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Prologue:
Near an Unnamed Neutron

Star inthe Galaxy M-22

IN THE NEARLY ONE BILLION YEARSIT HAD BEEN IN ITSLONELY imprisonment, it had
never logt its conviction that this uni-verse required agod.

For eons beyond countless eonsit had traveled through space in its crystalline cocoon, imprisoned until
the end of time, or so those who' d fashioned the cage had boasted, yet what wastimeto it? And could
any prison hold one such asit? Not entirely. They could hold the body, but the mind was beyond
imprisonmen.

The universe had been re-created, not once but many times, since it had been cast adrift by the only
oneswho could achieve such afeat, those of its own kind. It had been startled at the first re-creation, for
it had been separated and walled off from the master control lest eveninits eternal damnation it should
somehow get inside once again. The Watchman had done it, the Watchman had reset al, but even the
Watchman could not reset its own existence or a-ter itsimprisonment, for it was of the First Matter.

Indeed, each time the system had been reset, its own power had increased; each re-creation required so
much en-ergy drawn from dimensions beyond the puny universe of its birth that for moments, for brief
moments, there was no control at al, no chains, nothing to bind or hold, and its mind had been able to
contact more and more of the con-trol centers.

Thejailers had not counted on that. They had not counted on areset of their grand experiment in any
way touching it, in any way influencing it; indeed, there had been much debate about whether to have a
reset mechanism at dl, and even those who argued in favor of it never dreamed it would actualy be used,
let done more than once. Nothing was supposed to influence the prisoner inits eternd wanderings, but
even gods can make mistakes; their mistakes, however, were of the sort that no one but another god
could ever know of them.

But then, of course, freed of time, they nonetheless could never free themsalves of itsframe of reference;
it wastoo ingrained in their genes and psyches. Unbound by instru-mentdlities, they had created their
own boundariesin their less than limitless minds—mindsindeed so limited that they could never accept
the fact that absol ute power was an end and not ameans.

The last reset had doneit. Intended to repair some sort of rip in the fabric of space-timeitsdlf,
gpparently wrought byartificial means, the reset had proved the need for a cos-mic governor beyond
doubt. The shift had been subtle, asthey al had been subtle, yet the mathematics of its own prison were
absolute, whilethat of the rest of the universe was not. At the crucial moment of the massive power drain,
the onetiny fraction of a nanosecond when energy was not being equally applied as parts of the universe
were selec-tively re-created, it was subject to the absolutes of physics without an interfering probability
regulator.

It had been enough,just enough so that when the regulator kicked back in, it hadn't alowed for that



most infinitesma of lapses.

A neutron star grabbed at its prison, pulled it with ever-increasing speed, not enough to crash into the
terribly dense surface but enough to creste massve acceleration, to even-tudly propd it, likeamissilein
ading, to speeds ap-proaching that of light, bending time and space, catching it in the eddies and currents
of gpace and punching it right through atunnel, a hole in space-time created by the series of massve
bodies here.

Asusud, the prisoner did not know where or when it would emerge, but it also knew that for the first
time the regulator didn’t know ether and would be dow to attempt adjustment. In that period it would be
free of theregulator; in that period there might be a chance. Then only the Watchman would stand
between it and ultimate power. It was abeing that even space and time could never fully contain, abeing
that had spent long eons plan-ning its rule and reign. 1t would have to meet the Watch-man eventually; it
knew that and welcomed it, for the Watchman wasin away very much a prisoner aswell, doomed to
wander forever until needed yet dways done. It looked forward to that meeting. In abillion yearsit had
never been able to imagine who they’ d gotten that was stupid enough to volunteer for the job and yet so
davishly loyd that, in dl thistime, it had never once taken advan-tage of the pogition.

A Smdl Town In Georgia

IT HAD BEEN A SHOCK OPENING THE DOOR TO THE APARTMENT and seeing just how
much was missng.

Have | accumulated so littlein my life as this?she won-dered, oddly disturbed as much by the thought as
by the emptiness,

Even mogt of the furniture had been his. HE d been nice, of course, offering to leave some of it, but she
wanted ev-erything of his, everything that might bring her back into contact with him, removed.

The effect was asif thieves had broken in and stolen anything that could be carried but had gotten
scared off just before finishing the job. The drapes were hers, and the small stereo, the TV and its cheap
stand, the six bookcases made of screw-it-together-yourself particleboard that sagged and groaned
under theweight of her books, and the plantsin the window. But only the big beanbag chair with the half
dozen patches afforded aplaceto sit.

She went over to the diding glass door that led to the tiny balcony and saw that the two chegp duminum
and plastic patio chairs and thelittle table she’ d picked up at agarage sdle were till there. So, too, were
theworn chairs at the built-in kitchenette. He' d been sparing of the cutlery and glassware and had taken
nothing save his abominable Cap'n Crunch ceredl.

Fedling hollow and empty yet still distanced from the emotiond shock, she put the smal kettle on for tea
and continued the inventory.

All her clotheswere gtill there, of course, but even though they took up the vast mgority of the closet
space, there was an emptiness. The dresser and makeup table were just where they always were, but the
room looked gro-tesgque without the water bed, just the impression of whereit had rested on the
discolored and dirty carpet. She would haveto tend to that right off the bat. She wondered if she could



get abed in four hours and doubted it; she' d haveto either go to amotel tonight or deep on the floor
with just apillow and sheets until it was ddlivered. There was no way in heaven that she could get as
much asatwin mat-tressin thelittle Colt she was driving.

A sudden wave of insecurity washed over her, amost overwhelming her, and she dashed into the
bathroom and then grabbed the sink asif to steady herslf.

Funny how the bathroom had a calming effect. Maybe it was because, other than being minus his
toiletries, it wasintact. Then she looked at hersdlf in the mirror, and some of the fear, the emptiness,
returned.

She was thirty-six years old and, thanks to the two years she' d spent working at various odd jobs while
waiting for an assistantship to open up so she could afford grad school, only seven years out of college.
All that time she’ d been a single-minded workaholic—ypush, push, push, drive, drive, drive. Two years
teaching gut courses at junior college be-cause even in an age when they were crying for scientiststo
teach, she’ d discovered, there was alot of resistance from the older male-dominated science facultiesto
hiring ayoung woman. All the research and academic excellence counted for little. Oh, they’ d never
comeright out and said anything, but she knew the routine by now; at first she had been merdly frustrated
but was quickly clued in by her fe-male colleagues a the junior college.” They never take you serious
unless you're well over forty because they think you' re going to teach for a while and then quit
and have babies’ and” They till believe deep down that old saw about women not being as good
as men in math and sci-ence.”

But they also, she had to admit, credited experience. Not that she hadn't tried that route, but the big
openingsfor her werein the il industry, and that meant both swalowing alot of her principlesand old
idedls and dso facing the probahility of going off to Third World countries where women had no rights at
al and trying to do ajob there.

Findly shegotthis job, one sheredlly loved, thanksto an old professor of hers who had become
department head. As an ingtructor, teaching undergrads basic courses, it hadn’t been the fun it should
have been, but it allowed her to work as an assistant on the real research, eveniif it wasn’ther grant and
wouldn’'t merit more than a“thanks’ in the articles that might be published out of it. Still, she’d done more
work in the lab than the professors whowould get the credit, trying to show them, prove to them that she
wasin their league and on their leve.

And now she was thirty-sx going on thirty-seven, not yet tenured, teaching el ementary coursesto
humanities stu-dentswho didn’t give adamn but needed these few basic science courses so they could
get B.S. instead of B.A. de-grees. And she was donein thismostly stripped apartment, going nowhere
asusua and doing it done.

Not thathe' d droppedher. She had been the oneto break it off, the oneto give the ultimatum. It was
always under-stood that they had an * open” relationship, that they were free to see others and not betied
down. They even laughed at the start about making sure they both had safe sex and got regular testsfor
any nastiesthat might be picked up. And she'd meant it a the time. The problem was she’ d never fooled
around with anybody e se after he'd moved in, even though she’ d had the chance. She smply didn’t need
anybody else. But he' d kept doing it and kept doing it and kept doing it until he’ d done it with aregularity
that finally showed that he was not about to dow down or become mo-nogamous.

She felt guilty, even now, for being jealous. Worse, it wasn't based on mordity but on her ego. She'd
never ex-pected to be so wounded, and it bothered her.\What do they have that | don’t? What do they
give himthat 1 can’t? Am| thatbad in bed?



Best not to dwell on it now. Best to pick up the pieces and go on to something el se. She was good at
that, she thought ruefully. 1t seemed like dl her life she was picking up the pieces and going on to
something ese.

She dipped out of her clothes, removed her glasses, grabbed some towels, and went into take a
shower. The mirror on the shower wall reflected her back to hersdlf with noillusions. She stepped very
closeto the glass so that she could seeit clearly, her vision without the glasses being perfectly clear for
only afoot or so in front of her, then stared at the reflection asif it were someone e se, someone she
hardly knew.

Her black hair was cut very short, in aboyish cut; it was easy to wash and easy to manage, and it had
fewer gray hairsto pluck that way. Her face was abasic ova shape with brown eyes, thin lashes, a
somewhat too large nose, and amouth maybe a bit too wide, but not much. Not an unattractive face,
neither cute nor beautiful, but with matu-rity creeping into its festures, hardening them a bit—or was that
her imagination?

Average. That' swhat she was. average. Not a bad figure but no bathing beauty type, either. Breastsa
little too small, hipstoo wide. With the right clothes she could be very at-tractive, but thisway,
unadorned, her body would win no prizes, no envious gazes, no second looks. She looked like amillion
other women.Generic, that’s me, shethought glumly.lought to have a little black bar code tattooed
on my forehead.

That wasthe trouble, redlly, in academiaaswell. Therewere women at the top of most scientific
disciplines, in-cluding hers, none of whom would have any problems be-ing wooed from one mgor chair
to another, writing their own tickets their own way, but they were very few in number because the deck
was gtill stacked. Those women were the geniuses, the intellects who could not be denied. As* attractive’
wasto “knockout,” so“smart” wasto “bril-liant.” Intellectualy, she knew that the vast mgority of
peo-ple, mae or female, could not have attained a doctorate in afield like hers, but it just wasn'tquite
enough. Enough to findly teach at agreat university, but only as* Indructor in the Physica
Sciences’—not just Physics 101, which was bad enough, but, God help her, “Introduction to the
Sci-ences for Humanities Students’—and alowly assistant on research projects whose grants and
control were held by middle-aged male professors.

The shower helped alittle, but not much, since it left time for more brooding. Wasit the fates that struck
her where she was, or wasit rather lgpsesin hersaf? Was she demanding too much of aguy and maybe
too much of her-salf? With people starving around the world and the work-ing poor standing with their
familiesin soup kitchen lines, did she have any right to complain about adead-end lifeif it wassuch a
comfortable, yuppified dead end? Was she be-ing just daddy’ s spoiled little girl, in aStuation many
would envy, depressed because she couldn’t haveit dl?

A linefrom one of her undergraduate seminars cameto her, fairly or not, and tried to give her some relief
from those hard questions. The professor had been aleading feminist and sociologist, and she'd said,
“It’s not tough enough being a woman in this day and age, we also have to be saddled with some
kind of constant guilt trip, too.”

She was, she knew, at acrisis point in her own life, no matter how miserable other lives might be. She
was at an age when biological clocksticked loudly, at an age when ease of career change was fading fast
with each passing page on the caendar, when any move that could be made had to be made or the status
quo would become unbresgk-able. At some point in nearly everybody’ s life there came the time when one
cameto acliff’s edge and saw a mon-strous gap between onesdlf and the other side, aside that was



nearly impaossible to make out. She was up for tenure and possible promotion next year, and she’ d not
heard any-thing to indicate she wouldn't get it, athough one could never be sure. It was something she
wanted, yet it dso meant being here, on this side of the chasm, for therest of her life.

Or she could bresk away and take redl risks and, like most people who did o, fall into the chasm. But
all the people who got what and where they wanted, the satisfied movers and shakers, had taken that
samerisk and made it to the other side. Not al ofthose people were happier than they’ d been before,
but many were. The trouble was, she was on the old side for making that leap. She was, after dl, inthis
Situation now because she craved stability, not earth-quakes. Taking arisk in her persond life would
mean say-ing yesto the first guy who proposed who wasn't ageek or apervert. And professondly, to
take arisk would mean first having someplace to jump to, and the offers weren’t exactly pouring in, nor
did risky opportunity just fall from the sky.

The vortex was never black; rather, it revealed the under-sde, the sinews, the crisscrossing lines of
mathematical force that sustained and essentialy stabilized the rlevant parts of the universe. The Kraang
examined those lines, noted the symmetry and precison, and, thistime, noted therelay and junction
points. Now, after all those millennia, the dight deviation the Kraang had been able to induce in the last
reset had paid off; aline was being followed, not avoided as dways before. The Watchman'sline, the
focal point for probability itself, the emergency sgna and warn-ing beacon for the physics of the
governable portions of the cosmos. . .

The emergence, as dways, was like suddenly being cat-agpulted out of agreat tunndl; there, ahead, a
solar system, agoverned congtruct in a pattern the Kraang understood well, athough it had no
knowledge of what sort of crea-tures might live there or their current stage of development. It did not
matter. The Kraang was not supposed to bein this sort of proximity, and dready the sgna of an
aberra-tion would be flowing back to Control, but it was avery long way, and even at the sort of speed
such messages could travel Underside, it would be severa seconds beforeit reached Control, and then
Control would react.

By now the Kraang knew how it would resct.

Control was not sdf-aware, for if it were, it would be aliving god of the universe with no limitsand no
gover-nor. Automatic maintenance meant automatic response; the experiments were supposed to be
controlled, not super-vised.

TheKraang' sgreat mind searched frantically for the now-invisible termination of theforceline. Gresat
Shial

Wherewasit? A world incredibly ancient, aworld with an artificid yet living core. . .

For amoment the Kraang experienced panic. No such world existed in this system! The nine planets
and dozens of assorted larger moonswere al dead save the experiment it-sdlf! A billion yearsthelords
of chance had made the Kraang wait for thismoment! A hillion years, and now to be faced with failure. .
. ' It would be too much for even the Kraang to bear.

And then, suddenly, it found what it was looking for. A planet once but no more, pulled apart by the
srains of gravity and catastrophe, broken into impossibly small frag-mentsthat still worked together,
trapped into sufficient co-hesion by Control’ s grasp of the energy of probability. Althoughinamillion
million pieces, theliving heart till somehow functioned in what remained, two tiny steering moonsand a



vast additiona ring . . .
Its mind reached out. Success! Connection! | giveasmall part of myself to you!

A sudden and violent bump, awrenching jar—its con-tainer had been struck head on! An asteroid,
small yet ef-fective, had dammed into the container, dtering itstrgectory. It began to move quickly
away, toward the till-distant inner gas giant. The Kraang relaxed and under-stood. Control was
correcting. At this speed and trgjectory the Kraang would rush headlong toward the giant world beyond,
well away from the active matrix, and the giant’ s great gravity would dingshot the container around,
acceler-ate it to tremendous speed, sufficient to generate a space-timeripple, to take it out of this system,
perhaps out of thisentire galaxy.

