetable to meet them," Klittichom told him.
"We must have the duplicate. It's the fat one we want, and
thereis no reward too high to pay for her—dead. | no longer
need to see her. The one who kills her need only bring me
evidence of the deed and he can name his own price."

A snakelike tongue ran around the upper lip of the toad-
faced general. "Very well. Do you still want the decoy? | ask
although it appears they both lead extraordinarily charmed
lives."

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

and keep them with her. She and that crazy artist both. They
are the magnets that may draw our quarry out from wherever
sheis. Just do not allow them to get all the way to Masalur
hub and Boolean. Take them alive if possible at that point but
not before, and hold them for me. Something in the back of
my mind keeps telling me that they are the key to locating the
duplicate but | can't put my finger on just how yet, so keep
them ready. | want to know where they are and be able to put
my hands on them if it comesto me."

The general bowed. "Very well."

"That'snot all," the sorcerer added. "We have agrowing
danger to all our plans the longer we wait. The duplicate
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WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 9

might still continue to elude us, since we haven't been able to
find her in amost two years and we now have far less time
and Boolean might be well served to Just hide her. How long
would it take to get the word to all the armiesin thefield to
assemble?”’

"All of them? For the full assault? Months. There are
many hundreds of worlds that would have to be notified,
given orders, and there's assembly time, and, of course, it
must be done without alerting the Akhbreed.” the officer

replied.

Klittichom did alittle figuring in hishead. "Let'ssee. . . .
Assuming it was those apes with Asteria, it would be—hmm—
six months, give or take." He thought a moment. "Y ou have
eight weeks, General. Exactly fifty-six days and not one
more. No excuses. Those who are not ready at that time we
wilt do without. We will attack in full force starting at
precisely twelve noon, our time here, progressively around alt
of Akahtar. Y ou must not give me any excuses or objections,
General. | tell you that if we do not attack then we may never
be able to attack. Thereis anew and potentially fatal element
in our game and only thistiming will block it."

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

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

our alies be at the lack of atruly valid test. It is one thing to
create dust-devil changewinds in me deserts and high country
here and there, but an Akhbreed Loci isatotally different
matter. They will not rally, sir, in sufficient force to do the
job, unlessit can be proven that a hub, an Akhbreed hub,
guarded by a great Akhbreed sorcerer and supported by thou-
sands of lesser ones, can be as easily taken out. | mean no
disrespect to you, Maam, or to you, sir, nor do | reflect my
own confidence in saying that. It is a practical matter."

"The masses are sheep. General! Y ou do not need any
mystic powersto hear them hewing, nor to know that there
arc precious few wolves. We are al either predators or prey,
General. Y ou have only to pull the right leversto get the
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sheep marching to the slaughterhouse, 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 intimidated. "Then give me that
lever. Give me something so startling that there can be no

10 Jack L. Chalker

resistance. | can move them, but distance and die need for
secrecy ties my hands. Give me something 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 colony of Akahlar. *'

The sorcerer nodded. "Very well. | have been itching to do
this ever since we managed to contain Boolean inside Masalur.
| was going to do it anyway, but you and others pressed me
not to out of fear it might tip our hand. | think we can do it so
that it will not. | think we must do it, both for the reasons you
name and to eliminate the only effective threat we have.
Without Boolean, the threat is lessened greatly. Without the
giri, it is effectively eliminated.”

"Then you intend to move against Masalur as a demonstra-
tion," the general said more than asked.

"I do. It will be an excellent test no matter what, and we
might just eliminate Boolean in the process, athough | fear
he leads a life as charmed as that girl we have been chasing."
He paused a moment, then said in disgust, "Augh! He has
bested me for so long he has gotten me trained to his mind-
set. Damn him!"

He got control of himself, then added, camly, "We al-
ready have forcesin the region. They can seal it off, block
immediate word of the tragedy, and control that word when
the navigators dare approach.”

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

"It must be early enough to serve as such, and build
confidence. 1 assume that you will be assembling the General
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Staff for the final preparations. That will take afew weeks.
All right. Four weeks. Four weeks from today, at precisely
two in the morning Masalur time. That will mean most of
them will be asleep and there will belittle time to flee or act
on amajor alarm. That date and time and the object are
classified from this 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
Boolean or be intercepted by spies. Y ou understand?”

"Perfectly, sir. Thetiming will also beright in that it will

spur our forces onward to assemble on the ready and will also
be rather short even if the Akhbreed suspect. We will know if
they do by whether or not an assault is made upon us here."

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM
11

Klittichom chuckled. "Y es, and even if they do they will

find us gone, and there wilt be too little time to take proper
countermeasures. Very well, Generdl, it is decided. In twenty-
eight days Masalur will cease to exist. And perhaps Boolean
and hisfat bitch aswell."

The Storm Princess stared at the sorcerer. ' 'Then | should
get in some last-minute practice with you, | should think. |
am relieved that the waiting is over and that we will finally
act. The General can take care of the military matters here.
You and I, Lord Klittichom, should |eave for the Command
Center as quickly as possible."

The homed one nodded. "I agree. Itisall or nothing. The
dieishereirrevocably cast. Now we will seize the threads of
Destiny and play them to their ends, and, no matter what
comes of this, or what decision is ultimately reached, all the
worlds of Akahlar and perhaps all the worlds of Probability
will be transformed forever."

1

The Mirrors of Truth
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IT HAD NOT been agood trip, and it hadn't gotten any better.
Now, at least, they were with aqualified Navigator's train
beading in the right direction, although that didn't give Sam a
lot of comfort. The last time she'd been in such atrain, it
hadn't helped at all. In fact, she was one of the few survivors.

Maybe the only one by this point. She had thought long

and hard about that and all it did was make her own personal
depression worse. The kids at least had some kind of peace
back at Pasedo's with their minds mercifully cleansed of the
ugly memories of rape and murder. Charley and Boday—who
knew if they still lived, or where, or under what conditions?
Even Boolean might not know, or might not care to know.
She was the only one that was ever really important to him.

She only thought she used to have nightmares; now she
awoke, sometimes with a scream, drenched with sweat and
shaking like aleaf. Her attempt to overcome the demonic fat
she carried was out the window as well; she no longer had
much energy, and she often felt a bit sick or strange, and she
really no longer felt like doing much of anything other than
eating and sleeping.

The worst part was that she was having trouble remembering
things clearly. She knew she had come from another world

and had spent most of her lifein that other place before being
drawn here as a pawn in these sorcerers games, but she couldn't
really remember it, sort it out, or make sense of it. She had

no clear vision of her old, pre-Akahlar self, nor any rea
memories of her family, although she must have had one.

Rather, it seemed, somehow, that she'd always been this
way, had sprung as she was, asif one of Boday's fantastic
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creations, cast out into an angry world she didn't understand
asthe plaything for others, the quarry in some fantastic
supernatural chase. And now she moved towards Boolean,

whether she wanted to or not, in a seemingly endless journey
divided between those who wanted to kill her and those who
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didn't care about her, both companion and prisoner to the
strangest split personality she could imagine.

By day, her companion was Crim; a big, brawny, powerful
man wise in the ways of Akahlar, amercenary who, at least,
was on her side. By night the big man vanished, replaced
with the beautiful but no less tough Kira, a mysterious woman
also from another world and place but now very much at
home here. Once they had been two, but now, cursed, they
shared an existence, the man by day, the woman by night,
each otherwise a passive observer in the other's mind, an
unimaginable marriage. It was hard enough to get to know or
understand another person; Crim and Kiraremained ciphers,

friends or not.

"We're going to have to cut out of thetrain,” Crim
commented to her as he sat on the wagon seat staring into
nothingness. "We're coming in to Covanti hub, and the heat
will really be on there. I'll want to scout it out before we risk
passage through the city-state.”

She nodded absently, not really caring any more.

"Perhaps," Crim mused, "we can make use of the lay-

over. Kira's quite concerned about your mental state and
moodiness, and | think she'sright. If you don't care if you
make it or not, then you won't make it. Monanuck, the Pilot
for thisleg, tells me of areliable physician in Brudok, atown
near the border. | think we'll stop in there.”

Physicians here were different than what the word conjured
up in her mind from some past, little-remembered life. They
were sorcerers, usually Third Rank, but with particular skills
in the healing spells and generally teamed with atop alche-
mist for those ills and injuries requiring potions.

"I want no more drugs," she told him flatly. "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'slittle to lose, and you might find
out what's wrong."

Actualy, Crim knew most of what was wrong with her

even though she did not, but he had no quick fix for the
problem nor any confidence she could deal with much of it if
she heard it from him.

"Why not?' she sighed.

It was Kira, however, who took her to the physician's
officein the small but prosperous-looking colonial border
town. There was no telling who might be about looking for
her in this sort of place, and night was far safer, even for two
women on their own, than day.

The physician was a woman in her mid-thirties, with a bit

of prematurely graying hair she hadn't bothered to color out
but had cut very short. She wore a satiny yellow robe, no
makeup, and her only jewelry was some fancy, overlarge
rings and some sort of charm necklace with various tiny
things attached to them. That wasn't unusual for a sorceress—
those were various magical things or symbols used for invok-
ing powers, Sam knew.

It was immediately clear why Crim and Kirawere keen on
this particular one; she asked no probing questions about why
they were there or where they were going or anything like
that. In fact, she asked very few questions at all except for
her age and the usual vital statistics. Then she probed, by
laying on of hands, various parts of Sam's body, particularly
her fat stomach, and then placed both hands on Sam's head,
one on each side, shut her eyes and seemed to go into alight
trance. Sam found she didn't really mind the exam; the
sorceress was kind of attractive and the feelies evoked pleas-
ant memories.

Finally the physician broke her trance and sat down in a

chair opposite Sam. She seemed to be thinking for a minute
or two, then she said, "Well, you are not suffering from any
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physical diseases other than a minor and easily treatable
infection that coutd lead to boils—and you may have a cold
coming on. However, there are some severe complications
here that will take more than | can give, I'm afraid. Y ou have
anumber of complicated spells acting on you, some of which
are acting against others and causing some of your problems,
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. Y ou further have some serious neurological problems
stemming from an ingestion within the past year of a power-
ful potion that is unfamiliar to me. | could treat any one of
them, but the combination is far too complex."

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

"Not me," the physician agreed, "but | think thereis
someone who can. In Covanti hub itself, however, is, | be-
lieve, someone who can help you a great deal."

Kiracleared her throat. "Uh, it is not easy for her to go
through the hub, and it must be done quickly and without
delay. | had hoped to have her stay over here for aday white
| went over and checked things out, but for her to go into the
hub to actually see a specidlist is, uh, indelicate. | am afraid |
can not explain further, except to say that there are people

there who would do her harm."

The sorceress sighed. "l see. Well, there is no way around

it. If you do not get this straightened out, I'm very much

afraid that it will consume 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 must pass through anyway, it seems far more dangerous
to me, as a physician, not to make the stop than to make it."
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Kiranodded. "I see. Well, give me the details and | will
see what can be done. Sam, go get dressed and | will be out

In aminute."
Sam was under no illusions that she wasn't being shoved

into the next room so the two could talk, and she very much
wanted to hear the conversation, but short of making a scene
there wasn't any way they were going to say what they
wanted to say with her there. She sighed, got down from the
table, and went off to dress, figuring she could worm it out of

Kira somehow later.

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 more than six months along?”

"She doesn't," Kiraresponded. "There has been no good

way to tell her without depressing her even further. Y ou see,
the odds are quite good that it was the result of arape. Asfor
her ignorance, sheis so used to thinking of herself asfat and

16 lack L. Chalker

ungainly thai the additional burden, while it saps her strength,
isn't the sort she would notice, as opposed to either of us."

"WEell. 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 many of her other problems. |
have known great successes from Etanalon, although thereis
danger. In such a mixture of spells and experience, she alone
can be the ultimate physician to herself. Even Etanaion can
only give her the meansto cure herself as much as she might
be cured. She should not have gone this long without a
Second Rank specialist treating her. Her depression, her night-
mares, her moodiness, her lack of control, whichisonly
exacerbated by the pregnancy, saps her soul. Without the will
to cure herself, she will go mad with the treatment or die
without it-"

Kiraconsidered that. "She is stronger than she thinks she
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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 aquick and relatively easy passage into Covanti

hub, much to Kirasrelief. There were only two sleepy
soldiers on guard, no particular hangers-on except a couple of
dogs sound asleep 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 some kind of atrap lay ahead.
Either that, or they had successfully shaken their pursuers at
this point and they were now regrouping beyond this point,
where they knew that Sam would have to pass. She didn't
like the idea of having such a solid and waiting line ahead,
but at the moment she preferred it to complications here.

Even so, they took no chances, travelling the outer loop

road around to the east. It was well after midnight when they
reached the small village nestled in avalley surrounded by
low, rolling hills, and if anyone was about at that hour they
certainly kept to themselves.

Covanti was wine country, both the hub and some of its
colonies. The vast bulk of Covanti wine came from colonial
vineyards, but the really good stuff, the select stuff, came
from small privately held vineyards within the hub itself. The
sense of it being a peaceful and highly civilized region contin-
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ued along the roads, which were generally well lit with oil
lamps on high poles. The village had e ectricity, ararity
outside of the big cities, and looked less like a remote town
on amystical world than some tiny and quiet European
village, right down to the red dlate roofs and white stucco
buildings.

Etanalon lived above the village, in asmall house over-
looking the town and the valley. The road up was stegp and
not aswell lit, and it took them almost an hour to get up
there. Still, Kiradidn't want to wait for daylight. She pre-
ferred to be up there before anyone saw them, and to remain
up there until darkness again could shield a proper exit.
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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, looking

at the ghostly small house with only the hint of aglow inside,
she began to grow nervous. Nothing really good had ever
come of her experiences with sorcerers. She didn't trust the
ones she knew, let alone ones like this about which she knew
nothing.

What was a Second Rank sorcerer doing livingin a
gingerbread-style house up here, anyway? They were al crazy
as loons from their power and experiments—particularly the
ones that went wrong—and all they seemed to ever be inter-
ested in was increasing their own power and knowledge no
matter who else got hurt.

Looking at the house in the dim light and thinking that

way, a thought came unbidden into her mind from that part
that was mostly cut off. Hansel and Gretel. This didn't look
like the kind of place where you'd want to help the old witch
light her oven, that was for sure.

Even Kira seemed abit nervous. "It certainly doesn't ook
like a sorcerer's den,” she noted, then sighed. "Well, here
goes."

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

"Y ou are Etanalon?" Kira asked, wondering somehow if

this wasn't a sophisticated trap, with them now irrevocably
committed. A Second Rank sorceress out of the political way
would be just the kind to be afriend to Klittichom.

18 Jack L. Chalker

"Oh, do come in, both of you," responded a pleasant,
high, elderly woman's voice. "I have some tea on the stove."

They entered, primarily because there was no graceful way
to back out, and found themselves in acozy living room, with
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overstuffed chairs and a couch with flowery upholstery, abig,
loud grandfather's clock that ticked away, and nigs of exotic
and colorful designs on the walls in the Covanti fashion.

Etanalon reentered from the rear of the house bearing atray
with ateapot and three teacups. She looked alot like every-
body's grandmother should |ook—seventies, perhaps, but in
fine health, with thick gray hair and a cherubic face, round
spectacles perched on her nose. She was wearing along,
baggy, print dress and looked nothing at all like any Second
Rank anything. About the only odd thing about her was the
glasses, which were consistent in fashion but looked to Sam
asif they were entirely black and opaque.

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 therein dimlight in
this Victorian setting with an old granny, sipping tea at two in
the morning.

"Weare..." Kirabegan, but Etanalon stopped her.
"I know who you are. | have been expecting you. When

Amala contacted me and described you, | knew just who you
must be."

She saw Kirastart 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 me."
"Then—you are on our side?' Kiraasked her.

"| take no sides, dear, in such mundane conflicts. | with-
drew from that a couple of centuries ago. Such mundane
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 knowledge, and | help
out people now and again without regard to who or what they
areif they come my way."
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Even Sam was shaken a bit from her lethargy by the
attitude. "They say that if this one goes bad it will destroy all
life everywhere. That doesn't bother you?"

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 39

"Oh, pish and tosh! It is far more difficult to destroy all

life than these petty materiaistic bully boysthink it is. Even

if it did, the Seat of Probability would eventually reform it
anyway. And if it doesn't, then it changes little in the basics,
doesit? A study of what redlly is gives one perspective after a
while."

She finished her tea, then sat back and looked at Sam
through those dark glasses. "Ah, well, | see the problem, or,
rather, problems," she commented. "It brings up an interest-
ing question, though. Do you want to live, child? If you don't
then there's nothing more | can do."

Sam thought about that. "Y es—and no," she responded
carefully. "I want to live, yes, but not like now. Not alone
and wandering around with everybody after me and no end to
it. There hasto bean end to it."

"Thereis an end to everything," Etanalon told her. "Some

of it is Destiny, predetermined by Probability, but some of it
Is our own choices, right and wrong. Y our problem seemsto
be that you don't really know what end you desire. Y ou think
you were happiest when you had no choices at all and et
destiny sweep you along, but that's not happiness. Mental
oblivion isn't happiness. Drifting isn't happiness. It isturning
oneself into a vegetable. Most vegetables are ignorant and
happy aslong asit rains enough and gives sunshine enough
for them. But the end of a vegetableis stew, and even then it
doesn't really care. So far you have been content to be a
vegetable and let all the choices be in other's hands, lamenting
those choices you were uncomfortable with and either blam-
ing or accepting fate. And see where it has brought you—to
this state. Most people are like that, which iswhy they end up
carrots or stew themselves. Excitement, energy, conies only
to those with the courage to kick destiny in the rear end. take
its thread, and shake it. They might end badly, or well, but at
least they will have lived."
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"What kind of choices could / have made?' Sam asked
her.

Etanalon stood up. "What's done is done. What mattersis
where you go from here. If you really want to live, to grow,

to make a mark, then you must undergo atrial that will not
only give you those choices but compel them. It requires no
strength of body but it does demand character and the courage

20 jack L. Chalker

to face a single enemy on the level of your soul, that enemy
being yourself. Y ou will either emerge strong and alive, or you
will fall into the pit of your vegetative half and will consume
yourself. Thisisyour first choice. Take the treatment, as it were,
or walk away, out of here, asyou are. That pit will consume
you if you do, but more slowly, and you will be absolved of
any responsibility because you will be incapable of action.”
Sam grew uneasy. "What kind of trial ?"'

Etanaton shrugged. "l can not say because it is never the

same for any two people. There may be other methods, but
thisis mine. Even | have no idea what you will face since dll
that you will face isinside you right now. What do you say?
Take a chance—or walk away?'

"Y ou want me to decide on this now?"

The old sorceress smiled. "Why not now? Y ou can debate

it endlessly and never resolveit. Y ou have been moving more
by night than by day of late, as| can see, so you should not
be any worse off now than later. Call this your first test. Y our
first real decision as a newly independent person- Choose!"

"|—I—" Sam was caught completely off guard by that.
Choose some kind of unknown sorcery now. without even
thinking it through? Thiswasn't fair! Thiswasn't the kind of
choice she craved!

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

choices are there, only from those that present themselves or
ones you make yourself. Y ou very rarely have time to think
about the ones that count until after you have made them."
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Suddenly Sam realized why the sorceress was putting on

the pressure. Thiswas just what she'd been talking about.
The choice at |east was clear—arisky cure or walk out the
door. Y eah—walk out the door to what? More of the same?
Hell, they were probably gonna blow her head off before this
was through anyway.

"All right—I'll take your test," she told the sorceress.

"Ah, good! Then something still burnsinside you after all.
Come and follow me. No, Kira, you remain here. Have some
more tea. Y ou can not be a part of this one."

Sam expected them to go down into some 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 room in decor. About the only un-
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usual thing in it was alarge, thin object against awall
covered by ablack drape.

"Remove your clothing, any jewelry, anything else you
might have on," the sorceress instructed. "Just lay it here on
the bed. Thislittle journey must be taken with nothing but

yourself."

Sam did so, then stood there, wondering. Etanalon went

over to the thing masked in black cloth and carefully removed
the cloth, revealing an antique full-length floor to ceiling
mirror. It was quite beautiful, and for amoment Sam couldn't
see why it was covered. Then she looked again. The reflec-
tion was—odd. Brighter than it should be, but, more, it
reflected back only herself and Etanalon, not anything elsein
the room, against a shiny mirror finish.

"Step up to it and look at yourself in the mirror,” Etanalon
told her, while getting out of the reflection and back into the
doorway. Everything will be more or less automatic from that
point. Go on—there is nothing there that can hurt you exter-
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nally. The only wounds that you can suffer will be self-
inficted, and that's always up to you, isn't it? Go on—Iook
in. That'sit. Just look into your own eyes."

"Thelast time| did something like this| had a demon
possess me," Sam commented dryly, but she did as instructed.

There was a moment of contact—eye contact with her own
reflection, and a sudden but very brief sense of disorientation,
and suddenly she was no longer standing in the bedroom of
the sorceress but instead within the mirror itself. She looked
back but could see nothing but another mirrored wall. She
turned again and looked ahead at her best reflection, such as
it was.

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

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

She jumped, startled, and the reflection didn't.
"Who are you?' she asked it.

"You," thereflection replied. "I dwell here but | have no
existence, no reality, until someone s reflected within me.
Then | become the mirror image—Ieft-handed to your right,
and so on. But only the image is reflected, inside and out, not
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the baggage you bring with you. Not the spells or potions or
any external things. Still, I am you. | have your mind, your
memories, al of it, for aslong asyou arc reflected in me. |
am a separate entity, but | can exist, can live, only as
another."

"WEell, you didn't get much of a bargain thistime," Sam
responded.

"Oh, | don't know. When you have no body, no memories
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of your own, it isgood to be alive. | would be quite happy to
step out, to live your life, if | could. What do you seein your
reflection that is so wrong?"

Sam chuckled dryly. "Well, for one thing, I'm/at."

"Yes. S0? Why is being fat so terrible and thin so good?"
"WEell, peoplelook at you different, treat you different,
when you're fat. They make fun of you. Kind'alike you're
cripple or something, only it's your fault."

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

"Y ou know, if you got al of meinyou. It'sacurse.”

"Did the demon make you fat?"'

Sam thought about that. She'd blamed that demon since the
start, but it really wasn't. "No, 1 did it to me. Kind'afast,
too. Boday encouraged it. She drank that love potion so I'm
always attractive to her, but she didn't want nobody else to
feel that way, | guess."

"Oh, so now Boday did it. Which of you drank that love
potion?’

"She did, of course!”

"Uh-huh. So, after that, she was no longer afree agent in
these matters, but you were. Y ou 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. Y ou have afamily tendency
towards overweight on both sides. Y our father was heavy,
and your mother was once very heavy, wasn't she?"'

Memories, forgotten until now, reaching around the block-

ing pointsin her mind, flooded into her. Her father—»big,
strong, built like awrestler. Her mother—heavy, not obese but
definitely well rounded during her early memories. Herself,

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

coming home crying, hating herself. In her teens struggling to
take off the weight, fighting to keep it off. . . She thought she
was till fat then, but how she'd love to be that weight now.
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Back in Boston, that girl—Angelawhat's her name. Pigging
out and nearly skeleton thin. One time walking into the
lavatory after lunch and seeing Angie deliberately forcing
herself to puke up the lunch she'd eaten so it wouldn't go

down and make her fat. . ..

And then, after the breakup, how hard it had been to keep
from eating and how her mother 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' comments. Mom went nuts
keeping it off, but not Sam. Sam got to a certain point and
could, it seems, go no further.

"Then why did you stay fat?" the reflection asked her.
"That was the demon. It cursed me not to lose weight until

| got to Boolean."

"That curse ended when the demon was removed from
Akahlar," the mirror told her. "And yet that spell remains. It
remains because you didn't really want it vanquished. Tell the
truth, now. Y ou can not lie to me, because | am you, so tell
yourself the truth. Don't you really like not worrying about

it?'
The truth, huh? Well, the truth was that the reflection was

right. She was generally eating right, without denying herself
some pleasures. She was no glutton, no compulsive over-
eater, not in the past few months, anyway. Oh, she might like
to be alittle lighter than this, but she was sick of trying to be
thin for other people or watching some girl eat two ice cream
bars and stay thin as arail while she gained walking past a
bakery and smelling. Even thin, she never was gonna be no
glamour queen. And, well, yeah. on her own, she liked big
tits, she didn't feel al that awkward, and she thought she was

kind's cute.

"Yeah. I'd like to take off some pounds, but it ain't worth
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that kind of fight," she admitted, knowing that billions of
women would groan and gnash their teeth at that comment.

"So being fat is no big deal to you," the mirror concluded.
"That means, then, that you're only unhappy with it because
of the way other people treat you. Perhaps that would be true
back home or under other circumstances, but what about here
and now? Y ou envied Charley her slimness because she
didn't have to work at it. But, here and now, knowing how
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people never seem to look inside a person or past their skin,
have you noticed that people here treat you as an adult, a
social equal, where Charley is always assumed to be an
airhead and a bimbo? And that is so transitory. We grow
older. What demand is there for afifty-year-old courtesan?
Was she not always the smart one, always getting the best
grades? Give her that curvaceous body and sweet face and
look what she not only becomes but enjoys being. She would
be more formidable in your body than in hers."

Again, she had to admit 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.
Without magic and alchemy it could never have been truly
attained. And it had both limited and imprisoned her friend.

Hell, Charley's body really was designed for only one
thing: attracting men. And that it did really well. Asfor
herself, well, that wasn't what she wanted at all, although
that, too, bothered her.

"Accepting bein' fat is one thing," shetold the reflection.
"but I'm afat dyke. Always an outsider in any society. It's
against God and nature and it bothers me, but it's there."

"Indeed? If thereisa God or gods, perhapsit or they have
lapses. There are far worse afflictions to bear. Birth defects,
retardation, cerebral palsy, whatever. And if it ismental, it is
certainly preferable to becoming a catatonic or a homicidal
maniac, a beaten wife or achild abuser. It harms no one,
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forces no one elseinto it, and allows the person to become a
productive member of society at peace with themself. Y our
tendency was reinforced by Klittichom while still on your
way here, as away of insuring that if you survived him you
would remain childless and thus give the elementals who
empower the Storm Princess and her double an additional one
with whom to divide their powers and thus weaken his own."

She was startled at that news. "Y ou mean—it wasn't just
me?"

"No. Thereisapoint 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 emo-
tional bonds being with the same sex while your sexual urges
draw you to the opposite one. Thereis a point where the
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barrier is crossed, whereit is possible to be asclose to a
member of the opposite sex as to your own and where physi-
cal gratification between the oppositesis strong as well. That
insures children and a next generation. For some—not alot
but avery large number in real terms—that barrier is never
crossed. For someit is physical—aminor birth defect, one
might say, with the chemicals of the mind not dropping
wholly into the right places. For othersit is mental. For many
it isonly acombination of the two. Y ou aways thought you
should like boys, and wished you did, and you even resigned
yourself to marrying one day. but it wasn't what you felt, it
was what society and family and other people expected of
you. It was worse than being fat in a society that prized
thinness; it was something society considered so repulsive
they campaigned against it."

More memories of the past. Of Daddy, idealized, heroic,
wise, tough, strong, yet loving her always and spending all
that time with her. It was Mom—cold, always clear that she
was an intrusion; an unplanned, long-term inconvenience,
slapping her around for the tiniest fault, taking al her frus-
trations out on her kid. Y elling, screaming, fighting all the
time with Daddy, too. She remembered the pain, the hurt in
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Daddy's face after one of those bouts. And yet, when Mom
finally got her degree and decided to split, she'd fought like
hell for custody, and when they'd awarded joint custody Mom
took that job twenty-five-hundred miles from Boston just to
spite him. And joined that Bible-thumping evangelical. Hell
and Damnation church to boot. Trying to fix her up with all
those dumb guys in suits who were weenies when compared to
Daddy or even to normal humanity. Not that the guys at
school were much better. All 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 love, not—that. . . .

"You can't really fight it any more, you know," the
reflection commented. "Y ou could have, once, even up to
the point where Boday took that potion. Y ou might still have
tost the fight, but you might not have. It is hard to say. But
the tendency was there, and the spelt forced a choice, and
considering 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. Klittichom ended the battle; his spell compelled that you
win the fight or stop it. Y ou could never totally win, and
conditions were always against 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 iswhat tears at your mind. Not that you are
thisway and will be so, but that you still feel unnatural, an
outcast, somehow wrong or deformed. Y ou keep treating it
like some kind of disease that will pass or waiting for a cure
to be discovered. It hampers your actions, limits your free-
dom. It iskilling you."

"What the hell can | do? It don't seem right, somehow,
that's all."

"Forget that. What's right is what's right for you, not
everybody else. It's not what could be, it'swhat 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 crime,
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it's part of what you are. Who really cares? Society? Y eah,
they'd rather see you miserable or trapped forever in alove-
less, sexless marriage and getting so miserable you finally
become a drunk or an addict or kill yourself. That would
make them happy. If it wasn't your choiceto be thisway,
then you're as natural asthey are. You just scare 'em ‘cause
some of them are afraid maybe it's in them. too. That same
society that doesn't blink an eye when young girls are sellin'
themselves on street comers, or thinksit's too bad but not
scary that other girls are rotting their minds with drugs and
booze, or who can accept the idea of teenage girls havin'
babies and rotting on welfare—yeah, they're the ones who
say you're agreater evil than the others. They can forgive the
others, right? But not you. Y ou're not hurting nobody, not
even yourself. Makes you think, don't it?"

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

"I can only work with what'sin you that's reflected in me.

I'm the other side of what you are, remember. | say you got a
right to be as unconventiona and abnormal according to their
lights and set your own standards rather than live with some-
body else's. | can tell that's what you really want, too. | say
don't pretend for nobody, and if they don't like it, to hell

with them. Y ou got Boday. She's still alive and out there
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someplace and your destiny isto see her again. The spell of
union still existsand | can seeit. So what's your problem?"

Sam sighed. "Boday," she replied. "The attraction on her
part is chemical, not real. What if it wears off? What if a
spell frees her, or something else, and she suddenly finds me
repulsive? Then what do 1 do?'

"It probably won't happen, but what if it did? Y ou know

you aren't the only one like yourself. If you're comfortable
with yourself and out in the open and honest to everybody
else, you'll make out. Go out there with afeeling that you're
gonnalive your life with the cards destiny deals you, not curl
up and diein a self-pitying cloud that you and things aren't
what you want them to be. Consider that society's happiness
does real harm to you, but your own happiness really doesn't

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwed620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20War%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (31 of 418)17-2-2006 2:45:59



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

hurt them at all. It's an easy choice. Be strong, be decisive,
live on challenges, don't run from them or worry about what
might 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
commented. "God knows she ain't usin' ‘'em.”

"So who said you were dumb? Some junior high guidance
counselor waving his|.Q. tests around in so stupid a manner?
Coming straight out and saying you were dumb, so you

believed it, just like you swallowed the rest. and you stopped
trying. Y our grades were fairly good until that time when he
told you you were below average. And who was heto tell you
that? Y ou picked up the tools and skills of carpentry just
watching your Dad. Y ou know, in every case where you haven't
just given up and surrendered, you've out-thought and out-
maneuvered just about everybody. Y ou escaped from Klittichom
back on your own world. Y ou escaped from traitors on this

one, and you have survived quite well here. It is only when

you quit, when you listen to them rather than just go out and

do what you want that you fail. Forget about them. A lot of

great minds flunked out of school but not out of life. Ever wonder
what that guidance counselor's 1.Q. was? Or how much of it

he used? Who cares whether you're smarter than some and
dumber than others? That's another thing that is. What do

those numbers mean? There are always people smarter than
somebody else, and lots dumber, too. Y ou're probably alot
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smarter than some smart people in some areas asit is. So,
forget it. If you can't leam something you figure out a
different way to do it and you go on. How many brains could
nave survived what you've already survived? Y ou got big
problemsto solve ahead. Get rid of the old ones. Y ou can't
afford 'em.”

She stared at the reflection, asif sensing for the first time

that this was a true dialogue and that this creature that |ooked
like her was anything but.
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"Just who and what are you?" she asked the reflection
suspiciously.

"Y ou might say a spirit. A kind of life that exists outside
the kind you know or understand. All things which are not
energy are created by energy. That trapped energy breeds us;

the matter contains us, or natural laws shape usin energy
itself. My kind is called by many names by many people of
many cultures. Some call us elementals, some ghosts or spirits,
manitou and turgerbeist. | was bom within the casting and
polishing of the mirror, and am sustained by its perfection.
Because | reflect you, | become you, for atime, as| said.”

"But you aren't reflecting my thoughts, not even deep
down! | never thought this heavy or thought any of this
through."

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

and all that you are. but it is secondhand. | did not liveit or
experience it. | can, therefore, be objective about it. First we
deal with what isand is unlikely to be changed, for good or
ill, right or wrong. Y ou arc a Storm Princess, a magnet for
the elementals bom of storms and a mistress of them. Those
are powerful ones who have no feeling for matter; they are
bursts of pure emotion who must live their livesin the
briefness of the storm rather than within the lifetime of atree
or arock—or amirror. They obey neither sorcerer nor de-
mon, although they might cooperate if they fedl like it—or
turn on them and devour them. Those of magic fear them, as
do even the other elementals. But, long ago, therewas a
compact of some kind. Some great one performed a service
which even they can not now know or understand, but a debt,
an obligation, was created. Girl children of that one line,
descended from that first who created the debt, they will obey
and never betray. They are the Storm Princesses."
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"But I'm not bom of that line."
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"Perhaps not, although who's to say? They recognize you

as alegitimate heir to that debt and that is all that matters.
They can not tell you and the one bom in Akahlar apart. As
you already know, they will come if they are summoned, 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
flow from it."

Sam sighed. "So how the hell do you get to tell me the
way | should act and think?"

"As| say, first we take what is. Y ou are a Storm Princess
and you can't change that. Y ou are fat, and unless 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 men sexually
unattractive and not even al that interesting on the whole,

Y ou have been fighting that up to now and you can fight that
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 something
no different than a tendency to be overweight or being short
the rest of your life and get on with living. Your problemis
that you have not thought it through. Y ou think of these
things as wrong rather than as simply different. Do you
remember your life as Misa on the farms of Duke Pasedo?"

She nodded. "Yes. That, too. In many waysit was a

happy time."

"Y et aimost all of the peasants and workers there were
different. Victims of the Changewinds, or of other spells and
curses that made them abnormal, unnatural. The Duke's own
son has hollow bones and wings instead of arms and fliesas a
bird might fly. Did you find al those who were there who
were not totally 'human’ to be repulsive? To be unfit com-
pany? To be denied your friendship and help? Should they be
treated as animals, as less than humans?’

"Of course not!" she retorted immediately. "They were
some of the nicest people | found here. A lot more human
where it counted than most of the Akhbreed."

"But many were ugly, deformed- Surely they bore the
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mark of sin and the wrath of God and were punished by God,
condemned to look like that and live like that."

"No, no! They wereall victims. Just victims 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 aright to forever rule
hundreds upon hundreds of other races on other worlds who
do not match their own physical standards or accept their
culture?'

*Of course not! The system here is obscene. Kind'alike
the worst parts of all the racism and sexism and shit back
home."

"And do you remember your vision of the Changewind?'
the elemental pressed, reading her memories. "Of ayoung
boy caught out in the great slorm and changed by it into an
inhuman, demonic creature?"

She did remember. "Yes! And when the soldiers found
him afterwards he pleaded with them that he was the same
boy on theinside still, but they murdered him! It was—
awful!"

"Then we should accept them as they are? Treat them
according to how they act and contribute, whether they are
good or evil people, without regard to their looks or what
they eat or what language they speak or what culture they
follow? Or should we consider the different our inferiors and
treat them as such, and perhaps kill all the maimed and
deformed and the crippled among even the Akhbreed who do
not attain the Akhbreed standard of physical perfection and
behave exactly as all Akhbreed are expected to behave?!
"That's stupid' Where are you goin* with all this?'