But it would take two years, astime was counted here, for it to reach the giant and the better part of a
third to achieve the desired effect. Out here, in the rea universe. Control was constrained by its own laws
and the basic laws of physics. Corruption of the system had now occurred; the experiment was now
invalidated. It would have no choice but to use whatever mechanism it created to cal the Watch-man,
down there, somewhere, on the experiment itself, the blue and white world third fromthesun.. ..

“Lori, could you step into my office for aminute?’

It was symptomatic of the problemsin her professond life and of her fedings of hitting brick walls. Whiz
kid Roger Samms, Ph.D. at twenty-four, was dways “Dr. Samms,” but Lori Sutton, Ph.D., age
thirty-six, was amost dways“Lori” to Professor George Virdon Hicks, the de-partment head and her
boss. Hickswas basicaly anice guy, but he belonged to afar older generation and was beyond even
comprehending the problem.

She entered, somewhat puzzled. “Yes, Sr?’

“St down, St down!” He sighed and sank into hisown chair. 1’ ve got an interesting and fast-devel oping
Stuation herethat’ s causing us some problems and may be opening up some opportunities for you.
Uh—pardon me for asking, but I’ m given to understand that you' re living aone here now, no particular
persond tiesor locd family?’

Shewas puzzled and alittleirritated at the speed of cam-pus gossip. “ That’ strue.”

“And you did some of your doctord research at the big observatoriesin Chile?’

She nodded. * Y es, under Don Mankowicz and Jorje Paz. It was the most fun I’ ve had in science to
date”

“Did you get over the mountains and into the Amazon basin at al?’

It was hard to see where thiswas going. “Yes, | took akind of back-country trip into therain forests



with the Sdlazars—they finance their fight againg the destruction of the rain forest and its cultures by
taking folkslike me on such trips. It was fascinating but alittle rugged.”

Hicks leaned forward alittle and picked up apacket in afolder on his desk and shoved it toward her.
She opened it up and saw it wasfull of faxes, some showing grainy photographs, otherstrgjectory charts,
dar charts, and the like. Shelooked them over and read the covering letter from the MIT team downin
Chile who' d sent them. And she was suddenly very interested.

“ About nine days ago, during some routine calibration sweepsfor the eighty-incher that’ sjust been
overhauled, they picked this up. We're not sure, but we think it’saknown asteroid—at least, asmall one
discovered about a dozen years ago should have been in that vicinity at about that time. It should have
cleared the orbit of the moon by agood two hundred thousand kilometers, but something, some collision
or force unknown, seemsto have jarred it just s0. It' s big—maybe as big as eight hundred meters— and
it’ sjust brushing by the moon right now.”

She shrugged. “Fascinating, but we' ve had ones as big or bigger than this come in between us and the

“Yes, but they missed.”

Shefet acold, eerie chill go through her, and shelooked at the computer readouts again. “I1t’ sgoing to
hit? Thisis— this could be Meteor Crater or Tunguska!”

He nodded. “Y es, on page three, there, you see that the current estimate based on angle, trgectory, and
spectrum analysis of the compaosition estimates that possibly athird of it will survive to impact, possibly as
asngle unit. The explosion and crater are going to be enormous.”

“Andit’sgoing to hit land? In South America?’

“We can't be completely certain, not for another ten to twelve hours, maybe not even then. Therearea
lot of ques-tions asto the exact angle of entry, how much true mass it represents, whether it will
fragment, and so on. They’ re now giving better than even oddsthat it'll impact off the Chilean or
Ecuadorian coast in the Pacific, but if it' s very heavy and hard inside and if the massis great enough, it'll
come down short, possibly in the Andes, more likely in the Brazilian rain forest short of there. Fortunes
are being wa-gered in every observatory and physics department in the world, or will be. It' Il hit the
news shortly; there' s much debate, | understand, on how early to reaseit, sncewe Il inevitably get
gpecia media coverage with expertstalking about globa warming and anew ice age from the dust and
you name it and people living in both the wrong hemi-spheres panicking anyway. It' |l be out regardless
by the evening newstonight.”

She nodded, fascinated but still puzzled. “ So what hasthisto do with me?’

“There |l be scientistsfrom al over and news organiza-tions aswell gearing up to go in, but the Brazilian
government is very concerned about possible injuries or deaths and wants nobody in the area. They have
troops aready up theretrying to get the few settlements evacuated in time, and that, plusthe usual red
tape, is putting the brakes on most efforts. The exception is Cable News, which has some contacts there
and agood relationship with the Brazilian press and government. They’ ve used us before for science
pieces and are mounting ateam to cover it. To the frustra-tion of the others, they’ll probably be the pool.
They need somebody with them to tell them what the devil it isthey’ re seeing, or not seeing, and they’ ve
cdled us”



She sat for amoment, not quite wanting to believe the implications of the conversation. Finaly, worried
that shehad misunderstood, she asked, “Areyou asking if | would go?’

He nodded. “Very short notice.” Helooked at hiswatch. “Y ou' d have to leave for home now. Pack in
an hour or s0. Y our passport is current?’

“Ya bu.t_u

“Don’'t forget it. They’ ve got thevisas. They’ |l send ahelicopter here for you and your stuff. You'll beon
apri-vate charter with their team leaving Hartsfield at seven to-night.”

“But—but . . . Why me?’

He looked amost gpologetic. “Grad ass stants can cover your courses with no sweset, but Doctor
Sammsisin arush to get hisresearch organized for a presentation at the AAS next week, and both Kelly
and | are, frankly, too old for this sort of thing, as much as 1’ d love to see that sucker come
down—ypardon the expression. Nobody else is quali-fied to observe the event and free enough to go
who aso wouldn't be stiff asaboard and look like an ass on televi-son. Soit’ sether you or they call
another university. And I'm afraid | haveto cal them back in less than ten minutes or they’ re going to do

that anyway.”

“I—I hardly know what to say. Yes, of course I'll go. I—oh, my God! | better get packing!” The fact
that he was being fairly |eft-handed about it al, that she' d gotten the job only because she was the only
one so unimportant that she could be easily spared, didn’t bother her. Thiswasthe kind of luck she
dreamed about, the one break upon which she might be able to stake out a scientific position that would
be so unique that it would ensure her stature and prominence.

“WEe |l make sure you're covered,” Hicks assured her. “Five 0’ clock this afternoon they’ll land to pick
you up at the medica center heliport. Don't forget your passport!”

She wanted to kiss the old boy, who now could cal her “Lori” any time he wanted, but shewasin too
much of ahurry. Jeez—she' d have to get the suitcases out of the stor-age locker, haul them up. What to
take? She had little clothing or equipment for thiskind of trip. And makeup— thiswastelevison! And
the laptop, of course, and . . . How thehell was she going to pack and make it in just three hours?

It was tough, but she managed, knowing she' d forgotten many vital things and hoping that she would
have a chanceto pick them up in Brazil before going into the wild. The mere hauling of the suitcasesand
the packing had her gasp-ing for bresth, and she began to wonder if she was up to the coming job. She
began to fed both her age and the ef-fects of |etting the spa membership lapse about ayear earlier. She
aso worried about how much of that clothing, particularly the jeans, would fit. In the months since she'd
thrown Harry out, she' d found solace for her dark mood in large quantities of chocolate and other sugary
thingsand generdly letting hersdf go.

Wi, the hell withit. If they were going to give her thiskind of notice, they could damned well buy her
gopropriate jungle clothing.

She locked up and hauled the suitcases to the car, discov-ering for thefirgt time that one whed on the
big suitcase was missing. Shejust was'tready for this, not with thiskind of deadline—but she knew she
needed it, needed it bad.

The helicopter was just about on time. It was, she saw, amused, the one Atlanta s pop radio station



used for traffic reports and had that big logo on the side. She wondered how the commuters were going
to get hometonight.

The pilot got out, bending dightly under the rotors, and put out his hand. “Hello! I'm Jm Syzmanski,” he
said in a shouted Georgia-accented voice. “Y ou' re Doctor Sutton?”

“Yes. I'm sorry for the bulk, but they didn’t give me much notice on this”

Helooked at the two suitcases. “No sweat. Y ou ought to see what some of ‘em take to amere
accident.” He picked them up asif they welghed nothing and stored them in back of the seats. “ Get in,
andwe |l get you goin'.”

Although not new to helicopters, she' d never been in one of these small, light types with two seatsand a
bubble, and it was alittle unnerving for awhile. Still, the pilot knew his business; it was smooth and
comfortable, and they were ap-proaching the airport in amere twenty minutes, about two hours less than
it would have taken to drive and park.

“Sorry to rush you here so you could wait,” the pilot told her, “but they need the chopper back over the
highways, and thiswasthe only dot | had to get you. Y our bagswill be okay here. Not many facilitiesin
thisarea, but unless you want to hike abunch to the termina and back, I’ d say just head for that waiting
room over there. It s pretty basic, but it'll do. I'll radio in once I’m up and tell them that you' re here and
waiting. It shouldn’t belong.”

She thanked him, and he was off as soon as he got clear-ance, leaving her donein the hangar area.
There was a deek-looking twin-engine L earjet just beyond the barrier with the news organization’s
corporate logo; she assumed that it was the plane they were going to use.

She turned and walked toward the indicated lounge area, which wasn't much more than a prefabricated
unit gtting on the tarmac. A few officia-looking people were around beyond the fence, but she suddenly
felt nervous about being there without some kind of pass or badge. What if she got arrested for possible
hijacking or something?

The lounge proved to have afew padded seats, one of those portable desks so common at airport
check-ins, asin-gle rest room, asoft drink machine, two candy machines, adollar changer, and an empty
coffee service. Suddenly con-scious that she hadn’t taken the time to eat anything since breakfast, she
looked at the machines and sighed. The cui-sinein this place wasn't exactly what she needed, but it
would have to do. Hartsfield was such an enormous airport that getting to a point where she could even
catch ashuttle to atermina was beyond her current energy level, and she was afraid to leave. If they
showed up and didn’t find her here, they might just leave without her. One of Murphy’sancient lavs—if
you stay, they'll belate. If you go, they’ |l show up dmost immediately. Thiswasn't exactly scheduled
sarvice, and any rules beyond that weren't very clear.

She fumbled through her bag. At least she had some ones and what felt like aton of change at the
bottom.

Nothing brought on depression faster or made time crawl more than having rushed like mad only to wind
up stuck in an empty building, she reflected. The adrenaline rush was wearing off, replaced by a sense of
weariness. If the pace had continued, it wouldn't have been so bad, but to be dropped suddenly into
londly slence was murder.

It also gave her time to worry. Had she packed every-thing that she needed? Was she dressed right for



this? Thinking of utility, she'd pulled on some stretch pants, a Hubbl e telescope T-shirt because it wasthe
only thing she could find that would mark her as perhaps a scientist, and some low-top sneakers. Her old
hiking boots were packed, at least, but she doubted that she had apair of jeansthat il fit. Prescription
sunglasses, check. But her spare pair of regular glasses were ill in her desk in her office. Damn! That’s
one, shethought glumly. The pair she had on and the sunglasses would have to do.

She dso hadn’t stopped the mail or papers or arranged for her car to be picked up. It wastoo late to
cal anybody who could do much tonight; she'd haveto cal Hester, the department secretary, from Brazil
tomorrow.

She went over to the window and looked out on thefield. The sun was getting low, and the tinted
windows reflected her image back through the view.God! | ook awful! she thought, worried now about
first impressons. She hadn't re-ally realized how much she'd let hersdlf go. Shewas be-coming ared
chubette, even in the face, and the very short haircut that had proved so convenient and would aso be
best for the tropics somehow looked very masculine againgt that face.1look like a middle-aged bull
dyke, she thought unhappily. She was supposed to go on TV looking likethis!

She was suddenly struck with atwinge of panic. What if the television people saw her and decided that
there was no way somebody |ooking like her could go on? What if they told her at the last minute that
they were getting somebody from the observatoriesin Chile? There had to be quite ascientific team
assembling therefor thisevent.

It was the deserted civil aviation termina, shetold her-sdlf. Rushing around from a standing start and
then being dropped into thislonely sllence. Shewasn't very convinc-ing, however. She was getting old
and fat and unattractive at an accelerating rate, and it scared the living hell out of her.

She kept going to the windows and peering out at the Learjet, wondering if she shouldn’t be outside,
even in the dark. They might miss her, might not even know she wasthere.

Suddenly she heard voices approaching. The door opened, and two people walked in. Thefirst was
maybe the thinnest woman she d ever seen short of Ethiopian famine pictureson TV; the woman dmost
redefined the term “tiny.” Maybefivefeet tal, weighing less than some peo-ple s hirth weights, dressed in
jeans and a matching denim jacket, she was perhapsin her mid-thirties, although it was hard to tell for
sure, with a creamy brown complexion and one of those Afro-American hairstylesthat looked like the
hair was exploding around the head.

The other was atal, lanky man in jeans and cowboy boots with disheveled sandy brown hair and a
ruddy com-plexion who needed only astalk of wheat in his hand to be the perfect picture of somebody
who'd just stepped off the farm.

“So, anyway, | told George—" the thin woman was say-ing in one of those big, too-full voices small
people seemed to have or devel op, when she saw the stranger and paused. “ Oh! Hi! Y ou must be
Doctor Sutton!”

“Uh—yes. |—1 was beginning to think | was forgotten.”

Thetiny woman sank into achair. “ Sorry about that. When stories happen thisfast it' sdways amess,
and thiswon't bethelast of it. I'm Theresa Perez— Terry’ to dl— and thisis, believeit or not, Gustav
Olafsson, aways‘ Gus.” I'm what they euphemisticaly call a*producer,” which means|’m supposed to
make sure everything' s there that needs to be there and that the story gets done and gets back. It sounds
important, but in the news biz it' saglori-fied executive secretary to the reporter. Gusisthat peculiar



breed of creature—we re not sureif they’ re human or not— known asthe ‘ news photographer.” The
kind of fanatic who'll ingst on taping hisown execution if it’'ll get agood picture.”

“‘Lo,” sad thetaciturn photographer. “They tdl usit’ll be five or ten minutes and then we' Il board, taxi
out, and wait two hoursto get out of this damned mess,” Perez continued. “ Thetraffic inthisplaceis
abominable. Y ou know the saying, * A wicked man died, and the devil came and took him straight to
hell—after, of course, changing in Atlanta” “

Lori smiled, dthough it wasan old joke. “I know. Isthat our plane out there?’

“Yeah. Don't et it fool you. The boss has areal fancy onejust for hisown use. Therest of them are
corporate jets. We amost dways fly commercid, but if wetook Varig down, with al the changes and
schedule problems, we' d never be sure of getting where we need to get in time. When you have a
schedule problem, the Powers That Be unfreeze their rusted-shut purses and spring for aspecid. You
have bags?’

“Two. They're ill in the hangar over there—I hope.”
“Well get them.”