The reflection looked her straight in the eye. "How major

are your problems compared to theirs? How can you condemn
them while eating your heart out that you yourself don't quite
meet their standards? Y ou are no different than those people
at Pasedo's, than the colonial races, than the cursed and
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deformed and handicapped, except that your differences are
SO minor you can even exist in Akhbreed society. How can
you at one and the same time condemn the Akhbreed for their
ways and yet be upset because you can not fully meet the
Akhbreed standards yourself? Y ou would not be upset if you
were caught in the Winds, if you suddenly had atail or grew
wings. Or even if you caught aterrible infection and lost your
hearing or an arm or aleg. Y ou admired those people for
overcoming their differences, which were in most cases very
severe."
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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 must look to such a

one.

The reflection, however, wasn't true. "Now think of your-
self in their position. They could be horrified at what they had
become and give up, become vegetables, die by inchesin a
morass of pity. They might 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 live.
That self-loathing, that lack of ego and self-worth that con-
sumed many of the ones who did not survive, iswhat aso is
consuming you. And for what? That, through no fault of your
own, you aren't what other people think of as normal, attrac-
tive, perfect.”

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

it now, understood it, and also understood what kind of a
hypocrite she had been. She would have saved that boy. She
would liberate the colonies. She wouldn't care abit if she

shared more meals and living quarters with the folks at Pasedo's.

And yet, without that potion, she might well have shrank
from some of them, or been worried or revolted by them, and
that knowledge made her feel ashamed. The potion had done
more than wipe away memory; it had wiped away hangups as
well. Because she did not remember then, those people were
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the only ones she knew.
They were normal.

They were afar better ot of human beings than almost any

of the so-called "normal" humans she'd run into. Those

bastards back at the cliff—they were "norma™ humans. Zamofir
was "normal." Probably even Klittichom was "normal."

"Just understanding and realizing that makes you wiser
than almost all of the Akhbreed of Akahlar," said the ele-
mental. "And most of those of your home world, too. One
who matches all of society's rules and perhapsis even a
genius can still be insane or even evil. But the only true
measure of superiority is one's wisdom."

Sam sighed. "What do | have to do?"

The reflection smiled. "L ook inside yourself and then ook
at your reflection and decide that it will do just fine. Be
ashamed of nothing not of your own doing, and cast off all
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the worries over things that have no meaning and no rele-
vance and which can not be changed."”

"1—I want to very much, but I'm unsure that | can! | grew
up set in one way, and even though | hated it, it was still a
part of me. That's what 1've been trying to get rid of by my
memory lapses. | understand that now. But I'm back. I'm
Samantha Buell again. It's not that easy to do it all at once,
like this, now, and know that it'll stay."

"If that freedom iswhat you truly want," said the reflec-
tion, "then | can giveit to you. | can not forceit. | can not
doit for you. But if you truly wishit, if you let mein, if you
do not fight or fear or doubt, then, now, at this point, at
perhaps only this point, | can heal you."

Choices. . . .Crossroads. . . .Thisway or that. Thisis

what Etanalon meant. Thisis the moment of decision. Not to
be transformed into some artificial beauty as Charley was,
nor to become anything other than what | am. Rather, to ac-
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cept what | am and go on from there. To be content to be just
me. ...

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 magic wand that would make her perfect.
Instead a Sam with no illusions, and content with that. One
who would never please the public, but might well please
herself. It was a tough thing to choose. Nobody outside of
fairy tales ever redlly lived happily ever after, but it was
damned tough to give up the dream of it.

The reflection seemed to shimmer, and parts of it began to
fade, and Sam was suddenly afraid that she had made a
choice by not making it.

"Wait!" she caled. "I—I'm ready."

The reflection solidified once more, this time becoming

very much her reflection, her perfect mirror image. She stared
into her big brown eyes and the image seemed to come
closer, floating to her rather than walking, until they were
nose to nose.

Then the image and her own body merged, and inside the
mind, throughout her whole body, there was almost an explo-
sion, atingling, an excitement. Barriers within her mind fell
like dominoes, one after the other, until she remembered her
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whole past, her whole self, right up to this point, but with a
kind of clinical clarity she had never known before.

Y eah, she'd been dumb, all right. Dumb all the way through.
All the time it was them she listened to; all thetime it was
herself she'd been fighting. The barriers continued to fall.
What a mess | made for myself—back home and here, she
thought sourly. Well, I'm not going to give a shit about them
and their standards and their rules and demands anymore.
It's time to stop being afraid of living. Okay, I'm not like
them. I'm different, in alot of ways. and they aren't really so
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bad at all.

It was asif she was suddenly reborn, grown-up and wise.

She liked herself now, and she found her old self pretty
damned pitiful and repulsive. She liked the image of herself as
asurvivor, as somebody with power who might be able to do
important things. No more dishonesty, not with herself, not
with other people. Anybody who didn't take her as she was,
wasn't worth knowing anyway. L et other people be embar-
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 led 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 time she used it. Maybe it wastimeto test it
out and seeif the journey was really worth the trip.

She turned, and suddenly realized that she was no longer
within the mirror but back in Etanalon's bedroom, just stand-
ing there. She turned back and looked into the mirror once
again—and there was no reflection there at all.

Etanalon came back into the room and covered the mirror
once more. Sam went to the bed and got dressed once more,
then sighed, turned, and looked at the sorceress. "I think 1
can handle it now," she said simply.

"Indeed?" Etanalon replied, sounding a bit skeptical. "Then
you believe that there is nothing that can crush you, nothing
that can stop you, even unto death. Y ou're now ready for any
new challenge. Isthat it?"

"I think so. I'm gonnatry and avoid that death part as long
as| can, though. I ain't sayin' I'm not gonna fal flat on my
face, but at least it'll be my decision, up front. I'm through
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running. From myself, from others. | didn't pick gettin'

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwed620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20War%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (39 of 418)17-2-2006 2:45:59



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

dropped here or what | have to do, but it'sright that | do it.
That | face her down and screw her ass into athunderstorm.

Not ‘cause Boolean wantsiit, but because it's the right thing
to do,"

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

Sam was suddenly wary. " Something happen while |
was—in there?"'

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

took only afew minutes, no matter how long it seemed to
you. It's something that already was, but which has been kept
from you. Both a severe complication to your plans and,

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

Kirawas curled up on the couch but looked up and then sat
up. "That was fast."

“I'm alot better, Kira. Inside, anyway. | till feel like I'm

carrying aton." Sam settled down in one of the padded
chairs.

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

"You're pregnant,” Kiraresponded, affirming the news.
"Six months aong."

"Holy shit! Y ou knew about this? And you didn't tell
me?’

Kira shrugged. "In your mental state it was tough to know
whether or not the news wouldn't push you off the edge. But,
asthe physician said last night, you weren't too far from
finding out with a vengeance."

Sam sank back down. "Jeez! Pregnant! | come out of there
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ready to march into battle against the forces of evil and now
maybe | can waddle alittle. | know | ain't had a period since
lord knows when, but | figured it was the potions or the shock
or the weight or something. Jeez! One of them bastards back
with the Blue Fairy in Kudaan. probably." She paused a
moment, thinking, all the memories now clear in her mind.
"Or maybe not. God,! hope not!"

"The rape was the only sexual experience with aman?"
Etanalon asked.

She thought a moment. "No, it wasn't. A day or two earlier,
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 35

really. | realized | had this—power—with that demon amulet,
and there was Charley screwin' half thetrain, and | just had
to know. 1 just picked a strong, nice guy and kind's be-
witched him into seducing me. It wasno kick at al. | didn't
even get off." She thought a moment. "But he did. Jeez. 1
hope it's hisl He was a pretty nice guy for alt that and | think
he was killed in the attack. Huh! | guess we'll never really
know, unless he or she grows up to be an ax murderer or
something."

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

girls, and generaly 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 from a child,
since such things are determined by the elementals. More and
more they will take you for her, dividing their support less
and less between you."

Sam was still pretty shaken by the news, but she was
thinking clearly now. "Wait a minute. Are you telling me
that because I'm havin' the kid she can't? And that once the
kid is bom she'll lose her powers?

"That isthe way we believe it works, yes," the sorceress
replied.

Kira, too, was fascinated by this. "Then we might already
have won. The only way they can retain their power and keep
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to their planisif they kill her and her unborn child. There are
anumber of very pleasant, tranquil places deep in the colo-
nies where someone could hide for ayear or more. We need
only take Misathere and wait until the child is bom. Then the
Storm Princess's power dies and with it Klittichom's dream

of controlling the Changewinds."

"Sam," she responded. "Misawas just another place to
hide. Susamain Akhbreed, Sam for short in any tongue. |
like the picture you're painting, but it's all wrong."

"Huh? What do you mean? Etanalon just said—"
"—what KHttichom already knows," Sam finished.

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

"Maybe heis, but | doubt it. For one thing, 1 tunein every
once in awhile to the Storm Princess. | got to figure she
somehow tunesin on me. And | don't sell old Homy short.
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They got a pretty good idea of me by now. | think. We had to
fight off the hired guns back off Quodac, remember, and |
think maybe that slimy bastard Zamofir has got to know more
than he's putting out. He saw me on the train, maybe even
arranged the attack because | was there. He was there at the
rock camp, too—the only survivor from their side. Figure he
saw it al. heard everything. Then, later, he shows up at
Pasedo's and narrowly misses me."

Kirasighed. "Y es, and Pasedo's people knew you were
pregnant at that point. Crim should have drowned that little
creep. All right—so Klittichom knows. What good does that
do him if he can't find you?"

Sam sighed. "Wéll, suppose | was him. Six months. . . .

So | got three months to go, give or take, right? He'll figure
from the rape Zenchur would have reported to him, which is
good enough. Now, he's spent years building hisarmies and
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making his plans. Y ears finding and shaping and building up
this Storm Princess until she'll do exactly what he wants her
to. He's got Boolean bottled up, everything shaping up nice
whether I'm around or not, and then he finds out he made one
tiny mistake. He kept her avirgin instead of getting her
knocked up when he had the chance."

"It would have been difficult unless the soldiers who took
her from her homeland had ravished her, and no doubt they
had strict orders on that," Etanalon noted. "Thisis alengthy
plan of Klittichom *s, carried out with much patience. He
arranged everything so that she would be his willing accom-
plice, from the massacre of her people and mother onwards.
Do not doubt it. He manipulated the threads of her destiny to
create what he had. A child would have interfered with that."

"Yeah, and | guess he kept her on atight enough leash so
she couldn't fool around on her own," Sam noted.

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

see, and always guarded. But remember, too, that sheisin all
senses except her background you—another version of you.
On that level, she might have been no more likely to 'fool
around," as you put it, than you would—at least not with

men. Of course, she would not admit it, even to herself, and
she would expect an arranged marriage at some point, but she
would run from such feelings in horror, as you tried to do. It
was afactor that Klittichom overlooked. Or, perhaps, one he

37
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simply took for granted and'reinforced in you. It simply never
occurred to him that there were other ways than romance to
cause pregnancy. In hisown way, he's rather conservative
and old-fashioned in his outlook. It never seemsto have
occuircd to him that, in spite of all, Storm Princesses are still
bom. At any rate, it is done."

"Yes," Kiraput in, "but now what can we do? All it's
done isto start the clock ticking on the end of the world."
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"I don't see how, even with all histricks, he can get her to
go along with him on this,"” Sam commented. "I mean, no
matter what, 1 don't think | could trust that homy bastard."

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

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

Sam nodded. "Frankly, | wouldn't mind being the liberator
myself, but not at the cost of having old Homy around to pick
up the pieces. The system hereis bad, but | can imagine
worse." She turned to Kira. "Don't you see? If | was old
Homy, faced with all thiswork and all this power goin' down
the tubes, I'd moveit up. I'd go with what | had and take a
chance, ready or not. He'sgonna do it, Kira. He's gonna do

it before my baby's bom. 1 don't want my baby growin' up in
hisworld, or even in the wreckage a defeat would leave
behind. We don't have much time, Kira. Y ou got to contact
Boolean. Y ou got to tell him that the whole deal's off. Tell
him either we hit them now, or it's going down and soon. We
need to get together whatever forces we can and move on
them before they move on us. No more bullshit. No more
sneaking around. We hit them first, quick and dirty, or it's all
over."

2
Political Pictures

SUCH WAS THE luxurious and glamorous reputation of the
Imperial High Court of Covanti that Covantians had a saying
that it was better |o be the one who emptied the King'stoilets
than to be a merchant prince. And, after afew days there,
even Charley and Boday had some reason to believe it.

Halagar, the old friend and one-time schoolmate of Dorion
who was now an Imperial Courier for the Court, had brought
them straight in to the palace without incident, and in record
time. It was far easier when one was travelling with clear
Imperial protection; there might have been all sorts of thugs,
thieves, and murderers waiting to claim Klittichom's reward
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for them, but none of them dared act against people under the
protection of one from the Court. Rewards were only of value
if one lived to spend them, and Halagar's large, jewel-encrusted
ring gave him some kind of psychic contact with the Akhbreed
sorcerers who maintained and guarded this land.

Of course, that protection extended only to the land and'
colonies of Covanti; once outside of that domain, they were
also beyond the reach of any sort of Covantian imperial
protection, supernatural or otherwise. And there was still five
worlds, four of which were under other kingdoms, before
they reached Masalur and Boolean.

Asfar as Charley was concerned, she didn't careif she

ever reached Boolean now. She had been giving alot of
thought to that, although, to be sure, the decisions about her
future were not hersto make.

She had come to Akahlar not by anyone's grand design but
simply because she had been with Sam when the two great
wizards had come for their Storm Princess clone; one to kill,
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the other to save. Like the innocent passenger in acar crash,
she'd had nothing at al to do with the accident but she
nonetheless suffered all the consequences.

Then Boolean had taken advantage of her presence and her
superficial resemblance to Sam to make of her a decoy; to
make her appear as Sam would have if everything had gone
exactly right, if the idealized potential in Sam's genes had
been a hundred percent realized. She was beautiful, sexy,
perfectly proportioned, and, after falling into Boday's al-
chemical hands, virtually engineered to be a courtesan, a
high-class whore, whose sole function was to give pleasure to
men and to find high pleasure in that as well.

And although she had had "I'm gonna conquer the world"

Superwoman ambitionsin her old life, and now sometimes
felt guilty remembering them, the fact was, she liked the job
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and the situation. The only problem she really had with it, and
it was abig one, was that she was designed to stand out in

any crowd, the better to attract the attention of those forces
seeking Sam who would see the resemblance and take her for
her friend. She was the decoy, dependent on her own wits
and the powers and authority of othersto save herself without
benefit of Sam's powers or anything else. That was why she
was here. on the road, in the middle of a strange world, on

her way to Boolean. Until she, or Sam, reached that safety
neither could hope for any long-term peace.

Or so she'd thought. Now, in the Imperial Court, she was
beginning to wonder. For the first time since she'd worked
the high-class geisha route back in Mashtopol, she fell safe
and comfortable.

More, the odds of her realty getting any further were

slimmer even than the odds she would have gotten this far.
Set upon by the gang in the Kudaan Wastes, she'd managed

to escape and to rescue Sam and Boday and the others, but at
the cost of her eyesight. Witnessing the supernatural battle
between Aderia. Blue Witch of the Kudaan Wastes and
Ktittichom aly, and the demon from Sam's amulet had caused
some kind of radiation effect. All sorcerers who dedlt in or
with such powers had suffered the same fate and had alternate
ways of seeing, but they knew magic or had powers she did
not. Even Dorion didn't see with his eyes, although nobody
could really tell that just from meeting 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 proximity to them,
but there was alot less magic in the world than even most of
the inhabitants thought. She had been able to see the terrible
Stormrider in the Quodac void, a sight she might have chosen
to avoid, but most of the time the world was a dull and
meaningless gray null. It was an irony, really; most peoplein
Akahlar, from the lowest to the highest, feared magic 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 mercy of the normal
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world.

More, having fallen into captivity in the Kudaan and sold
into slavery, the small gold ring in her nose bound her with
strong magic as a slave who could not escape her master and
who was compelled to obey that master. Right now that role
was delegated to Dorion, arather sweet and shy sorcerer's
apprentice who couldn't make himself take advantage of the
situation, but, thanks to Y obi, the powerful witch and his
own mentor, Charley really "belonged” to Boolean.

Her only convenience was Shadowcat, a medium-sized tomcat
somehow bound to her as she was to Boolean. Through atiny
sharing of blood, she and the cat were somehow linked, and

if shewilled it and concentrated, she could see. in the strange
fish-eyed and monochromatic way a cat saw, and from that
small and low vantage point, just what the animal could see.
Thiswas handy only to a degree. Shadowcat might have been
something supernatural,.but deep down he was a cat, and cats
didn't go where you wanted them to. nor necessarily look at
what you wanted to see.

The other advantage Shadoweat gave her was a two-edged
sword. She had been unable to master the complex polytonal
language of the Akhbreed; it was doubtful that anyone not
born to it or who had not absorbed it in some magical way as
Sam had done, could ever master it. After all thistime she
understood it well enough to get by, although following a
fast-talking multiparty conversation was sometimes impossi -
ble, but that was about the limit. She could understand Boday,
for example, 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 woman of pleasure. Many
magicians, including Dorion, could handle English, having
learned it by spell, since for some reason English, or aform
of it, was amajor language of the high Akhbreed sorcerers,
but without Dorion or Boolean around she was cut off there,
too. On her own she was effectively both blind and voiceless.
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The Shadowcat binding spell also gave her away out of
that; when she held the cat othersin her immediate vicinity
could read her thoughts. The problem was, everybody could
read all her thoughts, so she didn't use that much unlessit

was an emergency.

Still, for the only thing she could really do, and the thing

she like doing the most, she didn't need to see or speak. She
had concentrated not on dwelling on her problems but on
coping with her situation, and, with alot of patience and
thought she was as self-sufficient as she needed to be or could
be. She could memorize the basics of almost any room of
normal sizein a half hour; she could find the bathroom or
chamber pot or whatever was available for the need and tend
to herself. She could dress herself as much as one of her class
and station dressed, fix her jewelry and her hair, apply per-
fume and even some limited cosmetics. There were tricks you
just worked out for doing that. Even pouring a drink—the
finger unobtrusively just below the rim of cup or glasstelling
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 them in the same ways every time.

In the Covanti court, they had placed her with the royal
concubines, in asort of loose harem that was pretty good and
had alot. There were real hot showers, and slaves to do your
hair and nails and the like, a pick of perfumes, cosmetics, and
assistance for her in putting them on, along with good-tasting
tilings to eat and fine wines of the region and coffees and teas
served regularly. 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 much of alevel
of conversation that she felt left out of; while the Short
Speech was reserved for when they were outside, just about
all the women had been born and raised to this position and
purpose. They were all illiterate, and appallingly ignorant of
the world or much of anything outside the immediate Covanti
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royal grounds. They mostly did superficial comparisons of the
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men of the Court, and how they were in bed, and did and
redid their own and each other's hair, makeup, and the like,
did exercises and tried out dances. They were all pros, just
like she was, only they had akind of status and a gilded cage
and they knew of nor wanted much else. This was the highest
level to which they could aspire.

Charley found herself quickly slipping into their vacuous
lifestyle without any problems. If they had no depth, they
were at least al friendly and sympathetic, their competition
between themselves limited mostly to boasting about their
own sexual prowess or trying to top one another in style. It
was more like a girls' luxurious summer camp back when she
was, say, thirteen or fourteen. That lonely, friendless feeling
she'd had since losing track of Sam in the gorge back in the
Kudaan Wastes was filled, to a degree.

Too, she had not realized just how much pressure she had
been living under until it was removed. Here, with the Royal
Courtesans, protected, cared for, she felt reasonably safe, and
slept long and well without nightmares. Particularly consider-
ing her handicaps of language and sight, this was also the
highest level to which she could reasonably aspire. Evenin
twenty years or more, when beauty was fading and demand
for older women was lessened, the roya honor was kept, and
all needs would be attended to for life. No worries, no
Insecurities, no real responsibilities—it was a seductive thing,
empty asit might be, particularly when you considered how
she was, what she'd already been through, and what was
waiting out there should she leave.

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

and an endless supply of mild drugs that would take you for
as long as you wanted into a state where everything was
pleasant and wonderful and the silliest little things were end-
lessly amusing.

She indulged herself in al the pleasures because she knew

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

And then there was Halagar. She had seen him only through
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Shadowcat, but she had known him far more intimately than
that. He was a big, strong, muscular man with an equally
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strong and handsome face, with a bodybuilder's frame and
muscle control, and so worldly wise and experienced that he
had taught her some new things in the bedroom. He was
rough, yet tender, too, somehow, and he seemed to be as
smitten 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-image to think
that out of all the choices available to him he had chosen her.

It had to be physical; somehow, for some reason, every

time she was alone with him Sharlene Sharkin just ceased to
exist, leaving only Shari. her perfect courtesan alter ego, who
had no memories beyond being a courtesan, thought only in
the Short Speech, and existed only to serve and please. There
was a spell that would do that, of course; Sam had created it
so she could have some fun back on that wagon train without
betraying anything by accident. But that spell's words were
English and known only to Sam and herself. Even on her own
and without the spell, she could dlip into Shari as easily as
slipping into a dress, but she had always been there, as a sort
of rider, ableto regain control if needed. It was her "profes-
siona" persona. But this was different.

She wondered, sometimes, if perhaps that spell were break-
ing down. That maybe it was her subconscious doing it; that,
deep down, shereally just wanted to be Shari and to hell with
anything else- 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 wind up
permanently in a harem like this, she would quickly become
al 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 would always prefer to bein total control of her own life,
but, if that could not be, and if there was no hope of ever
returning home and she had to live her life here, as she was,
wasn't it better to forget what wasn't relevant and just enjoy,
like the girls here?
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Sure, she was the brave, blind courtesan who'd outwitted
and caused the destruction of afeared demon Stormrider by
merely remembering a bit of high school physics, but there
were only so many times you could get away with that, and
she knew how lucky she'd been. One of these times, she'd
lose. If not the next time, then the next, or the next. And,

44 lack L. Chalker

although one of her fantasies from the old days back home
had been as the fierce and feared Amazonian warrior, it was
different when you really faced those kind of things. On the
whole, inreal life, she knew that if she had to choose
between being awarrior or alover, she'd much rathet be a
lover.

Boday remained as personal slave to Dorion, although the
plump, sandy-haired apprentice sorcerer would much rather
have had Charley around. At least Boday was also subject to
his commands, although, truth to tell, Dorion just wasn't all
that comfortable 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, chocolate brown
complexion just like Charley, and for the same reason. Boday's
body, tattooed from neck to feet, made her instantly recogniz-
able anywhere and hardly somebody you could sneak through
civilized areas. The sorceress Y obi had, therefore, dyed them
both with an incredibly natural-looking skin dye to cover the
designs. In Boday's case, it hadn't helped much. Neither did
the fact that she assumed the name of Koba (and Charley was
Y ssa) so their names would not only not be obvious flags but
also would match (heir new apparent nationalities. Neither
dye nor amere alias could hide Boday herself.

"Y our humble slave is desolate!" she wailed to himin
private. "When will we leave this velvet prison and resume
our journey?"

Dorion knew well why Boday wanted to go. Early on,
she'd accidentally swallowed a powerful love potion of her
own design and the first person she'd seen after waking up
had been Sam. It was incredibly strong—it had to be, since
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Boday often made references to one or another of her seven
previous husbands—and its composition 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 elseto dip it to her. She had even regis-
tered Sam and herself asa"married" couple in the Kingdom
of Tubikosa, where it was allowed with disdain for the conve-
nience of the authorities as a strictly legalistic means of
straightening 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 monoga-
mously married to Sam; how Sam felt about it Dorion didn't
know, never having met that member of the trio, although
Charley had indicated that Sam was the sort who liked it just

fine.

Dorion, as amagician, could understand Boday, but ones
like Sam made him welt, uncomfortable, somehow. Boday
was not a woman attracted to women, even now; she was just
compelled by potion to be madly in love with one of them.
But somebody who, without benefit of spell or potion, was
still attracted only to members of the same sex was, well,
creepy to him. He had known only afew in his short life,
mostly men, and didn't know whether he was more disturbed
that they were that way or that the ways to change that were
available by spell and potion were rarely ever used.

"We're waiting for areport on what's ahead,” Dorion told
Boday for the umptyumpth time. "From here on in there's no
choice of routes, and things are going to get tight and more
dangerous than before, and before was dangerous enough for

me.

"Kobaknows you just like sitting here eating and drinking
fine food and wines and ogling all the half-naked slave girls,
some of whom might believe your tales of mighty sorcery and
battles, but you are on a mission, commanded by our true
master to bring usto him. How long do you believe that he
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will like us being kept here?"

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

tell, although his brown robe marked him as Third Rank, he
really wasn't much of awizard. 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
physical shape and most 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 attempt, it
would be no great loss.

About the only reason he really was thinking of pressing on
wasn't any fear of Boolean or Y obi, but mostly Charley.
Halagar had been more an acquaintance than friend in their
youth. In point of fact, time had dimmed the old feelings he'd
had for the man, but now they were brought back full.

46 Jack L. Chalker

Halagar, in fact, was the kind of guy that boys like Dorion
had hated. Handsome, sexy, debonair, the best athlete, the
master of all he attempted, 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 apprent| ceship
mostly to get away from Halagar.

Halagar, on the other hand, had joined the army, risen
rapidly in rank, gained position, then quit and become a
mercenary and gotten pretty rich at doing that. Now, here he
was. Imperial Courier to the King, and, worst of all, Chariey
had clearly fallen for him like aton of bricksjust like all die
other girls always did. Hell, every time she was around
Halagar she just seemed to melt away, leaving only a servile,
mooning airhead. He liked Charley for her looks, sure, and
he was as guilty as any man of looking at the pretty onesfirst,
but it wasn't just the looks or even the moves, no matter how
alluring they were. But he also was enormousdly attracted to
the Charley who, blind and helpless, when faced with the
monstrous, demonic Stormrider, had calmly figured out its
weakness and directed its destruction. It was the strength and
brains and nerve beneath the beauty that was, in fact, the
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most important to him.

Sure, she was a slave and compelled to obey him. He could
have forbade her making out with Halagar and in fact com-
manded her to make love to him, but he didn't want it that
way. He was a sorcerer, at least of sorts. He knew how easy
it was for spells and potions to substitute for what was real.
To compel it was no different to him than going down to the
low-life district and buying it. His mind and heart just had no
craving for or even use for gratification like that. Magicians
above all others prized most that which was genuine and real.

It was the thing that puzzled him most about women,
particularly strong and decisive women. They all said that
they hated and detested men who treated them like sex objects
rather than people and judged women by looks alone, Charley
included—and said so often. Then they'd make real good
friends with the kind of man who saw them the way they said
they wanted to be seen and treated them accordingly—but
they'd then walk off to bed with the guy who was best-
looking and treated all women like sex objects and leave the
guy who treated them first and foremost as people, the way

a7
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they said they wanted alt men to treat them, and who didn't
look like agod but just ordinary. And then when you asked
them why they were saying one thing to aguy and then
teaching him the other, they turned and snapped and said,
"You treat sex like it was areward or something." Well, it
sure wasn't punishment and it was sure a pleasure, and a guy
who didn't get much sex himself sure couldn't figure why a
woman would want to go to bed with a guy who acted all
"wrong" and leave a guy alone and without sex who was
their kind of guy.

In the absence of love, sex was either acommodity or a
reward, at least to any guy he'd known. If there was any
other thing that it was, it was unfathomable to the male mind.

Women and men sure didn't think alike, that was for sure.
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To him, Charley was basically sending the message that he
was a sucker for not treating her as his sex slave and to hell
with all that respect crap.

The trouble was, while he got the message, he just couldn't
bring himself to be that way. Halagar, too, had gotten the
message long ago, and he sure was never shown any reason
to change his views, either.

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

even to himself. Were it not for the courier, his contacts, his
quick sword arm and sure shot, and his rank in Covanti, they
might not have made it this far. And now he was using the
same power to get the information they needed to complete
the journey that. like it or not, they had to complete.

He sighed and got up from the comfortable divan on which
he'd been sitting. "All right—I'll see just what's up. | know
how anxious you are to go on, but the gods know we needed

thisrest."

So far he'd been pressing Halagar for news; now he sought
out others, the bureaucrats of me Court through which all
such information had to flow, to seeif maybe he was being
played for a sucker in other ways. It took alittle sweet-talking
and abit of bravado and bluster, but he finally wormed out

the situation.

First was the interesting news that the dogs had been called
off of Charley. That alone was amazing, wonderful newsto
him. Apparently it had happened many days earlier, and was
now common knowledge among the underworld of Covanti,
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who had shifted their search to "afat and probably veiy
pregnant girl" exclusively. Thistook enormous pressure off;

surely Halagar had known of this as soon as the word had
been put out. Why hadn't he told them? *
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Of course, the answer was obvious. Now that there was no
longer any manhunt, or, rather, womanhunt, for Charley,
there seemed no particular reason for them to hurry on to
Boolean. They had become, very suddenly, no longer really
relevant to events. That meant that Halagar could enjoy all of
Charley's favors until he tired of them without actually affect-
ing the course of history or even events, and without getting a
big-shot sorcerer mad at him.

Of course, Dorion's reaction at the news was just the
opposite. His charge was to get the women to Boolean; now
this seemed |less an impossible task than arelatively straight-
forward affair. Not even Boday was at serious risk; it was she
had the love potion, not Sam. It wasn't all that certain that
holding Boday hostage would cause Sam to do anything
dangerous or foolish—if, 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 amanner that they would feel no reason to continue
to be secretive themselves. That Sam was still trying to reach
Boolean was a foregone conclusion; Charley and Boday,
then, became valuable travelling the same road as bait.

To have revealed thisto Dorion, or even Boday, would
have meant their immediate departure.

Not that things were risk free. Covanti had mobilized some
of its reserve forces and moved most of the regular troops
from the colonies back towards the null zones. Rebellious
forces composed, incredibly, of mostly colonial races had
begun actual attacks on Akhbreed outposts and had also
begun to marshal! forces near the inner borders with the hub.
The level of coordination was amazing; hundreds of colonial
worlds, separated irrevocably by their lack of hub accessto
get communications or coordination between their various
worlds still were moving asif under a unified command.
Such actions were not merely dangerous, they were unprece-
dented.

They were also inexplicable. No matter how many forces
they marshalled at the null's edge, the armies of the Akhbreed
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could always defend the nulls with superior weaponry and
in-place defenses, and even if the colonials gained a bit and
managed to cross worlds—what then? They'd be cut off from
their own supply and support, unable to blend into the new
world, and would only present an easier target for Akhbreed
forces to mop up. Without control of the hub, what they were
doing defied al 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
military defense and supported by the vast powers of the great
sorcerers, the heart of the Akhbreed kingdoms and of the
race's control of all the worlds of Akahlar. Without the hub,
they could be deadly, costly, even inconvenient, but they
couldn't really win anything except their own death and the
harshest repression for their worlds and peoples afterwards.
They knew this. Why other than mass insanity would they

now organize and march?
Dorion frowned. "Then isit safe, or even possible, to get
through the colonies at all?"

The bureaucrat nodded. "Oh, certainly. Their worlds need

the trade from the other worlds just as much as always. It is
their interdependence that gives us power over all of them.
They might stop or overhaul atrain, but except for Mandan
cloaks and blankets and weapons, they take nothing and let

the trains continue. Most, travelling with sorcerers and under
strong military guard, get through not touched at all. | wouldn't
want to go through that kind of colonial territory on my own,
but in some of the bigger trainsit's still as safe as always."

Dorion thought it over. "Y eah, until the troops and sorcer-
ers leave at the border and we cross from Covanti territory

into Tishbaal."

"Oh, thisis happening all over, not just in Covanti," the
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clerk assured him, sounding rather blase about the situation.
"In fact, it'sworse in Tishbaal and they're thick asfliesin
colonial Masalur. But they seem impossibly well disciplined,
and, while cocky and confident, they still seem to be letting
most everybody and everything through. The High Sorcerers
of all the kingdoms are in amost daily conferences over what
it all means, as are the general staffs of the armies, but, so
far, there's been no consensus. Y our friend Halagar has been
arguing with the King, advocating that we go amost to a
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seize mode and close the borders and shut down the trade.
Right now, though, the economists agree that such an action
would harm us far more than the colonials. | would be
careful, though, my friend, if | were you. Y ou are associated
with Boolean and many of the monarchs and sorcerers believe
that he might somehow be behind this."

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

The clerk sighed- "Y es, well, that's the problem, or so the
rumors | hear go. He's had a hateful rivalry with Klittichom
of Marepek for decades, and he's been trying to gain aliesto
defrock or destroy—or whatever it is you wizards do to one
another—nhisrival ever since. Klittichom has always treated
Boolean with contempt but has never tried to get sorcerous
and political action against him. Also, Boolean has been
outspoken for yearsin his contempt for the Akhbreed way
and consistently a defender of colonials, asif they were
capable of governing themselves. Comparing the two's ac-
tions and words over the years, there are alot of people who
don't like Boolean very much and who think he might be mad
enough or frustrated enough to have somehow orchestrated
thisjust to force them to act against Klittichom."

"But it's the other way around!”

The clerk shrugged. "Perhaps. Consider, though—the cham-
pion of colonial rightsis saying that he is defending the
system he abhors, while a defender of Akhbreed rule stands
accused of being a mastermind that the colonials will die for.
Which would you believe? Remember, too, that you are a
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sorcerer yourself and you work for Boolean. If you were a
neutral party with only a stand-off knowledge of the pair, you
might feel differently. Klittichom's domainis cold, poor, and
remote, and he has done many favorsfor his brethren in the
other kingdoms and never asked much in return. Boolean isin
the middle of the richest and most powerful kingdoms on
Akahlar and he's not been known for doing favors for anyone
nor being particularly nice or even civil. Y ou see where this
leads?’

"Yes," Dorion muttered angrily. "To Klittichom's victory
and me destruction of Akahlar."
Still, it presented him with several immediate problems and
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many decisions to make. Until now, he's never really under-
stood how Klittichom could be so brazenly successful and
Boolean so ignored. Now it was at least clearer—the Homed
One had laid his groundwork well, being the wonderful fel-
low, the man with great power and knowledge who would
always help, always share, and demand nothing but cordiality
in return. Boolean, he knew, had a less than wonderful and
outgoing personality and tended to lecture those who, whether
they were or not, considered themselves his equals, and he
had little or no patience with stupidity, nor had he ever been
quiet about his contempt for the system. Now Klittichom's
glad-handing was paying off. He was moving his forces
openly, making low-level attacks and high-level threats against
the kingdoms in the most brazen manner, and because they
liked Klittichom and considered him a good-fellow-well-met
who said all the right things, and they had a personality
problem with Boolean, who aways spoke his mind, it was
the latter who was getting the blame and taking the heat!

If miswas really becoming 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.
Dorion knew he'd not be a match for the power in one of
Grotag's hairs. He'd take no chances; he'd turn Dorion and
maybe Boday into a pair of pet monkeys and give are-enslaved
and newly bewitched Charley to Halagar as his pet.
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Damn it, it was time to use what powers and abilities he
had and get the hell out of here!

He was heading back to tell Boday to make arrangements
for their immediate departure when he ran into Halagar.

"Hold, old friend! Where are you going in such a hurry
and with such awretched expression?' the courier asked.

"We've been here long enough,” Dorion answered care-
fully, "and if we're here much longer I'm afraid we'll be
interned until the duration.”

Halagar shrugged but did not deny the possibility. Instead,
he argued, "Would mat be so bad? Thisis not exactly the
worst place in Akahlar nor abad place for withstanding a

siege, either.”