“I hope I’m going to be able to pick up something before we go into the bush,” Lori told her. “1’m not
even sure my old stuff fits”

“I know what you mean. Wedll, we ve got about seventy hourstotal, and it’ll be tight, but we should have
alittletimein Manausto getsomething, anyway. It'sadecent city for being out there in the middle of
nowhere, particularly sinceit became amain port of entry for airplanes. | was down ayear or so ago
when we did arain forest depletion story. One of these times |’ m going to be able to see something of
these placeswe get sent. I’ sadways hurry, hurry in this business, and after being ying-yanged around the
world, when you get some time off, you want to spend it homein bed.”

Lori nodded and smiled, but deep down she envied somebody with that kind of life.

“She never stopstalking,” Gus commented in adry Min-nesotaaccent that fit him well. “Ain’'t gonnaget
nodeep a al onthistrip.”

Perez looked up a him with awry expression. “ Gloomy Gus, dwaysthe soul of tact. No wonder you
can't keep ajob.”

Lori looked puzzled, and Perez said, “ Gusis afree-lance. Half the foreign photographers, sound men,
and tech-nicians are, even for the broadcast networks. Nobody can afford to keep on astaff so large
that it can be dl the places with al the personnd it needsto cover theworld. | have alist of hundredsin
different categories. Thistime Guswasthefirst onel caled who was available”

“What sheredly meansisthat they don’'t want to pay top dollar to the best in the business during the
long timeswhen there' snothin’ happening,” Gus retorted.

“| gather you two have worked together before.”
Perez nodded. “ Twice. Once on the Mexican earthquake and again on one of those stock * volcano

blowsitstop’ sto-riesfrom Hawaii. Beats me why folks still have houses around that thing to begin with.
Gus specidizesin naturd disasters. That' s how he got tagged * Gloomy’ as much ashisshining



persondity.”

The door opened again, and amiddle-aged man in api-lot’suniform camein. “We re ready when you
are,” hetold Perez.

“Let’'sgo, then,” the producer responded, getting up, and they al filed out after the pilot.
“My bags!” Lori said suddenly.

“Need help?’ the pilot asked her.

“No, not if they’ re dtill there, thanks. Just bring them out to the plane?’

He nodded, and she dashed into the hangar. Somebody had moved them to one side, but they were sill
there and apparently otherwise untouched. She picked them both up and walked toward the jet. The
pilot—actualy the copilot asit turned out—took them and stowed them in an externa baggage
compartment, along with Perez’' s overnight bag and Gus' s smdll suitcase and huge mass of
formidable-looking cases containing, she supposed, his camera, lenses, and thelike.

The Learwas theway to fly, she decided dmost in-gtantly. It waslike the firgt-class cabin of the finest
arliner but no coach section behind. Just four extraarge and com-fortable swivd airline seatswith
extended backrests and two pairs of standard seats against the aft bulkhead between which was access
to therest room. Therewas asmall table in the center of the four swivel chairsthat looked like ajunior
version of a corporate boardroom conference table. There were compartments overhead and other
placesto stow gear. There were aso ashtrays, something she hadn’t seen on many planesfor awhile.
Not that she needed one, but clearly the regulations didn’t apply if one owned the plane.

“Turn forward and you'll fedl the seat lock into place,” the copilot instructed them. “ Everybody fasten
your belts and keep your seatsin the forward locked position until we have dtitude. Oncewe reup, I'll
come back and show you the rest. We' ve got awindow coming up, though, and we don’t want to miss
it. Y ou get bumped to the back of the line here, you may st for hours.”

They Hill sat for alittlewhile, but findly the smdl jet taxied out to the Sarting position and in avery short
timewas rolling down the runway at what seemed breakneck speed, dthough it probably wasn't any
faster than the 767 that had gone before them.

Theflight was surprisingly smooth and comfortable once they were airborne; more so, she thought, than
abigger plane, dthough it had been much bumpier taxiing. She had been surprised to seethe“Fasten
Seat Belt” and “No Smoking” signsjust like on acommercid jet. In afew min-utes, the panorama of
Atlantaat night was obscured by clouds and there was nothing to do but wait until those magic lights
vanished, signaling freedom. Not that she wanted to get up right at the moment; the angle of climb was
pretty steep and seemed to go on forever.

Finaly they leveled off, and the seet bt lightswent out. AImost immediately the copilot came back to
the cabin. “Anybody hungry?’ he asked.

“Starved,” Lori responded.
“We get our medsfrom the same caterer asthe big boys on flightslike this. The executives have their

own food spe-cidly prepared, but thisis cuisine alaDobbs House, I' m afraid. No better or worse than
theusud arlinefare. I'll stick them inthe microwave, and we' Il at least be full up until breskfast.” The



small kitchen was cleverly concedled and easy to manage. He put the dinnersin, set the controls, then
came back and pressed alarge square button on one of the bulkheads. A section opened outward,
cleverly reved-ing an impressve-looking bar.

“It'smore or less serve yoursdlf,” the copilot told them. “ Anything you might want is here. Hard stuff,
soft Suff, beer, wine—good wine—aswell as coffee, which Il start when we reach dtitude. Iceisinthe
hopper there, glassesin the bin. Trash goesin here, and dirty glasses go in this other bin over here.”

A bell went off, and he went back to the small kitchen. “Let’ ssee ... we' ve got Ddtafish, United
Sdlisbury steak, and USAIr lasagna. I'll just put them on the cold trays and set them on the table, and you
can fight over which one you want.”

“What about you and the pilot?’ Lori asked him.
“Oh, we haveto eat yet different meals, but that’ slater. Both of us ate before we came.”

He showed them how to unlock the seats so they would swivel once more and aso demonstrated that
they were nearly full reclinerswith anice footrest emerging when the backrest was lowered. Pillows and
blankets were above.

Lori didn't care which medl she got and wound up with the Salisbury steak. She couldn’t help noticing
that Terry had the fish and adiet Peps. Only the congenitaly thin acted like they were obese dl thetime.

“So—isthisit?’ she asked the two newspeople. “1 mean—no reporter?’

Terry chuckled. “Oh, ther€' Il be areporter, al right. Him-self.” She lowered her voice as deep as she
could. “John Maklovitch, CNN news,” sheintoned solemnly. “He [l meet up with usin Manaus. Flying in
from God Only Knows, asusud. In fact, he should beat usthereif his connectionswork out right. We'll
uselocal free-lancers. I’ ve dready set up with my counterpart from TV Brasl. Right now they think it's
fifty-fifty that the meteor will come down before dawn, so we' re going to try and catch its act asit comes
in, fromtheair. It would be neat if we could catch it hitting the earth, but they gtill can't predict exactly
where within acou-ple of hundred mileslast | heard, and it'll betraveling alot faster than we can.”

“Might be for the best we' re not that close when it hits, if it hitsland,” Lori noted. “A big onelikethis
could have the force of adecent-sized atomic bomb, in which case you’ d get everything you might
expect from abomb, maybe including radiation—the great mystery explosion a Tunguskain Siberiain
1908 was radioactive, athough that might not have been ameteor. The estimates | saw in the papers|
read today indicate that this might be the largest one in modern times. The shock wave alone will be
enor-mous, and the crater will be fantastic, like avolcanic ca-dera, very hot and possibly molten.”

“Soundslike fun,” Gus commented. “No chance thisthing isn’'t ameteor, though, isthere?’
“Huh?What do you mean? Little green men?’

“Wadll, | saswWar of the Worlds on TBS last week. Good timing.”

She laughed. “I serioudy doubt it. The only danger, and it’ svery remote, isthat thisis going to be
something like the Tunguska explosion | just talked about. Massive blast damage for hundreds of miles
with no evidence of what caused it. Many people think it might have been antimat-ter.”

“Auntiewhat?’



“Antimatter. Matter just like regular matter only with op-posite electrical charge and polarity. When
antimatter hits matter, they both blow up. Cancel out. Don't let that worry you, though. | never bought
the antimatter Siberian explosion. Nobody ever explained to mewhy it didn’'t cancel out when it hit the
atmosphereif it was. Others say it was a comet, athough there’ sno sign of the meteorite fal that would
accompany one. At least one mgjor Russian physicist thinksit was a crashed dien spaceship, but | don’t
think we have to take that one serioudy. Don’'t worry—it’ll be plenty big enough if it sthe Szethey
predict even after losing the bulk of its massin friction with the atmosphere. | hope it lands ether inthe
jungle or in the sea. Thetrack prediction | saw takesit over somefairly populous parts of Peruif it clears
the Andes. There' sno way they could evacuate dl that region, not in three days.”

“Don’t get Gushoping,” Terry cautioned. “If it came down in downtown Lima, he' d be so ecdtatic about
the photo ops, he wouldn't eventhink of the misery. And no matter what he says, he'dlove it to be an
invason from Mars. As| said, news photographers aren’t quite human.”

Guslooked sheepish. “Well, it ain't like this happens ev-ery day.”

“Infact, itdoes happen every day,” Lori told him. “Me-teor gtrikes, that is. It sjust thet the particles
hitting the Earth are usudly small enough that they burn up before they reach the ground and just give
pretty shooting starsfor folksto look at. The ones thatdo reach the ground are of-ten the size of peasor
s0, and mogt land in the ocean, in any case. It' sjust the Size of this monster that makesit so unusual.”

“Wdl, wherever it hits and no matter what damage it does, we' |l be the first on the scene,” Gustold her.
“That'sour job.”

“Actudly, we re praying for Brazil,” Terry added. “ The other organizations will be forced to use our
pool in that re-gion. If it goesinto Peru, well, there’ saton of broadcast teamsin there now from dozens
of countries and more ar-riving every day. We want to befirst and exclusive. If we re not, we re not
doing our job.”

“If itdoes land up in the upper Amazon, at or near the Peruvian border, it'll be hdll to get to on the
ground,” Lori pointed out. “No roads or airstrips up there, and what na-tives there are will be primitive
and not very friendly. But I’'m mostly worried about the idea of covering it fromtheair.”

“Huh?Why?

“Whileit’ shuge, it's not going to come down in one piece. Asit comes through the atmosphere, it'll
fragment. Some decent-sized chunks and ahuge number of little oneswill come off. Somewill belarge
enough to fal on their own over awide swath and cause enormous damage. Even so, on the ground you
can take advantage of some cover, and the odds of being hit by afragment in the open are till pretty
low. In the atmosphere, though, it will be extremely turbulent, and if even avery tiny fragment hitsthe
plane, it could be disaster. And when it hits, like | said, it’'ll be like an atomic bomb.”

“It'swhat we get paid for, Doc,” Gus commented, sounding singularly unconcerned. “ Can't cover awar
with-out gettin’ intheline of fireonceinawhile”

“I'mafraid he'sright,” Terry agreed. “Ligten, Doctor, if you fed it sridiculousto risk your life being with
us, we can rig up something on the ground for you to join in the comments, but we have to be where the
action s, risk or not. In this business you have to develop akind of insanity, sort of like being a
permanent teenager, taking risks and never thinking about the consequences. If not, we might aswell stay
in Atlantaand just cover the aftermath. We' re good at what we do, which iswhy so few of us get killed,



but reportersdo get hurt sometimes, even killed sometimes, in the pursuit of astory, and thisisamagjor
one. | thought that was understood. We' Il have aton of very famous sci-entists back in Atlantaand
around the country feeding stuff to the anchors from their safe officesin the States. You're the onewho'll
be on site. Y ou haveto think about that, and now.”

It was a sobering thought she hadn’t considered up to that point. Therewasrisk in this, not the career
risks and romantic risks she' d thought about before—those suddenly seemed very minor—butreal risk
to lifeand limb. Asthe meteor came in over the coast of west Africa, it would be-gin to burn and shatter,
and pieceswould begin to break off. Most would fal in the Atlantic, but by thetimeit reached the
Brazilian coadt, it would be quite low and quite hot and coming in incredibly fast. Those pieces would be
raining down over an area perhaps hundreds of mileswide. Parts of the country would look asif they had
been bombed by an enemy air force. Fortunately, the region wasin the main lightly populated, dthough
there would be some towns that would suffer. But if it cleared the Andes, it would rain over populous
portions of Peru like a carpet bomb attack. And there was nowhere that was totally un-populated
anymore except most of Antarctica

This could be amgjor disaster, and she was being taken right into the middle of it, as dangeroudy close
as possibleto get theright pictures.

Shecould die.

My God! No wonder they passed the buck to me! That probably was unfair, shetold hersdlf, but she il
wouldn't put it past them.

Of course, alot of science was achieved at great risk. The geomorphologists who worked with
exploding volca-noes took risks as amatter of routine; medicine and biology since well before the days
of Madame Curietook risksaswell. It could be adangerous business, but it usualy wasn't. Thelast
astronomer to take arisk greater than pneumoniafrom spending along, cold night at the tele-scope was
probably Galileo before the ecclesastical court in Rome.

Of coursg, it would be easier if sheredlywere here doing science, but she wasn't. There were teams of
top sci-entists al over the region doing that kind of work; with the level of prediction achieved by the
computers on this event, it would probably be the most studied and viewed happen-ing in contemporary
science. She had no equipment, no labs waiting back home for her findings and samplings, no support at
all. She was amouthpiece, awitnessfor the ca-ble TV audience.

Terry was getting abunch of papersout of her briefcase. “ Unless you want to bug out in Manaus, you'll
haveto sign these,” the producer told her, shoving the papers over. “| haveto fax signed copies back
when | arrive and then Fedex the originds. It' s mostly standard stuff.”

She took the papers and started to look through them. Thefirst was the persona rel ease—she agreed
that she had been told there was risk to thisjob and that she accepted the risk and wouldn't sue the
company if something hap-pened, in exchange for which they’ d cover all medica ex-pensesfrom
on-the-assgnment injuries. The second was the general waiver and promise to abide by the rules of the
cor-poration and do what she was asked to do, etc., etc. Thethird covered her under the group lawsuit
insurance policy in case she said something on the air that somebody esedidn’t like. The usud.

The fourth, however, was of more positive interest. It was basically a set of rulesfor an expense account
for aforeign assgnment, how to prepare one, what they would and would not cover, and thelike. The
list of what they covered was pretty damned extensive, but the rule gppar-ently wasto receipt everything
and giveit to Terry before, acertain cutoff date. And findly, there was an agreement that she would



work for up to seven days on this assign-ment astheir exclusive agent and on-camerarepresenta-tive as
afree-lance commentator, and licensed unlimited use of any and al footage and commentary given during
that period for the onetime fee of—my heavens! That was hundreds of dollarsper day !

“You look surprised,” Terry noted.
“I—I never expected to be paid for this.”

“You aren’t plugging a book, you haven't got aforth-coming PBS series or whatever, so you're hired as
afree-lancer. Just remember that your fee is based on doing satisfactory work and I’ m the one who
decidesif you do.”

Lori Sghed. Sheknew at that point that even if shewasn't being paid adime she' d haveto seeit
through, grit her teeth and go through with the whole thing. Very danger-ous or not, thiswas the chance
of alifetime, the potentia turning point in her life she' d abandoned dl hope of ever getting.