"That istrue," the magician admitted, "but I'm afraid that
such safety would be very short-lived. | have been talking
with various officials here and they have told me the, uh,
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political situation, asit were. They are foolsto be taken in by
apopularity 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 amazement, Halagar didn't seem offended by

the remark nor defensive about it as well. Instead he replied,
"Yes, | agree. The massive coordinated movement of raw
colonial troops who have theoretically never been schooled in
the military arts shows much cunning and long work. One
would have to be incredibly clever to have organized that sort
of thing, and someone clever enough to do that and brazen
enough to do that is not stupid enough to make the old
mistakes. Y ou only come out in the open to this degree if
you've found a massive chink in the enemy armor. Still, what
IS the percentage in moving? What can any of us do about it?"
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That was a stumper. "Not much, perhaps,” the magician
admitted, ' 'but if agreat war isupon us and if the power of
the Akhbreed is so threatened that even the hubs are not safe,
| 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 asthereisa
chance of anything | prefer action to complacency. | know
Boolean, although he and | are not exactly on close terms
right now- It is true he would not lift afinger to defend the
system unless it was threatened with replacement by a system
far worse—or even direr consequences. Imagine awizard
who could control the Changewinds, Halagar."

The big man had considered it. "I am most troubled by

that, and it is clearly the object,” he admitted. "However, it
might not be as clear-cut as you think. Do you redlly believe
that Grotag and the King and all the high advisors are that
dense? Or that the other kingdoms and Akhbreed sorcerers
can't figure out the plot? They are scared—make no mistake
about it. They are still unconvinced that it could occur on a
global scale, though. Many see it as abasically localized fight
between old rivals. Klittichom with his Storm Princess versus
Boolean with his, if he can ever find her or she him. One on
one. The greatest colonia rebel massing is against Masalur
and the approachesto it; that is clear. Klittichom's ambassa-
dors have been going around assuring everyone that it's a
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local fight, and that he is considering a preemptive attack
with all his powers on Boolean before Boolean 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 wins-
Then if the winner moves against any of the others the rest
will take him on. Because of hisviews, they consider a
Boolean victory more of athreat to them than a Klittichom

one.*'
"I don't know how the homed oneis going to doit, but 1
am convinced mat thiswill be no localized quarrdl. If Klittichom

can sit off safely with his Storm Princessin his remote
northern citadel and still somehow draw and guide the
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Changewind through Masalur, then he already has the means
to hit anyone, anywhere, that he wishes. Boolean may wish
he could do that, but if he could, he would."

"Thereis currently a wait-and-see attitude among the sor-
cerers," Halagar told him, "but once they see how things are
developing they will most certainly mass on the victor to
force him to share his new powers or be taken on."

Dorion considered that. "But if they take him on, they will
have to mass together to fight him. What a tempting target for
a Changewind to blow through!"

"Huh! | hadn't thought of that! I'm afighting man, not a
sorcerer. | take your word for it, though. Y ou have convinced
me, Dorion, although we would never convince the others.
They are, asyou say, too sure of themselves. Asfor me, |
would rather die fighting than sitting here with the winds
blowing." He thought for a moment. "The odds of getting a
train towards Masalur are slim right now. Few are willing to
risk ambush by the colonials, particularly with Mandan cloaks
in such short supply and the colonials practically holding
some roads hostage. Armed escorts would only be good to the
Tishbaal Null. We could make better time going overland
ourselves, avoiding the main roads and routes."

Dorion's head looked up at the courier in surprise, " 'We? "

"Why not? With my gun and sword arm and your sorcery
we ought to be able to stand up to any minor colonial
backwater irregulars we might be unlucky enough to come
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. With any luck at all we might reach your Boolean
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
Halagar along, nor all that happy that he might well be called
upon to show how hollow his own boasts to the big man were
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about just what magical powers he might have. He wondered,
too, if Halagar was that infatuated with Charley or if he was
instead leading them into some sort of double-crass. "Nor am
| that comfortable with someone who would shift loyalties so
casually," he added bluntly.

Halagar shrugged. "I am a mercenary, an employee. |

have been such almost al of my life. | give my utmost loyalty
while | am in anyone's employ, but thiswill not be the first
time I've quit ajob. | am sick of arguing myself hoarse for a
solid and unified defense of the hub with fat generals who
have never fired upon anyone who could fire back. When |
must commit to dull and stupid minds, then it istime | sought
adifferent employ."

"Boolean or Masalur would certainly welcome your ser-
vices, but | have nothing with which to buy your loyalty and
arms.”

Halagar looked at the magician, a strange, crooked smile
on hisface. "Y ou have command of Yssa," he noted. "Del-
egate that command to me."

Dorion was shocked but not really surprised. "How can |
do that? She and the other belong not to me but to Boolean
personally. And she has an overriding compulsion to seek
Boolean with or without me. | can not give what is not
mine."

"That is understood. The commission is to get the three of
you to the sorcerer Boolean, and that | will do and in the most
direct manner. My feeisthat she will be mine absolutely
during that period only. Once there | must negotiate a new
commission with Boolean. Once there, sheis of no more
value either as decoy or lure. | have sufficient money 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. | am certain mat your Boolean will find my
fee quite reasonable and affordable, and | will give my all
forit."
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Dorion was amazed. " She attracts you that much? Y ou
who have all the women swooning over your every move?
Areyou certain that you are not under an enchantment?*

"Sometimes | think so," Halagar replied. "And it istrue

that | can lie with most any woman | choose, although a few
have eluded me. | have lost count of the number of women,
free and slave, noble and common, that | have lain with, but
sheis, somehow, different. | have never married, not out of
lack of suitable candidates, but rather because my life and
chosen occupation would make it unfair to any woman and
subject her to either far too much danger and strange places or
force me to give up thelife 1 love and settle down. Any such
woman would also be a sword my enemies could use at my
throat if all elsefailed. Courtesans of her caliber were aways
the best, but they always belonged to someone else and were
heaven for merely a night, and not a one can hold a candleto
her. Sheisblind, yes, but it hardly slows her, and she can see
magic, which | cannot, and that gives me an advantage | did
not have before."

"How did you know that?"

Halagar shrugged. " She remarked on the color of some
charms | have carried for some protection that first night back
in Quodac. | knew then that she could see the magic, al-
though she did not understand what it was."

"Oh." Dorion responded, interested that Halagar had still
never seen or experienced, nor even suspected, the real Chariey.

" She would be always loyal, totally obedient, would be
uncomplaining no matter what the conditions or situation, yet
she would serve me in al ways and ease my loneliness. She
IS the best of her classthat | have ever seen and the first
within reach. Sheisapretty jewel who can neither be pur-
chased with money nor taken by force, and, with her, | need
not compromise my lifestyle nor situation."”

Dorion nodded. "I see. And this period would be a sort
of—trial run, asit were." He only wished Charley could
have heard the way Halagar was describing her. He envi-
sioned atime when alustful Halagar would bring another
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woman to histent and order Chariey to serve them both. Still,
the deal wouldn't be made unless Boolean okayed it, and
Boolean knew just who and what she redlly was. In the
meantime, perhaps three weeks or so as Halagar's " prop-
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erty" might reveal histrue nature to her. Either way, this
seemed the only reasonable chance of reaching Boolean under
current conditions. He just hoped he wouldn't go mad watch-
ing the two and listening to them from the next bed.

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

the meantime, though, provided we leave as quickly as
possible.”

"It islate now. and there are preparations to make,"

Halagar noted. "Still, if you all can be ready, we could leave
just beyond first light tomorrow. 1 will have everything ready
by men, and will have cleared things here as delicately as
possible. Is that soon enough?’

"I would as soon leave tonight," the magician told him,
"pbut it will have to do."

Boday was no longer the first destination. He turned and
decided that he'd better inform Charley.

She emerged from-the harem, where men were not permit-

ted, into the anteroom where he waited for her, looking
puzzled but expectant. She no longer looked merely gor-
geous; after some time and a make-over by the Imperial
courtesans, she looked spectacular. Dressed in the light, gauze-
like finery of the harem, with long, painted nails perfectly
manicured and toenails to match, her hair streaked with blond,
her lashes long and luxurious, she was the epitome of male
fantasy. By the gods! How he wanted her, and how he hated
himself for this!

"We |eave tomorrow, just past dawn," he told her in
English. "Be prepared.”
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"I am prepared,” shereplied. "I don't exactly have much
to pack. They don't have riding ouitfits for people like me, but
I'm sure | can find something that'll do."

"Halagar is coming with us."

That news excited her, "Really? | hoped against hope he
would!"

"Heisleaving the service of Covanti and coming over to
us. Hisfeefor taking us all to Boolean isyou."
"Huh? How can that be?"’

"He wants me to delegate my authority over you to him for
the journey, which will still take several weeks. Once there,
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he expects Boolean to give you to him permanently 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. "l know thisring in my noseiskind 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 something."

"Y ou object to this arrangement?”

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

.But, you know, something funny happens to me every time
he's around. | go bye-bye and Shari takes over. 1 love Shari
when | can turn her on and off, but bein' her al the time

isn't my idea of afuture. | don't like the idea of being out
there in the middle of nowhere without my brain in my head,
either."

"WEell, | don't like what happens, either, and | can't
explainit, but | don't see we have any choice." Quickly, he
filled her in on the whole situation.

"| get the picture." shetold him. "l also get areal feeling
that you don't like this arrangement much."
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"I don't," he admitted, "but he's just the sort of person
we need to have a chance of making it."

"WEell," she sighed, "it's got to be. | don't have much
choice these days anyway. At least it's kind'a flattering for
me to find a guy with that much experience wanting me so
much."

"Uh—Charley, he doesn't want to marry you, he wants to
own you. Or, rather, he wants to own Shari. I, uh, well, he
doesn't think you're the perfect woman; he thinks you're the
perfect dave."

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

| am. | guess | should feel lucky. Very few people are ever
perfect as anything. Still, it's not exactly been a burning
ambition of mine to even discover that I'm the perfect slave.
It's sort of like dreaming you're gonna be a great genius or
something and discovering that you are realy the world's
greatest toilet cleaner. Still, it'sin other people's hands now,
really. If Boolean goes along with me, then I'll sure give
Halagar his chance and see if he wants me anyway, but if
Mister Green decides I'm no longer of any use then | guess
I'll spend eternity washing his socks and loving it."

"Y ou've gotten so cynical and too fatalistic," he responded,
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abit angry at her. "That's not like you. Y ou're sounding
more like the local women here."

"Y eah, well, show me where I've had a crack at anything
else. Serioudly, though—you worked with Boolean. How do
you think he'll take me?"

*|t ishard to say," Dorion replied honestly. "Under nor-
mal conditions you would be free, liberated as much as he
could, and treated extremely well, but these are not normal
conditions. What's right and wrong under normal circum-
stances seems out the door now. Too much is at stake for
ones like him to think much about an individua's rights."
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She nodded. "Y eah, sort'alike Bogart in Casablanca.
That's what | figured."

"All we can do is get there and see. Now, listen to me and
obey my commands. Until | say otherwise—and, | empha-
size, until / say otherwise—you will regard Halagar as your
lord and address him as Master or however he commands.

Y ou will obey his every command as you would mine, as if
your commands were from me or from Boolean—with afew
exceptions. You will not obey any command that would
betray us or our mission but will instead immediately report it
to me. You will obey no command that would harm yourself
or Boday or me, or cause us to come to harm, and you will
report as soon as possible to meif any such command is
given you by Halagar. Further, if anything happens to me, or
we are separated, then you will be afree agent commanded
still to reach Boolean as quickly as possible thereafter by any
means you can find. And you will neither reveal nor repeat
these conditions and exceptions to Halagar and you will deny
to him that any such exceptions exist. Those are my com-
mands. Obey them exactly."

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

At that moment, she felt a sudden, strange disorientation.
Dorion, somehow, seemed to be |less overpowering to her,
more like Boday or anybody else she knew. He seemed,
maybe for the first time, just kind of, well, ordinary. Her
Master, whose voice must be obeyed, was elsewhere, and as
of yet she had no commands from him. It was aweird
sensation.

"l have to go," hetold her. "Boday till hasto be told and
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 59

we have to get packed and ready. That'sif Covanti lets us
leave. If not, all bets are off."

She could hear the regret in his voice, and thought of saying
or doing something, but she wasn't sure what to say or do.
While she was still abit confused, he left her standing there,
alone, in the harem anteroom.

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20War%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (68 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:00



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

Neither Dorion nor Boday got much sleep that night, not
only from the nervousness at going on, but also because of
Dorion's fear that Halagar was either pulling afast one or that
the powers that be in the Court would stop them as soon as
Halagar made ready to leave with them. Boday, who had no
real liking for Halagar at all, saying she'd seen a thousand
like him in her time, slept uneasily within reach of awhip and
a short sword, ready for any sort of late-night intrusion.
However, when light began to creep into the windows, and
they began to bear the first stirrings of lifein the castle area,
nothing had happened.

Boday had agreed with Dorion that Halagar, 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 let
Charley be permanently given to the mercenary, she would
kill either Halagar or Charley.

It was difficult to tell if Halagar had gotten much

sleep, either, but he seemed to be true to hisword. Two
household grooms came for Dorion and Boday and their
things, most of which were replacements picked up in
Covanti, and took them down to the courtyard, where
Halagar was waiting. He was dressed now in aplain black
riding outfit with leather jacket and broad-brimmed black
hat (none of which were adorned with any symbol or
insignia), matching boots, and a thick, black sword and pistol
belt.

Charley was with him, dressed in calf-length high-heeled
black leather boots from which thin black |eather straps came,
interlaced up the leg and thigh and forming a cross-hatch
pattern that led to a pair of black satin leather panties. Above
die waist she wore an overlapping gold-braided neckpiece,
matching gold bracelets and earrings, and a light, satiny black
cape tied at the neck, but not much else.
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Boday |eaned over and whispered in Dorion's ear, "Y ou
see? Boday said she knew histype.”
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Dorion shrugged. It seemed an odd comment for Boday,

who was rather fond of revealing leather outfits herself and,
indeed, had one only dlightly more modest on herself. " Seems
like kind of an exposed riding outfit for so long a journey, but
we're still in the warm latitudes. Still, it'sin character with
him and not as bad, | guess, as what she was forced to wear
before." He frowned. "l see three horses, but one's a pack
horse. Where's he expect her to ride?”

The answer was the kind of |eather saddle placed on
Halagar's big, black stallion. It had smaller, independent,
leather stirrups attached forward, and the saddle was a bit
longer than the norm. A saddle built for two. Either Covanti
had two riders common enough so that such saddles were
made routinely or Halagar had had this fantasy of hisfor a
long time.

Charley was clearly in her Shari mode as well, servile and
submissive and empty-headed. She always was around Halagar,
something Boday and Dorion had both noticed and which had
confused and disturbed Charley for awhile aswell. None knew
the cause but while Dorion didn't like not having Charley's
quick mind and courage on hand, he certainly didn't want
Halagar to see that part of her, either, nor anyone else.
Shadowcat in her lap broadcast her thoughts; as Shari, those
thoughts betrayed nothing.

Still, Halagar's dominance and use of Charley disturbed the
magician on aless practical and more emotional level. The
idea of seeing her moon over Halagar and kiss him and
maybe even make out with him on the trail raised emotional
wounds in Dorion that he hadn't even suspected were there.

Stilt, he consoled himself as best he could and hoped he
could stand it, knowing that just as Chariey was now atool of
Halagar's, so Halagar would be atool of Dorion so long as it
served his purpose to get them to Boolean. Onceinside
Boolean's circle of power, Halagar was going to find his
dreams a bit harder to hold on to.

It wasn't that Halagar was an evil man, it was just that he'd

been, by benefit of being handsome and strong and the best at
everything physical al hislife, a spoiled and pampered center
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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
employers. Even now, he didn't really understand why he
was lonely, or why he was so fixated on Charley even at this
level—and he probably never would.

"We want aminimum of sixty leegsaday," Halagar told
them, "and more if we can get it. The packhorse is strong

and will keep up the pace. With so much of the colonial
country infested by rebels, | intend to keep off the main roads
iIf possible and travel mostly 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
reasonable terrain. There are afew in each track we must
follow. Still, we can't count on anything, and there have been
reports of minor Changewinds in the least active colonial
worlds. I've got Mandan cloaks for us on the packhorse, so
don't let uslose him, but that could also make us atarget.
They've been gathering Mandan in great quantity on their raids
and | can guess why. If you could do the impossible and
actually predict a Changewind and have troops ready at its
periphery, you'd want to carpet your people in Mandan gold."

And that, of course, was the crux of the whole battle to

come- Klittichom and the Storm Princess together could some-
how summon a Changewind to any spot they chose; the
Princess could then do what even the greatest and most
powerful sorcerer, demon, or magical 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 al time
(or until the next Changewind) what it touched, and if you
could send such a storm roaring 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 arebel army, well armed,
well trained, and united in its hatred of the Akhbreed, follow-
ing that storm quickly in, before even those who could get

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20War%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (71 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:00



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

shelter had come back up, you would have an enemy army in
your midst that perhaps even sorcery could do nothing against.

Halagar checked out everything, then put Charley up on the
saddle and climbed on behind her. At the last moment a
small, fast shape darted out from the shadows and leaped on
to the big saddle where Charley and Halagar sat. Halagar 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 isafamiliar and essential to her well-being."

The mercenary hesitated, then sighed. "All right," he
growled, "but I'll not have a cat in my way here."

"Catswill do what they want to do—particularly this cat,"
die magician told him. "He will stay out of your way gener-
aly, and he will hold on as he must. But they go together, the
girl and the cat. It is both or neither."

Shadowcat spent some time figuring out a comfortable
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 growled at last. "But he better stay
out of my way and hang on or he will be cat meat no matter
what you say."

Dorion and Boday mounted their own steeds, and Dorion
looked around at me luxury and comfort they were leaving
and gave one last sigh, and then they were off, heading back
into dangers worse than any yet faced. The only solace, and it
was cold comfort to him, was that within afew more short
weeks they would either be with Boolean—or in Hell.

.3.

Practice Session
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ETANALON WAS STARTLED to find Crim relaxing on her living
room couch when she awoke, even though her magical sense

told her that this was no enemy. No one, and nothing, could

pass her threshold without being invited, and she'd never seen
thisfellow before. Most disturbing was that she got the same
feeling from the stranger as from the pretty woman who was

there the night before.
"Don't be alarmed," he said reassuringly. "I am Crim,

Kira's—other half, you might say."
Etanalon frowned. "A curse? A very strong one, by the
looks of it."

Crim nodded. "Kiraresides 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 times, it has not been a
terrible thing. | believe, knowing what we do now, that we
would still have made the choice."

Etanalon looked thoughtful. "Fascinating. A strong, hand-
some man of the world and a beautiful young dlip of athing.
... Yet, listening to you and feeling your energies, | can see
how intertwined the patterns are. | can also understand why
Boolean chose you for this task. Y ou have grown much alike,

one to me other."
Crim's eyebrows rose, "Really? Nobody ever said that

before."

"Not in the mere physical or sexual sense, but where it

counts. In your manner of speech, choice of words, radiation
of strength. | see not two auras there but more a greater whole.
Y ou have her memories, her innermost thoughts, and she

yours?"
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He nodded. "Y es. That was the hardest part at first. There
was almost a descent into madness until such things could be
sorted out and dealt with."

"Many would not have had the strength to do so. Almost

all who know you both believe you to be separate people, |
suspect. Perhaps you stiU think that way yourself—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. |
would have known. There were two of you once, quite differ-
ent, but you escaped madness not by acceptance but by
becoming as one. When 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 beautiful
woman by night, you interact with the world astotally fe-
male, but you cany the same mind, aura, and inner strength

in both incarnations. Y ou have made a fascinating, almost
unique, adjustment. Every male has some feminine aspect to
one degree or another or they would be mere brutes, and every
female has some male aspect to one degree or another or they
would lack the hardness to survive on their own. Only in you,
it is equal and without a dominant side.”

Crim thought about that. "Maybe. | hadn't really thought
about it that way. | certainly never felt attracted to other men,
nor Kirato other women, though."

"Each aspect dominates with the body you wear," the
sorceress noted. "That is how you avoid madness and enjoy
what you have no control over becoming, but each of you
draws what is needed from the 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 asingle individual,
does. Indeed, many would feel threatened or uncomfortable
by you if they knew, yet | get the impression you actually
enjoy the duality and would feel itsloss greatly. Y et even you
are uneasy with the nature of our outplaner Storm Princess."
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He nodded. "It does make me uncomfortable, but | can't
really explain why."

"Her situation is not as uncommon as we tend to think it

Is. Itisonly that it isout in the open with her that is
uncommon. Sex is such a complex thing, such a part of us,
both physical and mental, and yet, next to eating and sleep-
ing, it isthe most overpowering thing about us. The wonder
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is not that it goes awry now and then, but that it doesnot in

so many more of us. Still, the combination, physical and
mental, biology and environment, is complex and filled with
countless variables. Hence, we get the pedophile and the
nymphomaniac, the sexual murderer or sadomasochist and we
get the impotent and frigid. The variations are endless. One
wonders what the so-called 'normal’ folk who would con-
demn her do in their own beds, or in the brothels and enter-
tainment districts. Take any crowd of men and women and
you will have avast horde of sexually abnormal folk there,

far more than her relatively minor situation. No one realty
cares, so long asit is swept under the covers and out of sight,
any more than anyone really cares about your own true nature
unlessit is brought forcefully to their attention. Would a man
attracted to Kiralie comfortably with her if he knew that in
the morning she would be atall, strapping, muscular and
masculine Navigator? Would the women who swoon over you
react the same if they knew that at sunset you would become
more beautiful and feminine than they? | think not."

He shrugged. "It istrue that | feel more comfortable the

few who know my situation, and we have encountered far
stranger aberrations in bed than we would have dreamed of
otherwise. But we are a special case. Barring the unlikely
meeting and compatibility of our opposite number, who might
be female by day and male by night and both parts attracted
to the other, we arc best living somewhat separated lives.

She, though, is not cursed.”

"Of course sheis! Not by magic spell, perhaps, but by
being different in away that society strongly disapproves.
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Still, so long as she hid it, from society, even from herself,
she could function—except that she was neither happy nor
comfortable hiding. Like Kirainside Crim or Crim inside
Kira, it was creating great stress and unhappiness and had the
potential to drive her mad—a potential almost realized in her
initial situation with this potion-created mate of hers, and
after, where she has always taken the easy way out to flee her
own inner demons. She has been victimized repeatedly here
by an inner drive to forget who and what she was, to cease
her own growth as a person. Many people can afford that
luxury, athough it is difficult to see how it is a positive thing.
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She can not- She has a destiny from which she can not run,
and if she triesthen it will destroy her."

Crim nodded. " So you decided that she had to like what
she was and feal confident and comfortable with it, no matter
what the social cost."

"Inthe end, it was she that did it. | ssmple removed the

fear inside her, the social inhibitions that stood in the way of
her accomplishing what she must. She now is happy with
herself and absolutely uncaring about what others think about
it. With that comfort comes confidence. Her ego, which the
inhibitions kept fragmented and weak, strengthens constantly
now. She will probably grow less pleasant and alot harder to
take, | fear, but thisis the sort of person needed to stand up to
the challenges ahead.”

It was | ate afternoon when Sam finally woke, after the best
sleep she could remember having in avery long time. Her
old memories, her complete self, was back, but she didn't
think about that past too much because it wasn't all that
pleasant. In fact, it was almost an alien past, really; she could
hardly believe how fucked up in the head she'd been all her
life.

A fragment of a Golden Oldie song from that past rumbled
through her mind, though, and she found herself humming it.
Y ou cm't please everyone, so you gotta please yourself.

Not, however, that she was particularly thrilled with the
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situation as it now stood. Now that she finally felt comforta-
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 al.

Shewas still afugitive, still lined up for a battle she didn't
really know much 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.

Oddly, it was the pregnancy that dominated her thoughts.
She preferred to think that she got knocked up that first time,
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 till a
kid no matter what the father had been.

The crazy thing was, in spite of it al, sheliked the idea
that she was going to have a baby- She wanted mat child
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more than she had ever wanted anything in her whole life,
but it stuck her between arock and a hard place. If she didn't
go into thisfully, if she didn't face down this Storm Princess
and beat her at her own game, then the child had very little
future and she even less of one. She wasn't scared for herself,
but what if it came down to victory or the child? That slimy,
homed bastard always knew the weak points in anybody's
armor, and it was area concern.

But everybody had weak points. Even this guy Klittichorn
must have them, or he wouldn't have had to take so long 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 them as much as

you could and instead concentrate on your strengths. Or

maybe use the weakness—the child inside gave her incentive
to win, a motivation to dominate those forces that threatened
her. Frankly, she wanted to take on her opposite number right
now. one on one, and get it over with, but that wasn't the

way things worked.

Damn it, | need a gynecologist, not a green-robed sorcerer,
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she though sourly. Etanalon was different—she was kind of a
shrink, and she certainly was at least as effective as any of the
shrinks back home. She just didn't make any bones about
working voodoo and doing it with mirrors, that was all. This
was different.

She sighed, pulled on the old dress, and wandered into the
main house. Baths were few and far between here, but at least
breakfast was still breakfast.

"I wish you would join with us," she heard Crim saying,
presumably to Etanalon. She walked into the living room and
saw the two of them sitting there, talking.

" At the moment—no," the sorceress responded. "l have
retired from all that. Someone else must save the world once
inawhile. I'm tired and pretty welt disgusted with the affairs
of kings and back-room magicians. Grotag had a meeting just
the other day to press for a united front against Boolean, 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 off the line of conversation and turned to Sam. "Well,
hello! How are you feeling?"’

"All right, | guess," Sam replied. "Not as ready to take
on the world as yesterday, and maybe alittle over-tired, |
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dunno. At least now | know that the reason | been feelin' so
weak and washed out lately isthe kid. Any chance of getting
something to eat? I'll fix it if you tell me where all the stuff

IS.

Etanalon chuckled. "No need. Sit there in the chair and
just think of what you're most in the mood to eat.”

Sam sat, and it wasn't hard to come up with avision of
breakfast, even if it was late in the afternoon. Lots of hot
cakes, melted butter, real sausages, maybe with some fruit
and powdered sugar, with a pitcher of orange juice, fresh
squeezed. It had been along, long time since she'd had ared
breakfast like that.
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Suddenly, in front of her, was a stand-alone tray with

dishes containing just exactly what she'd dreamed of. It was a
startling appearance, and she jumped, almost spoiling it by
knocking it over. "Hey!" she shouted in surprise.

"Relax," Etanalon told her. "There are several advantages

to being a sorceress. No shopping, cooking, cleaning, dusting—
unless you want to. Go ahead—it'sreal. Y ou biteit. it doesn't
bite you."

Sam stared at it for amoment, though. In al the time she'd
been in Akahlar, she'd seen demonic spells and mystic po-
tions and strange and magical creatures, but she had never
until this moment truly seen flat-out magic. The smell of the
food and her hunger drove out any further hesitation, though,
and shetoreintoit. Still, asreal asit seemed and as good as
it was, it just seemed, well, impossible. Y ou didn't get
something for nothing, that she'd learned.

Etanalon seemed to read her thoughts. " Sorry—I forgot.

Y ou haven't had much experience face to face with Second
Rank personnel, have you? If you want the compl ete tech-
nique and its complexities | can giveit to you, although it
will do you no good. Only those with the power can do it,
and only those with a great amount of power and control can
doit that effortlessly. No, it is not materialized out of
nowhere—I| simply took the image from your mind, extrapo-
lated the ingredients, and then did a simple matter-energy-
matter transformation on it. So long as we have molecules of
anything, even air, to work with it's not that hard."

'Y ou sure don't have to worry where your next meal is
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coming from," Sam agreed between bites. "Uh—you get
hold of Boolean?"

Crim nodded. "I made the call early this morning using the

witchstone. He agrees with you that it is far too dangerous for
you to attempt the last leg to him at this point. The lands
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between here and there are filled with colonial rebels, and
they have figured out that Charley isn't you, which is good*
for her but means you're the sole object of everybody's

attention now."

"Y eah—thanks alot," she responded glumly. "Uh—does
mat mean they got Charley? | mean, we've heard o little. . . ."

"No, right now they're safe, and even in Covanti," Crim

told her. "But they have already crossed the null and are
heading towards Tishbaal. A pity—had we known we might
have linked up again to form a company of sons."

She sighed. "Yeah, | could really have used them now,
just for shouldersto cry on. All right, so what's hisideafor

us?'

"We know that Klittichom is planning something, but we
aren't surewhat,” Crim said. "Spiesin the lower ranks of
Marepek, which is Klittichom's 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 rumors of
some sort of fortress or redoubt Klittichorn has used in the
past when he wants absolute secrecy.”

"You'retellin' me that we don't know where they are?"

He nodded. "That's about the size of it. We don't even

know if they're heading for this fortress, even if we knew
where it was. They could be headed here, or anywhere."

"Y eah, but how far could they have gotten in just a day?"

"A lot farther than you seem to think," Etanalon put in.

"Do not forget that he is a master sorcerer. Within certain
complicated limits we can move very far very fast if we have

to.
"Oh, yeah? Then how come | been goin' through Hell to

get even this close to Boolean? And why hasn't Boolean just
used this power to get to me?"

"Klittichom has convinced many of the sorcerers of the
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Second Rank that Boolean is the threat," The sorceress re-
minded her. "Boolean can't move without some of his col-
|eagues knowing where and when. If he were to leave now it
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would simply cement in the minds of many Akhbreed sorcer-
ersthat he is deserting his position and isindeed behind what
IS happening. He can take Klittichom, or so he believes, but
not several sorcerers of that rank working in concert against
him. | believe heisfairly itching to break free, and has been
for some time, but he dares not until forced to do so, and that
means waiting for Klittichom to either make a move or make
amistake."

Sam discovered that this was indeed a magical breakfast.

So long as she was still hungry, the moment she cleaned the
plate it was renewed. She enjoyed it without guilt, knowing
this might be the last decent meal for awhile. "So—we're
back to square one, like all the shit we were put through
never happened. | can't get to him and he can't get to me and
we don't know where the enemy is. So where does that |eave
me?"

"Not here," Crim responded. "That's a small 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 come together and reach the ears of folks we don't
want to know about us. Right now we're going to pick a
comfortable colony east of here which doesn't border on
Tishbaaf and lie low. When Klittichom tries something it will
take energy—Iots of energy. Boolean is monitoring all over
and he hopesto be able to trace it when it comes. Then we
can move on them."

"Uh-huh. Hurry up and wait as usual. Seemsto me,

though, that we got in herereal easy. If thislocal sorcerer is
against us and if they now know Charley's not me, it might
be alot harder gettin' out.”

" Searching everyone who comes into and out of ahub is

difficult,” Etanalon noted. " Concentrating just on those leav-
ing isfar easier and more efficient. From this point the hubs
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are in hands friendly to your enemies and the colonies are
heavily infiltrated. | agree, though, that caution outweighs
everything else and that you must leave and quickly. | can not
really use much sorcery on you since that would disturb the
aura of the Storm Princess that isthe key to al this. There are
alot of people who fit your general description, so perhaps
subtlety, doing just afew minor things, might be far more
effective than an elaborate disguise.”
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The racial restrictions of the hub system and the nature of
Covanti's economy made for some unusual and exceptional
sights for an Akhbreed hub region. Periodically, when the
grapesin the small private vineyards were ready for harvest-
ing, afair number of agricultural workers were needed. In the
colonies, where most of Covanti'swine and all its export was"
grown, this was no problem, but only those of an Akhbreed
race could enter the hub. Grape harvesting was not unskilled
|abor—especially when specialty grapes and the royal vine-
yards were involved. And few of the Akhbreed race had ever
bothered to learn anything so menial as grape picking'

Out of this need had grown the tradition of the clan call, in
which leaders of family clans would call upon the women
members of that clan to come aid the harvest in the name of
clan unity. Such a gathering of the females of the Abrasis
clan was even now in itsfinal stages at one of the clan estates
near the border, and it was there that Etanalon sent them,
after suitable preparation. The harvest and subsequent stomp-
ings and the like involved hundreds of women, many from
different colonia worlds who knew each other not at all,
although al were at least very distant cousins.

Small spellsthat did not involve any sort of molecular
transformation would not have any real effect on Sam, and
they were rather simple for one such as Etanalon. It was a

rural tradition in Covanti that awoman's hair might be trimmed
but not cut. Hence, a small spell that caused her hair to grow
right down to her ass overnight was in order. Sam had always
preferred very short hair because it was almost 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 also
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darkened to inky black, but with some white steaks that were
aparticular characteristic of the Abrasis clan. Not everybody
had them, of course, but it was more common than not. More
irritating to her, at least at the start, were the very long
teardrop-shaped silver earrings that were fixed permanently to
her earlobes. The only time 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 removable.
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But it was another Covantian custom, and she accepted the
discomfort as part of die disguise. She did have to admit to
herself mat the very long hair and the long earrings did in fact
suit her fat face and form pretty well.

Finally, some very bewitched eyeglasses that really changed
her general appearance more than she expected them to.
When she wore them, they were clear transparent glass, of no
real effect except as anuisance. But, if they were removed
and someone el se looked into them, they would present a
convincingly distorted and blurry picture asif she had serious
eye problems- It was one of those neat little touches a major
sorceress could give you.

Covanti hub was both peaceful and pretty, but it was
carefully guarded. A check of the border showed regular
patrols by civil guardsmen and afairly thorough scrutiny by
militiaat the border posts of anyone leaving. Clearly some-
body had put two and two together and concluded that per-
haps she was indeed within the hub.

Sam had spent most of the civilized part of her life since
being dragged to Akahlar in Tubikosa, a rather strict and
somewhat fundamentalist place with covered women and lots
of hang-ups, and even though she'd lived al her timetherein
the inevitable capital city entertainment district, she had a
strong idea of just what the typical Akhbreed were like and
she'd been none too thrilled by them. They had their |apses,
usually for their own convenience, but they were basically
straight, uptight, and kind of like those pictures you saw of
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the most backward parts of the Middle East back home. Since
then she'd come more or less through the back door from
place to place, mostly hiding out, or sneaking through.

Covanti, however, was a much looser place. It was almost
too bad that it was ruled by such dumb guys at the top, since
otherwise it was almost the opposite of what she thought of as
proper Akhbreed society. It was more class-bound, sure, but
she had never identified with anybody other than the lower
classes here anyway and so that didn't really bother her. The
big city folk dressed more comfortably and with alot more
variety than the suits and baggy dresses of Tubikosa, and,
while nominally all Akhbreed followed the same general
religion, there was nary avelil in sight and alot of skin.
Upper-class women were still somewhat cloistered and with-
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drawn, but middle-class women were at ease in colorful saris
and light sleeveless tops and short skirts, and even me men
wore loose-fitting colorful shirts and slacks most places.

The peasants were even looser, more so than even some of
the colonials she'd seen. The climate was warm and wet, at
least in the hub, except in the few high mountains areas to the
north and west, and it was kind of startling to see peasant
women, often with huge jars or boxes on their heads, walking
topless down the road wearing only a colorful, light-colored
sarong or short skirt, apparently al of cotton. The peasant
males weren't above being bare-chested. either, although their
normal dress was a kind of white or tan baggy shirt and
matching pants, usually with sandal's, and wide-brimmed white
or tan leather hats.

"In many placesit's hard to tell the classes apart,” Crim
commented, noting her surprise. "In the subtropical and trop-
ical regions things are clearer. Somebody with royal blood
wouldn't be caught dead even in this heat and humidity
without being fully and formally overdressed to the point of
heat stroke, which iswhy you never see them much in the
day. The middle classes show off their relative weath—or
hide their lack of it—with fashion. The peasants—well, you
see how they dress. It's not only tradition, it's the law, redlly.
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The gradations of class are actually alot more complicated
than that, but you can actually get thrown in jail for dressing
inappropriately to your class.”

"I'll stick with the peasants,”" she told him. "No compli-
cations or hang-ups and they just let it all hang out and to hell
with it."

He nodded. "Now, the vineyards of the Abrasis clan are
loose, and the women brought in from the colonies to handle
it are all officially peasants here no matter what position they
might occupy back home. It's not quite asloose asit 100ks,
either. There's an effective if unobtrusive security guard for
them and the women don't go anyplace alone, only in small
or large groups. The women don't have much morein the
way of political or civil rights here than anywhere else in
Akhbreed society, either, outside the family. The only real
exceptions are those with magical powers and those with
political connections, who have a kind of de facto position
and respect. Needless to say, the plantation owners and colo-
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nial managers don't send their own wives and sisters and
daughters to these obligatory things—they send the peasant-
classwomen in, usually the daughters and such of the Held
supervisors, overseers, and the like. Lots of peasants hire on
cheap to the colonial corporations because, while they're the
lowest here in the hub, and the lowest Akhbreed in the
colony, they always have a whole native race to feel and be
superior to out there. It's an ego thing. You'll find most of
these women ignorant, totally unschooled, lacking much imag-
ination, and about the most bigoted group you ever met. Take
it easy in there. The object isto blend in, not draw attention."

She nodded. "I'll try. How long do | haveto stick it out in
there, anyway? | know as much about wine—other than it
comes from grapes and if you drink enough you can get
tipsy—as | know about, well . . .babies."

Crim grinned. "Y ou won't have to know much. You're

starting to show and that means they'll make you a cook or
something like that. Women arc coming and going all the
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time there during this period so it's unlikely anybody will
think your showing up is anything unusual. For most of them
it's an excuse to get out and away and many of them spend
more time in the villages, maybe buying stuff or just seeing
the sights, than actually working. Y ou just walk in, keep your
story and your accent straight, and do alittle 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'll stick myself in as aNavigator going into the colonies as a
dead head interested in escorting any who want to go home
and thereby picking up some spare change. |'ve got about
fourteen different Guild cards, so don't panic if | comein
with a different name and a dlightly different look."

"I still ain't too sure about this," she said worriedly.

"We're gonna hav'ta pick up a small bunch of girlsto make
it agroup, and unless we ditch 'em fast 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. I've had a
little experience here. Just make friends, not waves—
understand?"

She nodded. "I'll do what | can."
Infiltrating the harvest gathering proved to be very little of
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6 problem. Sam looked right, talked more or lessright, and

" die security men weren't about to even ask whether or not
every woman in the group she joined had been there from the
start. The idea of awoman actually sneaking into one of these
peasant camps just would never enter their head.

Sam had aways thought of wine as something that came
from more or less cold regions, and, back home, she would at
least have not found lush wine grapesin atropical setting.
This was not home, though; this was Akahlar, and the rules
were quite different here, as were the animals and vegetation,
even if much of it looked the same.
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The festival looked less like hard work and more like the
Campfire girls, although the Campfires never dressed like
m»s- The ancestral castle was off on its own grounds so far
away from them it was ssimply a distant and tree-shrouded
speck; the women were put up in open-sided buildings with
thatched roofs, about twenty women to a unit, or block,
sleeping on straw mats. There were communal cooking areas
between each unit; generally fire pits and crude stone ovens
that looked like giant backyard barbecue pits. The makings
came out in wagons daily from the estates, were prepared,
men distributed on aregular basis to the women unit by unit.
To eat, you lined up, grabbed a hubcap-sized wooden plate,
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, local wine.

It seemed to Sam almost like an all-girl's picnic and camp-
out. Nobody seemed to be working very hard, most seemed
to be enjoying it, and almost al of them were young, the
majority in their mid or upper teens and the oldest perhapsin
their mid to upper twenties. They came from every kind of
colonial worid Covanti controlled—Sam counted maybe sixty
variations of telltale earrings before she stopped counting.

And. athough married women were rarely sent to these
things and she met nonein her first day there or,after, there
were afair number of pregnant girls around, many looking no
more than fourteen or fifteen. Kids having kids. Peasants
couldn't afford the magic charms and alchemical potions that
were the only forms of birth control in Akahlar, and abortion
was quite literally amorta sin to the religion—you did it and
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got caught, you died by public dismemberment. That was what
drove many young colonial peasant girlsto run away to the
hub cities, where, of course, they wound up feeding the
appetites of the patrons of the entertainment districts.

Of courseg, it depended on the locals and the clan, and the

local priests aswell, how such abald indiscretion was taken.
The pregnant girls here were sent here mostly to get them out
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of sight for awhile, or until the family back home could
figure out what to do next. Legally, none were allowed to
have their kids in the hub, though; that would make them hub
citizens, not colonials, and the government would then have
some responsibility for their support and upbringing. Some
would 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 pimps and lords of the entertainment district if
they refused to be neutered and made wards of the church—
usually janitors, housemaids, and the like, de-sexed and then
cloistered for life—although few if any of the colonia girls
who ran off to the city either knew or believed this. The rest
would go home, but Sam wasn't sure what kind of reception
they'd get at that point. She decided she'd try to find out,
although she was pretty sure it wouldn't be agreat lifeor a

happy one.

This system not only oppressed and controlled the nonhu-
man and not-quite-human colonial populations, it was also
quite effective in making even alarge number of its own
miserable for life.

Few of the pregnant girls with whom Sam was naturally
quartered and placed seemed to mink about that, though, or
the alternatives awaiting them. Some of it was just the usual
teenage "It'll work out" or "It won't happen to me," and
some was just trying not to think about the future so long as
they could be here.

She picked 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 comb, brush, and the like that she'd
brought with her—and found her assigned sleeping space.
Not much, but at least there was a bit of breeze and not many
bugs out here.

"Hi! Welcome to the Disease Pits," she heard a pleasant
teenage female voice say in avery provincia but understand-
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able accent- Sam turned and saw a pretty young girl of
perhaps sixteen or seventeen, maybe five-five or six, her
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waist-length hair held in agreat ponytail and slung over her
left shoulder so it hung down the front. She was very .well
along in her pregnancy, her natural thinness just making her
distended belly all the more prominent, and she was wearing
just ayellow panty amost 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 almost all
the women around were wearing the sarongs but Sam had
been issued panties indicated that dressing by class was taken
here even to the lowest common denominator. "My name's
Quisu," she added.

Sam kind of stared at her distended belly for a moment. It
was the first time she'd ever seen agirl thisfar along—not in
amaternity dress—this close up, and the sight was unnerving.
Unlike Sam, who was fat anyway, this girl really looked like
anormal teenager who somehow had swallowed an entire
undigested watermelon. Quisu held herself oddly, didn't look
either well balanced or comfortable, and waddled when she
walked.

Is that the way I'm gonna get in another month or two?
Sam couldn't help thinking. Aloud she said, "I'm Sahma, of
Mahtri. Uh—how far along are you?"

"A few days over eight months. Less than a month to go."
She sighed. "They're gonna throw me out'ta here this week,
looks like."

"Oh yeah? Then what?"

Quisu shrugged. "l ain't decided yet. Guess | got to real

soon now, though. | been thinkin' of sneakin' out in the city
but | don't know nobody or nothin'. | ain't never beenin no
city before. Hell, thisis the biggest group of Akhbreed | ever
been around at onetime- | don't even know how far it is or
how to get there. Y ou believe that?'

Sam nodded. "Y ou're better off not knowin'. Y ou get out

on the road here, some guy'll come up and promise you all
sorts of sniff and take you there. 1 saw some of the vultures
and 1 know thetype. | beenin cities. Gid like you, they'd let
you have the kid then slip you some stuff so you wouldn't
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remember nothin' 'bout yourself, your past, even what you
78 ]ack L Chalker

looked like, and you'd be just nice and cooperative. Y ou'd
just be another street whore on some guy's string."

"Aw, we all heard all that shit. Maybe it's true for some,
maybe not, but it beats goin' home for alot of girls."

They walked out to the grass and sat, Sam curious and
wanting to make afew friends right off the bat. "Is it that
bad?' she asked Quisu. "Goin' back, | mean?"

"(/A/1 hate this part of it. Y ou can't even get comfortable
sittin' or standin' and you got to pee every ten minutes. Uh—1
dunno what it's like in—where'd you say you was from?"

"Mahtri."

"Y eah, Mahtri. But you take like Dolimaku, where | come
from. The natives ook like big lizards, even hiss when they
talk. Ain't that many Akhbreed there, and the ones what are,
areredl strict, if | go back, they let me have the kid, then |
get strung up, get enough lashes on my back to make perma-
nent scars, then they carve my face up so's| won't never
tempt no more boys. Like the boys ain't never at fault! Shit, |
bet Coban maybe got alickin' and grounded for a couple
weeks or somethin', if that. His 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, |—I guess | fell for him like
everybody did, only | was dumb enough to think he was
gonnamany me."

Sam was appalled at the first part. "Y ou mean they'd
actually carve your face up?' No wonder the girlslit out for
the cities, dangers and dismal futures and all.

Quisu nodded. "Y eah. Only thing is, though, the kid would
be accepted like aregular member of the family. Have a
chance, afuture, you know what 1 mean? And | could seeiit,
hold it, even carefor it, watch it grow up, you know? Even if
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| couldn't never tell it | wasits Momma. Things any different
where you come from?"

Sam felt alittle sick, but didn't want to press on for now
with the subject.

"WEéll, | ain't gonna be exactly welcomed with open arms,”
she responded, being careful, "but I'm in alittle different
way than you. Train | was travelling with, comin' back from
vigitin' relatives in the city, got hit by bandits. | got raped.”

"Wow! And | thought / was through somethin1! Now
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 79

Putie—you'll meet her, she's a nice kid—she got raped, too,
but it was by the Company Supervisor's brother. He claimed
she seduced him and was only claimin' 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 some gunk on it so it never grows out, stick a brand
on your forehead, and then you become the property of the
Company, which in this case includes the guy who raped her.
Ain't much, but the guy gets the kid, and in her case that
means the kid's raised with the upper class, so it's something.
Her friend Meda's aso from Gashom, but she's from atown
and got knocked up same as me. She'll get the same shave and
brand, but her kid'll go to some orphanage someplace and
shelll wind up property of the town—kind'a like what they
say you get in the city, only without me forgettin' juice.”

"l guessyou're all sort'athinkin' ‘bout goin' back or
not," Sam responded, "and maybe comparin' notes."

"Y ou try not to think about it," Quisu said softly, then
patted her bulge. "But sometimes you just can't get away
from it. Meantime, we're kind'a the bad examples here. Not
mat you're treated bad. There's some that're holier than the
gods or real smug and superior, but most of 'em'll talk to
you, sometimes ask you what it's like. that kind of thing,
even berea sympathetic or extra kind. We don't do no work
here 'less we want to, and those of usthis far along don't
want to much. It's kind'a borin*. but it's the way things are-
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Sometimes you get to hatin' the kid, sometimes you get to
hatin' yourself, sometimes you just lie there and cry alot, but
mostly you Just relax and try not to think much. There's
always some girls assigned to watch us, like them over there
tryin' to pretend they ain't, just to make sure we don't try'n
kill ourselves or somethin', but nobody stops you if you just
slip away and off the grounds."

"Are there many girlswho try and kill themselves?' Sam
asked, wishing she could do something, anything, for these
girls.

"Sometimes. Onetried it while | was here. Real sloppy

Job, though. Many got alot worse to go back to than me or
me others | told you about. 1 mean, what's alittle balding or
scarring compared to havin' your tongue cut out, your eyes
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put out, and your eardrums shattered, like they do in
Fowkwin?'

There wasn't much to say in answer to that. And this
festival would be winding down in afew weeks; they'd all be
forced to choose at that point.

Damn it! Boday used to take kids like these and make them
into mindless sex bombs, while others on the street sold the
less desirable ones into slavery or worse. The lucky ones
would wind up permanent, free, peasant labor 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 looked 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 some land
somewhere on one of these colonia 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 long as the Akhbreed
maintained their rigid cultural attitudes and tight colonia grip
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there never would be such a place, not really. And she was
supposed to save these damned Akhbreed from such destruc-
tion! Hell, thiswas just one small part of one branch of one
clan! How many girlslike this were there? Maybe, just
maybe, she was coming around to the real Storm Princess's
point of view. She'd been around Klittichom along time—
she couldn't be that dumb.

Could it be that the Storm Princess knew just what she was
doing, but could not imagine even dominance by a godlike
Klittichom any worse than what was now here?

Her old problem was coming back now, in spades. The
problem that had overshadowed all her other problems, all her
personal problems, and the one no magic mirrors 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 damned murderer and something of a power-mad ma-
niac, but what in hell was Boolean? Etanalon had said that
Boolean disliked the Akhbreed way and was outspoken in that
didike, and that was, more than anything else, why nobody
else liked him or would help him or even believe him. But
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he'd done nothing to change the system and was still working
against the odds to preserveit. Nor was Etanalon areadlly
good source on this—she, with her power, could never com-
prehend the horrible choices these girls faced, and the most
she might do with the system was fine-tune it, remove some
of its more gross features, but leaving everything elsein tact.
Etanalon, at heart, was a believer. Why else was she still on
the fence?

Damn it, she didn't have enough information! Never had.
She needed to meet Boolean, talk to him, take his measure,
not as some distant and mysterious ghostlike figure but man
to woman. How the hell could she muster the confidence and
will to beat back the Storm Princess unless she was sure she
was doing the right thing?

She felt a sudden, sharp, uncomfortable twinge in her
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belly, and must have registered surprise or discomfort on her
face.

Quisu chuckled. "I think you just got kicked."

But the kick had made Sam abruptly aware that the hot sun
was no longer beating down and she looked up and saw
swiftly moving clouds gathering, and she forced herself to
relax. That was the way to draw alot of attention fast, and
that was in nobody's interest right now.

"Wanna meet some of the others?' Quisu asked her,

"Y eah, sure. Why not?' Sam responded, needing to move
or do something right now.

"That line of trees over thereistheriver," the girl told

her, pointing. "That's the bath tub around here. It's shady
and alittle cooler there, so it's kind of a hangout for those of
us with nothin' much elseto do. | used to be there alot this
time of day, but you get to feelin' so awkward and dumb-
looking and so damned tired quick.”

Sam got up slowly, then helped Quisu to her feet. It wasn't

al that far, but it really was hard on Quisu, and Sam let her
take it low and easy and knew that, fat or not, thiswas her in
not too much longer atime. If, of course, she lived that long.

There were adozen or so visibly pregnant girls there under
the trees, and it was a sort of instant comraderie that made
things alot easier for Sam. Quisu's friend Putie was some-
thing of a shock; she was so tiny she looked maybe twelve
or thirteen, no more than four-foot-ten and if she weighed
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eighty pounds, even with her extra baggage, she'd be at
fighting weight. Putie was, in fact, smply very small and
dlight, but she was among the older girlsin the Disease Pit at
seventeen. Quisu was sixteen, and Putie's fellow Gashomian
Meda, a chubby girt with very largetits, was fifteen. All
were well along, athough in Putie's case it was hard to tell
since she was so very tiny and the child was certainly at least
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normal size and the distention was gross. Sam couldn't help
but wonder if Putie was too small and weak to survive the
birth.

Sam let them do most of the talking, if only to avoid

having to come up with details of aworld she'd never actu-
aly been to, or making references to people and places she
shouldn't know about. They talked freely, and, as Crim had
warned, it was kind of tough not to object to some of it, as
when Meda referred to the native population of Gashom as
Slimeys, but Sam restrained herself, realizing that, no matter
how wrong it was, these girls right now desperately needed
somebody, some category, lower than they were, and they
took the first and only cultural target of opportunity available.
Okay, terrible things portended for them; they were headed
for the very bottom of the Akhbreed ladder—but they would
still be higher than the natives. It wasn't much, but if it'sal
you got, you go for it.

Sam had always kind of wondered how, back home, in

Civil War times, all those thousands of church-going southern
people, most of whom had never and would never own
plantations 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 Appalachiafarmer plowing rocks and in
hock up to your ears and had kids you couldn't feed and very
little el se except what you might get sharecroppmg for the
rich, you were pretty damned low. But so long as there were
slaves, there was somebody lower. Like these girls, lowest of
the low, who would still be so appalled at a colonial native
uprising that they'd fight and die rather than let the natives
take over.

WEell, she was learning alot about people and about her-
self, Sam thought. The trouble was, the lessons didn't seem
to lead to any clear conclusion.

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 could conceive of no other. They thought the sun
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moved around the Earth and that the stars were holes through
which alittle of the Kingdom of the Gods shone through.

N They had seen o little electrical that they considered it in the
$-. samerealm as magic, and the concept of flush toilets or cities
? larger than small towns was just not in them. None could

| conceive of snow or really being cold.

|  Noneof them had ever seen any real magic, yet they
believed that the spirits were everywhere—in the trees and
wind and water and even the rocks—and they prayed to them
or asked them for favors.

Most amazing was their total acceptance of their class.

They could no more concelve of being anything but peasant
class or lower, than they could conceive of suddenly turning
into adog or alion. The very idea of aspiring to move upin
class or position or that it was possible or done in other places
was so totally alien to them that there was no use in trying to
explain it. Thiswas why even the stories of what happened to
girlslike them in the towns and cities held little terror, but it
was also why only asmall percentage of these young unwed
mothersreally did run away. They had a near total fatalistic
outlook that sustained them and kept them from madness, but
which would lead most of them to mutilation and dishonor
back home simply because that was the way things were.

That was frustrating. They couldn't help their ignorance,
but the idea of accepting even thiswas really too much for
Sam, yet she didn't try and argue them into any kind of
alternative action.

The fact was, they had no alternatives she could recom-
mend. Oh, they had choices, al right—mutilation and perma-
nent dishonor back home, becoming awhore or aslave or a
eunuch in the city, or maybe death. And no matter what they
were feeling inside, they accepted that. The completeness of
Akhbreed political, religious, and cultural control was amaz-
ing and something she had never really fully faced before. And
by so tightly controlling themselves they were able to control
so many other worlds and people and cultures.

And the future was always on their minds.

"Men," Meda said in the same tone you'd use for vermin.
"They always got to be the bosses, push everybody around.
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We bear 'em and raise 'em and 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 women. It
ain't fair. There oughta be someplace where the women are
the bosses. Y eah, 1 know, it's sacrilege, but who saysit is?
Priests, right? Men. | ain't felt too religious lately."

"Well, | dunno," Quisu responded. "I still like men. |

guess I'll always like 'em no matter what. There's lots of good
ones—my dad, for one, and my brothers ain't al that bad,
'though I'd never say that to their faces. It'd be nice if we had
some equal say in things—I mean, 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
women. It don't make no difference. We just run into the
wrong sort once too often, that's all. | ain't even really
blamin' the boy that knocked me up. | mean, | was crazy for
him and | wouldn't listen to nobody. | never even thought
about this." She patted her belly. "Never entered my head,
and probably not his, neither. | ain't sureif | could do it over

| could stop myself from havin' him inside me again.”

"Y eah, but most girls got crushes on somebody, only they
don't go all theway," Putie noted. "Most stick it out 'til

they get married. / stuck it out. but it didn't do me no good.
He was a damned spoiled brat who never thought 'bout nothin
‘cept what he felt like and he was half again astall as| was
and three times my weight, and his girlfriend just broke up
with him and got engaged to somebody else. 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 my fault or somethin', like 1 came on to him. That's
the way hetold it and they all just believed it even though
they knew what alouse he was. Uh—I just about made up my
mind | ain't goin' back, you know."

The others turned and said, "Huh?"' almost in unison.

"I don't care 'bout me," Putie told them, "but he ain't
gonna have this baby. No way. | don't care what happens to
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me or where the baby winds up, but he ain't gettin' it.
Shit—what if it'sagirl? Imagine him with agiri kid! Uh-uh."

Sam could sympathize. "Where will you go?" she asked
me tiny woman. "Into the city?'

"Uh-uh. | ain't never been in no city but what | hear 'bout
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 85

it I don't like. I'll crossthe null and take the first colony that
comes up that | can sneak into."

"Putie," Quisu said softly, "if you have that kid without a
midwife and maybe a healer around, you'll probably die."

Putie shrugged. "Maybe that's for the best. But it'll drive
‘em all nutsin any case 'cause they'll never know. None of
‘em'll ever be sure. Maybe I'll luck out and get some colo-
nialsthat'll help me."

"Y eah, that'll be the day," Meda responded in disgust.
"They'll probably eat your baby and then chain you as a pet.
'‘Com'on! Everybody rape the Akhbreed girl!" Uh-uh. Not for
me."

It went on and on like this until Sam could take it no

longer. Finally she and the others wandered back to the camp,
where hordes of young women were now gathering for the
meal or helping prepare and dish it out. Sam ate well, but
didn't rgjoin in the constant conversation testing out all the
alternatives these girls were playing with. She was so damned
depressed she wanted to have a good cry, but there wasn't
even agood 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 least not face the darkness
that the thatched roof covered long enough for sleep. Blank
your mind, relax. . . .

She was wearing a full-length fine satin dress with gold

belt and jewelry, and she was walking down a set of stone
stairsto agreat chamber. It was a very strange place, sort of
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like a great hollow dome, only it had concentric stone steps
going down in row after row to around and flat stage at the
bottom, kind of like some great ancient theater.

On the floor of the chamber were several designs painted

on the floor. The designs were all identical—perfect penta-
grams—but were arranged in akind of mathematical symme-
try and each was a different color, the pentagonal centersall
pointing inward. And, at the center of the chamber's floor,
there stood a strange, violet-colored, pulsating, round globe.
transparent enough so that you could see the other side
through its outer skin, and the globe was moving, slowly but
surely, west to east. On it were evenly spaced dots of bright
orange light.

There were others in the chamber as well. She glanced
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over and saw Klittichorn, in full crimson robes and horns,
sitting on one of the stone rows and working with some kind
of strange object.

Suddenly Sam recognized that object with a shock. A com-
puter! The son of abitch had a portable computer! How the
heft did he get it or know how to useit?

The others were aso in robes, although of dull greens and
browns and blues. There were both men and women there.
and while none looked like very strange creatures, all seemed
to have something odd or amiss about them, something not
quite right. One had tremendously pointed ears and a giant
cyclopslike eye that seemed segmented into at least three
parts; another appeared to have a broad tail sticking out from
under her robe, and the last one she could see might well have
had ballike wings. Y et al were dressed as sorcerers, and all
seemed busily checking out something or another in various
parts of the chamber.

Three of these oddities, plus Klittichorn and her. Five.

Five pentagrams on the floor, each color coded to the robes
of the others, except for the golden one that was obviously
hers.
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The Storm Princess turned and approached Klittichorn.
"WEell, wizard, has your demon 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
incomprehensible numbers. He nodded to himself, smiled
dlightly, and looked up at her. "Indeed yes, my Princess. It
would be nice to test it out, though, before going straight
against Boolean. We know it works, but accuracy and control
arecrucial."

The Storm Princess nodded. "Very well. Whenever you're
ready. This place is unpleasant, almost haunted. | would
soon do what it was built to do and do so quickly."

"Patience, patience." Klittichorn responded. "Y ou won't
believe what went into its construction, let alone its power-
ing. What brings you here now?"

"I had another brief weakening. | felt it, this afternoon.
even though | was doing nothing. It disturbs me."

"Yes. If we only knew where shewas. ... A good test, |
87
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would think. Go, rest. practice your control. We will need it
soon enough.”

The Storm Princess turned and walked back up the cham-
ber, lifting her dress dlightly so asto keep from tripping and
falling back into that pit.

Sam had not had one of these cross-over episodesin avery
long time, and never one as clear asthis. The longer it went
on, the more vivid it became, almost as if she and the Storm
Princess were truly one, and it was Sam and not her duplicate
who was now walking in that chamber. They were so men-
tally close, so attuned, Sam couldn't help wondering. . . .
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"Wait!" Sam called out to the Storm Princess.

The Princess stopped suddenly, then turned and looked
around, but saw no one. Clearly, though, she had heard!

The old Sam wouldn't have dared this, and maybe the new
one would have been more cautious, but the day spent with
the poor girls had disturbed her deeply, causing her to dare

the risk.

"Thisisyour sister, whom you seek to destroy,” Sam told
her.

"Get out of my mind, bitch!"

The thought was so sharp, so violent, and so filled with
rage that for amoment 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 al you and
Horny there have doneistried to kill me, and | know that you
know he's aslimeball! Give me your reasoning! Tell me your
plans! Show me why | should not fight you!"

The Storm Princess whirled. "Klittichorn! The bitchis
here! In my mind! Get her out! Gel her out!" The unnaturally
low voice she shared with Sam echoed across the chamber and

everybody else froze.

Klittichorn looked up at her, then stood up and stared

straight at the Storm Princess. The distance was fairly great,
yet it seemed asif he were looking not only at the woman but
through her. A tiny, thin beam of white light seemed to shoot
from him to the Storm Princess, ricochet off the woman, and
land somewhere on the pulsing violet globe.

One of the yellow lights on the globe changed to white.
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"She—she'sin Covanti!" one of the others shouted. "In
the damned hub! Low hills. . . near the border. . . ."

"Got her!" Klittichom shouted. "Princess, get back down
here at once! Places, everybody! Full power up! We got

her!"

Suddenly contact was broken—completely, absolutely, leav-
ing Sam there wide awake in the darkness. It was still—
Jesus! So fucking still you could cut it with aknife!

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
afire still burning in the fire pit, athough it was slowly
dying, and she went over to it and tried to think. Five places,
five pentagrams—but only one Storm Princess. That spinning
violent globe—Akahlar? The shining yellow lights—hubs?
Think! Think! How much time? Had to be. Had to be hubs.
The white one had been near the middle, where the hot places
were, and this was sure one of them. Covanti, then.

Five places but only one Storm Princess. That was impor-
tant. somehow. What the hell did the globe do? The five of
them stand there, they concentrate on someplace, 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 like Y obi, misshapen, changed, by their own mis-
fired powers, but powers they still had.

What would they send? Some great demon stormriders,
perhaps, or great magic spells, or what? No time 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

would be bye-bye Sammie anyway.
Wait aminute. . . . Wait aminute. - . . Stormriders, big

spells—they wouldn't need her for that. The Storm Princess
could do only one thing, and it was the one thing none of
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them could do. Could that gizmo maybe broadcast that power?
Send it herelike it was some kind of radio or something? 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 the power from the storms, shape
them, direct them, and she'd be closer to the storm than the
Princess, closer to the elementals, whatever they were, who
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guided and fueled it and obeyed the Storm Princess. They
would know that.

Changewind!

The term itself explained everything and yet was the great-
est terror she knew. That big gadget—some way to focus
magic power. Could those four sorcerers do what no sorcerer
dared to do and actually cause or call or create the conditions
for a Changewind? Poke a hole someplace?

Call it. yeah, but they were powerlessto control it or do
anything with it. The Akhbreed sorcerers feared Changewinds
as much as anybody, since they were just as much helpless
victims of the storm as the average person. But they were far
away, inside that domed chamber, far from the Changewind
they would call, safe from its effects.

Could the Storm Princess even command a Changewind?

The temperature seemed to be dropping, the very air thin-
ning. Deep within the darkness there were terrible rumblings
that caused the ground to vibrate. Sam stood up, turned, and
looked around into the darkness. The conditions and the
vibrations were already waking up most of the women, but
they were sleepy and confused.

Let'ssee. ... You could save yourself from a Changewind
by covering yourself completely 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 colonies
and in Crim's wagon, but not here, in aplacelike this. It
would take alot, anyway.
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She had never faced a Changewind in person, athough

she'd seen onein avision, through other eyes. These fancy
places were supposed to have crypts, big underground cham-
berslined with Mandan, for everybody to run into! That's
how it had been. But even if the manor house had one, it
wouldn't be big enough for everybody here, and the house
was like three-quarters of amile away. Forget it. They'd
panic here and most wouldn't make it anyway.

Think. . .. Think. ... Damnit, something in what you
just thought. Think, Sam!

If they sent a storm she was of equal power at least to the
Storm Princess, and closer.

Was the Changewind, for all its fearsome results, actually
90 Jack L. Chalker
just another big storm? It had to be! Otherwise none of

Klittichorn's shit would work!
There! Tremendous sound and lightning just off to the east,

between here and the border. Tremendous explosions, and
women screaming all around her.

Far off, the sound of a siren kind of like a volunteer fire
department came to her ears, and to the others, and immedi-
ately the large number of women began screaming in panic,
"Changewind! Changewind! Make for the house!"

Sam moved away from the panicking mob, away from the
enclosures, towards the storm. Was she enough? Was she up
to this yet? Was she forgetting something, maybe?

Sherealized, suddenly, that she'd picked up along stick
from the cooking area without 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.
Something to focus on, like they had.
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She pressed the stick in the dirt and with all her might

began to trace a circle, unsure in the darkness whether or not
it was even taking real shape in the ground. Then aline here,
then there, then again, and again, and again, if therewas a
pentagon in the middle of the star, she was within it, and it
was pointed towards the terrible lightning and thunder and
explosive sounds that now seemed so close.

She heard some people behind her and turned. "Who's

there?' she called. Even now, the wind was starting to pick
up, to blow things about, but that was not the Changewind,
only the effects from its leading edge. It was coming, but it

was not here yet.

"It's Quisu and Putie!" she heard Quisu's voice call.
"Come! Get under some shelter! It might help! There's no
way we gonna make it up therein time!"

"Stay back!" Sam shouted to them. "Don't go into the
shelter! Get everybody still there out in the open but behind
me! Y ou understand? Out in the open and behind me! Sit on
the ground' Thiswind's gonna be real fierce real fast™

"You crazy!" Putie shouted. "Nobody faces down a
Changewind!"

"Maybe | am," Sam called back. "Well know in about

two minutes! Now—do what | say!"

Tremendous gusts now hit her, and the leading edge of rain
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that would become quickly intense. She heard somebody yell
as they were knocked down. and she heard the sounds of
things blowing thisway and that, things that were normally
too heavy to blow anywhere. Within another minute she

could hear the sound of thatched roofs coming apart, and the
cracking sounds of some of the enclosures starting to give

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (105 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:00



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

way. There were screams as well, but she couldn't pay attention
to anything now except that coming storm, invisible in the
darkness.

Strangely, she felt remarkably calm, asif something inside
her was relieved that a climax had actually come, that action
was required without nagging questions of right and wrong.

She reached out .into that thundering that seemed marching
straight for her, not denying it, not hiding from it, almost
welcoming it. She felt the strength, the energy, flow into her
and she suddenly stiffened, alook of pure amazement on her
face in the lightning's glow, as her whole body felt not the
sudden, pounding rain and wind but rather the most intense,
sustained orgasmic feeling she had ever known. The power
flowing to her was enormous, beyond belief, but all she could
think was, Come on. you stupid bitch of a princess! Let's see
how you take on this fat, pregnant, peasant dyke who hates
your god-damned guts!

4.
The Victorious Trap

THE STORM WAS small by weather standards, but what it could
do was something no ordinary storm, regardless 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 could not
explain to anyone and saw it as an entity, raw yet conforming
to the rules of storms so long asit was within Akahlar's
domain. It had some dominion over matter and energy, of
what it touched and what it might do, yet upper steering
currents still held it in some tight fashion; landforms. even
those it could transform, none the less bounced and jostled it,
turned it, and reshaped it even asit reshaped them.

All storms had a distinctive shape and obeyed their own
internal rules of consistency, and lost their power once those
internal rules were altered. With an ordinary storm that was
not impossible to do, but with this one the internal rules were

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (106 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:00



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

hard to find in al the confusing masses of hissing, snapping
energy. Fed as it was by atiny particle of the monoblock
whose instability had created all that was, it was the most
alive and active thing in al 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 mathematical. The random
bursts of particles and waves from itstiny but super-powered
center were only half the equation; the process was only
completed when they interacted with what was already there,
binding the random fury to their laws and creating a fearful
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, incomprehensible
mass. The trick was to control the storm by its edges, to
shape it, pick up the myriad whiplike appendages of energy
that flew from it, and hold mem in the mind like reinson a
herd of wild horses.

And something, someone else, was busily locating and
getting hold of those whiplike energy reins. Sam could sense
the other, fedl it, watch just what was being done. She didn't
understand it; she didn't have to understand it; the practical
demonstration was enough.

The other's power stemmed from intense but measured

hatred; Sam used rage, which was rawer and less controlled
but in its own 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 mental tug of war for their
control.

For awhile, it seemed an even match, the storm oscillating
first thisway and then that, but having something 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 wombs
Or experience or even proximity.
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If Sam did not stop the storm, it would quickly swallow her
and all the others helplessin the open behind her; the Storm
Princess was safe far to the north in her dome, under no threat
no matter which way the storm or struggle went. In the test of
wills, experience versus self-preservation, self-preservation
had the emotional intensity to give Sam adlight edge..

One by one, she pried die tendrils of the Changewind from

the grip of the Storm Princess and gathered them to herself.
Thefirst few did not come easy, and there was much back-and-
forth tugging and twisting. The Storm Princess tried strategy,
letting her enemy have several very suddenly while making a
grab for othersto hold tightly, but it was alactic that worked
only once. Slowly but inexorably, with a building sense of
power and satisfaction, Sam gained complete control. Klittichom
had miscalculated; even with al his studies and planning, he
had too much fear and respect for the Changewind, too much
faith inits ability to dominate. Now he would know.

Y ou do not send a storm to 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 balance of the whiplike
energy leads and gained complete control of the Changewind.
She had it, absolutely, and she was exultant. She'd done it!
She'd beaten the Storm Princess and Klittichom and now
was mistress of the one thing in Akahlar everybody feared!

The godlike feelings were punctured by sudden confusion.
Okay, she had it—now what the hell did she do with it?

Clearly so long as it remained relatively in place it was
drawing strength—intensifying if anything—and that was the
last thing she wanted. She had to get rid of it, send it on a
course that might cause terrible effects but which would
dissipate it aswell, send it, weakened, up into the outplane.
To kill astorm you spent itsfury.

It was close enough to the null that she tried to send it
there, but while it shifted afew milesit could go no further.

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%20map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20War%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (108 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:00



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

Powerful energies and upper air currents forced it back upon
itself, refusing to let the storm approach the null. The condi-
tions the null exerted against storms from the worlds was
what kept Akahlar functioning; there was no way out there.

The hub, then. It had to be the hub. There were mountains
someplace, mountains that could dissipate a storm, but she
didn't know where they were or how to find them. All her

concentration had to be on holding that storm; there wasn't
much of a chance to check aroad map 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 storm's steering energies
to them. She began to tie them—one, five, ten—and still the
storm remained, so she frantically began to tie all that she had
in messy clusters, until she reached the critical number where
she felt a sudden wrenching, felt the storm begin to move,
lumbering, but away. She realized that now was the riskiest
part, for the only way to send it wasto let it go, and she
didn't understand enough of the complexities of storm move-
ment and the influence of other things on it to be certain it
would not double back on her. Still, there was no other way.

She released the reins and suddenly felt asif a great weight
had been lifted from her and was speeding now away.
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She was suddenly standing ankle-deep in mud with wind

and torrentia rain cascading over her body, the darkness so
absolute she could see nothing at all. She felt a sudden rush
of self-satisfaction, and in the midst of the more ordinary
storm still raging around her, she laughed and raised her arms
to the heavens.