“I’'min,” shetold the producer.

Amazonia Rockfal Minus One

manaus lay sofar into the amazonian interior of brazilthat Snceitsfounding, its mgor connection to the
rest of Brazil and theworld aswell had been just the Amazon River. Although now it was possibleto
reach the city by road, the river and the airplane were the primary twin con-nectors of the city to the rest
of avilization.

Stll, Manauswas a very large city, born during the boom in gold and other treasures of the Amazon
discovered and developed in the nineteenth century. Great old houses and amagnificent if now rundown
center city, with itsold-world buildings defiant against the jungle, looking more like Lisbon at itsfinest,
displayed Manaus s past, and with the development of theinterior in full swing, it was some-thing of a
boomtown again. Itsairport, dways vita snce the founding of the nationd airline decades before, was as
grand and modern as any in the western world and was the main port of entry for foreign airliners, amost
asif Brazil wereintent on reminding al itsvistorsthat there was more to the country than Rio and Seo
Paulo. There were firgt-class hotel s here once more, with al the amenities of mod-ern civilization, andin
its bustling streets one could buy amost anything.

With a corporate credit card, it wasn't hard for the two women to pick up what they needed, although it
was a hardship to do so in the couple of hours dlotted to the task. Terry had to be back at the hotel ina
hurry; she' d been on the phone and fax in the hotel’ s business center dmost since arriving, and she il
had much to do. By the time they returned, messages had piled up, and before heading back down to the
business center, Terry told Lori to order from room service and unpack and repack as needed.

A bellman came up afew minutes|ater with afolder full of papers, and Lori looked them over after
being told they were from Terry. They turned out to be faxes of the latest computer summaries, including
maps and tracking data. It was now felt that the angle and velocity would not take the approaching
meteor over the Andes, which was arelief to Peru and Ecuador, of course, but the projections also
indi-cated it would track a bit north of the originad estimates.



She grabbed amap of Brazil and did aplot. If the pro-jections held up, it would luckily hit in one of the
remotest and least populated areas|eft in the country, but that would aso present new dangers. If
anything happened and the news crew went down in that region, they might never be found.

She decided to talk to the concierge. He was an old man with more Indian in him than anything else, and
it took lit-tleimagination to imagine him in the midst of thejunglein some primitivetribe.

“S, senhora Theregion, itisvery, very wild. The nativesthere, they till livein the old ways and would
not think too well of strangers. Strangers have cut, burned, de-stroyed much forest, many animals. Ruin

the land and ways of the peoples. Thosetribes, they will know of this. They will think anyone who come
iscometo Sted their forest. Best you no go there”

“WEe Il try not to land if we can avoid it,” she assured him. “What do you think the effect will be of the
meteor hitting there?” She knew he' d heard dl about it. Everybody had, and it was al anybody was
talking about.

“They will think it agod, or ademon, or both. They will be very afraid.”

She nodded. “Good. They will avoid the impact area, then. It might actualy be safeto at least inspect
the area af-terward.”

“What you say istrue of the natives, senhora, but | still would not land there or even fly asmdl plane
there”

“Oh?Why not?’

“Ah—how to put? There are certain people just over the border there who aso do not like strangers.”
Hewould say no more, but she got theidea. What a place to be heading for! One of the wildest jungles
left in the western hemisphere, with snakes and dangerous insects, fierce natives who would see any
stranger as adespoiler of their land, and not far away revolutionaries, drug lords, or worse seeing

strangers as spies or narcs.

She went on down to the business center to seeif any new information had come through. Terry wason
two phones at once but |ooked up when she saw the scientist walk in.

“Hold on aminute,” she said into both phones, then said to Lori, “Pick up that line over there—three, |
think. Y ou can get morethan | can from him.”

She wanted to ask who “him” was, but the producer was back on the phones again, so she went over,
punched linethree, and said, “Hello, thisis Dr. Sutton.”

“Ah! Somebody who speaks English, not telebabble!” re-sponded a gruff voice at the other end, avoice
with just atrace of acentral European accent.

“And who am | speaking to?’ she asked.
“Hendrik van Home.”

She knew him at once by reputation. Van Home was something of aliving legend among near-object
agtrono-mers. “Dr. van Home! It'san honor. Where are you? Chile?”



“Yes. Things are going quite crazy here. We ve had to get the army up to protect us.”
“You're under attack?’

“From theworld press, yes! It’sinsane! Those people— they think they own you! | amtold you are
goingto try to track it down by air.”

“If we can, moreor less. | doubt if we can bethere when it hits, but we should befirst over it after it
does, | would think.”

“Ah! I envy you! No onein living memory has seen such asight! Y our account will be very important,
Doctor, since you will be first on the scene. By the time that bu-reauicracy over there gets things set up,
thetrall will bedays or weeks old. You mug record everything—everything. Get adictating
recorder.”

She hadn’t thought of that. “1 will. I think I can get one herein the hotel. But—I have no ingruments. I’'m
with that same press, you know, and they’ re only interested in the story for the television.”

“Yes, yes. They said they didn’'t have room for such things since they had to have al their own
equipment,” he responded with total disgust in hisvoice. “Nevertheless, the Ingtitute for Advanced
Sciencein Brazil is sending over abasic kit. Get it on board if you can and useit. Tell themit'sa
condition of their permission to go. Lie, cheat, stedl. They deserveit, anyway. Do whatever you can.”

“I' will,” she promised. “ Do you have any hard data on the meteor, so | can know abit more what to

expect?’

“Not alot. It iscrazy. The spectrum changes dmost as you watch. Whatever it ismade of defiesany
sort of remote andlysis. It drives our instruments crazy! That iswhy we cannot even estimate itstrue
mass. Assuming it isvery hard minerd, though, we estimate that the object when it hitswill be et least a
hundred or more meters across. A hundred-plusmeters ! Think of it! There will be no doubt whenthis
one gtrikes. It will shake every seismograph in the world. Theimpact Site should be at |least the Size of
Meteor Crater in Arizona, perhaps larger and deeper. There will be atremendous mass expended into
the atmosphere by itsimpact, so be very cautious. It will aso be quite sometime cooling, whichisjust as
well. We ared| dying to know what its composition isthat can give these insane readings.”

“What do you mean by ‘insanereadings ?’ she asked him, curious.

“I mean that from scan to scan, from moment to mo-ment, the instruments start acting like there are
shortsin the systems. They'll give you any result and any reading you want if you just wait. It isamost as
if the object is, well, broadcasting interference aong atremendous range. Satel-lite photos, radar, and
laser positioning seem to be the only reliable things we can use. We know what it looks like, more or
less—and it’s unexceptiond in that regard—and its Size, speed, trgectory, and so on, but asto its
composi-tion—forget it.”

Thatwas weird. “What' sthe estimated impact time?’

“If it actslike aconventional meteor and staystrue, and if our best guess on massis correct, and if it
remainsrd-atively intact, it islikely to impact at about four-forty to-morrow morning.”

She nodded. Still in the darkness. If the sky was even partidly clear, it should be one of the most



spectacular Sghtsin astronomy.

She thanked van Home and hung up, then turned to Terry. “What' s the weather supposed to be over
that areain the early morning hours?’

“Hold on,” Terry said into the single phone she was now using. “What?’

“The wesather over the region we' re going to. They say impact before dawn, about four-forty.”
“Scattered clouds, no solid overcast at that hour.”

“Good. Then we should bein for quite a show.”

Lori wasredly getting into it now, the excitement of the event overtaking her fear. This, after dl, wasthe
kind of thing that had brought her into the sciences to begin with. Unlike some of the smal number of
other women in her field who' d studied with her, she hadn’t gone into physicsto prove any points. She
had goneinto it because, asachild, she' d stared up at the Milky Way on cloudless sum-mer nights and
imagined and wondered. She had glued her-sdlf to televisions during every space shot and had dreamed
of becoming an astronaut. She had even gpplied for the pro-gram, but competition was very siff, and so
far NASA hadn’t called.

NASA and the U.S. Air Force, of course, were tracking the meteor with satellite monitors and airborne
laboratorieswith al the most advanced instruments, but they wouldn’t be alowed in until well after the
impact. Lori’s news crew was going to be close, thefirst onesin, and they would, asvan Horne
reminded her, have the dl-important first im-pressions. A grandstand seet for the cosmic event of the
century.

Terry hung up the last of the phones. “ That’sit,” she said flatly. “Let’ s get this show on the road.”
“WEe releaving now?’

“Take your smallest suitcase and just pack three days worth, including some tough clothes just in case
we can get down near it.” Shelooked at her watch. “My God! Three 0’ clock! Let’sgo! We ve got to

beintheair in an hour!”

They went back up to the room quickly. “What' sthe rush? It’ s il thirteen hoursaway,” Lori pointed
out.

“WE re shifting our base for the evening to a private ranch closer to the fun. Took onehell of alot of
work to get permission from them, but they’ ve got the only arstrip in the entire region.”

“I didn’t thinkanybody civilized lived up there.”

“Wadll, ‘civilized' isamatter of opinion. Francisco Cam-posisn’t exactly agreat humanitarian. More like
across be-tween the Mafiaand the PLO.”

Lori gavealow whigtle. “How’ d you ever get him to agreeto help us?’
Terry grinned. “ Y ou' d be surprised at the contacts you have to develop in thisbusiness. Truthis, he' sso

afrad of theinevitable army of mediaand scientists and government officids, he' salowed usto bethe
initial pool while he treads water and triesto figure out how to handle what might be coming. It'sone



reason why we' re exclusive in the area. He' s been known to shoot down jet planes with surface-to-air
missles”

“Andthey let him juststay there?’

“He sinches over the border. He sworth more than the entire Peruvian treasury and has better arms
and maybe alarger army than the government. The Peruvians a so have enough trouble with their own
revolutionaries, the Shining Peth. Sort of aLatin American version of the Khmer Rouge. Compared to
them, Camposisamodd citizen.”

Inthe lobby Lori met the man Terry awaysreferred to as Himself for thefirst time. Helooked tall and
handsome and very much the network type; in hiskhaki ouitfit, tai-lored by Brooks Brothers, he looked
asif he' djust stepped off amovie set.

“Hdlo, I'm John Maklovitch,” he said in adeep, resonant voice that made Terry’ s parody seem right on
target. “'Y ou must be Doctor Sutton.”

“Yes. Pleased to meet you at last.”

“Had aproblem getting in,” he explained to them. “I wound up having to get here from Monroviavia
England, Miami, and Caracas.” Heturned to Terry. “ Everything set with Campos?’

She nodded. “As much as can be.”

“Let’sget cracking, then. It' s going to be one of those long, deepless nights, I'm afraid.”

Onceupintheair, it was easy to see why the natives would hate strangers. What once had been a solid,
nearly impenetrable jungle now had vast cleared areas, and other huge tracts were on fire, spilling smoke
into the air like some gigantic forest fire. It was asif the jungle had leprasy, the hedthy green skin pedling
away, revealing huge ugly blotches that were growing steadily. It was hard to watch, and after awhile she
turned away.

Maklovitch was going over his game plan with Terry and working over some basic introductory script
idess. “ The equipment dready there?’ he asked worriedly.

“They flew it in thismorning before coming back for us” Terry told him. “We have a couple of local
techniciansfrom RTB in place and checking it out. When we get there, we' Il do as many standups as
they want usto, time permit-ting, but then we fly. We' Il tape from the planeif we can and do live
commentary—audio isfirm and direct, and they can pick up the NASA pictures until they get our feeds.
It sthe best we could do with the equipment we had available. Plan isto take off about two and take a
position on the track of the meteor about four hundred miles out—that’ || be sufficient for usto link via
Manaus. Thenwefollow it in. Planis, if it comes down anywherein our area, we'll find it, circleand
shoot what we can, then get back to the ranch and raw feed whatever Gus has along with your standups.
Then, if it swithin a couple of hundred miles, we |l use one of Campos s helicoptersto get into the Site.
If it flattens as much of the jungle asthey say it will, we might be ableto land for astandup. If not, we'll
be able to get some pretty spectacular close-in pictures.”

“I hopethiswon't be like Matatowa,” the reporter sighed. * Everything set up for it to blow, haf amillion
bucks spent, and the damned earthquiake hits three hundred miles south. I’ d hate like hell to have this



thing drop into thelap of ABC.”

Their attitude was reassuring to the novice scientist. No talk of danger, no talk of risks, no
reservations—just how to get the story. It may have been foolish to dismiss those thoughts, but it was
asoinfectious. Maybe onedid have to be crazy to do many of the things others took for granted; maybe
those who took the risks were the ones who knew how to live, too.

“Y ou're going to have to be on your best behavior and bite your tongue at thisranch, Doc,” Terry sad
to her.

“Huh?’

“These areextremely dangerous guys,” she explained. “Nobody knows how many people they’ vekilled
or what they’ re cgpable of, but no matter how macho or weird they are, go with theflow. | haven't dedlt
with these guysface to face before, but I’ ve dedlt with their type in Colombia. The Nazis must have been
like these guys—smart, articu-late, well educated mostly, often charming and cultured, but nutty as
fruitcakes in the most psychopathic way. No com-ments, questions, or mora judgments. We' re not here
to do their story thistime. Let’ sjust doour job, okay?’

She nodded. “I’ll try and just stay out of their way if | can. Wewon't exactly have alot of time,
anyway.’

“WEe |l probably have one of them with us,” Maklovitch noted. “1 serioudy doubt if they’re going to like
alot of low-level photography of that region without some controls on their part. They’ll have aman with
us and another with the ground station just to make sure that nothing they don’t want seen gets out. Don't
worry too much about it, though; satellites can take better pictures of the region than Gus can.”

“Like hell,” the photographer growled. “ Give me an d-titude of just afew hundred feet and Il tell you
what’ sreal and what's camouflage. Besides, we don’t have alot of satellite coverage in the southern
hemisphere. They’ll be on their toeswith us. Bet on it.”

“Yeah, well, don't you go trying to get away with shots you know are taboo,” Maklovitch warned. “ This
thing' s dangerous enough asit is. It wouldn’t take much convinc-ing if we were to wind up dead and
burned from what they’l say isatragic accident with the debris from this me-teor. There re too many of
these crackpots down here for us to cause trouble with Campos. Let the powers that be han-dle that.
You just get the shots you' re being paid for and not the kind in the back of the head.”

The* Seat Belt” sign went on, and they heard the engines dowing; they were coming in on the Campos
argrip.

Darknessfdl fast in thetropics, and it was difficult to see much. It was clear that the strip wasn't
commercid cd-iber; it was bumpy ashell, and they could hear cinders hit-ting the wings and underside of
the plane as they taxied in and dowed to a stop.

It was almost seven-thirty; seven and ahdf hoursto go.

The door opened, and the heat and humidity streamed in. If anything, it seemed far worse than even
Manaus, a-though climatologicaly therewasn't alot of difference. A beat-up old station wagon, a
full-sized American mode not seen on U.S. roads in a decade, bounced up, and several men got out.
They carried submachine guns and looked in-credibly menacing.



One of the men shouted something to them in rapid Spanish, and Terry responded in kind. She turned to
them and said, “ Everybody’ s supposed to get into the wagon and go up to the main house. Air crew,

too. They say they’ll unload the rest of the gear and bring it dong. | think they’ re supposed to search the
plane—and the gear— athough they don’t say that.”

“No problem,” responded the voice of the pilot behind them. “They did this earlier today, athough Joel
and | just had to stand behind the wagon.”

Terry said something sharply to the men in Spanish, then explained, “I just told them not to touch the
communica-tions equipment and relays. If they get out of whack, we might aswell not be here.”

The Americans dl squeezed into the wagon, and the driver did in, put his Uzi between hislegs, and
roared off. Lori was glad to see that she wasn't the only one suddenly holding on for dear life.

The ride was mercifully short, and soon they werein front of an imposing Spanish-style structure that
seemed out of place in the middle of nowhere. Three men were wait-ing, two of whom had weapons and
looked like body-guards; the third was atall, dignified man who seemed to have stepped out of the
pages of some Latin nove. White-haired, including athick but extremey well-groomed mus-tache, his
skin almost blackened by the tropical sun, he nonethel ess was more Spanish than South American and a
far cry from the Brazilians they’ d been with the past day. He was a so the sort of man who clearly had
not only been handsome when young but had remanied so into advancing age.

So help me, he' s even wearing awhite suit! Lori thought, somewhat amused in spite of her nervousness
at being around so many guns.

John Maklovitch got out firgt, followed by the others. He gpproached the man in the white suit casudly
and nodded.“ Buenas noches,” he said in afriendly and seemingly un-concerned tone.

“And good evening to you, my friend,” responded the older man in adeep, rich baritone with only a
trace of an accent. “| am Francisco Campos, at your service. | must gpologize for al the guns and
procedures, but thisis avery dangerous area. To the west, we have some of the most ruthless
revolutionaries on this continent; to the east, some of the most savage tribes remaining on Earth. We have
arigid set of precautions, and athough someredlly are not gppropriate for your vist, it iseasier for my
men to main-tain their routine. The sort of men who are willing to live out here are not dways the most
intelligent, but they are good people.”

“We understand perfectly,” the newsman responded smoothly. “We were a bit concerned that they
might disturb our transmitting equipment. It's delicate and needs to be cdibrated asit wasin Manausthis
afternoon. If it’ sthrown out of whack, we will have disturbed you for nothing.”

“They have been derted by your technica staff here asto what to look for and what not to touch,”
Campos re-sponded. “ Please be assured that none of my men will harm your equipment in any way. Of
that | can assure you. But come, you will be eaten dive by the insects out here. Comeinside and relax. |
can get you drinks and perhaps alight supper.”

“Thank you. Y our hospitality ismost gracious. Uh—may | present my companions? The air crew you
have seen, but this young lady is my producer, Theresa Perez, and this other lady is Doctor Lori Sutton,
our science adviser for thisstory. Thetal one hereis Gus Olafsson, our camera-man.”

“Dédlighted to meet you dl,” he responded, bowing dightly. “Perez?’ hesaid quizzicadly. “You arefrom a
Latin country?”



“Some say that,” she responded. “Miami, actudly.”
“Cubano?’

“Partly. My father was—aMaridlito. My mother was from Grenada. But | wasbornin Florida” She
paused. “I gpologize and mean no insult, but we have to get set up and in communication with Atlanta.
We |l have to do one or two standups before we take off. They’ re dready running nearly continuous
coverage, and they’ |l be expecting us. Perhaps when we are done we can avail ourselves of your
generous hospitdity, but itis our job.”

He paused, and for amoment they weren't sure if he was going to take this as an insult, but then he
smiled and said, “Of course! | gpologize for my stupidity! Y ou see, we are very remote here, and
schedules, time clocks, and such are as foreign as snow to us.Mariana is our watchword here, | fear.
But there is but one meteor,d ?And it will not wait. | understand.” He turned to one of the other men and
barked some crisp ordersin Spanish quite different in tone from the one he was using with them, then
turned back to them.

“I have asked Juan, my son, to accompany you. With him aong, you will find few barriers. HisEnglishis
fairly good, so you should not need the lovely Senorita Perez to trandate, and Juan isavery good
helicopter pilot who can assist when you need it.” He paused again and for the first time seemed dightly
nervous. “ This meteor—it ishuge, yes?’

“Very large,” Maklovitch acknowledged. “Maybe the biggest thing to hit the Earth in thousands of
years”

“What will happen whenit hits, if | may ask? Here, for example.”

Lori decided it wastimeto take over. “ Senor, | don’t think we should mince words. Perhaps nothing,
athough the last track | saw takesit within 150 kilometers of here. There will be debris, some of it
possibly aslarge as heavy rocks and some of it extremely hot. The explosion itsdf when it landswill be
gigantic, like an exploding volcano or worse. How much of the effect you'll get here, whether fallout of
rocks or blast damage, will depend on how closeit hits. Make no mistake—if it does not clear the
Andes, and we do not beieveit will, it will hit within a150-kilometer radius of this estate. Within fifty,
you will suffer some strong damage. Within a hundred, some minor dam-age andogous to an earthquake
about that far away. | would certainly take some precautions to secure things, tie them down, get
breakables off shelves, that sort of thing, but | wouldn’t panic. The odds are very good you won't bein
the direct path—but you will know when it comes.”

Campos seemed impressed by this. “I thank you. | will dowhat | can to * batten the hatches,” asthey
say, then watch you and pray.”

“They hooked up arelay to the house?” Maklovitch asked, impressed.
“No, no. | will watch you on my satdlitetelevison. On CNN.”

The reporter seemed momentarily taken aback. “ Good heavend!” he muttered, more to himself than to
the others. “I wonder if the ratings people know about placeslike this?’

Just then afigure emerged from the house, summoned apparently by one of the bodyguards.



There was no question that Juan Campos was the son of Francisco, but there was adifference far
greater between them. What was handsome and cultured on the older man seemed somehow raw and
violent in the younger, dmost asif the veneer of civilization had been stripped off with the years. His hair
was long and black, his mustache was large and bushy, and the eyes were—well,mean. He wore green
military fatigues that showed custom tailoring and combat boots, and the leather gun belt around hiswaist
held a hol-ster with amean-looking automatic pistol sticking out of it.

Lori thought, but didn’t dare say, that the younger man looked amost like the generic poster of aL atin
American revolutionary.

Francisco introduced them around, and the younger man nodded to each in turn, giving each of the news
team a pen-etrating sare, asif he were trying to memorize every detail he could see about them.

Finally he said, in avoice both deeper and more gruff than hisfather’ saswell as more heavily accented,
“All right. Wego.”

Terry gave Lori asudden look that was understood al-most ingtantly; thiswasn't their guide but their
keeper, and no matter what kind of bastard he was, he wasin charge.

They waked around the very large haciendatoward some large outbuildingsin the rear, and dmost
instantly they could see where the crew had set up. A smdl areaagainst anondescript green-painted
barn was being test lit by some very bright portable lights, and a generator rum-bled to give the whole
thing power. Gus was happy to see that they’ d brought his gear around, and the crew, dmost dl
Brazilians, had already unpacked some of it and set up for the spot.

Terry looked around in the darkness. “Too bad we couldn’t get a better backdrop,” she commented.
“This could just aswell be Macon County with that barn.”

“No photographs of the ranch,” Juan Campos growled. “Y our plane or thisbarn only.”

She shrugged. “Too bad. John will have to carry the re-moteness with his personality.”

The reporter chuckled, but then he turned to Juan Cam-posto get the other ground rules straight. “What
do you want meto say about wherewe are?’ he asked. “Just that we' re on aremote airstrip well insde

thejungle, or can | say more?’

“Y ou may mention my father and his hospitality,” the man in green responded. “In fact, we want you to
do so. But do not mention me or what you have seen here.”

“Fair enough. Uh—for the record, what does your father officialy grow and export from here?’

“Bananas,” Juan Campos responded flatly. Terry rolled her eyes, and Lori had ahard time not laughing
in spite of the danger. It wasdl too, well,comic book, red asit might be.

“Doc, you and John stand over there against the barn,” Terry instructed. “We want to play with the
lighting, and Gus wants a cameratest. We' |l have to adjust to get rid of some of the shadows. John, I'm
going to talk to base and see what they want and when.”

They were aready getting bitten by al sorts of small insects—amedical crew had met them at the
arport in Manaus and had filled them with shots, but in spite of that and libera doses of
industria-strength bug repellent on the plane, Lori was still not sure what was biting her or how hard it



would beto look into a cameraand not keep scratching and swatting. Thoughts of n bugsand
malariamosguitoes came to her unbidden. Oncein the lights, though, the little bastards seemed to gang
up in swarms. It was going to be avery tough few minutes with those lights on.

Almogt as surred wasthe little Brazilian man with the pancake and smdl kit of makeup who actudly
camein and touched both of them up while Gustook his own swest time doing histestsand aso
rearranging the lighting. Fi-naly the main lights went off, leaving them with enough dectric light to see but
gill giving an dmost eerie sense of darkness after that brightness.

“Can’'t do with available light and get a decent shot here,” Gustold them, “but | think we can manage
with just the one portable light there.”

He seemed obliviousto the bugs. “ Aren’t you getting esten dive, Gus?’ Lori asked him. “How can you
keep that steady?’

“Aw, shucks, thisain't no worse than aMinnesotalakes summer,” he responded casudly. “Up there the
bugs got to get in dl their esting in areal short time. Y ou catch ‘ skeetersin little teeny bear traps.”

“Yeah. Sure” Sheremembered an old boyfriend once saying that anybody who started something with
thewords“Aw, shucks’ should be closaly watched and never totally trusted. Gus wanted everybody to
think of him asjust a country hick from the Minnesota backwoods, but this was a man who made aliving
as afree-lance cameraman for foreign correspondents. She couldn’t help but wonder what that country
hick act concealed. Perhaps he was the type of person nobody couldever redly know.

It was amusing to watch Maklovitch at work. He d stand there with his scribbled notes, lights on,
camerarunning, and go through the shorthand script severa times, often stopping and looking disgusted
and then arting dl over again. Occasonally he' d examine himself in thetiny mon-itor and call for
somebody to adjust his hair or put alittle makeup here or there, and then he' d so go back and forth
with someone on the microphone asif he were on the tele-phone. 1t was amoment before she redlized
that hewas sort of on the telephone; he had an earpiece connected to the large apparatus benesth the
satdlite dish just beyond and was clearly in direct communication with Atlanta

Suddenly he looked around. “Doctor Sutton!” he called.

13 YS?!

“Get over herel We want to introduce you and go over theinitial spot.”

She hurried over, suddenly as self-conscious of her ap-pearance as Maklovitch was of his, but it was
too late to do much about it.

Terry came up to her and handed her an earpiece smilar to the reporter’s. She stuck itin her ear. A
small micro-phone was clipped to the front of her blouse.

“Hdlo? Doctor Sutton? Y ou reading us?” aman’ svoice cameto her.
She was suddenly panicked, unsure of how to reply.

Maklovitch was an old hand at this sort of thing and said, “ Just talk. That little mike you have on will
pick you up. Just use anorma tone. It' s pretty sengtive.”



“Uh—yes, | hear you fine,” she responded, fegling sud-den panic and stage fright.
“All right. We'll be coming to your location after the next commercid spot.”

“That can take twenty minutes,” Maklovitch commented dryly. Then he said to her, “It'sgoing to be
easy. Just relax, I'll make someintroductory remarks, introduce you, then ask you the same kind of
guestions we ve asked dl dong. They might have afew extraquestions aswdll, but don’t expect
anything complex or anything you might not be ready for. Thisisn't brain surgery, and the audience aren't
physicists. Okay?’

She nodded nervoudy. Up until now this was the one thing she' d thought the least about; now, oddly, it
was the thing that was making her the most nervous, and she tried desperately to cam down.

“All I want to do isnot make afool of mysdf,” shetold him honestly.

“Don’'t worry. You'll do fine. The one problem isthe au-dio. You'll be hearing two channels at once
sometimes— the director or supervising producer in Atlantaand the anchors. Just don't let it confuse
yw.”

The next few minutes were something of ablur, but al thoughts of the discomfort, the lights, the bugs,
and the heat and humidity faded. She remembered being asked, “Isthere any danger that thisasteroid is
large enough to cause worldwide problems?” and answering reflexively.

“If you mean the sort of thing that wiped out the dino-saurs, anuclear winter, no,” shetold them. “At
least not from the figures I’ ve seen so far. Wedid have anear misswith an asteroid that might have done
usinafew yearsback, but thisisn't in that league. Still, it isavery large ob-ject, reatively speaking, and
there will be some very nasty aftereffects. We might well have some globa cooling for aperiod of years,
much asif acouple of very big volcanoes erupted at the same time, and, depending on the upper-level
winds here, an even more dramatic effect on the South American and possibly African continentsfor
sometime. It will beimpossible to say anything for sure until we seeit hit.”

“Then we don't haveto find asurvivaist with afalout shelter,” one of the distant anchors said jokingly.

“No. Although if you'reliving in the western Amazon basin and know somebody with one, it might not
be abad idea,” she responded.

There was more of that sort of question and answer, but considering she wasn't even going on current
data, there was, shereflected, nothing she could say that any nonsci-entist might not have said from
somewherein the States.

Still, when the light went down and somebody, probably Terry, said, “ Okay, that’ s enough for now,”
Lori felt dmost sunned, not quite remembering what had gone on. Almost everything—their questions,
her replies, even her annoy-ances—seemed distant and unfocused, beyond remembering clearly. She
was suddenly afraid that she' d just made an ab-solute fool of herself on nationa television.

Terry came up to her and asked, “Well, what do you think about the new data?’

“Huh? Oh—sorry. It'sdl something of ablur. New data?’

“Yeah. Impact point ninety kilometers west southwest of herein—" Shelooked at her watch. “—about
three hours, give or take.”



“They'rethat certain? There are so many variables. ..”

“NORAD’s computers are pretty good these days, | hear, since they got into such hot water over
muffing even thecontinent Skylab was gonna hit some years back. If this as-teroid hadn’t gone into
unstable low Earth orbit, they might be guessing till, but it’ s deteriorating now right on sched-ule. They
fed in the wobble and decay characterigtics, and their computers came up with the predicted mass, and
that was the missing element. They say they’ re ninety-plus per-cent sure. Didn’t you hearanything !”

“I—lheard it, but it just didn’t regigter. | guess| was just too nervous.”

The producer grinned. “ Y ou did fine. Look, we'll keep getting data for the next hour or so, and if this
prediction continues to hold, we' Il do one more standup and then it’ s off to the plane. Takeit easy, relax.
Don Francisco's men brought out some sandwiches and drinks. Take the coffee, go easy on the beer,
and don't touch that sangria—it’ slike a hundred and fifty proof.”

She looked over at the small but €l egant-looking spread. “1 see Gusisn't taking your advice on the
sangria,” she noted.