Oddly, she felt neither tired nor drained; in fact, she felt
really alive, energized, asif somehow the energy she had
absorbed from the storm's periphery had somehow super-
charged her. Not only did she feel so incredibly aive, but her
mind seemed to be working with the crystal clarity only

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (109 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:00



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

absol ute self-confidence brought. She knew she could not
celebrate for long; they had failed to kill her with all their
power and gadgetry and magic, but they knew just where she
was now. The Changewind would wreak havoc in the local
area and that and the aftermath of the more conventional
storms that spun off the great wind would make it as difficult
for her pursuers asfor her, but it wouldn't take long for them
to compensate for that. Not even the mighty Changewind
could touch her; she knew that, now. But a bullet, or a sword,
would have little trouble making that fact irrelevant.

She also remembered what the Akhbreed did after a
Changewind, how they mercilessly came down with their
armies and massacred the changed victims. She could do
nothing to stop that, not now, but it would mean the Covanti
army would be moving 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 Changewind-ravaged
areas. And with them would come men contacted by Klittichom,
charged to find her at any cost.

The wind, the rain, were dying down rapidly now, asthe
great storm sped swiftly away on its new track. Sam was able
to hear herself once more, and immediately turned into the
darkness. "Anybody!" she shouted. " Shout out! Is every-
body okay?"

There were a number of cries in response, some quite close
to her, and soon there were afew dozen voices yelling back.

"All right! Listen to my voice and come to me!" Sam
shouted. "Everybody who can hear me shut up and come to
me!" She kept repeating that over and over, and, slowly,
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they came. With the skies still totally overcast, the fires and
torches all drenched into uselessness, and al lighting, evenin
the distance towards the manor, out, they were still effec-
tively blind but Sam's solution began to gather them.

"Sahmal Isthat you?' she heard Putie's voice call out-
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"Y eah! Over here! Everybody over here so we can find
ourselves and figure our what to do next."

Others were now shouting off in the distance, but they
didn't seem close enough to hail. One by one, though, the
drenched and mud-caked survivors made it to Sam.

The Disease Pit, as the enclosure for the pregnant girls was
nicknamed, wasthe last in aline and a bit off to itself, and it
was no surprise that almost everyone who came to her was
from there. The ones |eft were the ones like Putie and Quisu
who couldn't run in panic and knew they'd never make the
manor house and so had simply remained to meet their fates.

The rain had become nothing more than afine mist in the

air now, and the wind was down to a gentle breeze. Sam took
time to grab her Covantian super-long hair and try and squeeze
out what felt like aton of water. It was like putting a wet mop
inawringer. Maybe very long hair really did make 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 from the other enclosures also
showed up, but Sam told them to go seeif they could find
others and gather them to themselves. The ones who weren't
pregnant had a lot better mobility and werein genera in alot
better shape.

Not that anybody who'd undergone the storm's approach

was in that good a shape. All were soaked, mud-covered, and
scared. Sam noted that the pregnant contingent seemed, oddly,
to be holding up better than some of the others, judging from
the yells and screams and hysterics coming to them in the
dark. She wondered just how many of them, if only for a
fleeting instant, had hoped that the fearsome storm would
come their way, overwhelm them, and end their problems.

"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 mud in the dark."

"They can and they will," Sam assured her. "l've seen
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this kind of thing before, only in daylight. They'll wait in
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their shelters until they are dead certain the storm's gone,

then slowly come out. First thing then they'll ring this place
with what security they can until the army gets here, and then
they'll wait for dawn. They're scared, too. They know alot

of us got caught out here but they don't know how close the
storm got or what it might have done or not done. They won't
take any chances until they can see properly. Anybody checked
the shelters?’

"I was near one when it collapsed,”" somebody said. "Made
an awful racket and just missed me. With that wind | bet
there's not a one standing, or, if thereis, not a one anybody
but afool would get under."

Sam nodded to herself. "That'swhat | 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 moving right now. Best
thing we can do is kind'a huddle 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 less happy than the others. She
wondered if Kira had been out there, maybe camped on the
way here from whatever she was checking out. What if Crim
was now cut off? If the storm cut the roads between here and
the capital they'd be blocking them off and nobody would be
allowed through for days. More than enough time for
Klittichom's henchmen to come here and ferret her out.
Worsg, it was equally possible that Kira had been caught dead
center in the storm. If that was the case, nobody would be
coming for her.

" wonder what they gonna do with us?' Putie wondered
aloud. "If everything's wrecked and all, there ain't no way
we can just go back to normal here no matter what." She
sighed. *'l gettin' tempted to just start walkin' towards the
null at first light."

Sam chuckled dryly. "Yeah? And just how far do you

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20War%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (112 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:00



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

think you can walk, Putie? Or most of you? Even if you got
some food and water, it's maybe ten leegs to the border and
another thirty or forty leegs across.” That was, at best,
something like twenty-five miles, afair day on a slow horse.
"Besides, they'll be heavily patrolling al the way. There was
lots of folks living in the path of that Changewind and they
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ain't dead, but they ain't folks no more, neither. We got to
play it by hunch, that's all."

"Who you al kiddin'?' Meda said derisively. "We ain't

got no say init a all. We gonna sit here '‘cause there ain't
noplace else to go, and then when day comes we gonna do
just what they tell ust'do. like good Akhbreed girls. It just
the way things are, that all. Only time | disobeyed and did
somethin' on my own, 'gainst the rules, | got myself knocked
up. The gods made the rules and every time we go 'gainst 'em
we get screwed.”

That started up something of a debate that, while on abasic
level, was actually over the proper role of women in this
society and also the class system. Sam listened to them,
slightly bemused by it. Not that any of them sounded like
revolutionaries; every one of them would have been over-
joyed to just go home and pick up where they left off, get
married if anybody would have them, and keep house and
have lots more babies. But that wasn't a choice they had, and
so there was a natural human tendency to try and cheat fate.
Finally Sam decided to take charge.

"Hold it! Hold it! Look, I 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 afair
amount of grass. Each of you take a hand of the one closest to
you, and let's get over where it's more comfortable and try
and settle down. We're not doin' ourselves or our babies no
good by sitting up al night in rotten muck."

They did get together, and she led them to an area she

could feel wasfairly thick grass. It wasn't dry, but it wasn't
muddy, either, nor did it have alot of debris, and in the
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swiftly rebuilding heat and near-suffocating humidity, it was
an island in the midst of chaos.

"Everybody just sit or lie down and try and get alittle
sleep,” shetold them. *! know that probably isn't possible
but giveit atry. It's been a hell of anight.”

A single firm voice and alittle confidence was really what
they needed, and she was a bit surprised although pleased at
how her authority, even though a newcomer and stranger to
them, was accepted. For a while there was quiet, and then
somebody whispered to somebody and finally there was some-
thing of a set of whispered conversations. Sam didn't try to
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hear them nor care what they were saying; she moved a bit
away, staked out a plush plot of grass, and sat, staring out at
the darkness.

Contrary to al that Meda said, there was at least one
woman in the group who wasn't about to wait around for the
men to decide anything. The darkness was frustrating; there
was alittle light now as the clouds broke and some stars
shone through, but there wasn't any sort of moon around
Akahlar, at least not the sort that would illuminate the land-
scape well enough to see.

At least now she knew she could do it—turn and twist the
Changewind. The most feared thing in this whole crazy world
was the one thing that did not threaten her at all. She already
knew that she could summon more common storms and use
their power as aweapon; she had killed with that power.
There might be more things one could do than that, but she
hadn't been ableto test it all. It didn't matter. What she did
know was enough. No matter what happened from this point
on, she would no longer be defenseless, nor hesitate to use
that power when necessary.

The reaction of the Storm Princess infuriated her still. She
couldn't comprehend it, not really. If this Princess was her
twin, then she at least had the same amount of brains. She
had to know it was Klittichom who killed her mother and that
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he was using her. Maybe she was bewitched, under some
kind of spell—but it didn't seem like 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 people against the Akhbreed
kings and their sorcerers. Did she, could she, hale so much

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
Klittichom as a sort of deal with the devil? Had she willingly
sold her soul to evil so long asit carried out her hateful

wishes?

No matter what, Sam knew, from now on the Storm Prin-
cess had to be treated as an insane enemy. There could be no
more attempts at reaching a compromise or understanding
with her. Perhaps that was why Boolean stood so firmly
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against them in spite of hisown alleged lack of enthusiasm
for the system.

Or was Boolean just a sort of reverse Storm Princess,

hating Klittichorn so much that he'd preserve the power and
the system and oppress billions forever—pay any price just to
get hisown revenge?

Shit—she wished she knew the answer to that one.

If she knew what direction was what, if she had any real
landmarks, she would have set out that night to get some
distance between her and her inevitable pursuers. It certainly
wouldn't do to just start walking and perhaps walk right into
Covanti, or worse, into whatever the Changewind had wrought.
They wouldn't have as easy atime cleaning up this mess as
they had the previous one she'd seen in her vision. The area
was much wider, the warning had been too short, and the
region too densely populated. Well, whatever they were now,
they also had the night to prepare, to evacuate, or to make
ready to defend themselves. It might take an Akhbreed sor-
cerer aswell as an army to control that region, and that was
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one type of person she didn't want to meet here right now.

She was also more physically limited than before, when
she'd built up all those muscles and done all that running and
lifting. She would walk if she had to, but if there was away
to ride somehow she preferred it. Asfor Crim—well, she'd
make it possible to follow if she could, but no matter what,
Crim was gonna have to find her.

Someone approached her in the dark, and she turned and
strained to see who it was. Putie, from the smallness of the
figure.

"I thought | told you to try and get some sleep,” Sam
admonished her.

"Couldn't. Ain't had much sleep nohow, so out here and
on grassit ain't possible. That's true for most of us. We sorta
been—well, talkin'."

"I noticed."
" 'Bout you."

Sam frowned. "What's this al about? Y ou speakin' for the
group?’

"Sorta, See, most of us, we was right behind you, no more
than two hands back.” A hand was roughly six feet. "In the
storm, | mean. Everybody else was mnnin' ‘round in panic
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and scared shitless, but you was real calm, you told us to sit
down, then you walked to the storm. We could see you
clear—first in the lightnin', then even more when you started

glowin'."
Sam was startled. "l glowed?"

"Uh-huh. Swamp fire we call it back home. Green light
that just come from the sky and set you glowin'. Real spooky.
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But there you was, just standin' there, facin' the storm, and
gruntin’ and groanin' and sometimes wavin' your hands in the
air and the like, like you was pushin' that Changewind away

from us."

That was uncomfortable. "Putie, you know nobody, not
even the greatest sorcerers and high priests, can do anything
with a Changewind."

"Y eah, maybe. That's what we all wastold. But, back

home, the Slimeys, they got this crazy goddess they call the
Queen of Thunder. They make these crazy carvin's of her and
they worship her. They say she's an Akhbreed goddess who
can control the Changewinds and got sent someplace 'cause
the others were Jealous of her. That she's plotted revenge for
thousands of years and will one day come back and strike
down the sorcerers and their gods with the Changewind, and
that all the lesser races who come to her side and fight for her
will be raised up over the Akhbreed. They spend alot of time
findin' shrines to her and destroyin' them. But Quisu says
that the lizards in Dolimaku have almost the same thing, only
it ain't just Akhbreed but the rule of men she's gonna get rid
of. That she rules a goddess court of women only and she
bears a daughter as avirgin. Another girl said she'sin 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

limit her reply and having an uneasy feeling where this was
going. "There is somebody who has power over storms, and
she did come from peasant stock, but she has only that one
power. Otherwise she's as human as anybody else—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 army so
he can knock off the Akhbreed sorcerers and take over."

"Y eah, well, | thought you'd say somethin' like that. But
you ain't really one of us. Like you was talkin' just now—
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low but some big words, too. like you was tryin' to hide
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yourself. We noticed. And the way you take charge—give
orders. More like aguy would, or somebody from high up,
anyways. Y ou wasn't scared of that Changewind. Ain't no-
body not scared of the Changewind, but you wasn't. And
now you tell me all this 'bout this storm goddess and this evil
sorcerer. Ain't none of us ever heard anything tike that. Who
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 nameis
Susama Boday, and | come from Tubikosa." No use in trying
to explain the concept of outplanes and worlds beyond Akahlar
to Putie; she barely understood the other worlds adjoining her
own.

"Y ou're married, then?' It was the almost universal
Akhbreed custom that you had but one name and that you
took your mate's surname when you married.

"Sort of. Yes. | know about the evil parts of the cities,

Putie, because that's where | came from and lived. Boday is an
artist and alchemist who took pretty young refugee girls on
the run like you and makes them into beautiful, living works
of art—so they can work for a master and he can sell their
bodies to the higher classes. Not just women but men and
even kids are turned into playthings for those with strange
appetites who can afford them. Those who can not be made
attractive for that flesh trade are turned to slaves to do all the
dirty work and cleanup. That's where the ones from the
colonies wind up when they run to the cities."

"But you weren't no slave."

"No," Sam admitted. "It's made me feel guilty for a

while now, that | didn't feel guilty then. Oh, | might have
wound up a slave, but in acomplicated set of things Boday
swallowed a strong love potion and | was there and so the
potion fixed on me. That iswhy | say | am sort of married. It
gave me someone to protect me and my friend who became a
high-class whore, so | went along. I—well, | found out things
about myself, that | had some strange needs, too, and it kind
of worked. What 1 didn't know was this storm and evil
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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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bom with that power. Even 1 didn't know it at the time. He
forced meto try and come to him, since the evil one has him
kind'a pinned down. That's how me, Boday, and my friend
Shari got on a Navigator's train, and the enemy hit it, killed
most, captured me, and that's when | was raped. Not once.
Over and over, by lots of filthy creatures who called mem-
selves men, while | wastied to arock."

She was suddenly aware that she had more of an audience
than just Putie, and sighed again. What the hell? They'd seen
her in action. If she couldn't win them over they could 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
wind up here, of al places?

"No, my mate and my friend are still alive, or at least were
the last time | got word. It was my friend and a badly
wounded man from the train, the father of two captive girls,
who rescued us. But more bad guys chased us, we got
separated, and that was the last | saw of them. | worked on a
plantation for awhile as a picker and they gave me a potion
to forget al, but the sorcerer who needs me didn't forget and
sent a mercenary to get me out and get me to sorcerers who
restored my memory. Therest up to hereisalong story, but
we got to here and found that Covanti decided to throw in
with the bad sorcerer ‘cause they're scared of him, and they
figureif they can turn me over they'll buy out of whatever
he's plannin'. | got in okay but gettin' out is the trick, so we
came up with thisidea when we heard of the gathering here.
Tomorrow or the next day my mercenary, who's a Navigator,
would show up and volunteer to take some girls home who
might be on hisroute. I'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 Changewind, he'll
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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'll
be comin' for me. They tried with the storm but we were
even there. Now they'll come with men and guns.”

The audience was spellbound, not so much by her real
predicament as by the romance of it all.

Quisu's voice came from the darkness. "Y ou mean you
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made it thisfar, against all those forces? And you're gonna
try and keep ahead of them, even now?"

"Sure. I'm not defenseless, no matter how | ook, and I've
got alot of experience now. I'm not gonna get taken in or
screwed again.”

"But—one woman, pregnant, alone, out there. . . .*'

"Y ou had your brains washed with your faces! Meda was
right in one sense—the system's set up by men for men. But
that's the system, not any edict from the gods! Maybe we're
not astall or as strong as the men, but people didn't get to
living in houses and growing food and having all the things
they have and do 'cause they were bigger or stronger. The
narga s both bigger and stronger than any man, but who
works for who? Do horses ride us? So long as we're just as
smart as men—and we are—we can do what they do. If | was
aman I'd still be in the same fix as | am now and chased by
the same folks."

That silenced them for amoment, and then Putie said
softly, "Take us with you when you go. If brains are all that
matters, the more brains the better."

"I wish | could. Lord! Do | wish | could! But you'real
further along than me, and my fat hides some of mine. |
mean, they might not notice one woman, but a cartload of
pregnant women are gonna be kind'a hard to miss. And what
happens when you're due? And | ain't even headin' for the
sorcerer any more. They'll be lookin' for me that way most of
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al. I'd love to take you al, but! don't even know where I'm
goin' myself, or if I'll get there. Y ou see how it is. Now, go
on back and get some rest. And, remember, my life depends
on you not giving me away tomorrow. These vultures are
going to attack much of Akahlar soon, | know it. Perhaps|
can do nothing, but so long as | live | might be able to fight
them. No one else could.”

They didn't respond, but slowly 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 lowered her voice.

"This Boday's not your husband, right?* she said more
then asked. "It'saqgirl, isn't it?"
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Sam was startled again. "What makes you think that?'

"The way you talked. | ain't had no learnin' but 1 ain't

dumb. Boday is female case, and the only time you didn't say
the name you used aword ain't nobody uses for their hus-
band. That, the bit 'bout the love potion, and how you found
out you was kind'a strange, too, all fit with the goddess
stories. And there you was married, but the kid's a rape child.
It al fits.”

"Y ou are pretty smart," Sam responded. "But | told you

to forget the goddess bit. It's more like a curse on the family
line than any kind of big magic. Does it bother you that I'm
married to awoman?"

"It might bother some, but not me. | uh, well, that is...
| love you, Sahma."

Sam wasn't shocked, merely exasperated. "Putie, ybu've
only known me for most of aday! And | bet you had crushes
on lots of boys,"

"A couple, when | was akid," she admitted, "but not like
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this. When we met by theriver, | couldn't keep my eyes off
you, and when you helped me up you was so strong and 1 felt
my whole body shiver. When the Changewinds come | came
to be with you. and then you saved us all and stopped the
Changewind and you wasn't scared or nothin'. | ain't never
felt such love, Sahma, but | didn't know what to do 'bout it.
Then when it was clear 'bout Boday and all, | couldn't keep
quiet no more."

"Putie, you're still just akid and thisisjust acrush like

the others, maybe made worse by the scare we all got tonight
and the fact that sometimes this bein' pregnant plays hell with
your emotions.”

Putie took Sam's hand and put it on her swollen belly.
"Nobody with atummy like thisis still akid," shere-
sponded. "And we all got them rusheswhen al youdois
bawl for no reason, or all of a sudden want to do everything
at once or stuff. Sometimes | Just feel so small and helpless
and lost and 1 need somebody bad. Y ou can't tell me you
don't feel mat way sometimes, too, and you're gonnafeel it a
lot worse, and when you don't want it the further along you
get. Y ou need somebody along who knows what you're
feelin' and can help. And who's gonna deliver your kid?

306 Jack L. Chalker

You? | helped bring a baby brother and sister into the world.
It ain't that hard, but it ain't somethin' to do alone.”

Sam had the uneasy feeling that some wisdom was coming
out of this desperation crush, and she didn't like the message.

"All right," Sam replied. "Depending on what the mom-

ing brings and what we find, and depending on the opportuni-
ties, I'll try and take you and others who might want to take
the chance with me, at least until we can find some better
places for you. It still might not be possible, but, if itis, |
will. That's the best | can do."

"Maybe welll figure it out," Putie responded, sounding
very happy. "Outsmartin' men one way or the other has been

women's way since the beginnin'.
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Finally, with Putie beside her, she managed to doze, but it
was a light and troubled sleep filled with terrible images from
her past. Stretched out on that rock, with the eerie glow of
the fires against the cliffs, as those filthy men came at her
again and again. ... It was arecurring nightmare that she

had never been able to banish. But, this time, there was an
overlapping, distant image, of a place of near darkness with
just asmall light within, casting a demonic, homed shadow
on thewalls.

"'Thereis no way to get from the city over to the district;

they've got everything sealed off," aman's ghostly and dis-
tant voice was saying, like out of abad transistor radio.
"The army will cross in there. Why not get them to do it?'

"No?" replied the horned one sharply. "That would in-
volve the law and procedures and we can not chance that
Grotag might do afull examination of her and determine the
truth of the situation. Heisafool but a cautious one."

"Well, we have afew men on the eastern border and

they're going to move towards the Abrasis lands at first light,
but they'll have to sneak in. The incoming border is sealed. |
have at least two dozen good men over in Dhoman, but it will
|lake them at |east a day to get to the border and cross the
null."

"No. Evenif let in, their options will be limited, for by that
time the army will have adivision in there. Have them camp
in the null and ride picket along the vulnerable crossings of
the border. Thereis no civil authority or army in the null. No
107
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witnesses. We know that she is with child and probably
disguised as an Abrasis."

"Y eah, but that's a pretty vague description. Are you

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%20map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20War%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (123 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:01



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

telling me to simply murder any pregnant women who try and
cross the null?'

"I leave the details to you," responded Klittichorn. "We

will never have this specific an opportunity again, though. If
she dlips through, you and your men will wish you had been
more imaginative and more ruthless."

Sam sat up suddenly, sweating.

First light showed a disaster of a magnitude even Sam had
not imagined. There wasn't a single structure standing any-
where in the encampment area, and many of the shelters were
unrecognizable as anything other than kindling wood.

There were bodies, too. Not many, but some who appar-
ently were crushed in the shelters or struck by flying debris
and afew who might have been trampled in the mad, panicky
stampede. There was also awide variety of injured, some
with pretty bad-looking wounds or breaks.

Most startling was the view to the north of the encamp-
ment site. Where the day before had been rolling hills and
countless vineyards, now stood a vast and eerie plain of
purple grasses and bright orange mud, and here and there
steam seemed to rush from the ground and spout plumes of
water high in the air from time to time.

And scattered around, thicker the further in you looked,
were groves of tall trees much like great pines, but with huge
red and yellow ball-like fruit or flowers clinging to them.

Of people there was no sign, but they would have lived
beyond the vineyards, beyond the road that now was cut and
gone, and out of immediate sight. Sam was grateful for that;

she had no desire to see what they might have become, what
new race might have been formed here. If they still had their
wits about them, though, they'd be off for the null en masse
about now, before the army got here in strength. The law
called for the systematic murder of every Akhbreed trans-
formed in a Changewind, and it was ruthlessly applied.
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Estate and clan personnel, with the healthy girls organized
into details, managed to get their own area straightened up,
the wounded onto wagons for the trip up to the manor house
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where healers were even now converging, and to collect and
remove the dead for return and burial. The rest of the girls
combed the rubble for personal effects.

Sam hadn't tost much, although she did locate the twisted
and smashed pair of enchanted glasses. They hadn't even
survived long enough to be used as a disguise.

They bathed in theriver in groups. The river had also been
changed, going underground now at the new area, but it
flowed north, so the water coming past the estate was from
unchanged sources and thus was judged safe. They also got
fed, cold and not elaborate but it was the best they could do.
and got afresh set of clothes—which in the case of the
pregnant girls wasn't much—although they were very short
of combs and brushes, each of which seemed to go through
countless hands.

By mid-day contingents of troops, mostly from the colo-
nies, were coming 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 encampment, except, of course,
to oglethe girlsas all soldiersdid.

Also by mid-day, civil authority had moved in and at-
tempted to impose some order on things. Rumors swept the
gathering that they would all now be sent home as quickly as
possible and that plans were being made to do just that. Sam
hoped to get aride to Mahtri, since that was certainly where
Crim would look first, but she wasn't particular. If the first
batch was for someplace 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 them to take names and
destinations.
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Sam grew nervous when they ordered all the unwed preg-
nant women to one side; the vividness of the dream she had
had was still very strong and the sense of ruthless menace
stayed with her. She wondered if she could somehow sneak
off in this mass, maybe steal a horse. She wondered, too, if
some of the other girls, Putie in particular, would let her do
it. Damn! It was aways the worst casel

Still, Sam wondered just how many would actually come
along when the adventure—and risks—were so immediate.
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 much of anything, one of the
clerks emerged from the crowded area of tables and records

and came over to them.

"Isthis everyone?' he asked them, sounding official. He
was carrying a clipboard and pen but not the sheaves of
documents that the clerks at the tables had.

"AH right, listen up, and shut up,” he said brusquely.

"Y ou've been real lucky up to now. First the Changewind
abruptly changes course at the last moment and moves away
from you. Now | got some more luck for at least some of
you. We're trying to move everybody out as quickly as
possible and send them home, but we haven't got Navigators
or Pilots on the other end set up for everybody yet, and it's
gonna be unpleasant here for awhile, but you know what's
waiting for you when you go home. You're all whores who
have dishonored your families and the Abrasis clan. Don't
give me any lip! You know what you are. Now, a clansman
arrived here yesterday, mostly in the hopes of working out
something about afew of you. We were going to take more
time and interview you. but under the current emergency he

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9%620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (126 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:01



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

can't stay and doesn't want to."

They listened silently, some seething at his terms for them,
but they said nothing, not knowing just where this was leading.

"I won't mince words. Now, there's a colony called Nayub.
Probably you never heard of it. It's not the world's most
wonderful place, but it has among other things an Abrasis-run
company that was started up a couple of years ago as an
experiment with a small group of convict laborers. It's now
starting to pay, and the laborers are being offered full com-
mutation if they settle there and keep working at it. And, yes,
none have seen awoman in at least two years. There'slittle
of any civilization near their camp and it's off the beaten
track. We'd like to get a true colony going and make the
place permanent. We're offering to send you there instead of
home. Any questions?"

"Uh, sir—you mean send us to these criminals?' one girl
asked, abit taken aback. " Guys who haven't seen awoman
in years?'

no
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"They are no longer criminals. They have been paroled
under condition of exile. Asfor the other—well, 1'd think
that girls like you would have a ball as the only women for
twenty love-starved men. Eventually it'll be a full-fledged
colonial outpost, with lots of regular people, but that's going
to be aslow build, and they'll be professionals with their own
families, so it won't be rugged forever."

"Y ou mean he wants twenty of usto go with him out
there?' another asked.

"He does, but due to the emergency he'slimited to his

own wagon and existing supplies. Everything else was
commandeered. We had planned on doing this methodically,
over time, but the Emergency authorities have ordered all
non-residents out as quickly as possible. That means no round
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trips, and by the time he might get through to hire other
wagons, you will all be gone home. At the moment we can
take only five- We'll take the names and homes of the rest
who might want to go, but there are.no promises.”

No one said a thing, but they all could do at least that much
arithmetic. Each of uswith four husbands .... It wasn't the
tum-on it seemed. Evenif al 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 multiplied by four. The
clerk knew they understood that, but, like the clan lord and
the man with the wagon, was counting on it still being amore
attractive alternative than going home.

"Uh—what kind of crimes did they do?' someone asked.

"What's the difference? Y ou go home, you become a

slave. Y ou go thisway, you gain some legitimacy. But,
remember, they all volunteered for this colony and permanent
exile afterwards rather than take their sentences, so they
probably were hanging crimes. It's up to you, though. We
legally can't order any of you to do this, but you have to
decide and now. He's being forced to leave today, and we
have your routing papers to send you home over thereif you
don't want to go. Lord Abrasis has cleared and approved this,
and will clear al legal hurdles."

Thevision still clear in her head, Sam tried to weigh the
alternatives while wishing desperately that she had more time.
The trouble was, this colony was most certainly not any-
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where near the intersection point between the colonies and the
hub. As Crim had reminded her, those weren't little slivers of
land, those were whole worlds of which only anarrow strip a
few degrees wide overlapped. How would Crim ever find her,
or she escape, from such a wilderness?

She thought furiously. Maybe, though, there was another

line to take here. This guy taking them in would expect no
trouble from five pregnant girls who volunteered. The guy
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would have the same low opinion of them that the clerk did,
and would consider them helpless nobodies. If they couldn't
overpower him and take the wagon over once inside this
Nayub, she could fry him with lightning. It seemed an ideal
solution. A wagon, nargas, supplies, and probably only one
road to retrace. And it would get her out of here today.

“I'll go," she said loudly.
The clerk nodded. " Step over here. Who else?’

"Me, too!" Putie yelled. The clerk almost hesitated when
he saw her tiny size; she noticed it immediately and added,
“I'm alay midwife aswell."

The clerk’s hesitation disappeared and he sighed. "All
right, over with the fat one. Three more."

"1 shall go," announced arather sexy-looking young woman
of perhaps sixteen or seventeen, pretty and nicely built, she
managed to ook ready for a man and a bed even at maybe six
months or more pregnant. "l have known men with three
wives. Far more interesting to have four husbands."

"You'll be very popular, I'm sure," the clerk noted, not
being sarcastic, and gestured-

"All right, I will, too," said Quisu, stepping out and over
with the rest.

"One more," the clerk announced, looking at the group.

Sam, Quisu, and Putie all stared at Meda, who seemed trying
to avoid their gaze. Sam couldn't help wondering if she was
either all talk and no guts or if she just hadn't caught on to the

plan.

"1 will," ashort, stocky, buck-toothed girl of fifteen or
sixteen said in a soft, shy voice, and stepped over with them.

"All right, that'sit, then, for now," the clerk announced.

"Everyone else get in the proper lines for your homelands
and register to be taken out. When you get to the front, if
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you're interested, give the clerk your name, village, and
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family and, if things work out, we might notify you. Y ou
five, follow me."

Sam dropped back a bit and whispered, "Just go along
with everything until we're completely out of here." The
others nodded sagely.

They were put on awagon and taken up to the great manor
house itself, then off and down a small set of outdoor marble
steps to a basement area. The other girls were amost awed by
the size and splendor of the place, which was more than they
had ever seen. Then they were taken into what looked to be a
kind of waiting room with some comfortable chairs and told
to sit. "We want you to be off within the hour," the clerk

told them, "so we'll get through the formalities one at atime
as quickly as possible."

Sam felt suddenly uneasy about this, amost expecting to
see some of Klittichom's men come out and grab her as she
sat more or less trapped. Why thisdelay if they werein a
hurry? They had no particular belongings or wardrobe or the
like; just load up and go.

The clerk emerged, pointed to Putie, and said, "Y ou.
Come with me." The small girl looked nervous but went
inside and the door was shut. The five minute wait or so
seemed interminable, and when the door opened again it
wasn't Putie but the clerk, who pointed to the sexy girl.
Another five minutes, and Sam began chewing her nails.
What was going on here, anyway?

Again the door opened and the clerk pointed to her. "Now
you," he said, and she got up and went inside.

There were no gunmen or uniformed officers there, but the
place 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 walked into
another trap like she had at Pasedo's. The place was clearly a
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magician's office, probably the chief clan sorcerer, and he
was there, arather young fellow with a goatee wearing a
loose light blue robe.

Shit! It is another Pasedo deal' she thought, panicking, her
eyes darting around to look for the exits. The sorcerer saw her
reaction and simply waved his hand at her and suddenly she
felt all her fears and anxieties drain away and a sense of peace
and well-being came over her,

113
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"Don't be nervous, child, thiswill only take a moment,"

the sorcerer said in the kind of voice your family doctor used
just before he gave you a shot. "Just sit in the chair here a
moment and give me your hand. Y es, that's nice. Left hand,

please."
There were burners going and the smell of something

unpleasant cooking. He reached around, picked up a small
object, tossed it afew timesin his hand and then blew on it.
She saw it was a thin gold band, like awedding band, only it
had four tiny different colored gems set in it. He took the ring
and slipped it snugly on to her ring finger.

Instantly she felt strange, different. She had all her memo-
ries, she knew who and what she was and where she was, but
something inside her head had changed. She realized that the
ring contained a spell or a combination of spells that acted on
the wearer, and that if she removed the ring the spells would

not longer be active.

The trouble was, she had no desire to remove the ring, not
ever. She felt good, happy, even content, and excited as well
about the future. She remembered everything about the
Changewind and the Storm Princess and Klittichom and the
rest, but somehow they were no longer important to her, no
longer even relevant. She knew it was the spell doing that,
but it didn't make any difference. For the first time she
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realized what Boday must have felt like when she'd taken that
strong love potion. The fact that she knew better, knew that
mere were other important priorities, knew that she was the
victim of a spell, didn't matter in the least. Even that was

irrelevant.
Her whole 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 helpless, pregnant girl, out on her own, and
she couldn't make it on her own. She wanted her baby and a
home and solidity. She wanted somebody to take care of her
and support her and she wanted to take her place in that
household and have lots of babies and be an uncomplaining
wife and mother. She was excited by the prospect, anxiousto
begin. Her world was instantly redefined as her husbands and
children and home to be; all else wasirrelevant.

Even sexually, the world was turned upside down for her,
although right side up from most points of view. A few
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moments before she would have thought the idea of a hus-
band, aman, silly, and as for the idea of desiring and needing
aman—ridiculous. Now, strangely, the idea of having not
one but many husbands excited her all the more, even turned
her on alittle.

The sorcerer helped her out of the chair. "Now go join the
others 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 man there next to a covered wagon. He
helped her up the back steps, and she appreciated it, and
found Putie and the other one already sitting there. Putie
looked up at her and smiled. "It'sal changed, hasn't it?"

she asked in avoice that seemed softer, dreamier, and gentler
than before.

"Yes," Sam replied, her own low voice sounding softer
and sexier in her ears. "Isn't it wonderful ?'
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Boolean, Lord High Sorcerer of Masalur, was royally pissed.
"What do you mean, you lost her?*

Crim's voice came distantly out of the glowing green crys-

tal. "l lost her, that's all. All hell broke loose in Covanti all

of asudden. Asnear as| can figure out, somehow, 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 Changewind that roared through was their at-
tempt to nail her."

"It didn't. | had definite energy readings afterwards show-

ing she was still very much aive and still whole. Then, very
abruptly, the readings stopped. Cold. Like she no longer
existed. It wasn't the Changewind, so what the hell happened?”’

"I couldn't guess." Crim responded. "It wasn't Klittichom's
men. They're al over here now moving heaven and earth to
block her exit and nail her. If somebody'd gotten her, the
news would spread around here like wildfire."

Boolean thought for amoment. "I'm still getting some
readings indicating that the fetus is whole, a new proto-Storm
Princess. But they're weak and vague and don't allow me any
sort of location except that she's still somewhere in the
hundreds and hundreds of possible worlds of Covanti. That
means she's been neither killed nor transformed, whichis
something, but something upset her matrix, her mathematical
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perfection that made her a Storm Princess. She's not now. 1
can only guess she's under some sort of spell that's changed
something about her that the matrix deems essential. Timing,
Is everything now, Crim. Y ou should not have left her."

"What could | do? They got drawings of afattened-up
Storm Princess at all the exit stations now, and the border's
pretty well monitored here. It seemed the easiest way to dlip
her past, and it was—until that damned Changewind. Now
we got a state of emergency here, martial law in the immedi-
ate Abrasis area, and a hundred of KHttichom's guns on both
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sides of the border, not to mention colonia forces out looking
for her. The only good thing about thisis that they can't find

her, elither."

"WEell, the radiations from the fetus are enough to con-
vince methat it's no big deal of aspell, nothing that | can't
reversein an instant,” Boolean told the Navigator, "but first
we have to find her. Arc you in a position to move?"

"Depends,” Crim replied. "l can get around the Changewind
mess okay, but they're using the Abrasis estates as the eastern
staging ground for their operations into the new region. I'm
going to try and get in there from the south if | can and see if
| can get any information at all about her, but it's such a mess

that they may not let me."

Boolean sighed. "Well, do what you can. If you can get in
and find out where they sent her and what's happened to her,
well and good, but don't waste timeif you can't."

"WEell, | can't exactly scour the colonies for her when |

don't have the slightest idea which one. We don't have years,
you know, and lots of the Covanti colonies have their main
settlements, even Akhbreed settlements, far from the intersec-
tion points.”

"If 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 important again."

"But that other girl isno longer a decoy; they're wiseto
her. And she certainly has no powers."

" wasn't thinking about Charley. That crazy artist with the
love potion had alegal registry of marriage performed be-
tween her and Sam back in Tubikosa. | noticed that they used
a connectivity spell for the seal when we treated Sam after
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pulling her out of Pasedo's. A typical bureaucratic simplicity,
but short of death or a Changewind, it'll stick, so there'sa
tenuous thread of magic energy linking the two. | believe that
if 1 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 |
know they went via Ledom, so you ought to be able to pick
up their trail from that point. As soon as you reach them,
notify me, and | will get them into here."

"Don't they have a magician with them? Why can't you
reach them through him?"

Boolean gave adry chuckle. "Dorion? He means well, but
he's a total incompetent and a klutz to boot. That's why we
sent him with them. He was more 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 thisfar, let
alone still be loose or even dlive. That's irony for you- Now
they're the only hope we have of finding Sam. The clock is
running, son. Sam's disappearance 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. Hel'll
figureit the same 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 longer being chased."

He snapped hisfingers. "Wait a minute! There might be a
way to warn them after all, although I'm not sure what good
it'll do. I'll giveit atry, anyway. In the meantime, you make
sure you reach Boday before they get her."

Crim sighed. "Damn it, they're riding right into the thickest
concentration of rebel forcesin all Akahlar. and they got one
hell of alead."

"Y ou don't try, you do it," Boolean responded. " Other-
wise Hell itself will be preferable to what will happen next."

5

The Darkling Plan
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THE FIRST TWO weeks out on the trail had been surprisingly
easy, or so they all felt.

The colonial world that Halagar had picked for their exit
from Covanti had proven comfortable, if abit rugged. The
Intersection point, which wasn't something anyone could
change, was aregion of high, rocky desert, strange and eerie
landfonns, and little to support a population. The road, of
course, was well maintained with a complex series of junc-
tions that apparently took you to anyplace worth being in that
world, but Halagar wanted to stay away from the main roads
and they certainly had no need of junctions.

The country seemed even more desolate than the Kudaan
Wastes had felt, although that might be hindsight now that
they knew some of the Kudaan's secrets and secret places.
Still, this was aworld that seemed 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 them were really certain why such an
alternate way in was there, except that it might provide aless
public entry or exit without going through prying eyes or
fooling with officious bureaucrats. And there were more than
their share at the "official" crossing; the main road was a
rather stiff toll road, to cover the cost of water and grain
waysides at the various junctions.

Halagar kept them well away from that road, on rocky
ground without so much as atrail, navigating, it seemed,
from old experience. Each night, after they would make a
117
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cold camp, he would go off with the horses, leaving the rest
of them there, alone, and very nervous. He took the animals

to the road under cover of darkness and found the waysides
where travelers were not camped, and there was able to feed
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and water them.

When hefirst did that, Dorion in particular was nervous,
although Halagar did not take Chariey, and it provided a
chance to have something of a normal conversation.

"Well, Charley, what do you think so far?' Dorion asked,
hoping she was already a bit sick of being treated like one of
Halagar's possessions. His hopes were quickly dashed.

"It's not bad," she responded cheerfully. "I wish | could

see, but from your comments | gather I'm almost better off
keeping this place in my imagination. | kind'a hoped, though,
that he'd take me with him tonight. It must be alonely and
dull job out there in the dark with just horses."

Dorion translated, rather glumly, for Boday.

"Boday just hopes he comes back at al," the artist grum-

bled. "There is something about that man that gives her
unease. She has seen histype too many times in the back
rooms and dark alleys of Tubikosa's entertainment district.

No man, or woman for that matter, remains so handsome and
so competent after all that experience without it costing some-
thing in the soul,"

"Well. he didn't sell it, anyway," Dorion commented.

"That's something | could pick up, and even Charley might
be able to see. He has afew magic charms and amulets for
various minor protections, but nothing else. They aren't much,
but he chose them well. No, he's always been like mat. A
charmed life, everything going hisway. That'swhy 1 ac-
cepted his offer to take us the rest of the way."

"Bah! Sooner or later al that unnatural luck will be used

up, and he will be collecting the unpaid balance of disasters,"
Boday responded.

Dorion chuckled. "If there was justice in the world none of
us would be here now—or need to be," he pointed out
dolefully.

"I think he's just wonderful," Charley said, sighing. "If |
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could only see, I'd go with him on my own in aminute. |
might anyway."

"As his personal slave?' Dorion was shocked.
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 119

She shrugged. "What the hell is better for somebody like
me? Thisworld always seems to be trying to eat anybody
with ambitions alive. Let's say we get to Boolean, he restores
my sight and takes away the slave ring, then he and Sam go
off and beat the bad guys and have area happy ending to all
this business. Then what? | can barely speak the language, |
can't read or write it, and probably never will. | have no
magical powers or knowledge or abilities, and only one sure
way of making money. The only independent women seem to
be ones with magic powers or who are educated in something
that's useful here. I'm stuck back in the Middle Ages, and
that means you find a strong and powerful guy to hitch on

to.

When Boday got the gist of it—Dorion had some problems
with the term "Middle Ages' since it meant nothing to
him—she spat and responded, "Y ou have more potential than
you realize! That breast halter you created back in Tubikosa
should tell you that! Such ideas mean money, and awoman
with money in Akahlar isin many ways as powerful asaman
with money. Men may have the power, but most men are for
saleif you just find the right price."

Charley chuckled. "The bra, you mean. | didn't exactly
invent that, but, yeah, you're right. | probably could come up
with alot of good ideas for the women of Akahlar, since
nobody else seems to be bothering, but it would mean going
back, building a stake, settling down, and, somehow, that's
not what | find appealing. It's pretty much what | set out to
do amillion years ago back home, | guess, but it hasn't got
the same appeal here. No movies, no TV, no pink Mercedes
and Dior gowns and all the ways you show off your wealth or
realty enjoy it, and | couldn't even really run the thing. I'd
need somebody Just to write aletter or make asale or sign a
contract or just write the instructions for whatever | came up
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with. And for what? So | could live in a place that got the

cool breeze and maybe had inside plumbing and a couple of
erratic e ectric lamps and where—no matter how much money
| had or how many princes | could buy—I'd still be looked on
as alow-class common whore. Uh-uh. If I'm gonnabein a
place like this, it may as well be with a classy Conan out

seein' and conquering the world."
Dorion tried to trandate, but when he got to "movies' and
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"TV" he became exasperated. "Y ou must stop using those
alien terms," he told her. "Where is Shadowcat? At |least
with Shadowcat you can project your thoughts and save me
this mental torture!”

Charley frowned. Where was Shadowcat? She relaxed and
sent her mind out to find him, expecting to tune into some
night tableau she'd rather not see with the big tomcat stalking
or devouring some cute little desert creature, but she was
receiving nothing. Where was he? Why couldn't she summon
him or see with his eyes?

She'd taken him for granted up to now, hadn't really
thought much about him, but this was worrisome. "l can't
seem to make contact with him," she told Dorion.

"Huh? That means he's out of range. | hope he has enough
sense not to get lost in thisterritory. He's afamiliar—he can't
survive indefinitely without you."

That worried her. "l never knew there was arange, or that
he could survive without me at al."

"Oh, 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—if he could catch up with you before his psychic
energy was depleted. If he could find someone of the same
blood type who was willing, he could probably survive for a
week on his own, maybe longer, but it wouldn't be the same
asif it wereyou, and he'd draw less and |ess each time until
he couldn't get enough to keep going. I'm afraid | don't
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remember much 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—nhe'll be back at the last minute
tomorrow morning as usual.”

"Y eah, maybe," she responded, still worried.

He decided to redirect the conversation back to its roots to
take her mind off the cat. "I'm still amazed that you'd
consider going with him, even if | admitted your points. |
don't know if you noticed it, but he has a rather odd effect on
you. Y ou stop being yourself and just become that vacant-
eyed, empty-headed courtesan.”

"Yeah, | know. 1 can remember all that when I'm me, but

| can't remember me when I'm her, if that makes any sense.
It's actually easier that way. It bothered me at first, but now |
find it, well, sort'a convenient. There's not much conversa-
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tion in thiskind of riding, evenif | could get into it, and I'm
not equipped for sightseeing, so I'd just be sitting there
getting bounced around and brooding and feelin' sorry for
myself and maybe going nuts. Maybe that's what triggers
Shari around him; | dunno. But Shari, now, sheisn't areal
person, sort of, at all. She's got no ego of any kind; she exists
only in reaction to somebody else. Except in the courtesan
role, where she's still on akind of automatic: she doesn't
brood, she doesn't wonder, she doesn't redlly think at all—
she just exists. She doesn't even have any sense of time or
place. | tell you I'm scared to death—I been scared to death
most of the time since | got here. Not thinking for all the
boring times just makes things more peaceful, that's all."

"But if you were with him all the time you'd be like that
al thetime," he pointed out. "To me, you might as well be

dead.”
She shrugged. "Maybe. He's not the type to be around all

the time, though. Maybe you're right, though. I'm just not
the type to kill myself—the old way | was raised still has hold
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of me, | guess. Maybe just becoming Shari is away out that
gets around that. There's away that only Sam and me know
that forces me to become Shari and just Shari. There's been
lots of times when | was tempted to use it, to solve alt my
problems, and nobody could ever know how to get me back."

He was shocked. "Don't do that! In the name of all the

gods, don't even think of doing that' 1 don't think | ever saw
anyone so smart and capable as you, who had such alow
opinion of themself. Besides, what about your friend Sam?
What about all thisimpending conflict we're trying to avoid?"

"1 no longer care about Storm Princesses and Changewinds
and the like. It's not my fight, Dorion. It's never been my
fight. For awhile | was a decoy, and all that did was almost
get me carried away by a monster and scared to show my face
in public. Now, well, | heard it being talked about back in
Covanti hub. They know I'm not Sam, so that'sit. My one
remaining bit of usefulnessto your cause and boss is over
aready. | can't lift asword, | can't see to shoot anybody, and
it would take a second and a half for awizard to turn me into
atoad or something. It's like atomic bombs back home. | was
against them, and scared that one of two old guys could
destroy the world in aflash, but there wasn't anything | could

122
Jack L. Chalker

do about it. And | don't think protests and petitions would do
as much here as they did back there, which was nothing."

"And Sam?"

She sighed. "Don't trand ate this for Boday—since | don't
need shit fits right now by anybody, least of all her—but if |
hadn't been around Boday all the time | wouldn't think of
Sam at all any more, and | don't think of her much anyway.
We were teenagers together, yeah, a million years ago, but
my life got shorted out because | went beyond the call of duty
to help her and got sucked here with her, and since that time
we've gone such different ways that | don't think we have
anything except the old timesin common any more. It's like
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somebody in the neighborhood when you were growing up—
they're not a part of your life any more. She got me into this,
and since that time | been ying-yanged around and here | am
and I'm stuck. Stuck in thisworld, stuck in this class, stuck
blind and mostly dumb to most everybody. Y eah, | hope she
gives some meaning to all this by getting to Boolean, becom-
ing the Storm Princess, being a combination of Mommie and
Joan of Arc, becoming rich and famous and powerful and a
legend in her own time, but it's nothing to me. To me, she's
as remote as Boolean and less interesting, who's done nothing
but mess up my life, and | have to take the cards | was dealt
and live my own life. | just don't give a damn about Sam."

Dorion didn't trandlate, but he opened his mouth 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 longer
her fight and there seemed nothing at all she could do from
this point, and she had little cause to love Sam or bother with
all these matters of high importance. Struck by her beauty,
personality, and intelligence, he'd put her on akind of pedes-
tal, never really considering just how much a helpless victim
shewasin al this, how totally out of control of her life she
had been since being caught in the maelstrom with Sam. It
was a shock to realize that she was not here out of choice, nor
because she was any more part of it, nor did shereally even
have a stake in meeting Boolean, in having curses lifted or
anything else. She was here only because that slave ring
ordered her to be; she had no choice. She'd had no real
choices since coming here, and not much chance of future
freedom, either. In Akahlar, her intelligence wasn't ablessing
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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
children—Boday's long-ago alchemy had seen to that.

"Thisis Akahlar," he reminded her, trying to sound like

he believed what he was going to say. "Anything's possible
here, you know. Y ou're not like the peasants or low-class
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riffraff of the entertainment districts and courts. Y ou have
powerful friends, with real power. Thereisaway out for
you. There is always away out. Not everybody has the
connections or the patience or the will to find it, but it's
aways there. Don't give up until the last possibility is ex-
plored. Never give up."

"Y eah, away out. Find one of those Changewinds and

walk into it. Come out some kind of monster or hybrid or
something. | don't know those powerful friends you're talk-
ing about. Bootean's no friend. He's cowered for years from
his enemies and subjected us to this, and he's so busy with
his plots he doesn't give a damn about the discards. If | could
be released from this compulsion to go to him, and not have
to, that's all | would want as a gift. I'd like my sight back.
yes, but neither you nor he nor any other magician has normal
sight yourselves, so | figureif you can't heal yourselves
you're not likely to be able to do it for anybody else, either.
Oh, | know, your magic lets you see not only normally but all
over, but 1 don't have that magic and you can't give it to me-
With that in mind, the lust thing | want is to see Boolean."
"But he'd lift all the spells, al the compulsions”

She chuckled. "Dorion, | didn't look like thiswhen 1 grew
up or when | got here. | was frumpy, buck-toothed, and | was
in the process of growing thunder thighs. Boolean made me
look like this, and | believe you that he's a man of hisword,
so he'll remove the spell when 1 get to him and I'll go back
the way | looked before. Dorion—this body's all | got in
Akahlar. The only payoff thistrip'l1l have for meisto take
away the last and only thing that | want or can use. | won't
even be desirable. I'll be anothing. And that's even worse
than what | am now."

They were asleep when Halagar returned and bedded down
himself, but in the morning 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 aslegp as Charley but awoke as
Shari and stayed that way through the day and, it turned out,
the night to come and severa after, since after the first night
Halagar did indeed take her with him when he went off to
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feed and water the animals, confident now that they weren't
being trapped or trailed.

Indeed, to the null that separated the entire kingdom of
Covanti from the hub and satellite worlds of Tishbaal, they
were inseparable, and, at least for now, Dorion felt alittle
better about it.

Even so, he spent most of this time trying to figure out a
way through her arguments and her brooding pessimism. As
long as she had it, she'd have this modified death wish,
which would become a self-fulfilling threat if it went on.

Damn it. He would take Charley in amoment, even if she
changed outwardly into arather ordinary-looking young
woman. That wasn't what had attracted him so much to her;

he'd seen enough Sharis—made gorgeous by sorcery or al-
chemy and reduced then to mere sex objects. In fact, he
amost preferred her to be less attractive. That didn't mean
less sexy, but it sure meant alittle more security.

Halagar sure wouldn't be interested in her any more, not

then. But, damn it, he was no classical male god himself. He
had a sort of cherubic look but was by no means handsome,
and carried a bit of fat himself. Women had never exactly
fallen groveling at his feet and never would. Oh, he could

buy a potion or cast one of the standard spells, but what the
hell did that mean? Lust fulfilled. But if he didn't love her for
her body, then her body without her will wasn't at al attractive.

Guys who looked less than great, or were anything but
Mister Masculine, and didn't have the benefit of family-
arranged marriages, still did attract women, of course, but by
other routes. By being rich, or powerful, or famous, or
supertalented, or superheroic. He had no money, and Boday
had pointed out that Charley had the ability to make it if she
wanted to—and Charley had shot that down.

He was a magician, yes, but one who hoped that nobody
found out how lousy a magician hereally was. Oh, 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 much beyond that. Give him a book of formulae*
and spells and good instructions and he could work all the
classical things, do amazing stuff—amazing, that is, to some-
body who neither had the power nor knew what it really was
capable of. A competent Third Rank magician could create
spellsin his head, invent some new ones, maybe, and cer-
tainly do all the classical stuff without needing reference
books and instructions for all but the most incredibly complex
work. Without his books, like now, his magic was pretty
damned poor and erratic, and usually unpredictably awful.

He'd been little more than ajanitor for Boolean, but just a
little experimentation, alittle fooling around, and he'd caused
alot of disaster and wound up getting kicked out on his face.
He remembered Boolean's rage, his yelling about some sor-
cerer's apprentice, and someone or something called a Mickey
Mouse. You didn't need the references to understand the
meaning. Exiled to the Kudaan, "where nobody will notice
your disasters and mistakes," building fires for Y obi's caul-
dron, and straightening up the laboratory, because at least he
knew the contents and uses of the variousjars.

No, he'd never be powerful, not in that sense.

Famous? He hardly had a hope of becoming infamous, let
alone famous. And as for talent—well, 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 afighter and he'd rather hide than battle if it could
be arranged, and nobody gave medals for skulking.

Although he had more freedom of action, in his own way
he was just as much aloser at life as Charley, he thought.
Worse, redlly, since her fall had come from attempting 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

blown every single one.
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He had tried to promise her that there was away out, that
there was always away out, but she hadn't believed him, and
why should she, coming asit did from somebody who hadn't
found away out himself.

There was little evidence of rebels anywhere in this deso-
late place, or anyone else, for that matter, but that changed
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when they reached the null that formed 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 army were deployed in
specialy prepared defensive lines just inside the null; the
men, horses, and equipment, their tents with small pennants
flying, sticking eerily out of the fog-enshrouded region.

It certainly made sense to defend the kingdom from its side
of the null; an attempt to guard the borders of hundreds of
Covanti colonial worlds that might come up and interact with
the null at any moment would have required a population
many times that of the entire number of Akhbreed in all
Akahlar. The question was, would they let travelers through
at al, and, if so, did they have some orders about them in
particular that would make this a short journey.

Halagar surveyed the scene grimly, then lifted Charley

down. and turned to the others. "I'm going to go down there
and see what's what," he told them. "The odds are that |

know some or most of the officers setting up here, and |
might get both a pass and some information on why the army
would be establishing such afrontier at this point. | hate to
betray our otherwise successful exit—it makes all the discom-
fort of the route meaningless, damn it!'—»but unless they have
warrants for us, I'm sure 1 can talk our way through to
Tishbaal. I'm more concerned with what I'm talking usinto,
considering this size of fortification."

He rode off, down into the null, while they got down and

tried to make themselves as comfortable as possible. At least
Charley was returned in mind for the first time in aweek.
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"Lookslike awar," she commented.
Dorion was surprised. "You can seeit?'

"I can see the null, and | can see where there isn't any
null, 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."

"Halagar is more concerned with what is beyond, and

Boday agrees,” the artist commented worriedly. "Tubikosa
has a small army that is mainly used to guard the crown
jewels, the palace, march through the streets on parade days,
and handle emergencies, but thisis more uniforms than Boday
has ever seen before in one spot. If they are also covering the
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other borders, then they must have half the men of Covanti ,,
under arms.”

"I doubt if they have anything like this at the other bor-
ders," Dorion replied. "Maybe they should, though, if there's
athreat thisbig. If | was arebel with some way to get
colonial fighters from one place to another, 1'd do a big show
of forcein one area and then attack from the rear while the

whole army's over here."

"Good point," Charley agreed. "As Boday said, most of

the armies of these kingdoms are toy soldiers—big on uni-
forms and brass but most of ‘em never really had to fight
anything big. They*re used to marching into some colony and
putting down some strike or local uprising by some poor
natives without the weapons or organization to do much
against them. They're not used to thinking in terms of armies
against armies, both sides with weapons and generals and all
the rest, and trained to fight, and they're sure not used to
defending hubs. They depend on their sorcerersto keep the
non-Akhbrceds out." She chuckled. "Y ou know, while this
all makes sense on paper, | guess, | kind'awonder what the
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hell al those guys could do if Klittichom just sent a bunch of
the Stormridersin here. They wouldn't even kill many of these
guys. Just a bunch of 'em making passes and zapping a few
tents and horses and big-mouthed sergeants, and the rest
would run like hell for back here, leaving their equipment

behind 'em."

Dorion sighed. "Thisisridiculous! We, atwo-bit magi-

cian, an achemical artist, and a courtesan who came from
another world, are al able to sit here and figure out all the
intricacies of what these professional military men are doing
wrong and how to whip them easily. If the likes of us can see

it, why can't they?"

"Cockiness," Charley sighed. "That and arrogance. They
been the bosses so long, taught from their mother'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 afew good sorcerers and the keysto the
gun locker. How many colonial worlds intersect this null?
Hundreds? Thousands? | dunno. But if ten thousand of those
not-quite-right humans from those colonies showed up here,
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each with agun, they'd grind these guys to pulp. These guys,
though, just can't imagine such athing happening.”

"And why should they?' Dorion asked her. "Even if the
colonials somehow got together in the nulls and even if they
hit and destroy this army out there, they still can't enter the
hub. Grotag and his unknown number of acolytes and assis-
tants have the spells sealing off entry to the hub from all
non-Akhbreed locked up tight. So long asthey sit in the hub,
there's no way the rebels can enter."

"Y eah, aslong asthey sit in the hub,” Charley echoed.

" So the Storm Princess brings a Changewind right into down-
town Covanti, the one thing they're powerless against. Maybe
it getsthem; at least it scatters them and keeps *em from
thinking much about defensive spells. By the time they got
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regrouped you'd have thousands of organized troopsinside
the hub against an army still running. Besides, thisisn't the
hub—it's the colonies. Jeez, | still remember from my high
school history classes what asiegeis. If they take the colo-
nies and then put up awall like this around the hub in all
directions, the hub'll be cut off. It'll take awhile, but no
more raw materials, no more fresh fruit and vegetables. . . .
They'll be eatin' their grapes before they crush 'em. The
demon forces like the Stormriders will protect the rebels, and
there won't be much of an army in there for a breakout."

"Then the sorcerers would have to spearhead the break-
out," Dorion pointed out.

"Uh-huh. And that means they got to |eave the hub, right?
So they break out of any side and the other three sides get
invaded. Neat. They'd slaughter every Akhbreed they found
and |leave the sorcerers with nothing to come back to. | bet
some of these sorcerers would make deals with them when
that happened. Besides, who says the rebels don't have some
sorcerers, too? Isn't that what Covanti thinks Boolean's up
to? And isn't Klittichom afull-fledged equal ?*

Dorion thought about that. "Urn. . . . Maybe I've got the
same disease that those troops do. | can't see aholein it, but
you make this whole system sound so vulnerable. | can't
believe that it's that easy to break through, or somebody
would 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 running messages and even troops between colonia worlds
or coordinating things, and they never had anybody who

could use the Changewind as a weapon before. No, it's gonna
be a bloody, rotten mess now, and so many are gonnadie 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? Klittichom?"
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"Us. If the colonial races are all organized then the
Akhbreed's outnumbered from a hundred to a thousand to
one, and not a one of those other races has any reason to do
anything but hate Akhbreed. If they win, bein' an Akhbreed
Is gonna be the worst thing you can be. And we're Akhbreed.”

That brought him up abit short. "Urn, yeah. | hadn't
thought of that."

They might have continued their conversation but there was
me sound of arider coming, and as soon as Halagar reached
them and dismounted, Dorion could sense Charley vanishing
before awall of blank blandness. It was amazing how it
happened every time.

"There's no problem moving through," he reported to

them, "but there might be big problems on the other side.
The word is that somehow large numbers of infantrylike units
and mounted units appear to be able to move out from the
worlds of colonia Tishbaal asthey come up, and they arc
doing so. It'sirregular, but no one can tell if the main bodies
are moving in towards Tishbaal hub, or if they are fortifying
in the null, or in some assembly world. The odds are pretty
good we'll have to make our way through some kind of
colonial force to make it into the kingdom, and probably an
enormous 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 isthat bad, imagine
what Masalur will be. And just what we might have to get
through aswell."

They had long ago dropped any pretense of assumed names
for the women and Boday was able to speak freely under
Dorion's very loose |eash.

"Boday isready," she proclaimed. "If it comesto a
battle, she will do her part!"

Dorion looked over at her, then back up at Halagar. "Uh-
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huh. So the three of us arc going to take on a nurbreed army.
The odds at best may be only afew hundred to one. The pair
of you are mad!"

"There will be gaps and weak points," Halagar responded
confidently. "There always are in the best of formations, and
the border there is quite long, and the guards might be good
fighters but they have no experience. Come, my friends! It's
not as bad as all that. We shall have to forego our pack animal,
however, and that's too bad. Come—I|et us ezt alittle some-
thing and transfer what we can to our own mounts and get
some rest. | want to cross entirely in the darkness, when most
are asleep and guards are bored."

"And jumpy and likely to shoot first and ask questions
afterwards," Dorion added grumpily.

Halagar shrugged. "Thereis graverisk from hereon in,

but you knew that going into this. | would certainly prefer
being shot to being captured by these sort of people, though.
Thereis still timeto call this off, if you do not want to make
thejourney."

Dorion sighed. "No, that's not really an option for us. All
right.”

"WEéll, then, is there anything in your magic that might be
of help? A spell to disguise usto look like whatever they look
like, for example, or to charm us against bullet and sword?"

"I don't think you can depend on magic,” Dorion finessed

as carefully as he could. "For one thing, those that you ask
require much preparation and paraphernalia, long incanta-
tions, that sort of thing. Not to mention that 1'd have to know
what we were supposed to ook and act like. No, the odds arc
I'll be far too busy dealing with any precautionary magicks on
their side to also handle us. Y ou'd need atrue sorcerer to do
ital.”

"Fair enough. | did not really expect much help from that
quarter,” Halagar responded, in atone that made Dorion

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%20map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20War%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (151 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:01



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

unsure whether he'd been insulted or not. "Very well," the
mercenary continued, "we improvise."

The Klutiin guarding the extreme western sector were spread
thinly and certainly not expecting anything. They weretall,

thin creatures, particularly ugly to Akhbreed eyes, with mot-
tled yellow and olive skin resembling that of an exotic snake,
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apair of deep-set black eyes, and athin and very long
proboscis that shot straight out from their faces and then
angled down. They had forbidden, semi-automatic rifles slung
over their backs, but seemed more comfortable 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
coming towards them. They were a good thirty yards apart at
this point, walking back and forth, more awarning line than a
barrier, with a company encampment back near the true and
“real" colonial border of Tishbaal, whose worlds changed
slowly but with eerie regularity behind them. Clearly they
weren't there in strength or with intent to build and attack
Covanti; they were, rather, a psychological deterrent, visible
through the telescopes and binoculars 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 Tishbaal's neighbor should come to the
aid of their sister kingdom to the northwest.

When they heard the eerie stillness of the null broken by
hoofbeats, the sentries were startled, and rather than raise an
immediate alarm or go for their rifles, they went out of habit
to their warrior stances with the spears.

"Riders” one called out in the harsh guttural language of

the Klutiin, but perhaps not loud enough. Almost instantly he
heard a cracking sound and was gasping for air, pulled back
and down by a leather whip expertly entangling itself around
his neck, and he vanished beneath the mists.

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (152 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:01



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

The sentries on either side turned, unsure whether or not
their comrade had been downed or ssimply had dlipped on the
spongy, soft, wet null surface. A moment later afigure
wearing the sickly yellow tribal robes climbed unsteadily to
its feet, shifted the rifle on its shoulder, and again assumed
the readiness stance with its spear.

The one closest to the other frowned, asif sensing some-
thing wrong, but not being certain just how to cope with it.
There was a sudden pull on his own neck from the back and
he went down, a cry muffled by a knife swiftly and profes-
sionally cutting his throat.

Now, suddenly, the horses were visible, heading for the
332 Jack L. Chalker

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 Halagar on the one
side and Boday on the other swung their newly 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 long enough for Boday
and Halagar to quickly mount the two riderless ones he led,
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 determine which colonial

world they would enter, although they'd delayed their attack
until a border came up that seemed relatively unfortified and
smooth enough for the horses to make a clean runinside. It
was a strange-looking fairylandlike forest of the deepest greens
imaginable, with lush vegetation but with some clear open-
Ings, and, most important, only one border fence, set in from
the null.

Halagar and Boday stopped after they reached solid ground,

turned, and began shooting at the disorganized but very angry
soldiers now rushing towards them from all directions. Dorion
pulled up at the fence, saw that it was mostly just barbed wire
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like it had looked through the binoculars, and began hacking
away at it with a sharp sword. He cut three of the four main
strands away; the bottom one was just too low for him to
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 Halagar to lay down some fire.
When she made a small jump through, he turned in the saddie
and followed.

The null was out of sight in a moment, but the trio rushed

on for abit until they felt safe to low down and await the
others. Dorion in particular didn't want to lose Boday and
Halagar in this stuff, and he certainly didn't want to have to
yell to find them. There was no doubt in his mind that a
heavily armed and very nasty patrol would be sent after them
on the double.

Boday, still wearing the tribal robe, caught up to him and
stopped, then pulled off the robe, and threw it away. "Smells
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horrible," she commented. "Likeit lined the sty of a hun-
dred sweating pigs."

Halagar joined them in another minute, a broad grin on his
face. "Now, that worked rather well, didn't it?" he said with
evident satisfaction. "Rank amateurs, even for colonials."

"Almost too easy," Dorion agreed, "although | did sweat
alittle right in there. Anybody hurt?'

"|'ve got a scratch where a bullet winged me, but it's
nothing more than that," Halagar replied. "Y ou?"

Boday was scratching all over. "Boday fully believes that
the soldier was not the only one inhabiting that robe!"

That gave them a bit of alaugh, although it wasn't funny to

Boday, and Halagar jumped down and examined the horses.
"No shots—I doubt if they've trained much with those rifles,
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if at all. Not a single one put their weapon on automatic fire,
which would have done usin but good at the fence. Still, we
came through that one pretty well."

"Y eah, and, just think, we have three more of thoseto
go," Dorion said grumpily, "1f we were lucky this time, how
many times can we afford to do that?"

"Not many," Hatagar agreed. "But we'll have to take

each one as it comes and solve it somehow. Best by stealth, |
think, and trickery, rather than directly as here. We also have
to get from hereto there. If that was all the force they really
are putting on the kingdom borders, then their main force
must be elsewhere. It isinevitable that we will runinto it
sooner or later. | certainly wish | knew just what they were up
to, though." He thought a moment. "Perhaps not so much
holding off Covanti or threatening it as perhaps securing a
vital areafor other activities, like bringing in more troops by
whatever method they've found for doing it. We shall have to
watch our backs." He looked 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 woodlands not knowing what
might lurk here," the mercenary noted. "Let's find a reason-
ably open area and camp here for now. In the day, we'll head
east towards the main road and follow it as much as possible
without risking ourselves unnecessarily. 1 dislike moving by
day, but in a strange world with an enemy about it is better to
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risk being seen, rather than not see what is lurking for you.
From now on, though, everyone keep awatchful eye and ear

at the ready. We want no surprises.”

"Y ou* re going to camp here?' Dorion said nervously.
"They'll be al over here in amatter of minutes™"

Halagar chuckled. "I think not. They can't know any more
about most of these worlds than we do, and they can't spare
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many, if any, troops to go off into this darkness looking for
us. Oh, they'll send a patrol or something that we can hear
two leegs off, and they'll clomp around for a bit and make
like they are doing amajor 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 message forward that some folks
stonned the tine and trust to those further on to take care of
us."

"Y eah, that helpsalot," the magician responded glumly.

It was amazing how quiet, almost dead, the place felt and
sounded. But for the wind in the trees and an occasional
sound of some insect or tree-dwelling animal flitting about,
disturbed by their passage, there didn't seem to be anyone
home at all. When they reached a shallow creek, the horses
stopped to drink and didn't fall over, so they decided to
make camp there. They set arotating watch, of course, but if
anyone was out looking for them, they missed by a country
mile.

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
kind of region where no one would want to live or work; the
climate was at least subtropical, the vegetation lush but appar-
ently not dangerous, and there seemed to be no predators
lurking about anywhere. Still, there were no signs of paths or
trails or large animal 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 Grimoire for any stock
spells he was capabl e of throwing that might help them out.
Theinvisibility spell held promise, but it was very limited
and, being a basic public domain-type spell, was so easily
countered that it would probably just trap them. It was strictly
aone-person deal anyway, and transitory.
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Let'ssee. ... Love spellsand charms, aphrodisiacs. . . .

No, even if they might be useful, he couldn't see being
fawned over by alove-starved Klutiian or something. The
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curses, too, seemed both too specific and too complex to be
useful in alive or die situation, although they were fully half
the book. Well . . . maybe. Here was blindness, deafness,
striking someone dumb, that sort of thing. Fineif he had
something organic of the subject's or was face to face with
him, but otherwise next to impossible.

The hypnotic spells were a better choice, athough they

were ssmple and few and easily broken or stalled by someone
with great will power. Those sentries back there, however,
might have been easy marks—if 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 determined to keep
looking.

They found the road without much trouble and followed it
along the side, always keeping nearby cover in mind, and
cautiously scouting every bend and every hill before ventur-
ing forth.

There was, however, no apparent traffic and no threats

from either direction. At Halagar's insistence they kept playing
It supercautious, which slowed their progressto a crawl, but
they soon began to feel alone in a strangely desolate world.

Four daysin, they cameto atown center. Clearly estab-
lished as a main support link on the road, it looked to have
supported perhaps a thousand people in various forms of
activity, but now the nearby fields stood untended and the
streets seemed as deserted as the forest.

Halagar waited until nightfall and then went in on his own,
looking 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. Almost as

If everyone along here was ordered evacuated. Everything's
been put away or carted away that was of any use or value,
and the thing has been just abandoned. From the looks of the
dung, feed barns, and the like, I'd say it's been this way for
perhaps two weeks. There are some ugly signs, though. The
government house had suffered amajor fire—it'sin ruins. A
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number of the Akhbreed houses and shops had been clearly
136 ]Jack L. Chalker

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 something hot out of
what we've got. There's nobody left now. Besides, I'd liketo
examine the town closer in daylight."

They'd brought along mostly practical food, so there wasn't
much chance of areal cooked meal, but it was nice to be able
to brew coffee and tea at least. The real beds were comfort-
able, too, but both Dorion and Boday felt asif they were
somehow going to sleep in agigantic grave; asif the place
were somehow haunted, tinged with evil.

The next day, Halagar discovered that their feelings were
somewhat justified, although nothing supernatural needed to
be involved. He brought them around to a place near the old
government house and pointed. "Buildings weren't the only
things they burned.” he noted.

Someone had dug large pits behind the government house
and filled them, then poured something flammable on the
piles, and lit them. But bones didn't burn all that cleanly or
well.

Halagar sifted through the charred and blackened remains
with a stick and uncovered some blackened skulls. "This one
had his head crushed in," he noted clinically, "but some of
the others appear unmarked. That doesn't mean much, but
there are atot of remains here and they look almost all
Akhbreed in both pits.”

"What must have happened here?' Boday asked, appalled.
"Not an invasion, certainly," the mercenary replied. "They
would have just sacked the town and |eft the remains to rot.
Thiswas orderly, organized. Only Akhbreed places were
burned or ransacked; only Akhbreed were thrown into the pit.
Whatever the natives |ook like here, they're certainly smaller
and different than Akhbreed, and there's none of their re-
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mains here. 1 would wager that if we looked hard we'd find
true graves for them. 1 think the inhabitants of this town—the
native inhabitants—awoke one day, or perhaps performed by
asignal what they had rehearsed for along time, and system-
aticaly slew every Akhbreed in the town without regard to
who or what. Then their places were ransacked, their bodies
dumped here and disposed of, and they then very calmly
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packed up all that they wanted or needed and every man,
woman, and child went off."

"They would not dare do that!" Boday protested. "They
would know that they would be hunted down to the last
survivor and tortured to death, and the whole province would
be under military occupation.”

Halagar nodded. "That's the drill, yes, and it's worked for
thousands of years. The Akhbreed colonials here surely thought
that way. which was why it was so easy. But, who is going to
look 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 from the hub. | think you're still thinking
too provincialty aswell. Don't just look at this pit and this
town—think about al the towns and colonia outposts and
farms and factories and whatever on thisworld. All of them.
The odds are there are a half billion or more natives on this
world and maybe two, three million Akhbreed tops, spread
out all over the place, all secure that their sorcerers and
soldiers will protect them—taking it for granted. | should say
that there were two or three million Akhbreed. Ten to one the
survivors number in the thousands or less. They sealed the
world off and then they rose up and claimed it for their own. |
wonder how many worlds like this one there are where this
has happened, and nobody knows? And not just Tishbaal,
either.”
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"But—they must be mad!" she maintained. "Perhaps things
are bottled up now, but they can not crack the hubs, and
sooner or later the Akhbreed sorcerers will come with or
without 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 Halagar was
thinking. "Y ou'reright," he agreed. "They wouldn't dare

mis knowing what must eventually come—if the hubs arein
fact impregnable. Clearly the natives here think they're not. 1
wonder what convinced them? Thisisn't something you do on
faith alone."
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"Perhaps we'll find out—further along the road," the mer-
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
looked across a vast valley that was unlike anything they had
ever seen.