“Aw! He' sacameraman. He has areputation to uphold.”

Lori was much too excited and nervous at that point to think about putting anything in her somach, so
she wan-dered over to where the technicians were monitoring the steady satellite feed and listened to the

program.

It appeared that there would be no fewer than a dozen instrument-laden airplanes doft at rockfal, after
al, d-though Lori’ s group would be the on-site news pool. If nothing e se, thiswould be the most
covered impact in his-tory, witnessed and monitored by more people around the world than any other.
And even though they would have aringside sedt, the best view would be from the big tracking
telescopesin Chile, which could lock on to the meteor whileit was still coming in. She only prayed this
wouldn’t be another one of those overhyped duds astronomica sci-ence was famousfor. If the thingdid
break up asit entered the atmosphere, or if the resistance was stronger and the an-gle less steep than
projected, it might be nothing more than an anticlimatic meteor shower with very little reaching the
ground. Still, thisrock was so large thatsomething would hit, and it would be bigger than abasebdl, that
wasfor sure.

If it did hit with redl force, it would be very dangerous, but then they’ d be in the perfect postion to view
the im-pact. The newspeople were concerned only with their pic-tures and an event opportunity which
alowed them to build audience and sdll diet plans and commemorative plates and such viacommercids,
she wanted to be in the neighbor-hood when abig one hit and see it just afterward. It was the chance of
alifetime

Terry was preoccupied with her clipboard, which was constantly being updated to the point where it
resembled the tracks of drunken worms more than a comprehensible schedule, listening to cues and the
remote director’ s queries and commands from thetiny transceiver shewore likeahearing ad in her left
ear. Obliviousto anything beyond the moment, she was startled to the point of near shock when
somebody grabbed her rump and squeezed.

“Howdare you!” she spit, whirling around, only to see theleering grin of Juan Campos. Hewas
obvioudy high, possibly from drink—he smdled like it, anyway—»but o, possbly, from something
more. “Y ou touch me again and | will grab your ballsand twist them off!” she snapped in Spanish.



Hejust grinned and gave alow chuckle. “ Spirit. | like apretty girl with spunk.”
“Youareapig!” she snapped. “Would you dishonor your father’ s hospitaity in his own home?’

“My father isan old man,” Juan Campos responded. “In histime he did as much and more, but now he
remembers himsdf only asagentleman. He stsherein his paace and actsthepatron, Eton Francisco,
the great benefactor of hispeople. It is| who now makeit al possible, not him.”

“Shdl wetdl him that? Heisnot far.”
Campos dtiffened. “Y ou will notapproach my father!”

“Then wewill approach him together and ask him what he thinks of his son’s behavior to hisguest!” She
started to-ward the house, and he suddenly reached out, grabbed her arm, and pulled her violently back.

High or not, there was ahomicidal, lunatic look in his eyes and manner, the kind of dark malevolence that
would give anyone chills.

“All right, bitch! For now! But you will not ways bein this place and so—protected. Y ou forget where
you are and how long ajourney you have to get anywhere el se!”

And with that, he faded back into the shadows.

Terry put on agood, tough front, and shewas tough after al she' d been through in her job, but shewas
badly shaken by the encounter. It was a sudden mentd free-fal back to Earth, areminder of just how
dangerous this place and these people were and how vulnerable she and her people were, too.

She hoped that one of those damned meteors would strike the bastard or perhaps wipe out thiswhole
sordid place, but she knew that there would be no such luck. Her father’ s caution years ago, when she'd
first gone out on her own, floated back to her. “ Always remember that God reignsin heaven,” he'd told
her, “but Satan rulesthe Earth.”

Perhaps, she thought sourly, she’ d seen so much of the latter’ sevil, she just took it for granted.

John Maklovitch came over to her. “We ve got one quick standup in five minutes, then we' d better get
totheplane” hetold her. “It'scoming in.” He was suddenly aware that she was hardly listening.
“Something wrong?’

“The pig of ason just made amove on me and threat-ened me,” shetold him.
The newsman nodded. “I figured as much. Think you can handle him?’

“Alone? Sure. I’ ve got ablack belt, remember? But against him and some cronieswith their big
guns—well, I’'m not so sure. Besides, what would the old man do if | broke his son’s neck? We' ve got
to getout of here, you know.”

He thought amoment. “Maybe, but I'll report it in to the studio so they’ Il know to check up if something
happens af-ter the story. Nobody is dumb enough to do anything until we re breaking down. Tell you
whét . . . Y ou remember the massacre in Chad? Why don't we just try the same gim-mick? I'll have
sound rig atrigger switch on the remote mike for me. Stick closeto me, and if he pulls anything, at least
hel'll be broadcasting it back to the studio. Y ou can imagine what the old man would belikeif he heard



that on hissadlite TV!”
She gave him aweak smile. “Thanks, John. Let’s get this show on the road!”
He hesitated amoment. “What about the doc? Think she'll get the same treatment?’
“I dunno. Maybe. She’ skinda old and frumpy for Juan,
but some of these other guys—you haven't seen many
women around here.” Shesighed. “Weé llall stick close”
The second spot went smoothly, and then everybody

started to move fast. Gus and an assstant from the Brazilian network gathered their materia and headed
for the front of the big house; the sound man, aso Brazilian, suck with the newsman and the two women,
his portable pack ener-gized. Neither Maklovitch nor Terry said anything about Juan to Lori; no sensein
aarming her unnecessarily and then possibly having to spill the backup plans where other ears could hear.

“WEe Il be on dmost continuoudy from about five or ten minutes before anything shows up right through
the strike and aftermath,” the newsman warned the scientist. “ Just comment on what you see and don't
worry about what’ s going out. Just remember to watch your language.”

“I'll try,” sheassured him. “I’m getting used to it now. | think once I’ m away from this place, well, it'll be
morerdaxing.”

“I' know what you mean. We have to return and drop off the backup tape and the like for uplink, but
we |l haveto play it by ear from that point. If the main body hits any-where within 150 or so miles of
here, asit’s supposed to, we' |l probably have to use Don Francisco’ s helicopter to getin close. I, for
one, want to seeit close up after it hitsif conditions permit and before the military and scientific teams get
in and gtart blocking everything off. Stll, if the thing looks like anuclear blagt, it might be too dangerous.”

“It till depends on how much burns away and whether it fragments,” Lori told him. “But if it' sagood
gze, it'sgoing to beavery nasty sght.”

They took the station wagon back to the plane with guards and the technica crew riding in atruck
behind. The pilot and copilot were there, looking alittle uncomfortable and anxiousto be off, but they
helped the crew stow its gear.

“Wait aminute and let me and Hector here check the re-mote exterior cameras,” Gus asked them. He
and his Brazil-ian associate climbed aboard, and in a couple of minutes Gus stuck his head back out and
said, “Come on in! Gonna be kinda crowded, though.”

Terry walked up to the plane and went inside and saw immediately what Gus meant.

Sitting in the last row were Juan Campos and a big smelly bodyguard.

Campos grinned when he saw Terry. “Comein, comein! Wearedl one big happy family here, no? ?

It wasfifty-nine minutesto rockfal.



The Beach at Ipanema, Before Sunrise

IT WASNEARLY DESERTED BEFORE DAWN, THISBEACH THAT WA Sfamousin song and
story but would, before the morning was run, be crowded almost to bursting with bodies craving the sun
and wind and waves. He liked the waves, the warm bodies wearing nothing or nearly so, the fun and
generdlife of it dl, and he came here often to watch, often enter-tained most by the reactions of
puritanical American tour-ists seeing their first nude and topless bathersin what was basically an urban
resort, but he liked thistime, too, when he could still hear the waves, smdll the salt air, and seethat,
indeed, there was sand on the beach.

The homeless, particularly the bands of pitiful, roving children, were aso pretty much absent now,
huddled away in corrugated cartons, abandoned buildings, and other hide-aways, away from those who
might prey even on them. Also absent for the moment were the hustlers, con men, pickpockets and petty
thieves who roamed the area near the beach.

Not that he was done, nor did he particularly want to be. Here and there, walking along the waves,
barely visiblein the beginnings of false dawn, were occasiona couples and a determined jogger, and, up
on thewalk, abig manin acolorful shirt was either waking two enormous dogs on leashes or they were
walking him. In the small cafes within sight of the beach there was dready activity asthey pre-pared for
the morning ondaught of tourists and urban es-capees, and as dwaysin Brazil, the overpowering aroma
of brewing coffee was beyond even the abilities of the morn-ing breezes to completely dissipate.

This, infact, was hisfavorite period of any year or season, when he was not working, and had nowhere
to go, and could just walk around and enjoy the sights, sounds, smells, and, yes, people.

That would surprise those who' d known him over the long course of hislife or even the few who
currently knew him more than casualy. He liked people; he genuinely liked them, else he' d never be here
and certainly wouldn't be stuck in thisrut. He just couldn’t, wouldn't getclose to in-dividua people, not if
he could help it. No matter how good or how wonderful or fascinating they were, they had afata flaw,
al of them, that would eventudly breegk his heart.

People grew old. Peopledied.

That waswhy he particularly relished timeslikethis. A few weeksin atown far from hisnorma haunts,
an anorn-ymous stranger to everybody he might meet. And they in turn were here temporarily from,
usualy, very mundane pursuits, here to have agood time and be convivia and then go home.

Solong ashedidn’t stay very long or they remained an even shorter time, al was equd. The people
he' d met, the experiences he' d had while on these faraway holidays, were golden; they were, in fact,
what kept him going. No matter who he met, they were equals, and, at least in his mind, they would
always stay that way, for he could be close and friendly or cold and distant asit suited him to be, and
those people with whom he interacted would be forever young, forever dive, because he would never
see or hear of them again.

Heliked this age, too, or at least he liked things more from this age onward. Those who idealized the
past, whether recent or ancient, should have had to live through and endureit. Then, perhaps, they would
appreciate what they now had and just how far things had come.



It dso continued to astonish him how much of history duplicated itsdlf, sometimesin the smdlest details.
It would have astonished even grest Caesar to know that he, or one nearly histwin, had crossed the
Rubicon before, and what measure of futile toil had been done on a Great Wall for in-ner Chinalong
before thefirst brick waslaid for that wall in thisworld; to know that Michelangelo could accomplish
more than one David—and more than one Sistine Chapd; that Great Zimbabwe had stood before,
amost but not quite on the same exact spot, and that Alexander had marched and Aristotle had thought
not once but over again on more ancient ground. That Cyril, whom they would make a saint, would again
and again commit the atrocity of burning the greet library a Alexandria, and, once again, what remained
of Greco-Roman writings would be preserved for Europe against Europe’ s best efforts by black Songhai
a itslibrary in great Timbuktu. Only the Hindus seemed to know, asthey dways did, that the cosmic
whed eterndlly came back again and again to the same place.

He understood why thiswas 0, that the first natural de-velopment of Earth had been recorded through
himin avast data base so distant that none here could comprehend such agulf and that “reset” meant just
that, not arandom restart, lest the experiment be spoiled.

He knew more or lesswhat he was and had his own dim memories of before, but even now hefound it
more and more difficult to recall specific details, to remember al that much. The human brain could
manage only so much. It was not afactor with these mortas, who died before they approached afraction
of their capacity, but for such ashimit was. . . pooled off.

Stll, therewere differences, there were dways differ-ences, but until now, through the countless
centuries that preceded it, they were rdatively minor ones. Even mgjor changes tended to rectify
themsdves over time, dlowing history to rgoin the origina flow. Still, he hadn’t remem-bered the
collgpse of the Soviet Union at any point in thisage, nor the cregping fascism edging out idedigtic if no
less abhorrent communism. It was so hard to remember, but that change had jolted him as nothing else he
could remember with its sense of wrongness. If such amgjor departure was somehow alowed, did that
mean that the experiment was in-evitably corrupted or that perhaps thistime history was run-ning true?
Certainly it would delay space exploration and colonization, perhaps for a century or two. Herecalled
fleting snippets of time spent in the Soviet Mars colony. It was so long ago, and the thought was so
fragmented, he could not be certain if it was atrue memory or not, but hefdt that it was. It sure wouldn't
be now. 1t would be inter-esting to see whichwould be the nation to get out to the stars. Or wasthere
ill some “rectification” to come?

It bothered him, not so much in principle—he didn’t re-dly careif thingswent differently or not, let one
who did what—but the mere fact that the difference existed at all. It seemed far too big to “rectify.”
Something just as bad or worse might well come out of it al, but it seemed far too huge a departure for
correction, and, lost memories or not, he was certain that a change this magjor had never happened
before.

Could it be some new glitch in the system? He hoped not. Heprayed not. He wanted no more of that
sort of thing, and anyway, if it was aglitch, the emergency pro-gram should call him and provide ameans
for him to come and fix things. That hadn’t happened. And it wasn't asif, at this stage of technologica
development, he could just hop aboard an interstellar spacecraft and steer for one of the old portals.
These people had barely made it to the moon the old-fashioned way, and when they had, they’d lost
inter-est. He could never comprehend that; it seemed like socia devolution. Oh, well . . .

His thoughts were suddenly broken by the sight of a cou-ple standing on the walk above looking out a
the sea. There seemed something decidedly odd about them, but he couldn’t figure out what it was.
Curiosity and the lack of anything better to do took him toward them. He saw that the woman wasin a



whee chair—one of the elaborate, ex-pensive, motorized kinds. There was something odd about the
man, more than the fact that he was overdressed for the areaand the occasion, something in theway he
stood, in the carriage of his head, and in the sunglasses he was wear-ing.

It was enough to draw him closer to them. One did not often see ablind man and awheelchair-bound
woman out on these streets atany time, particularly on their own. Per-hapsthey were merely
naive—thieves and muggers were not at al uncommon near the beach, and this couple wasin no position
to ether defend themsalves or give chase should they be threatened with violence. But he admired their
courage and their obviousinsstence that just because they were both handicapped did not mean that
they were going to shut themsalves away for therest of their lives.

Thewoman sat oddly in the whedlchair, a position no one would naturaly assume. A quadriplegic, most
likely, with some limited control of at least one hand and arm suf-ficient to move the power joystick but
not much else. Shelooked to bein her early to mid-forties, an attractive woman with short brown hair
and lively eyesthat seemed to pick up everything in aglance. She saw the stranger ap-proaching and said
something to her companion, who nod-ded.

The man had on awhite business suit and awell-knotted dark tie and wore a broad-brimmed Panama
hat. He was a handsome man, too, perhaps a shade older than the woman, with signs of gray in the black
hair that emerged benegth the hat, and he wasfairly tal, amost a head tdler than the man who was now
walking toward him. He aso had alook about him one saw only in this country—a curious mixture of
nationalities, part Amerind, part European, part black, that had merged over the past four centuriesinto a
unique and digtinct new race, the Atlantic Brazilian.

“Good morning, sir and madam,” the smal man greeted them in an oddly accented but still very good
Brazilian Por-tuguese didect. He could see them both tense, asif they both had dso just redlized their
vulnerability. “Pleaserest easy. | was smply walking along and could not help notic-ing you here. Thisis
not aterribly safe place, you know.”