The ground was yellow and purple, and strewn with tall,
spindly plants growing from it up into the heavens with
tendrils waving about—and not from any wind. The great,
green weeds with thorny plates like bones thrashed like some
alien squid half-hidden in burrows in the ground. Although
planted, some were so close together that tentacles would
occasionally touch and there would be afurious battle, ending
only when the contacted tentacles of one were pulled out of
their trunks by the other. The remains of dead oneslittered
the landscape as well, where two of the things had been too
close for both to tolerate survival.

"Changewind," Dorion breathed.
Halagar nodded. "And note its symmetry. 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.
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I've seen a thousand Changewind regions, and never one as
regular asthis. Here's the answer to our puzzle—and an
unnerving one at that. A demonstration of blessing from the
gods. Can't you see the effect thiswould have if it were
announced in advance, through the high priests or whatever
of the natives here? On such-and-such a date and such-and-
such atime we will produce a Changewind just in thisvalley
asasign of our godlike powers. Word would get around
fast—and if the Akhbreed were curious as well, or heard the
rumors, or wondered where some of the natives were going
and followed, what difference would it make? This would be
asign from the gods writ too large to miss. The uprising must
have followed almost immediately. That's why there are still
plants out there fighting for their space. There hasn't been
enough time to gain balance 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?"'

Halagar shrugged. "Who knows how they do it? | suspect
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 339

it's not as bad as all that, that they need the precise coordi-
nates and limits at the very least. Otherwise they would have
to be physically present—both atop sorcerer like Klittichom
and the amost irreplaceable Storm Princess—at each attempt.
Too much risk there to them, and too much attention drawn. |
doubt if this was done too many times—yet. It was practice at
an ideal place of their choosing and with careful preparation
that also was an effective demonstration of their power to the
locals and perhaps visiting dignitaries and potential allies as
well. But, think now how easy it would be to get the coordi-
nates to the central government district of a hub, for example.
They're fixed, unmoving amidst the constant world shifting
around them."

"Y es, but then why have they not just taken out the hubs
one by one?' Boday asked him. "There must be more to it
than that."

"Maybe. Maybe not. Y ou start taking out the hubs one by
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one, and you get two or threein arow all this precise, and
you can't keep it quiet or quiet the suspicions of the remain-
ing sorcerers. They'd get out of the hubs and fast, 1'd think,
and then they'd go hunting for Klittichom as a group and that
would be the end of this scheme. No, to get them, or at |east
most of them, you arc going to have to attack all over
Akahlar simultaneously, or as close to that as possible—before
they can know what's happened to the others. The power is
awesome here, but Klittichom's had to tread on eggs none the
less. He and his storm witch are still vulnerable and they'll
only get one shot at this. That's what thisis about. They're
doing selective demonstrations to get sufficient rebel colonial
forces to move to the hubs, so there will be an invasion and
occupation force when the Changewinds hit. There will still
be ahell of afight. But thisisgenius. An all or nothing
gamble for all Akahlar!"

"Y ou sound like you admire the guy," Boday noted sourly.

"A professional soldier's admiration for agreat strategic
generd, that's all," the mercenary assured her. "I'm just
beginning to wonder how we can ever hope to get through the
forces inevitably massed around Tishbaal hub."

Dorion looked back at the hostile, ugly valley with its
monstrous plants. "Even more immediate, I'm beginning to
wonder how the hell we get across thisvalley."
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"We don't. Not with what we've got. But you can see

where it begins and ends. I'd say we make an early camp here
now and get some rest. Tomorrow 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 same. At
least we know now why they have such aflimsy force at their
rear and why the town would want to put themselves between
the hub border and this valley rather than exposed behind it.
At least | doubt if we'll have to worry tonight about guarding
front and rear."

Boday looked back at the scarred valley and then at the
peaceful and empty road. "Boday feelsasif sheisahorse-
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shoe," she muttered, "with the smith's hammer behind and
the anvil ahead."

[ ] 6 [ )
The Armies of the Winds

CHARLEY AWOKE SUDDENLY from a sound sleep and sat up,
puzzled. It was still quite dark, and she was very tired, yet
something had forced her awake even as the others, including

the light-sleeping Halagar, slumbered on.

That was odd, too, she thought suddenly. Thereis Halagar
right there and yet I'm me, I'm all here.

"Many men coining. Y ou must wake and warn others,”"

came a strange and eerie English-speaking voice in her head
that seemed composed more of hisses and growls than human
speech.

"What? Who?" she said softly aloud, startled.

"Hurry! Not much time!" the voice warned urgently.
Suddenly she saw avision in her head through catlike eyes;
an eerie, glowing scene without color or much depth, of
creatures that were not quite human, riding animals that were

not quite anything, either.

She frowned, puzzled. " Shadowcat? |s that you? Y ou can
Speak?'

"I hoped to keep that secret, but hurry now! Wake guard,
tell him. then wake others!"

She got up and looked around in the darkness. Dorion was
supposedly on guard duty but she saw him slumped against a
tree, dozing. She crept up to him and bent down near him
"Dorion!" she hissed. "Wake up!"

He stirred, then jumped in reflexive panic and almost
knocked her down. "Who? Wha—?"

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%20map/Jack%620L .9%620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (163 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:01



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

"Shadowcat's out there and sees a small army moving
thisway, not far off," shetold him. "Y ou must wake the
others!"

341
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"Charley, |—army7" He was instantly on hisfeet if not
quite fully awake. "Halagar! Boday! Trouble!*"

Halagar was up and awake in aflash, Boday abit more
slowly and grumpily.

Halagar grabbed hisrifle and quickly went over to Dorion.
The automatic rifles they'd stolen from the sentries were very
handy, but they hadn't awhole lot of ammunition for them

" She can see through the cat,” Dorion told him, nodding
to Charley. "She says the cat's seeing alot of armed men
coming."

Halagar frowned and looked at Charley asif wondering

how such a simple creature could even understand or convey
such thoughts, but he was a professional. Such questions

were for later, not when danger lurked 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'll come for you."

"Yes? And what will you be doing?' Boday asked him.

" 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—I| won't be seen. Which way are they coming from?"

"No way to tell, | think," the magician replied. "It's just
visions from a cat."

They gathered 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! We want to be able to find him and him us 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
while Boday and Dorion held the horses nervously.

"Yes, | seethem!" Charley told the others. " Shadowcat's

up in atree or something, looking down at them. Big, ugly
sorts. Hideous in some ways. No hair, it al looks like bone.
Sort of diamond-shaped bony heads out of which eyes peer
kind of like, well, maybe aturtle or something. Just dlits for
noses, and the mouth looks more like a short beak. Bony
plates down their backs, too. Mean-looking mothers. Riding
what look like baby dinosaurs or something, with the same
kind of bony plates and heads."

"They sound too big to be of thisworld," Dorion noted.
WAR OF TtiE MAELSTROM 143

"Well, they got like machine guns or something- All of

‘em," Charley reported. "Jeez! It'slike asmall army!" To
Shadowecat she shot the thought, "Why didn't you ever tell me
you could communicate?"'

"Quiet!" came the eerie-sounding reply in her head. "/
have enough problems just keeping balance. People do too
much talk, say nothing."

"Listen!" Boday hissed. "Y ou can hear them even this far
back!" The horses stirred a bit, getting an unnerving scent
and strange sounds in the darkness.

They were past in afew minutes, the sounds slowly vanish-
ing in the night, and things were suddenly quiet once more.

Therewas a stirring in the dark forest to their left and guns
came up, but Halagar said, "Hold it! Know what you shoot
before you fire!" and stepped out.

"What were they?' Dorion asked him.

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%20map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (165 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:01



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

"Galoshans," hereplied. "About fifty of them, all heavily
armed with weapons of akind I've never seen before, al-
though 1 can imagine what they can do. They're a particularly
unpleasant group and I'm not surprised to see them in this.
They live mostly on a mixture of beast's blood and milk, and
their skins or whatever are hard as rock. Y ou've got to
practically hit them dead on with a bullet in the face to stop
them. They're tribal nomads from aworld that could stand a
lot of improvement. | was once part of a detachment who had
to hunt some renegades down. The idea of them with mere
rifles, let alone any kind of repeating weapon, is chilling."

"They were heading towards the Tishbaal hub," Dorion
noted. " So they're between us and where we want to be."

"WEell, therelll be that and worse," Halagar assured them.
"Make what camp you can here, just in case they have arear
guard or are only the first wave." He stalked over to Charley
and pulled her up roughly by her arm and off to one side,
away from the others. He pulled her to him and slapped her
face so hard that her head snapped back and the resulting pain
that came afew moments later brought tears to her eyes.

"You listen to me," he hissed. "Y ou are mine! If you

need to warn anybody again, you wake me up and tell me,
understand? Y ou're mine! The next time you forget that or
fail to please me, I'll break your damned arms! And you tell
neither of them about this, understand? Y ou just tell them you
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worship me and want to be mine always. And if anybody
should ask if | beat you, tell ‘em you loveit." Then he
grabbed her by her hair and almost dragged her back to the
camp.

She was shocked by his reaction, and confused. He'd given
no orders before that she had to obey on this, and she would
have found it next to impossible to tell him in Short Speech
what was coming and how she knew it. Thiswas a side of
Halagar she'd not seen before and one that frightened her.
She began to wonder for the first time just what things would
be likeif Dorion and Boday weren't around to keep himin
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check.

"How did the girl know?' he asked Dorion, seemingly
calmed down. "How did she tell you with the air she has for

brains?'

Dorion sighed, wondering how much to tell, and deciding
to tell aslittle as he could get away with. "Like most of her
type she comes from someplace else and she has her own
language. | understand the tongue, but few others do. When
there's danger she revertsto it, knowing only the Short
Speech.”

"Hmph! | thought the potions took all that from them."

Clearly Dorion hadn't heard the altercation in the woods

and it was too dark to see any effects. "What'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!"

Halagar did not respond, but stalked off to prepare his own
bedding once more.

Charley felt scared and confused. What 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 mind,
be Shari again, but Shari, who was almost automatic, wouldn't
come. Her face till stung, and when she touched it, it hurt a
bit.

"Shadowcat? | need somebody to talk to. Are you there?"
"Go sleep, stupid girl?' came the response. "Y ou wanted

him, you have him and he have you. Y ou want furry friend to

talk to you, next time pick dog."
She didn't 'get much if any sleep that night, but in the

morning Shadowcat returned and took his accustomed berth
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10 the saddle blanket having refused to say another word to
her. She did not revert to Shari at any time then or during the
next few days, but she acted asif she had to Halagar, who
seemed both rougher and more callous towards her than
before. She wondered if thiswas just his ego at not awaken-
ing until arather noisy force was almost upon them when
he'd convinced alt of them, even himself, that he was nearly
infallible in these situations—or whether that was simply the
catalyst for the real Halagar to appear.

Still, as they neared the null border and had to stop and
make camp well off any roads or paths, she found herself left
alone with Boday as Halagar decided to scout what lay ahead
and wanted Dorion's magical eye and experience with him.
Boday came over to her and bent down and examined Char-
ley's face.

"Boday thought so," the artist muttered. "The dark skin

dye hides the bruising but the eye showsit still. So Halagar
beats you, does he? Boday noted the resemblance to her late
and unlamented second husband."

Shadowecat crawled out of her perch, stretched, and asif on
cue crawled into Charley's lap. Although she wasn't too
certain about the cat, if it really was a cat. at this stage,
Charley had reasoned that at |east the thing was on their side.
If not, why warn them at all at the cost of betraying just what
intelligence lay behind those feline eyes? She began to stroke
the cat, and, thanks to Y obi's spell, her thoughts became

audible to Boday.

"I do not mind the beating. In fact. 1 enjoy it," shesaid to
the artist although those weren't the words she meant to send.
That damned slave spell!

"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 least thankful of Boday's
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worldliness.
"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 long ago you
were a courtesan, a cultured creature pampered and kept with
only the best sent to you and you thought that was what it was
all about. The romance of the erotic, yes? But there you were
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protected from the average by Boday and her procurers. The
girls on the street, they must take what comes, and those who
are out there are not ssimply poorer but far stranger. The men
who love to beat up women, the mutilators, the fetishists—
the men who are sick in the head. Anyone who will pay. That
is where you would have wound up eventually, as courtesans
are prized for being young and even the most pampered grow
old too fast. That is why the memory potions or happy drugs
arc so necessary, hi so many ways, after all this, you arc till
achild, 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 mean cards many times—

most times. The point was not what you were forced to
become or do, the point is that you enjoyed it, relished it,
embraced it. Boday should not have made you so beautiful.
Boday should have made you walk the streets. Then your
brain would have been plotting and planning escapes and
working against your lot. You have been afighter, but only
when you had to be, and only so long as the danger was
imminent. Then you quit and retreat into this oh, so comfort-
able shell.”

"What can | do? I'm blind and I'm weak and | must obey
him. Y ou know how the spell works."

"Indeed. But your blindnessisn't just in your eyes, it'sin
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your heart and soul. Do you believe for one minute you
would have been given as some kind of payment to Halagar if
you had raised even the smallest objection to Dorion? We
survived this far without him, and if we survive, it will not be
because of him. But, no. Y ou wanted dear, sweet Halagar,
Mister Muscles with the perfect cologne and the granite prick.
When you begin to think of yourself as an object, athing, a
pretty flower and nothing more, then you start judging every-
one else by that aswell. Very well, you have his outside—but
you must take his dark inside with therest. Heis an evil,
twisted man. His kind, who choose killing as a career, usu-
aly arc, and Boday has seen many in her life."

"But he's on our side!™

"So? Heisan evil man who ison our side. There are
probably countless good men, holy men, on their side. Whose
side someone is on only matters when someone 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 must co-exist
with swine. Not that all men are swine, but the ones who arc
attracted to girls like you—or women like me—tend to be.
That iswhy Boday found her darling Susama such ajoy and a

relief.”

Charlie was suddenly struck with arevelation. "Y ou could
reverse that potion, couldn't you? A top alchemist could
aways figure an antidote."

"No, it isagood one, but love potions are very ssimple,

realty. To counter it you need only take an overriding potion
that redirects the fixation to something neutral and harmless.
More commonly, and with fewer side effects, one just finds a
good magician and uses magic to overpower and neutralize
the potion. That is what some of my friends and associates
did back in Mashtopoi afew weeks after 1 took it, when they
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recognized the symptoms.”

"Y ou mean—you haven't been under alove potion all this
time?"

Boday laughed. "Darling, Boday has had nine husbands,

and the only one who was any good died of heart failure after
anight of passion. The rest wererich or intelligent or some-
times handsome but they wererich, intelligent, or handsome
scum. Boday murdered three of them herself, although if the
facts were fully known and she was not such an expert at
alchemy, 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 along time
and fight the world before she learned why she was so
miserable and what she really needed, and the difference

between love and lust."

"And you gave all that up—voluntarily? For this?'

"WEell, not for this, my little darling, but she gave it up,

yes. To tell you the truth, Boday was at a creative dead end
and no longer expanding inside as an artist. It was all too
easy. No offense, my little creation, but Boday was trapped

in the comfortable but sterile world of the purely commercial
artist and in serious danger of becoming a hack. It all had
become so—nboring. This—the challenge, the adventure, the
dangers, the horrors—this has energized her. If she survives
she will become 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 will have lived and died for nothing. Not love, not art,

not for a cause, or friendship, or even ambition. Royalty and
sorcerers are bom to their destinies; the rest of us must carve
out our own with courage and will, or we will not matter at

al. You have given up your ego and your dreams, and,

frankly, the only difference of late between Shari and Charley
isthat Charley has a better vocabulary. [—"
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Boday suddenly jumped up, her rifle swinging around to
cover in one motion, but it was only Halagar and Dorion
returning. Shadowcat looked up, climbed off Charley's lap,
and went back to the bedroll.

Dorion was breathing so hard that it sounded asif he was
going to drop dead any second; Halagar had barely a whisker
out of place. "We've got it!" said the mercenary triumphantly.

"Got what?' Boday responded.

"This," hereplied, bringing a small pendant and chain

from his shirt pocket. The stone hanging from it was undistin-
guished and ugly; it looked like a pebble picked up from the
side of the road.

"You stole arock?"

"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
night. There were two Akhbreed with them, riding those big
lumbering beasts of theirs like natives, dressed in black uni-
forms with unfamiliar insignia. Of course there were Akhbreed
involved on the other side, from Klittichom and the Storm
Bitch to the men who worked the hubs for them! | had to
wonder—after seeing the remnants of that massacre, how
could they tell their Akhbreed from the rest of us? Most 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 like mad, but
with afew interruptions for coughing spells, he managed to
joinin,

"Yeah, that'sit. A real simple thing and they all wear

them, colonials and Akhbreed traitors and mercenaries aike.
| know it doesn't look like much, but it doesn't haveto. It'sa
generic spell but fairly complicated, so they can be mass-
149
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produced but not easily neutralized. Anybody wearing one
instantly knows friend from foe."

Boday frowned. "So how does this help us?"

"Don't you see?' Halagar responded. "It's just a stone on
achain. Almost anything will do. We got two—courtesy of a
couple of very careless guards who will be careless no longer.
We got rid of the bodies—I doubt if they will be easily
discovered. But with these on, Dorion and | can ride right
through that line and encampment and be recognized as friends.
I'm a known mercenary, so even if somebody recognizes me,
it's not hard to believe I'm working for them now, and

they've got dozens of Third Rankers down there, so Dorion
won't even be noticed."

"Mostly magicians who ran into trouble along the way and
blame the big-shot sorcerers,” Dorion added. "I'd bet on it.
There'slots nursing grudges. And if any of them should
happen to know me, unlikely asthat is, they'll also know that
I'm the last guy to be working for Boolean these days, and

the first with agrudge.”

Boday thought about it. "It seems a bit too easy, but even
if it worksthereis still a problem. Where does that |eave
Shari and Boday? We have no such charms."

"Thanks to those rings in your noses it's not as much of a
problem as you might think," Dorion told her. "They didn't
kill all the Akhbreed colonials after all. The ones they
captured—men, women, children—they hauled in to the magi-
cians they had where available and fitted them with slave
rings. There are hundreds, maybe more, Akhbreed colonials
down there, all slaves, all doing whatever their former sub-
jects and now their masters want. I'm not sure you're gonna
like what you see down there—I sure didn't—»but just keep
very quiet and very obedient and prepare for some rough talk
and treatment for alittle while, and you'll fit right in."

Boday didn't like the sound of that. "How many arc there

down there, anyway?"'
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"It'sindescribable,” the magician replied. "Y ou'll have to

seeit for yourself, and hold your stomach.” He paused for a
moment. "But first I'm afraid the two of you will need alittle
preparation. Uh. this may seem odd, but I'm afraid both of
you will have to take off everything you're wearing and, ah,
mayberoll in the dirt a bit."

150 Jack L. Chalker

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 acat's eye view, which was
enough.

It was like a cross between agiant city and a massive

armed camp. Coming down the last hill to the null, people—or
sort of people—and animals and tents and even temporary
buildings seemed to stretch along the border as far asthe eye
could see in either direction. While it extended awaysinto
the null, the bulk of the encampment, the people, and sup-
plies seemed 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," Halagar guessed. "They probably have sufficient navi-
gation to bring in forces at will from several worlds—totally
protected reserves that can be almost instantly brought to
bear. It's brilliant."

L ess brilliant was the organization down below, which was
close to nonexistent. Most of these races had never seen each
other before and appeared as strange or exotic or monstrous to
one another asthey did to the Akhbreed themselves. They
spoke a dozen languages and a hundred dialects, and the only
thing they really had in common was that they and their
ancestors had been kept under the rule of asingle race and
subject to the tyranny of an absentee king and his own
requirements for thousands upon thousands of years.

Nor had they slaughtered all the Akhbreed in their regions.

That would have been too easy and not very satisfying. As
with most former subjects suddenly liberated after so long
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under a cruel system, they found less wrong with the system
itself than with their own peopl€e's place within it. Those
Akhbreed who had been taken alive and unhurt, who had
surrendered, who had not gone down fighting or committed
suicide, were brought here, packed in wagons like pigs, and
in an almost assembly-line fashion were fitted with slave
rings by busy magicians 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-
manded of them.

Filthy, beaten, driven to exhaustion, suffering every degra-
WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 151

dation, they hauled stuff, waited on their former workers,
shoveled dung, dug field latrines, all the worst stuff, while
others suffered the depths of public degradation and humilia-
tion for the amusement of the crowds. They looked empty-
eyed, the walking dead.

The bulk 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 time as short,
squat little people with wrinkled 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 wrong political jurisdiction but not seeming to
mind a bit. Clearly it was not Covanti that was threatened, at
|east not yet.

Although they had all tensed when they crossed the first

line of pickets, and hadn't relaxed much when they reached

the beginnings of the camp itself, few paid them much atten-
tion. Clearly the stones were working, although neither Halagar
nor Dorion believed that they alone would solve all their
problems. Such a generic sort of badge was necessary be-
cause of the sheer numbers involved, but the masterminds of
thisrebellion were far from stupid. The more generic you

made something, the easier it was to steal or copy. It served

as auniform, but there must always be a wariness for spies.

Somehow, in the bedlam, Halagar heard gruff, guttural
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Akhbreed being spoken and headed for the source. It was one
of the crested Galoshans barking orders to a number of
Akhbreed slaves. It looked up more in curiosity than in fear
as it saw Akhbreed approaching fully clothed and on horse-
back. Halagar halted just in front of him and saluted.

"Y our pardon, sir!" he shouted above the din of the mob.
"Captain Halagar of the mercenary militia. Where's the com-
mand center?"

"Why?" the creature shot back with aroar, making it very
clear that he didn't like Akhbreed as dlies at all.

"I have orders to report to the commanding officer," the
mercenary responded smoothly, ignoring the tone. "Orders
directly from Colonel Koletsu of the General Staff."

"Field command is out there," responded the Galoshan,
pointing towards the null. "But you'll need passes to get out
of here."

152 )ack L. Chalker
"WEell, who do | seeto get them?"

"Commanding officer. But, yes, you wouldn't have a
commanding officer. All right." He turned and pointed up

the border. " See that big red tent about aleeg north? That's
combat support. Somebody there can help you." And he
turned and went back to making the lives of several Akhbreed
men and women miserable.

It was their eyes; the eyes of the Akhbreed that were
otherwise so vacant, that haunted them. Those eyes came
alive, if only for afew seconds, as the quartet passed them,
asif searching for help. for allies, for some sign of kinship or
hope. They all regretted that they dared give none, nor did
they have much to give.

Going through that mob was difficult not just for the sights
but because of its overall atmosphere. It stank of strange and
unpleasant scents; it was a cacophony of noise, with every-
body seeming to speak at the top of their lungs all at once and
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constantly in atremendous number of strange dialects, and it
was also 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
magicians and because they still feared the magic, but even
Halagar had to watch it, since, ally stone or not, rank or not,

it would take very little provocation by this kind of mob to
bring him down.

In fact, both Charley and Boday had felt stupid and ridicu-
lous after being ordered to roll in the dirt and some man-made
mud until they were satisfactory to the two men; Boday had
hitched loudly, and both had wound up feeling ratty and
gross. Now, both women wondered if they were ratty or gross
enough for this crowd.

For ameasure of protection, Boday was riding double
behind Dorion and Charley in her usual spot in front of
Halagar. The third horse, riderless, was being led, with the
bedrolls and other supplies. Asthey went through the crowd,
though, creatures of the various races would come up to
them, some shouting epithets or spitting on the ground or
towards them. Some struck, and Halagar had to caution them
itignoreit.

Lesswas directed at Dorion, for they still feared magic, but
his cherubic face and stocky demeanor simply was not the
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sort to inspire awe and fear no matter how grim he looked or
how much he glowered at them. and some were bold enough
to come forward and attempt to grab Boday. perhaps pull her
off the horse.

Dorion wasn't the world's best magician, but he wasn't
completely powerless, amild shock was enough to discourage.

That had the effect of turning the various natives' attention
to Halagar and particularly Charley, who, it had to be admit-
ted, looked pretty good even with dirt and mud. She looked
somewhat like the idealized Akhbreed woman, and for colo-
nial racesraised asinferiors on their looks and held up to
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Akhbreed standards of what was beautiful or handsome, the
pair in front drew much attention. Halagar quickened the
pace, but more than one native got a hand or claw or some-
thing on her with intent of dragging her off. and abit of
Halagar's leather uniform was torn asif it were paper. He
simply had to bear it and do his best: not the greatest of
skilled mercenaries nor any great rebel rank. real or not.
could have defended against a mob.

Now, for the first time since seeing the system of Akahlar.
Charley began to have doubts about the wisdom of rebellion.
This was the future they were seeing here: afuture of confu-
sion and brutality, in which revenge rather than just freedom
was the primary motivator. Take away the Akhbreed author-
ity, and these people would quickly be fighting among them-
selves for what was left. Revolutions, particularly when they
had a self-evident just cause, had always seemed romantic
affairs, the morality all black or white, the rights and wrongs
perfectly defined. For the first time she began to wonder if
things really were as ssimple as al that.

The combat support tent was guarded with better, more
experienced troops: obviously the hard core of the mostly
disorganized irregular army building here- These, too, were
the tough, diamond-crested Galoshans. but they had a differ-
ent bearing that was all military. Again. Halagar gave his
spiel, which, to Charley's ears anyway, sounded a bit too pal
and convincing. She began to wonder how he knew all the

right names.

"Captain Halagar of the mercenary militia, on direct orders
from Colonel Koletsu of the General Staff. | must get permis-
sion to pass into the null."

154 )ack L. Chalker

The Galoshan stared at him. "Why? What orders do you
bear?'

Halagar sighed, aware of the innate hostility and also of the

vast potential mob behind. "With all due respect, soldier, |
can't reveal that to you, any more than you would to me. If |
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could just see the commanding officer, though, I'm sure we
could work this out."

The sentry thought a moment. "AH right. Just you, though,
Captain. The others remain here. along with your weapons
and horses."

Halagar nodded, dismounted, and the others did likewise.
"Just stay here and say nothing," he whispered to them. "1
know it's a nervous situation but consider that the alternative
Istrying 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 till,
Dorion tried to ook unconcerned, but he wasn't at all thrilled,
either. At any moment, the slightest hint of anything suspi-
cious would make things instantly unpleasant.

The nearest sentry came over to him and gestured at the
two women. "They his, magician, or yours?'

"Personal slaves. They were slaves even under the old
order, so thisisn't much different for them." The conversa-
tion was making him uncomfortable. Too much chance of a
dlip of the tongue here.

But the guard just nodded. "That explains it, then. |

thought | noticed a different look about them. They say
they're going to be pulling the women out of these camps
soon. Going to start a breeding program. Some of the animal
husbandry experts are opening up awhole new businessin
slaves. Akhbreed, mainly, but some of the other races who
won't join us will wish they had, too. That bother you, you
being bom Akhbreed and all?'

It did, more than this sentry could know, but that wasn't
the required answer.

"The system's been just as bad to some of us as to most of
you," he responded. "Y ou don't know what some of those
big-shot sorcerers are like close up. | do. I've been arefugee
in the wilds for many years, seeing little of my own kind,
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living and dealing mostly with halflings and changelings and
155
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dielike. The system's done such horrible wrongs that it's

only to be expected that setting it right will cause suffering as
well. | had a mild brush with a Changewind anyway, so I'm
not wholly acceptable to them any more, either."

The sentry nodded sagely. "Most all the magicians work-

ing on our side have some problemstike that, either from

magic backfiring, curses by higher-ups, or occasional Changewind
problems. Nobody ever knew how many like that there were

until this."

And, with that. he lowly wandered away. Dorion allowed
himself a nervous sigh, and Boday caught his eye and seemed
to understand.

It took Halagar almost an hour, but when he came back it
was with an escort of soldiers- "Come, Dorion' The General
was most understanding, and we're getting a security escort
to the border. All | had to do was mention Masalur and all
barriers dropped. Y ou two—take the third horse, double up,
and ride between ug!"

Boday was immediately on her feet and lifted Charley into
the saddle and then climbed on behind. They both were thin
enough that a common saddle wasn't all that cramped. It
wasn't until they were on their way that either could wonder
just how easily Halagar seemed to have managed all this.
Was he working both sides or not? Or was this some kind of

trap for al of them?

. The guard parted the ways of the crowd down to the null
border itself, and then took them in. past the equally profes-
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sional picket line. Out here was no colonial rabble; the sol-
diers of the rebel forces holding the colonia side of the null
looked tough, efficient, and businesslike. The commanding
genera, arough-looking creature with mottled rust-red skin
and a serpentine face, who was of no race either Halagar or
Dorion had seen before, was crisp and businesslike. This man
was a pro, trained and prepared for this point in time.

He pointed along, clawed finger out into the null. "That's

the enemy, about twenty leegs beyond. From my front line
here, it's a no-man's-land until their frontier line. They're
established quite well—their commander seems to know what
he's doing—but when we're able to move they will be vulner-
able with little or no cover."

Halagar was the professional military man all the way.
156 )ack L. Chaiker

"Y ou really think you can take them? Y our troops here look
excellent, but there are not enough of them, and the bunch
back in Mahabuti, if you'll forgive me, would be cut to
pieces 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 arearguard force, or cannon
fodder, depending on the situation. | have sufficient forces,
though, both in reserve in other colonia worlds and more
coming al the time. I'll need more time than | have to whip
that rabble into shape, but | have enough time to get sufficient
forces for the real fighting together." He paused a moment.
"So you're on a special mission from Colonel Koletsu. How
is the Colonel ?'

Halagar was unfazed. "I'm afraid I've never met him, sir.
My instructions come by courier. I've never actually seen any
of the people | work for."

That was the right answer. "Well, neither have |, although

| saw this Klittichom once and he impressed me as one nasty
character. | confess I'm uneasy about building his power so
much, but if you're going to have to deal with the power of
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sorcery you're going to have to deal with the devil, and if that
power's on my side | can't quibble about it not being perfect.

| assume that you're going to pass into the hub as refugees? If
so, don't get shot by a nervous sentry over there."

"WEell be as careful aswe can. I'm hoping to pass us off
as double agents. Get a convincing story and pledge alle-
giance to the king and like that. Enough to get me through,

anyway."

"Likeyou did here," the general muttered. "But | don't

care who or what you are, Captain. If you're truly with us,
then you'll wind up rewarded and living in the only remaining
center of Akhbreed freedom in Klittichom's immediate do-
main. If not, then you'll join those wretches you saw back
there, if you survive. Pretty soon the last obstacle to us will
be removed and then it will be timeto strike. I've grown old
waiting for this; I'm not about to fail."

"Well, I'm counting on us all being evident Akhbreed to

tilt any doubt on their side in my favor," he told the general.
"Am | going to have to go through all this on the other side
aswell. 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 Masalur hub, it
will make thislook like an unpopulated desert. If all goes
well with you, though, then you ought to reach there just in
time for the fun.”

Halagar didn't know exactly what that meant, but he re-
sponded, "Well, that's when and why I'm supposed to be
there. Those of us with combat experience need to evaluate

what's what."

The general nodded. "Y es, indeed, we do need that. We
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will win, but the casualties are going to be a hundred times
greater than they need to be because we're using, of neces-
sity, all green troops. Very well. Captain. I'll give the orders

for you to pass.”

And, like that, they were through the line and out into the
middle of the no-man's-land of the null.

When they got far enough out that the othersfelt free to
speak, Boday said, "Y ou were very chummy with those
slime, and very free with the right names. One might wonder
with that general just whose side you're really on."

Halagar chuckled. "[*m a mercenary, and I'm on the side

of those who pay me, which in this caseis Dorion. Asfor the
names, | picked Koletsu because it's afairly generic name. |
have no ideaif a Colonel Koletsu exists anywhere, et alone
in the rebel general staff, but | took the gamble that those
people wouldn't, either. A military command is a vast bu-
reaucracy; nobody knows all the players, particularly those on
the operational level. | wish, though, that | knew what the
general meant by getting there just when the fun begins. My
best guessis that they are going to move for practice on your
friend Boolean, and quickly, to test out their system."”

Dorion looked ahead at the slowly appearing hub border on
the horizon. "He was right about us getting shot coming in,
though. Shoot first and ask later, I'd say, particularly if these
guys are as nervous as the ones back at Covanti."

"Well, | picked up some yellow cloth for a pennant when |
was back in combat support,” Halagar told him, the yellow
pennant being Akahlar's symbol of truce. "I'd say we hold it
and comein openly, slowly, and wait for the challenge. If we
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talked our way through back there, we should be able to talk
our way through here, surely."

None of them talked much about what they had seen back
at the border, but it was on al their minds. For Charley, it
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had always been a cut-and-dried situation: the Akhbreed should
give the colonials and natives their independence and deal
with them as equals and everybody would live happily ever
after. Happily ever altering, though, wasn't the result. Oh,
you could argue that the Akhbreed had brought this on them-
selves by maintaining such a system for so long, but did
anything excuse what she'd seen back there? Did mere op-
pression warrant genocide? Or 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 knowledge and skills? They knew the basics of
getting raw materials, but did any of them know how to build
the buildings and repair the machines or engineer even a
sanitary system? Who would keep them from fighting each
other in constant wars? Were they in fact anticipating some-
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. All this war and hatred and
savagery was so unnecessary and so tragic for al of them.
Things had been so much simpler back home—or had they
only seemed that way?

Weéll, the bottom line was that she couldn't do a damned
thing about it, and that fact, instead of frustrating her, made
her alittle happier. God, she'd never want that kind of
responsibility. . . .

"Did you really have a brush with a Changewind?' Boday
asked Don on.

"No, | was making that up as | went along. All my life my
best asset has been my voice. One on one, anyway, I've
always been able to talk my way out of just about anything. It
explains why there were so many magicians there doing their
bidding and yet getting along in that crowd of hate, though.
Changelings and those somehow deformed by delving into
forbidden magic way beyond them—that's who those guys
are. Now their differences, their deformities, become an asset
and not a curse. Hounded out of the hubs. made to fedl like

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 159

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9%620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (184 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:01



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

monsters—the kind of folks like we saw back in the Kudaan.
Now they got a chance to get even with all those fine Akhbreed
types who looked down on them before. Y ou know, until

now | never could figure why somebody like Boolean, who
never missed a chance to knock the whole Akhbreed system,
would risk hisneck to defend it. Thisisthefirst timel think 1
can understand- It's all hatred and revenge. This whole revolt
isall hatred and revenge, from Klittichom and the Storm
Princess on down to those people back there. That's what
their whole new society is gonna be built on—hatred and
revenge. Makes a society built on callousness and indiffer-
ence seem downright nice by comparison.”

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

at.

"Hold your fire, damn it" Halagar shouted. "We're
Akhbreed and we're not with them! Let us talk to your

officers!"

There was no immediate reply and he grew impatient.
"Damn it, look at us! tf you have anything to fear from the
likes of us, then all the gunsin the world won't save you!"

Suddenly an entire squad of uniformed soldiers rose from
the mist, guns pointed directly at them. "All right, sir." said
anervous sergeant. "You just keep those hands free—all of
you—then dismount and follow us."

In astroke of luck, the intelligence officer of the forward
defenses knew Halagar- Not personally, but they had met in
the performance of the mercenary's old duties as a Covantian
courier. After that, there was no question that they would be
admitted, although first they had to be thoroughly debriefed
on what they'd seen back where they'd come from, and how
the hell they'd gotten through.

Without identifying the two women and letting the officer's
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mind assume the obvious about them, Halagar gave the basic
story flat out.

"Perhaps we should hire you on," the intelligence officer,
whose name was Torgand, remarked. "We've tried infiltrat-
ing people over there regularly and none of them ever get

back to report.”
"The Akhbreed they have working for them keep well
160 jack L. Chalker

back of the border and in their own camp,"” the mercenary
told him, "aswould | in their place. I'm not certain any
Akhbreed will be safe once the fight begins.”

"Y eah, well, we're still trying to figure out how that can

be. Our shield is strong; they can take out our forward
element, of course, but even our picket line iswithin 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 from entering the hub. They've
got a bunch of magicians, maybe even afew real sorcererson
their side. but all of them together couldn't break the kind of
shields the hubs have."

"I thought so, too, until | saw that Changewind valley.

Those shields, tike al magic, arc as nothing to the Changewind,
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. Or even a Changewind that simply sweeps
from inland to the border, breaking it in awide swath. An
avenuein. I'm not certain what they plan. but | am certain

that they are confident of success."

"Nobody has ever been able to influence a Changewind,

you know that," Torgand responded. "That valley might
seem impressive 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 somebody who could
doit, they'd haveto do it one at atime, and it wouldn't take
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much to find out who and from where 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
works."

Dorion was having none of this. "Then why are you holed
up herein fortifications, shooting at yellow pennants, and
scared out of your skulls? Those poor people we saw being
abused are citizens, damn it! They have rights. And the right
of any citizen is protection and defense from his King and all
the power at the command of the Crown."

"He's got a point,” Halagar noted. "Why wasn't this
nipped in the bud in the usual manner, with massive force,
even big-league sorcery? That's what the damned army's
for—keeping order and law in the colonies. Instead you
withdraw everybody to the hub and let it spread.”
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"I know, | know," Torgand agreed- "Y ou think it hasn't
gotten to us, either? Complacency, mostly, | think. The Chief
Sorceress here has been cracked in the head for more years
than | can remember. Senile, batty, and mean as hell. She no
longer emerges from her quarters at al, and nobody can tell
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.

Y ou know how nuts she is? She keeps calling His Majesty
King Yurumba. and Y urumba died over two hundred years
ago! Sheingsiststhat thisisn't happening and seemsto really
believe that she was on atour of the colonies only weeks ago.
'She's completely lost, senile, and mad, and nobody dares
cross her since she's never alowed any of the adeptsto live
who came close 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. We
can't go against them without sorcery to back us up, not on
this scale, and not with those damned illegal automatic weap-
ons that are better than anything we have- All wecandois
pull back and rely on her to at least keep up the shield.”
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Dorion nodded knowingly. "l thought as much when | saw
this. They're al too old or too lazy or too incompetent at this
stage to really do the job. | wonder how many centuries
we've been running on sheer reputation? How long we've
kept the coloniesin line with fear of sorcerous power that in
many cases just isn't there and hasn't been for some time?
The best Second Rankers don't want to be Chief Sorcerers—
they want to experiment or specialize or pursue their art to the
bitter end. They retire and separate themselves from politics,
or they get into territory too dangerous even for them, and
they wind up malformed creatures—or they wind up sum-
moning the Changewind and vanish into the Seat of Probabil-
ity. That leaves mostly mediocrities as our defenders. Damn!
That's what the enemy saw. He wined and dined and social-
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. "l am far more concerned with the rebel genera's
comment on the forthcoming 'fun’ at Masalur. Y ou have any
information?"
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Torgand shook his head. "None. We've been pretty much
pinned down here for weeks. Right now, you know as much
or more than we do about all this."

Boday caught Dorion's eye and he went over to her and
bent down and she whispered, "Ask him if he has any
knowledge of a short, fat girl about the age of our own
coming through here."

Dorion nodded and went back to the soldiers. "Any sign of
agirl, maybe twenty or so, pretty fat with a deep, amost
mannish voice, who might look like the overweight sister of
the pretty one there?'

Torgand shook his head negatively once again. "Sorry, no.
At leadt, if she did it was before we were set up here. You
might check with Immigration and Permits to seeif she
cleared before that, but since we've been here only afew
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refugees have made it across and none of them sound like
somebody like that—and I've had to interview them all.
Why? Somebody else trying to get through here that got
separated from your party?"

"Y ou might say that." Dorion responded carefully.

"WEell, think about what you went through to get here. If
she didn't make it by now, my guess is she either can't or
she's dead or she's some colonia's slave over there. Y ou
were damned lucky. It'd take a full-blown sorcerer to get as
far as you have at this stage."

They had spent several daysin Tishbaal hub, like the other
hubs arelatively compact city-state, but, unlike the others,
one that had been under siege for some time. At onetimeit
must have been a bustling metropolis, and exciting place to
be. Asthey had progressed north and west, the kingdoms had
seemed to be looser and far more liberalized than the more
conservative Mashtopol. Here the women had some fashions,
the dress and moral codes seemed |oose, relaxed, sort of the
way Charley remembered things back home. Now, though, it
was looking 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 lack of coal and other fuels that kept the
plants going. Nearly half the city was unemployed and mad
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as hell about it and about the government's seeming impo-
tence to deal with it.

And it was incredibly crowded and dirty, with far too many
people living in quarters barely large enough for two or three
people and many more sleeping in parks or tent cities. The
refugees and the panicked, come to the hub for protection,
and further straining its resources.

About the only thing that had kept the lid on was that the

layout of the hubs included managed truck farms that pro-
duced an adequate supply of food for the population. Still,
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meat was rationed and there was alot of hoarding. People
who were used to thinking of themselves as the height of
creation and masters of all, were now forced into decisions
between their pride and the government handouts of food and
other supplies that kept them going on abasic level. Al-
though afair number of colonial populations had remained
loyal (or so at |least was the word from afew brave folk who
made it across the null from the other, less defended, border
points), no colony was truly safe for Akhbreed or the great
wagon trains the Akhbreed had depended upon for so long.
Loyal colonists simply could not enter the hub to deliver
things themselves, for to drop that prohibition would have
invited the rebel forcesin aswell.

L eaving the hub, they entered what was supposed to be a
friendly colony named Qatarung, their identity stones and
Halagar's glib tongue giving them few problems in getting by
the paper-thin rebel line on the Masalur side. The rebel force
was there merely to enforce the siege; it was clearly not ever
intended as an attack force, athough if Tishbaal in its desper-
ation overran them, their commander was confident that rein-
forcements sufficient to crush such an attempt were easy to
bring up. Halagar did not disbelieve him.

Qatarung was vast fields of sugar cane and pam? and other
tropical agriculture. The large, apelike natives seemed mostly
ambivalent to all that was going on around them, more than
truly loyal. It was easy to get the impression thai they would
love to join the revolt if they could believe even for a moment
that it had a chance of long-term success. In spite of their
brutish appearance, they weren't at all stupid or even naive; if
the hub could be broken that was the end of it and they would
be overjoyed, but they were as convinced as Torgand hilid
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been that the hub could not be broken and overrun, and, if it
could not, eventually there would be vengeance of the most

horrible sort, no matter how batty the chief sorceress was or
how dismal the conditions were in the hub itself.
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In the meantime, they were exactly what the rebel sentry

on the other side hated—the ones who, by taking no side, had
profited the most. Tens of thousands of Akhbreed colonial
families had moved into the hub for safety or, after the troops
had closed the hub because it simply could accept no more,
had moved well away from the intersection points, in many
cases thousands of miles away, where there were neither
natives in any number or rebel troops on the march.

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 remembered and their
relative racial position vastly enhanced; if it did not, they
would cheer the victorious rebels. Dorion and the others
suspected that most of the colonies were really like this, with
only afew totally committed to the rebel cause. Still, those
few would outnumber the Akhbreed by afair amount, and the
level of weapons they had made up to some extent their lack
of real training.

Not all Qatarung were playing both sides, though. The
rebellion still had a good deal of emotional appeal, particu-
larly to the young, and there were signs of looted 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 going between endless tall stalks of
sugar cane, in the middle of the day, with the sun shining
brightly. Shadowcat was napping, and while he heard some-
thing rustling it was far too late to give awarning by the time
any of them, including him, realized it was danger.

They emerged from the cane with shouts, panicking the
horses, and surrounding the quartet of Akhbreed in aflash.
Their weapons were two single-shot stock rifles, a shotgun.
and three enormous machetes; a half-dozen young Qatarung
mal es showing solidarity with the rebels and contempt for
their clever elders.

Through Shadowcat's eyes Charley saw them—round-faced,
barrel-chested, with muscles on their muscles and thighs big-
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ger than watermelons, nearly covered with brown hair, kind
of like a cross between Bigfoot and Alley Oop.

"What do you want?' Halagar demanded to know in his
best command voice, which really was impressive. "Why do
you greet us this way?"

"Get off your horses, Akhbreed—all of you!" growled

back one of the thickest, if not the tallest, of the natives and
clearly the leader of the pack. "Y our days of arrogance are
past. Qatarung is ours now." He turned to his gang. "Five
seconds or you shoot both the men. And shoot the magician if
he so much as raises his hands. Shoot him in the head."

[ ] 7 [ )
A Li""Je Practical Treason

"You MISJUDGE us," Halagar told the gang. "We're not with
the kingdom; you can surely see that just by looking at us.

I'm amercenary in the employ of Lord Klittichom's general
staff, charged to go to Masalur in advance of, well, what will
happen there, to evaluate it for them."

"Shut up and dismount!" the leader barked. "We're not as
cut off as you think- We know who you are. Y ou match the
description perfectly. We want the woman. The rest of you
might live, if we feel like it; the woman's our only concern.”

Halagar put his hand on Charley's head and jerked it around
abit. "Her? She was wanted once, but no more. Didn't you
get the word on that?"

"Not her," the Qatarung gang leader responded. "Her."

He pointed to Boday, whose mouth dropped in sheer surprise.
"No more questions! Get down! Now! I'll count to five!
One—"

Halagar judged their position and the position of hisown

party, then nodded- "Everybody do as he says," he said
calmly, eyeing the leader, who held the shotgun.
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The four dismounted, Halagar helping Charley down. Clearly
not professionals, he decided at once. Otherwise they would
have realized that we were better targets and easier to cover
up there than down here, on the same level as the horses.
There was no time to alert or prompt the others; they would
just have to follow or get the hell out of the way.

"All of you up here where we can see you!" commanded
the leader.

"Yes, right away, sir," responded Halagar, taking out the
366
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pocketknife he carried in his pocket and then sticking and
slapping his horse.

The horse whinnied in shock and pain and reared up; the
other two backed up. startled, and at least Boday got theitiea,
grabbed her whip, then slapped her own horse hard on the
rump and leaped into the fray.

Halagar went right for the leader, grabbing him and spin-
ning him around, so that the shotgun discharged into the
rifle-toting gang member nearest him. Dorion. knocked back
when the horses unexpectedly bolted, recovered quickly and
rushed the other man with the rifle. The gunman was twice
his size and four times his muscles, but Dorion was ableto
discharge his shock spell, which also had the effect of firing
the rifle harmlesdly.

A fourth was bringing his machete down on the magician
when there was a sudden crack! and it was plucked from his
hands with awhip that left a bleeding wound. Dorion was
startled for a moment as the big knife fell narrowly missing
his head, but he rolled, picked it up, and plunged it into the
nearest abdomen.

It was still an unfair fight; the two remaining ones with the
machetes, plus the leader and the rifleman recovering quickly
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from Dorion's shock were more than enough in muscle and
bulk to take the others on, but by thistime Halagar had the
leader in aviselike hold, one arm twisted back and his head
pulled back with the knife at this throat.

"Everybody freeze or I'll cut his damned throat here and

now!" Halagar bellowed, and it caused enough of a pause for
the others, except the two writhing 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 made the score one leader with aknife at

his throat, one rifleman with an empty gun, and two badly
wounded on the road. The rifleman muttered a cursein his
own language, threw down hisrifle, and made for the cane
himself. They let him go.

"Y our friends aren't very loyal or supportive," Halagar
taunted the leader, who struggled but not only couldn't free
himself, he didn't seem to believe it was possible for amere
Akhbreed to hold somebody 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 leader
grumbled. "I will chase them for eternity!"

"Never mind the regrets. Who put you up to this? And
what's so special about that woman?"

"Courier from the Masalur 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 them passif they came by. About aweek 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 would
be rewarded beyond their dreams. That's what it said.”

"Why?'
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"How the hells should | know? First they said find athin,
pretty girl and afat one. Then they said never mind the thin,
pretty girl, just kill the fat oneif you see her and bring
something of her for areward to prove you did it. Then they
say they want the tall. skinny one, but alive. We just try and
keep the orders straight and follow them. Fellow saw you all
and recognized you a couple days back. He contacted us last
night and we came after you, that's all."

"Are there more of you ahead?"

"I dunno. Maybe. Probably. Most of our side's gone to
Masalur, together with some of the tribal chiefs, to see the
demonstration.”

"What demonstration?"

"I don't know! They don't tell people like me 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
Glicco. That's eleven days from now. It was supposed to be
last week, but they had to postpone it for some reason so they
say then for sure. Most have already |eft, ‘cause you need
big-shot magiciansto get into Masatur and most of them on
our side'll be going to the hub border as well."

"Thank you, my friend. Y ou have been most helpful, in

your own crude way," responded Halagar, and very cleanly
and neatly dlit the Qatarung's throat and left him gurgling and
writhing in the road, choking to death on his own blood, next
to the other two, one of whom had stopped all movement.

Halagar ignored them. "Damn! The gods know how far the
horses have bolted, but at |east they bolted our way. Dorion,
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pick up the guns. Boday, search those pouches on their

loincloths for ammunition. We may need these." He looked
up at the sun. "We will also need al the light we can get."
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Boday came up with about twenty rifle bullets and six
hand-loaded shotgun shells. It wasn't much, but it was better
than being amost totally defenseless.

Halagar held oneriflein hisleft hand and took Charley's
hand with his right and began walking down the road.

For Charley, the attack and the brutal defense had been a

mixture of sounds and long-term fear, but she'd simply fallen
back and hoped that it would all miss her and it had. She still
wasn't very sure of Halagar, but at least today he'd earned his

pay.

"Surely they must have mistaken us," Boday insisted as
they walked. "It isinsane. Why would they want Boday?
Perhaps, within tall, short, fat, thin, man, woman, we all
look alike to them."

"Uh-uh," Dorion responded. "They knew who we were,
Magician, 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 means the word is going back
from Masalur's border where the bigwigs are. No, they weren't
very good at being arebel band, but they knew ajackpot
when they saw it and went after it, and apparently you'reit.
The question now iswhy? As near as| can figure, you just
came along for the ride through all this. Something you
know? No, that can't beit. Y ou've been with us since the
Kudaan, so anything you know we should know, too."

"Boday came along because her darling Susama needed
her and needed to be protected,” the artist pointed out. "And
to find new inspiration."

"Beats hell out of me," Halagar agreed. "I can't figureit,

and | sure didn't figure it. It means we're going to have to
find some kind of disguise for you at the next and last border
crossings, though, and stay out of real visibility."

But asthey walked it kept going through Dorion's brain,
again and again. Why Boday? Why particularly Boday? The

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (196 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:01



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

only thing she'd done that in any way linked her to thiswas
170 Jack L. Chalker
that she'd made that rattier bizarre marriage to the missing

Sam, and. . ..
He snapped hisfingers. "Yeah! That'sit! It must beit!"

He turned to Boday. "1 knew you were married to this Sam,
Susama, or whoever, but | figured it was kind of alove
match. | never really connected. . . . That marriage spell you
got—that's areal civil Tubikosan marriage spell? To her?

They actually let you do that?"

Boday nodded. "Indeed yes. It is considered immoral,

true, but it isnot illegal. In fact, it is actually mandatory if
oneisgoing to do it, since they wish their—hal—deviants
known and registered and classified instead of hidden, so we
can be kept in our own place and not sully the temples or be

mistaken for polite society."

"It just never hit me before," the magician told her.

"L ook, so this Sam, or Susama, is still missing, and she's
another incarnation of this Storm Princess—without whom
Klittichom can't control the Changewind, right?"

They were al three al ears now. "Right." Halagar

responded.
"So now they're gonna do their big demonstration, which

might be screwed up if another Storm Princess pops up—and
maybe they're gonna do me whole rebellion not long after
that. Maybe she's no threat. Sorry, Boday, but maybe she'sa
slave or under atight 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 from you off and away
in back of us. But they don't know and they're nervous. It's
like a random, loaded gun pointed at them, the only thing that
can queer their deal. Nobody, not the greatest sorcerer in all
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Akahlar, can find her on his own. Nobody thought of this
before, just like we didn't, but somebody 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.
Hell, Boday—mat makes you me second most wanted fugi-
tivein al Akahlar."

That sobered them all up fast, and made all but Halagar

feel rather stupid that it had been there al the time and had
occurred to none of them- To Halagar, this whole business of
the marriage thread with another woman was news. It was
also unsettling to him, evoking the same emotional sensation

WAR OF THE MAELSTROM 271

as, say, vomit. The fact that, to him, this whole thing sud-
denly turned on alegalized perversion somehow changed
things, although he wasn't quite sure how yet. There were
certainly humorous elementsto it, but, somehow, after seeing
al that he had seen. it didn't seem very funny. He had begun
to attempt to think this all through aimost from the start, in a
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 more and more like death
in the service of alost cause and lost 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 commission undertaken, but

he had failed a few times because the commission had proved
impossible. Even if these others hadn't yet made the connec-
tion, he knew full well what was going to happen in only
eleven days. It was obvious. As obvious as that marriage

spell should have been to the likes of Dorion, who could not
only betold of it but actually seeit. If they actually found the
horses today and they were all right, and if they made good
time with no more major problems and delays, they might
make the border of the Masalur hub in about eleven days. The
odds of that were very slim indeed. The odds of bluffing their
way through that horde of soldiers, of who knew how many
races aswell asmajor tribal leaders on the fence and probably
bigwigs from Klittichom's headquarters as well, were nearly
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nil. He began to wonder if there was perhaps asingle logical
course to take.

Boday, however, had a less troubled reaction. Boday, the
key to history! The entire future of the Akhbreed and all
Akahlar revolved around Boday and her fate! How ssmply
marvelous!

It had taken the whole of the day to eventually find the
horses, thankfully not stripped of supplies, athough they lost
afew thingsin the scramble. The stuck horse seemed no
worse for wear, the wound superficial and healing well, and
Halagar 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-
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mented to her, in spite of all her prodding, was " About
time!" but the purring seemed to be genuine and indicated a
bit more softness inside than he wanted to admit.

There were some nervous moments and'narrow escapes on
the remaining three and a half days to the null and the border
with Masalur, but by being quick and cautious they managed

to have no further cause to fight.

The most surprising thing about the Tishbaal-Masalur bor-

der was that there were practically no colonial troops there at
al. Oh, there were signsthat at one time not long before

there had been massive movements of men and supplies
through the region, with along camp, but they were gone
now—inevitably into Masalur, So confident were the rebels at
this point that they had only afew roving patrols going up

and down the border on the Tishbaal side, and those were
easily avoided. The Masalur side, however, looked like trouble.

They stood in the mists of the null and surveyed the scene

with binoculars. Finally Dorion sighed and put them down.
"No doubt about it,”* he told them. "There's some kind of
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shield prior to the boundary. It's not strong like the ones the
Chief Sorcerersdo for the hubs, but it's stronger than / can
handle. From what | can see of it, it's not specific to any
particular race or kind, just areal barrier to everything. Any
second ranker could knock it over in a moment, but mere
don't seem to be any second rank sorcerers around—at least

not on our side."

"S0 you mean we're stopped?’ Halagar asked him, actu-
aly fedling alittlerelief at the news. "We can't get in?"

"Not exactly. There's asingle point where the two halves
join that looks designed as a passage, but that's the only
place. It means everybody and everything hasto go through
just that one point. There'll be no sneaking in to this one, and
the only way you can maintain something like that iswith a
top magician actually present to control it. If wegoin at all,
we go in there—and that means right up to a very good
magician at the least, into the colonial world he wants us to
go into, and that's that. We have to assume they have the
wanted posters on us there, too. | don't see how we can do

it."
Halagar thought a moment. "Well, they're looking for two

female slaves 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. With my stone, the two of us are aslikely to get
through here as we were at the other places. If wetried it,
say, several hours apart, and if you somehow could manage
to not look like a magician, then they might not even connect
us. It's either that or you two wait here and we'll try and
make time and reach Boolean somehow and then come back
for you."

"No. We should still travel the last road together,” Boday
responded. "There are too many chances for one as valuable
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as Boday to be lost skulking about in these regions for days or
weeks. Boday is both artist and alchemist, and she has her
small kit taken from Covanti. With afew hours, she might be
able to make sufficient changes not to be recognized during
that brief crossing. In fact, perhaps she should go first, since

it isthe greater risk."

"No," Halagar replied firmly. "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 binoculars,
Dorion—then we can take up a position over there and cover
you just in case you have problems. 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 all
that's left."

"Sounds reasonable," Dorion agreed. "All right—Ilet'stry
ft."

They found a position where Dorion was still reasonably out
of view from the entry station but could observe fairly clearly
not only the station but perhaps a quarter of amile into
whatever colony was coming up aswell. It wasn't until they
were set and Halagar and Charley were on their way and
pretty much beyond recall that Dorion was suddenly struck by
the idea that they might not be admitted into the same colony!
WEell, he knew Masalur very well, and the barrier was a good
distance inside the null. If need be, he'd just see which one
Halagar 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 same one. This bunch liked
crowds.
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Halagar approached (he entry station slowly but confi-
dently. He held Charley tightly and whispered, "I know
Dorion or that cat creature or both have probably put checks
on my authority, but listen to my orders. You will say not a
word, and do nothing, no matter what happens, and if that
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won't remain avalid command then | will take my knife and
dlit your tongue and break your legs. And if that cat creature
so much as moves from his comfortable pouch | will destroy
him. Now, out your hands behind your back."

She obeyed, wondering what the hell he was talking about,
and was surprised to feel leather straps tying them securely
behind her. Jeez! She was blind, stark naked, and a slave.
What the hell did he think she could do?

Shadowcat remained still, not because he feared the big

man, but because of the big man's will and position and what
he might do to Charley if anything was pulled. Besides, it
was better to find out what me hell the bastard was planning
first.

The soldiers guarding the gate were Hedum; he'd seen

them before in his travels, and they no lessimpressed him
now than they had when he'd first seen them as a young
soldier of fortune. Over seven feet tall, with long, spindly-
looking arms and legs, a glistening coal-black skin. totally
hairless, and all the more intimidating for it. Still, they
looked basically human, until you got to the head, which
looked like a coal-black sunflower, only the petals were not
petals but thick, tubular tentaclelike shapes that were in con-
stant motion. Some terminated in eyes, some in hearing or
other sensory organs, and two were mouths. Of all tile races
of Masalur they were the strangest and al so the meanest and
most incomprehensible to Akhbreed. Just the sight of them
with automatic rifles and a criss-crossed set of ammunition
belts across their chest was intimidating.

The Hedum also quite literally talked through their nostrils;
the effect was eerie, unsettling, and about the most inhuman
around. Two flanked the theoretical opening in the shield,
and the one on his left stepped forward.

"Who are you and why do you come here?" it asked, in

that mixture of honking and wheezing that was the way they
could manage the Akhbreed speech.

"l am Halagar, amercenary. 1 answered a call for men
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with past military experience and was told that if | got to the
Masalur hub border in the next week or so | would find a
great deal of work."

"An Akhbreed slave girl. Not mine, athough responding
to my commands at the moment."

Eyestalks leveled themselves on her. " She does not ook as
though she is responding well to your commands,” it noted.
'* Still, wait here. | will summon the magician of the gateway."

The Hedum turned, faced the barrier, and placed both
enormous hands on it, one on either side of the theoretical
opening. There was a chilling, ringing sound and an almost
Immediate response from inside atent in back of the gate.
Presently a middle-aged man in black robes appeared—an
adept! High power indeed. Klittichom couldn't have too many
adepts on his side or he'd not have waited thislong nor been
this cautious. Adepts were essentially Second Rank them-
selves, 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 formidable.

The adept stood there, looked at both of them, frowned,
then said, "Dismount and walk through. We'll bring your
horse through after you."

Halagar slid down, then picked Charley off and virtually
carried her through. He was not blind to the fact that several
more Hedum within the barrier shield were pointing guns
right at him.

The adept went up to Charley, seemed to examine her top
to bottom, then put his finger on the tiny slave ring in her
nose and stepped back. " She's bound to Boolean," he noted.
"Not by Boolean, but definitely to him."

Halagar nodded. "l know. | know of no one capable of
removing the spell."
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"I could, but it would be alot of trouble and time.
However, the fact that sheis not bound by him makes for an
easier remedy. Has she ever been in his presence?'

"Asfar as| know, no."
"Then it's easy. Now tell me why | should bother."

Halagar hesitated only a moment. "My nameis Halagar, a
mercenary most late of Covantian service. | was hired by a
two-bit magician named Dorion who's working for Boolean
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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 make the whole mission moot
anyway, since there'sno way | can practically do it from this
geographic point and | know it, and since in less than afull
week the spell would dissolve of its own accord, wouldn't it?
| keep my commissions, but not when they are obviously
beyond my ability to perform.”

The adept smiled. "Now | am very interested. Whereis
this 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, asa
demonstration." He walked over to Charley, who was now
livid and suddenly felt no loyalty or attachment to Halagar at
al and avery strong urge to warn Dorion. The adept knelt
down and made a few passes with his hand, however, and she
suddenly stiffened and went into a deep trance.
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"Fascinating,” he said aloud to himself. "She's got a
regular bundle of stuff in there. Even demon spells. She's got
afamiliar, too! Whereisit?"

"In the saddleroll," Halagar replied, but even as he turned
to look at the horse he saw the shape of the cat leap from the
bedroll and run like hell through the startled soldiers and out
of sight. Attempts by the Hedum to catch him proved more
comical than effective, and he was soon well away into the
countryside.

"Forget it, then," the adept told him. "Just make sure it
gets no more of her blood. That's the way to kill them. If it
shows up, don't kill it—that'll only cause problems. Trap it
and let it starve. They're devoted but generally not very
bright. All right." He fumed back to Charley. "Girl, what is
your native language?"

"English," she responded dully.

"All right," he responded in clear but heavily accented
English, "now listen to me. | am telling you a secret and you

177
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will believeit. Now | tell you that Halagar is Boolean.
Boolean and Halagar arc the same. He chooses to use the
name Halagar for now and so should you, but only you and
he and | know that he isreally Boolean, your lord and master.
Y ou know it, you believe it to be true, and nothing, no one,
no evidence, no thing, shall convince you otherwise. Heis
your lord, your master, and your god and you belong to him
and must always obey him. You are histo do with as he
wills. When | snap my fingers you will not remember that
this has happened but you will suddenly know and realize this
asif it were divine revelation and you will believe and act
accordingly. Also, your cat familiar isan evil creature, a
demon who wants to harm your master. If he tries to contact
you, you will shut him out and never seek him out, and you
will never et him feed upon you. if it tries to contact you,
you will not understand what it is saying nor obey, but you
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will tell your master. Now . . . three, two, one. . . ." He
snapped hisfingers, then got up and turned to Halagar.

"It won't hold if she actually meets the real Boolean," he
told the mercenary, "but in afew more days that won't be a
problem. In fact, upon Boolean's demise the spell will be
permanently affixed, replacing the original, until your own
demise. Now, what about this Boday?"'

"If we're seen to be safely leaving, in no more than afew
hours she will try and walk right in here with Dorion," he
told the adept. "And she has the same slave spell Shari has.
so she'll be easy to lead away and very cooperative."

"l see. Now about how powerful isthis Dorion?"

Halagar smiled. "l seriously doubt if Master Dorion can
successfully palm a card or make a coin vanish. He used to
work for Boolean but the old boy exiled him to Y obi in the
Kudaan, apparently for incompetence. This was supposed to
be how he'd get back in."

The adept suddenly reached up and Halagar felt atug on
his hair. "Hey! What—7?"

The adept took out a pouch and put alock of the merce-
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. "With this, | can curse
you anywhere in Akahlar."

For Charley, sitting there, things became momentarily con-
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fused and then suddenly there was no confusion at all. When
things had been going wrong the Master had suddenly re-
vealed himself and his power to her and all was suddenly
clear. Now she understood that Halagar was Boolean in dis-
guise and thus her true master. It came as a compl ete shock,
like a bolt from the blue, that revealed 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
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powerful beings were more than human; she could no more
comprehend them or truly question them than a pet could
comprehend or question the actions of their owner. In fact,
that's just how she felt—Ilike a pet dog, there to serve and
obey, unguestioning, dependent, too low to comprehend.

Halagar was none too pleased about an adept having a part

of him but it was a small price to pay to resolve his future. He
came over to her, untied her hands, and saw in her face and
demeanor the great change wrought within her. "Thiswill be
our secret," hetold 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, come—give me your
hand. We must ride. We must not be late for their big show."

"Yes, Master," she responded, and that was all there was
toit.

Dorion had been watching from the null, and while he had
some bad feelings when they were held up by the adept, seeing
them mount up and ride off made him feel relieved. Maybe
they were going to make it after all!

Boday had used her kit to paint elaborate and colorful
designs on her face and upper torso. She certainly looked—
different—Ilike some primitive savage, and maybe it would
do. Dorion played with a simple by-the-book illusory spell
that would make his robe appear to be some uniform, but
when he saw the adept he knew that his simple and stock
tricks would be of no avail. The hell with it; he would wing it
as he was.

They mounted up and headed for the gate. The Hedum
challenged them asit had challenged the first two, but the
adept came out from his tent quickly and bade them come
inside. The magician was just beginning to feel confidence
returning when the adept said, "Well, brother-in-magic, |
thank you for bringing us that which we have long sought."
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Dorion frowned. "l do not understand, brother."
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"Sure you do. You are Dorion and thisis Boday, mate of

the one we have sought for so long. Don't look so shocked or
come up with any denials—your comrade betrayed you. And
don't try anything unless you wish to test your own powers
against mine."

Dorion hesitated, but he had too much respect for what it
took to get that black robe, and too much understanding of
how little power he himself possessed to do it. "No, brother,
it's your game."

The adept smiled. "Let me make a bit of adjustment in our
rather colorful slave here so that she believes me to be her
true master, and then we can depart.”

"Depart—for where?'

The adept smiled. "Why, we are going where you wanted
to go. To Masalur hub! There we'll watch me final demon-
stration of My Lord Klittichom's power and then meet up
with some more of my 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 thisworld."

Out in the woods, Shadowcat had no luck in contacting
Charley; she had shut him out entirely, even to the visual
link, and now, with just she and Halagar on asingle horse, it
was clear that he could not hope to keep up with them. It was
time to think it out.

The imp was a minor demon charged and bound to Y obi,
who had no true existence in this dimensional level without
inhabiting abody. Y obi had placed him inside the cat when
Charley had selected it, and since then the imp had main-
tained himself through her blood energy while maintaining
me cat body in the usual way.

Trapped in the body, which he needed to have corporeal
existence on this plane, he needed her blood to survive, to
replace the type of energy that was part and parcel of the very
atmosphere and makeup of the netherhell to which theimp
was native. By preying upon locals he might sustain himself
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for some weeks, but the link was to Chariey and the energy
A level would be down at the very time he needed it the most.
N Worse, 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. Without Charley, he would die.

He cursed himself for not simply tearing Halagar's throat

out one night as he'd been sorely tempted to do. Instead, he'd
kept her in the courtesan mind-set, having learned of the spell
from her own brain, so that she could not betray the full facts
about herself to the man the imp had never liked or trusted.
He could 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 perhapsto Y obi's laboratory
in the Kudaan, very far from here. It was a last-chance
option, but it might well be too late if they killed Boolean.

L ooking out from the bushes, he saw the Hedum bring up a
sleek coach with six fast horses. To his surprise he saw the
Hedum driver get down and Boday climb up and take the
reins. Bewitched, certainly, and under the control of the evil
ones. Two Hedum put large chests and blankets and bedrolls
on top of the carriage in the luggage rack and secured them,
'then jumped back down, and Dorion emerged from the tent
with the black-clad adept and both got into the coach. Dorion
looked unhappy but not bewitched, which might or might not
be some advantage. Shadowcat wondered what blood type
both the magician and Boday were.

He eyed the luggage rack and judged where the coach had
to pass and the probable speed of it when it did, then looked
around for a convenient and climbable tree. It might be for
nothing, he knew, but it seemed the obvious thing to do.

The rebel forces around Masalur were so confident that
they even had bleachers erected for the big shots.

It was afar thicker but better organized crowd than the one
back at Tishbaal; only the best rebel troops were here, all

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/Jack%620L .9620Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f%20the%20M agl strom.txt (209 of 418)17-2-2006 2:46:02



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Jack%20L .%20Chal ker%620-%20W ar%200f %20the%20M ael strom. txt

well-trained and eager to see somereal action. They, and
their support troops, remained relatively apart from the oth-
ers, who seemed to be of all races, shapes, and sizes. Here,
too, were large numbers of robed magicians and sorcerers of
al ranks, athough Third Rank types dominated with a smat-
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 wasimpressive to me observers. The one thing they
al had in common was that they were on the outs with their
own establishment, either having been changed or malformed
or having committed some political or ethical violations that
had at best estranged them from their own kind and at worst
embittered them towards it.

Here, too, surprisingly, were afair number of distinguished-
looking and not so distinguished-looking Akhbreed; men, and
some women, of obvious wealth or power in key areas with
their own axes to grind, hoping to carve out wider nichesin
the wreckage the new order would leave, and very useful to
ones like Klittichom. Men like Duke Alon Pasedo, whose
family was barred by Akhbreed law and spells from coming
this distance, but who had many grudges against his kingdom
and many friends among those who sought to inherit this
worid. There were alot of Pasedos about, although they were
dressing plainly and keeping a low profile. There was no use
in giving any of the colonial troops who would have to fight
in this, any ideathat they might also be serving the interests
of some Akhbreed types.

Most of the Akhbreed on hand, however, had gotten the
slave treatment. Much of the stands, the temporary buildings,
field kitchens, and pit toilets had been built by them, and vast
numbers continued to do the manual labor and dirty work of
maintaining the whole place. They weren't really needed to
(he extent they were being used, but the rebel command staff
guessed rightly that the sight of them in such low situations
and so debased would keep morale among the native troops
high.

The Hedum acted as the traffic cops, keeping the various
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factions separate and out of each other'sway. They were
polite but very firm and imposed a sense of order and strength
on the vast assemblage.

Onelook at such amighty, organized, and confident force
and Halagar knew he had made the right choice. Any Chief
Sorcerer who would remain bunkered inside his hub and
allow this so close to him was another who was more smoke
than fire, a sure sign of the system's rotten core.

Somehow, this Klittichom had stumbled 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 system after so many thousands of years; to
realize that he might get away with using that power smply
because his colleagues in sorcery could not believe that they
were not impregnable. To have godlike power means nothing
in the end if you have not the wisdom for it.

The Hedum traffic director pointed him towards a small
three-sided tent pavilion. Sitting there were three officers, a
senior and two juniors. One had pea-green skin and bug eyes
and looked more like a giant lizard than a variation of human-
ity; another was bald, squat, with an incredibly wide face
and hairless skull from which protruded two bony hornslike
great but misplaced carnivorous teeth. The third was atiny,
gnomelike creature with huge upturned pointed ears, arather
stupid expression, eyes like dinner plates, and who looked
like he had been born old. None were races he recognized,
and the quality of their uniforms—and the sameness of them
in this vast jigsaw army—indicated that they were probably
from Klittichom's own staff.

"Y es, name?' the gnome asked him.

"Halagar, sir. A mercenary o