“I was bom only two kilometers from here,” the man re-sponded in a deep, elegant baritone. “1 have no
more fear of this place or these people than would you.”

“What ishe saying, Tony?" the woman asked in English with aclipped British Midlands accent. “I’'m
afraid | can’'t make out more than aword or two.”

The stranger immediately switched to English. “I’'m sorry, | hadn’t realized that you both weren't locals.”
His accent was till odd, but the words were clear.

“Jugt smal talk, my dear,” the blind man assured her.
“| digtinctly got theimpression of awarning,” she per-sisted.

“I was just saying that thisis a dangerous area these days, what with so many homeless youth gangs,
thieves, and thelike around,” the smal man explained.

“And | told him | wasvery familiar with the area,” her companion added.

“Wall, | said much the same,” the woman noted. “Y our memories of this beach are about twenty years
out of date.”

“Y ou do not live here, then?’ the small man asked.



“No,” responded the Brazilian, “welivein Sdisbury, in England, actualy. But | have been promising
myself that | would return home someday no matter what, and after pass-ing up previous opportunities, |
decided that thiswasthetime.”

“Y ou are staying with family, then?” The small man hes-itated, feding suddenly abit embarrassed. “I'm
sorry. My nameis David Solomon—Captain David Solomon.”

“Air force?’

“No. Merchant. My shipistheSumatra Shell out of Bah-rain. One of those huge supertankersfilled
withail. | live aboard her for four months at atime, going back and forth from wherever thereis crude ail
to where they want meto unload it, seldom getting off for more than afew hoursor aday a atime.
When I’'m rotated off, | like to cometo places| either have never been or haven't beentoin avery long
time”

“| shouldn’t think that someone with aname like yourswould be too welcomein Bahrain,” the man
responded. “1, by the way, am Joao Antonio Guzman, and thisismy wife, Anne Marie. | generaly use
‘Tony’ asafirst name because, frankly, the British do aterrible job on * Joao.” They ill pronounce Don
Juan as Don Jew-an, you know.”

“I canimagine,” the captain replied. “ And you' reright. I'm Jewish, and that’ s neither popular nor even
particularly lega in the Gulf, but nobody redlly minds so long as| stay out of Saudi Arabia. Besides, | am
aso Egyptian, which helpsagreet ded in such things. In fact, for practica rea-sons|’m listed on my
documents as a Coptic Christian. No-body ever cares or checks, and frankly, asreligiousy observant as
| am, onefaithisas good as another. In any event, I’'m not there long when I’'m there, and quite often I'm
nowhere near Modem territory. I’ ve been running from Brunei to Sydney most recently, and neither of
them gives adamn what religion | might be. Certainly my Dutch em-ployersdon’t.”

“And you' re here on holiday, then?” Tony Guzman asked him. “Firgt time?’

“Firg timein—avery long time. I've rented asmall cot-tage at outrageous rates afew kilometers south
but still near the beach. | just started walking and wound up here thismorning. | like to watch the sun

nse.

“Asdowe” Anne Marietold him. “It’'s such ahuge, warm sun at this latitude. Tony, of course, can’t
Seeit come up except in hismind' s eye, but he can fed it, and of course he has many more of thesein his
memoriesthan | do, growing up here. We did this yesterday, too, taking ataxi from the hotel.”

“Thenyou're not staying with family?”

“I havelittle family left here now. None close,” the man told him. “ The few that are | eft tend to be
uncomfortable ether with my condition or with the fact that | married an Englishwoman and am now a
British citizen.”

“And one that makes themmore uncomfortable,” Anne Marie put in.

“Wadll, | don't find either of you uncomfortable,” he said with a casua honesty they ingtantly knew was

red. “Infact, | find you very interesting people, and | salute you for not |etting anything get in the way of
your enjoyment.”



“Do you have awife? Children?” Anne Marie asked him.

He shook his head. “No, no one, I'm afraid. The kind of life | lead, the kind of job, just doesn't lend
itsdlf to mar-riage, and I’m unable to have children, so that point is moot.”

She sighed. “That’ s one thing we have in common. | used to be able, it’ strue, but going through it would
havekilled me, they said.”

“Y our accident was early, then? Sorry—again, | don’t mean to pry. If you' d rather not discussit, we'll
dropit.”

“Oh, | don’t mind abit. I minded theaccident, and I’d much rather be walking about and fed something
below the armpits, but | certainly don’t mind talking abouit it. | just wish it were more spectacular than it
was, redly, soI’d have astory to tell. An IRA bomb perhaps, or an aircraft accident, or perhaps a sport
injury, but it was nothing so dramatic. Truthis, | don’t even remember it. It waswinter, | was sound
adeep in the family car coming home from some Christmas visit to relatives, we hit apatch of ice, did off,
and rolled down an embankment. | was dways asound deeper, so dl | remember istumbling and some
very sharp pain in my neck and back, and that’ sit. | woke up unable to move anything below the neck.

Y ears of therapy got meto this point, where | stuck. There re just no more connec-tions to make.”

“Minewas abit moreexotic,” her husband added. “1 was apilot for Varig, and we had fuel and
mechanical problems coming into Gatwick. We camein al right, but the nose whed collgpsed on landing,
and we did off the sde of the runway and into aground control radar hut. The base was concrete. All the
passengers survived with only minor injuries, but we hit the small building head on. It shattered the
windscreen, which isvery hard to do, and crumpled in apart of the nose around the cockpit. My co-pilot
had eeven broken bones and eventually lost hisleg. I, on the other hand, had a piece of metd driven
right into my skull. | have avery large meta plate in my head that makesit impossible for meto withstand
airport security today— you should see their expressions when they use the hand scanner!—and
athough thereis nothing wrong with the eyes themsalves that we know of, there was interna bleed-ing
and damage, and I’ ve been unable to see since. | spent three yearsin British hospitals of one sort or
another and remained there, partly because | had little to come hometo and partly because, with the
military government in power here and Brazil in such abad shape economicaly, | could get much better
carein the English system. Besides, | had to relearn even the basics of balance and get my confidence as
adghtless man, and the therapy was quite good. | met Anne Mariewhile | was ill in therapy.”

“Y ou shared hospitas?’

She laughed. “No, by that time |’ d been thisway for years. But | found | could sit and rot at home,
watching the telly and being spoon-fed by doting relatives and nurses, or | could get out and do
something. When an old friend of Father’ swho' d been working in the physical therapy wards voiced
frugtration that many people with relatively minor disabilities compared, say, to my own were so
depressed and suicida that they put themselves beyond help, | thought | might be able to do something.
After dl, if you'velost anarm, or legs, or even your eyes but you are confronted with someone with a
more serious disability, like me, actualydoing something, what sort of excuse do you have?’

The captain liked them more and more as he heard their stories.
“In truth, we are one person,” Tony Guzman noted. “Most of meworksal right, except my eyes, and

Anne Mari€' s eyeswork quite well. So she guides me and de-scribes the world to me, and | do for her
what she cannot do for hersdlf. Y ou would be surprised a how one could get used to almost anything.”



“No,” the captain responded, thoughtful. “No, | wouldn’t. We dl have crossesto bear. Some are just
more obvious than others.”

“But what of you?’ Anne Marie said. “No wife. . . Do you have family of any sort?’
“No, not redly. Well, thereis one person, but | have no idea now where sheis or what sheisdoing.”
“Adga?

“Not exactly. The reationship israther—complex.Hard to describe. 1t' s been so long, though, that |
find it difficult now to even remember what shelooked like. We had some sort of fight. | can’'t remember
what it was about or even if | understood it then. She walked out, | thought for alittle while, but she
never returned, not even for her things. | never saw her again, even though | haf tore that city apart
looking.”

“Y ou speak of it aslong ago, but you are not that old, surely,” Tony noted.

He returned a grim smile the man could not see. “I am much older than | look.” Much older. Thecity,
after dl, had been Nineveh a thetime of itsglories.

“I hegtate to say it, but from your account | would say that she met with foul play,” Tony noted.

“Foul play possibly,” he agreed, “ dthough she’ s not dead. Once or twice I’ ve run across someone who
had known her, but never did | learn of it intimeto track her. Like me, sheisasurvivor. If | had aclue
asto where she might be, I'd still drop everything and go hunting for her, but, again like me, she could be
anywhereintheworld.”

“You il think of her like that, even though you say you can hardly remember her looks?” Anne Marie
asked, amazed. “ Surely there must be someone el se for you out there.”

“I’'m afraid not. We are bound in away. Two of akind. It' s no use going into details, but trust me on
that.” Heturned. “Ah! Here comesthe sun!”

Thethree of them grew silent and let the great orb ap-pear from the ocean depths, seeming huge enough
to swal-low the whole world. Finally Solomon said, “Have you two had breakfast yet? Thereisacafe
just acouple of blocksinland from herethat isexcellent. | would be honored if you would join me. My
treat.”

Tony said nothing but seemed to wait for hiswife to speak. She mulled it over, then said, “Thank you, |
believe we will. But then we must get back. | have to keep to something of aschedule, and | have some
medicationsto take. But right now | fed al energy. We shdl do some things this morning and go to deep
ealy.”

“What?With dl the nightlife here?’

She laughed. “Not tonight. Haven't you heard? They say there' s some huge meteor that’ s going to come
intonight and crash in the western jungle. Some of these bloody locals are panicking and moving out for
the night or stay-ing in church or whatever, afraid that God is going to smite them or something. They say,
though, that it might be visible herein the early morning hours. Between one and threeam. Atlantictime.
They say it might fragment and give us dl a spectacular naturd fireworks show. | shouldn't liketo miss
that, with the luck of being here when it comes.”



“I had to pull every string | know just to get into our room,” Tony told him. “Thereis not avacant room
any-wherein the areaor farther inland, either. All the scientists andtouristas, the sort of people who go
on eclipse cruises, aredl herefor it, as are the newspeople from ahundred countries.”

“I haven’t paid much attention to the news,” the captain admitted. “1did hear something about it when |
noticed the shops salling lucky charms and meteor repellent in the last week or so. | thought it was far
away and inland, though.”

Anne Marieroared with laughter. “Meteor repelent! That'swonderful!”

“Don’'t laugh,” the captain responded in aserioustone. “I will bewilling to wager agood amount of
money that nobody who usesit has ever been hit by ameteor.”

They dl laughed at hislittle joke, and then Tony said, “It is supposed to be visble from here—if itis
clear. Of coursg, itisrarely clear here”

The captain thought amoment. “Look, I’ ve got aminivan. If you' reredly keen to seeit, we might
manage the whed chair and drive up into the inland mountainsfor awhile, maybe above some of the
coastal weether. That'sif you fed uptoit.”

“Oh! That would beddlightful " Anne Marie exclaimed excitedly. “Sir, | willensure that | an up toit. It
isonly one night, and weare on holiday, after dl!”

Tony frowned and started to say something, then thought better of it, but it didn’t escape the captain’s
notice. He had the distinct impression, though, that Tony was not dl that thrilled by her being out on an
expedition, however con-servative. It made the captain wonder if there was some-thing €l se important he
didn’t know but should.

They had an excellent breskfast, and Anne Marie couldn’t stop talking about their good fortunein
meeting the captain and how excited she was to be going some-where where she wassure to seethe big
show.

After eating, Solomon accompanied them back to their hotel, one of the better onesinthe areg, asit
turned out, with some handicapped-equipped rooms. Tony took hiswife from the wheel chair with
well-practiced motions and found the bathroom, acting asif he could see very wdll, in-deed. He was
certainly well adjusted to his blindness and had the room memorized.

Hetook some time with her in the bathroom. Finally they were done, and he brought her out and laid her
on one of the beds.

“Thank you, Captain, for adelightful morning,” she said, sounding suddenly very tired. “I can hardly
walit until to-night!”

Tony pulled up the covers on the still unmade bed, then made hisway back to the door. The captain
went outsde, and Guzman followed, keeping the door dightly gar.

“Captain, | think thereis something you should know,” the blind man whispered, switching to
Portuguese.

Solomon responded in kind. “I thought there was some-thing.”



“We are here, at grave expense, because it isthe last chance we will have. She has been growing
wesker and wesker, and eventually even the automatic organslike the heart and lungswill fail. Itisonly a
matter of time. Thisis, mogt likely, our last holiday.”

“| suspected as much. How long do they give her?’

“God knows. The doctors argued againgt thistrip. | asked them how long she might last if shewent into
ahospita or was under constant home monitoring. They said afew weeksto no more than six months.
Then | asked them how long it would be if she made thetrip. They re-sponded that it might be afew
weeks to no more than six months but that it would certainly shorten her time. Y ou have been with her
thismorning. | think you have seen why | fell in love with her. If shewereto dietoday, here, it would be
as shewould want it, till out, still active, still doing new things. | think the doctors are wrong. | be-lieve
shewould have died far sooner rotting at home. Certainly she would have died in misery instead of here,
inmy homeland, about which | have spoken dl too much, watching the sun rise and smelling the smells
and meeting the people. Y ou see?”’

He nodded. “But even you think thiskind of silly trip to-night might be too much for her, isthat it? Shall |
make some excuse and cdl it off?’

“No! Not now. Had this been suggested only to me, | would have refused, but—well, you saw her.
Perhapsitwill kill her, but not before she seesthe meteor. | just—wanted you to know.”

The captain nodded. “I’ll keep it an easy drive. And | suspect you might be underestimating the power
of her will. She may die within the period the doctors say, but | think she'll pick her own time and place.”
He patted the blind man on the shoulder. “I'll seeyou at six.”

There seemed to be only three kinds of people in metropol-itan Rio that night: those who were terrified
of the meteors, those who were profiteering from it, and those who were anxious to see what they could
of the big show. Bars served meteor cocktails—which differed from bar to bar, but who cared?—and
onemain hotel advertised an Asteroid Ball initsrooftop club.

The captain found his new friendswaiting for him, and once he was shown how the wheelchair
collgpsed, they managed to get everybody in the VVolkswagen minivan. Get-ting out of town wasn't
difficult, but though traffic nor-mally thinned out going farther inland, the two-lane road through the
mountains that formed the natural barrier be-tween the city region and the dense jungle beyond was
a-most bumper to bumper.

“It looks like everybody €lse had the sameideawe did,” the captain noted sourly.

“Wéll, there are not many roads back here, and even those give out not far beyond the mountains,”
Tony noted. “I do know afew places that might be less traveled, but the road may not be paved.”

“I’'mwilling, but | don’t want too rough aroad, not only for Anne Mari€' s sake but also because even
though thisis agood, solid Brazilian-made car, it doesn’t have four-whed drive,” Solomon responded.

“These would be service and old military roads no longer in use. | do not know how rough they might
be, but you should not need four-wheel drive for them. At any rate, we can take alook and you can
make adecison from there.”



The captain shrugged. “If your memory can get meto them, by dl means,” he said. Hewas abit
surprised. It had been Tony, after al, who had worried so much about Anne Mari€ sfragility that he
hadn’t been enthusiastic about the more civilized trip they had planned.

For a blind man who hadn’t been in the areain twenty years, though, Tony was proving remarkably
accurate.

“There should be adirt road going up the side of the mountain on your right about two kilometers after
that in-tersection,” Tony told him. “It will have asign markeddo not enter —military district road.Ignoreit
and go on up. It has not been used as more than alover’ srendezvous in more than adecade.”

The captain was abit suspicious a Tony’ sdetailed recdl. “How do you know al that?’

Tony smiled knowingly. “Wdll, | will tell you the secret. For athousand cruzeiros the head porter was
more than willing to suggest this and to write out the directions for Anne Marie. He has used the spot
himsdlf, you see. It isnot likely, however, that there will be many up there tonight, or so he said, dthough
he doubted we would be alone and suggested we use discretion with our lights.”

“All right, I’ll dowhat | can,” the captain responded, chuckling. “Y ep. Thereit is. Pretty imposing sgn
and the remains of agate and gatehouse.” He pulled off, dowed to acrawl, then went into second gear
for the climb. It was steep, and he would not have liked to have met someone traveling in the opposite
direction, but it was manageable. The climb also seemed interminable, and he kept awary eye on the
temperature gauge, which was climbing precip-itoudy, but just as he wondered what was going to
happen when he boiled over before reaching the top, the road swung around and there was a pulloff. He
took it and waited for the temperature to come down. “Hard to say how much farther the top is and how
many switchbackswe might face,” he explained. “I think we want to not only get up there but be able to
get back down without having to coast.” He looked at the dashboard clock. “It’ salittle after midnight.
What time did they say the big show was?’

“ Sometime after two,” Anne Marietold him.
“We ll makeit,” he assured them. “Plenty of time. How are you holding up?’

“I'll bedl right. | had hoped to nap partway, but | was too excited earlier, and at the moment thisdrive
isabit too unnerving and too steep for any such thing. I'm afraid to close my eyes.”

“Don’'t blame me,” Solomon responded. “1’m not the one that came up with thisplace. All | cansay is
that there bet-ter be anice view of aclear sky up there or I'm gonna be mightily pissed off. Unh—pardon

thelanguage.”
“Takeno mind of me,” Anne Marie responded. “I' m fedling abit, well, you know, mysdlf.”

He started up again and, three switchbacks later, reached aleve, debrisfilled areathat went back quite
aways. The headlights reveded it to be deserted.

The captain looked at the crumbling remains of buildings and gates and fences and frowned. “Did your
porter tell you just what this place used to be for?’ he asked.

“No,” Tony admitted. “It would have to be elither some-thing very secretive or something very mundane,
such asastorage areafor road-grading equipment—there are many rock didesthrough here, or there



wereinmy day.”

The captain took the minivan on avery dow circuit and siopped when the headlightsilluminated alarge
concrete pad. “A hdlipad. That' swhat that is,” hetold them. “Either this provided a quick getaway for
VIPsor it was used to spirit people out of the city in secret. Y ou could take some-body out from a
rooftop in Rio, bring him here, then trans-fer him to just about anywhere. The buildings seem too small
for ared jail but perfectly adequate for some quiet interrogation with no prying eyes around.”

“Oh, dear,” muttered Anne Marie.

Tony just nodded. “ As military governments go, the one that ruled here for more than a decade wasn't
al that hor-rible, but particularly in the early days, they went after communists, labor union people, voca
opponents of there-gime. . . It wasn't asbad as Argentina or even Uruguay, but the military mind is
rather consistent, and security is a-ways the most zeal ous and secretive, particularly at the start of a
military regime. It was because they were not totdly fascist that the army is till held in some esteem here,
and they were not overthrown—they finally admitted they hadn’t the dightest ideahow to run alarge
country and es-sentidly quit. Still, there was probably much sadness here, and now it has become a
lover’ s hideaway and arefuge for would-be stargazers. There is something very Brazilian in that.”

“Wdl, we ve got afairly clear view from here except in the direction of the city,” Solomon noted. “We
dill have alot of light pollution but if there' s anything to seein thisarea, we should seeit.”

“Try theradio,” Tony suggested. “ There is most certainly some coverage of it somewhere.”

From the evidence of adow turning of thedid, the“coverage’ was mostly Brazilian music, the only
obvioustie-in being aclassicd gation playingThe Planets. At the haf hour, though, after the generd
world news headlines and local stories, the announcer said, “And findly, through-out the region,
thousands of people are up in the hills or on rooftops or out at seaawaiting the arrival of what scientists
say will be the most spectacular meteor display in centuries. If you are till up and listening to me, you
should delay go-ing to deep another three-quarters of an hour and go out-side and find a clear view to
the northeast. Scientists tracking the meteor state that it should land somewhere in the remote upper
Amazon basin, possibly near the Peruvian border, but it should be quite low over Rio when it arrives at
approximately two-fifteen locd time. Authorities state that the meteor will probably ook much like ahuge
burn-ing moon, but traveling very fast. Nothing is expected to strike Rio or anywhere within a thousand
kilometers of the city, but as a precaution, police and fire teams are on the dert. Remain tuned to this
gtation for updates.”

“I'mnot a al surel likethat last business,” Anne Marie commented. “ It sounds like they aren’t bloody
well sure of anything.”

“Hundreds of meteors dtrike the Earth every single day,” the captain reminded her. “Most are very smal,
and most fal into the ocean, but getting hit by oneis not exactly the sort of thing sane people worry
about. Thisoneisunusua becauseit’s so large, becauseit’ sgoing to strike land, and most of al because
it was spotted early, so we know it’s coming. But your odds of winning the Irish Sweepstakes three
yearsinarow arefar greater than the odds that even asplinter of this meteor will strike where you are.
All that was, ashe said, just precaution. Y ou can never predict these things ahundred percent, and if it
breaks up, pieces of it might fal in theregion. Even then, it'll just make amore spectacular show for usto
see—bhut it' [l dso mean even less damage to the world when the main body hits.”

“Isthat true?” Anne Marie asked. “Can the thing really do damage to the world? | redize| shouldn't like
to be under it when it crashes, but—the world?’



“One of them killed the dinosaurs,” Solomon said. “ The whole climate of the planet was changed
because so much dust and debriswas kicked up high enough that it gave ustwilight for several years.
The plants died, the swamps dried up, things grew too cold, and the giant creatures couldn’t eat or adapt

toit”
“But that isjust atheory, isit not?” Tony put in.

The captain was slent for amoment, staring off into space. “Yes, just atheory,” he responded. “But the
right one.”

Anne Marie Sared at the strange little man in the dark-ness and frowned. “Indeed? And how can you
know that?’

Becauseit wasapain in the ass, even with the greatest computersin creation, to figure out just the exact
gpot to am it where it would do exactly that, he thought to himsdlf. Aloud, in alighter tone, he said,
“Wall, | told you | was older than | looked.”

They weren't sure whether to laugh or edge away from him at that, but snce he had the car and the
keys, anervous laugh seemed the most prudent choice.

The captain got ablanket out of the car and spread it on the ground, then went back and got out asmall
hamper and a cooler. He then helped Tony get Anne Mari€ swhedlchair set up and her into it.

“Some light snacks, sinful sweets,” the captain told them. “ And some good wine, athough in case you
couldn’'t or wouldn’t drink, somefruit punch aswell.”

The stars were out, not as many aswould be visible far-ther out from the city but far more than could be
seenin Rioitsalf. There was aquarter moon at this season, but it was alate moonrise and had not yet
shown itsdlf, nor would it until amost an hour after the meteor arrived. That much luck waswith them.

The captain amazed them with his knowledge of the stars and congtellations. Theredidn’t seemto bea
single one he couldn’t name, or tell its distance from Earth and details about its composition.

“Y ou know more than most astronomers could keep in their heads, | think,” Tony noted, unable to see
the stars but nonetheless fascinated by thetour. “ Thisisfrom navigating aship?’

“From navigating alot of ships, and of different types,” the captain responded.

“Do you think thereis other life out there?” Anne Marie asked him. “ Strange crestures, dien civilizations,
al that sort of thing?’

“Oh, yes” he answered confidently. “A vast number. The hugeness of the cosmosis beyond anyone's
compre-hension. Some of them may aready have spaceships and be in contact or even commerce with
one another.”

“You mean in this solar sysem?’ Tony responded. “1 would doubt it.”

“No, no, there’ snothing elsein our solar system worth mentioning. | mean beyond.Far beyond.
Thousands and millions of light-years, in this galaxy and many others.”



“You arearomantic, Captain,” Tony said skepticaly. “What you say about other creatures and
civilizations might well be true, but those same distances would prohibit con-tact. The speed of light done

saysno.”

“Wadl, thatis something of astopper,” Solomon admit-ted, “but not as much asyou' d think. Gravity
bends space, light, even timeitself, and it’' s but one of agreat many forces at work. If aship could be
built to withstand those forces and make use of them, both space and time might be bent, reducing a
journey of many centuriesto amatter of days or weeks. They once said that heavier-than-air craft could
never fly under their own power, and for many yearsit was believed that the sound barrier was so
absolute, its vibrations would tear an airplane gpart. Nothing isim-possible—absolutdy nothing. It just
takesalot of time, work, ingenuity, and gutsto eventualy figure away to cheat.”

Tony shook his head. “My education was as an engineer, and | know about solving such things, but |
believethat practicd interstelar flight isjust outsde the rules of God.”

“Wadl said, gr! Y ou sound likeamedieva pope!”

“Oh, stop arguing, you two!” Anne Marie scolded. “I don’'t careif it'spossible or not, snceevenif itis,
none of uswill liveto seeit, but it isfun to imagine. | wonder what sort of cresturesthereare out there.”

Captain Solomon looked at the stars. “ Oz, and Olympus, and Fairyland, and a hundred other lands not
quite imag-ined here on Earth. If you like, play agame. Suppose you could wish yourself up there,
become one of those other creatures—what sort of creature might you like to be?’

Shelaughed. “I’m not much good at imaginingcrea-tures, and most of the ones on the telly are pretty
dimy.”

“Wadll, ther€ Il be dimy ones, of course. But, if you can't think of some creature out of whole cloth, pick
one out of mythology or classcd fantasy.”

“Umph! It s so difficult to do! | suppose | should fal back on the obvious, as my therapistswould say in
the old days. Lying there, unable to move for so long, | used to dream of being aracehorse. Isn'tthat a
slly thought, even if an obvious fantasy for me? Anne Marie, interplanetary racehorse!”

“WEell, be a centaur, then, or isthat ‘ centauress ?’ the captain responded in alight mood.lknew another
centauress once, but | can’t even remember her name. . .

“What about you, Tony?’ Anne Marie prompted. “What sort of creature wouldyou be? How about an
eagle? Flying about, and with remarkable eyesight aswell.”

“Possibly,” Tony responded, sounding abit irritated with the game but nonethel ess going dong for Anne
Mari€' s sake Snce shewas getting such akick out of it. “But, and | am being fully honest here, if sucha
thing were possible, then | should like to be whatever you were.” And he meant it, too. The captain could
fed thelove that was there and was dmost consumed with envy for this unfortunate blind and crippled
par of mortals.

“How swest, my darling,” she said with asmile. “But what of you, Captain? We haven't heard your own
choice”

“I'mafrad | have grave limitson that part of my imag-ination,” he answered serioudy. “I can think of
myself only as Gilgamesh, or the Wandering Jew. Always the same, never changing, walking through the



world but unable to fully become apart of it.”

“I believe’d likethat,” Tony said. “Never changing, never aging, and never beyond repair, asit were.
Watching the ages come and go, empiresrise and fall, and great events asthey occur. Yes, | might find
that quiteenticing.”

“No, youwouldn’t,” the captain came back abit sharply. “ Suppose you had to do it without Anne
Marie? Withoutanybody to share it with? Watching everyone you knew or liked grow old and sick and
then die, watching as many horrors as great things and being unable to do more than bear witnessto
them? Always a one, without even anyone to talk about it with or share experiences with on an equd
basis? Isthat ablessing or theworst of curses? You tell me.”

“Without Anne Marie? Hmmm.. . . | think | see what you mean. But | would ingst on Anne Marie as
wdl!”

“I’'m not so certain of that mysdf,” she put in. “I mean, after centuries together I’ d expect even the most
loving of peopleto get rather sick of one another.”

Both men were startled by her comment, Tony because he could not conceive of such athing and the
captain for far different reasons.

Weasthat ultimately what it was? Did | need her so much that | failed to redizethat | could be a pretty
boring and predictabl e stick-in-the-mud that might eventualy drive anybody nuts? Could it be assmple
asthat?

“Y ou might grow sick of me 7’ Tony asked her, genu-indy alittle upset.

“Don’t worry, darling, I'll give you afew thousand years or s0,” she answered playfully. She paused for
amoment, senang that her response had redly bothered him. “Oh, come off it, Latin lover! It'sjust aslly
gameto passthetime!”

The captain turned and looked back toward the northeast. “ Sorry | caused any problems. AsAnne
Mariesad, it'sjust aga—Holy smoke !”

Anne Marie suddenly looked up in the same direction and gasped. “Tony! The whole sky is lighting up!
It'slike the sun’ s about to rise!”

But it was thirteen minutes after two in the morning.

Rockfdl: Rio

IN SPITE OF MANY PREDICTIONS TO THE CONTRARY, IT WASquite clear to astronomers
that as the meteor dug into the atmosphere, it was coming apart. Not enough to keep alarge massfrom
griking fairly close to where they had pre-dicted but enough so that pieces, somefairly large, would
shower down aong the route inland. This had been feared but was not completely unexpected.

It began while still well over the Atlantic, abrilliant, shining firebal that turned darknessinto eerie twilight



while providing asurprisingly multicolored display in its wake for those watching openmouthed on ships
a seaand from monitoring aircraft. This caused alot of attention but little concern; the ocean was vast
and swallowed whole the splinters that managed to make it all the way to the surface.

Asthe meteor gpproached the continent, however, it waslower in the Sky and dowing dightly, although
its speed was Hill so great that observers on the ground saw thefire-ball flash past in the space of but a
few seconds.

To the cgptain and Anne Marig, Sitting atop the hill not many kilometersfrom Rio, it was an eerie,
awesome sght nonetheless. The meteor gpproached from over the horizon, illuminating the eastern sky
like the coming of dawn, dowly obliterating the stars, and overwheming even the glow of thecity lights.
When it suddenly appeared, much lower on the horizon than they had expected, it was amin-iature sun,
amassvefirebdl that ssemed severa timesthe size of afull moon. Even the captain had to admit that
he' d never in hisincredibly long life seen anything quitelikeit before.

It came with blinding speed amost directly over them, and at just about that moment the captain, who' d
gotten to hisfeet without even redlizing it as he gaped at the sight, suddenly regled, cried out, and
dropped to his knees.

The sensation was momentary but powerful: a sudden loss of orientation and a pervasive, cold, desolate
emptinessthat struck to the core of his soul, asif someone had just walked acrosshisgrave. . .

At the same moment there was a series of thunderous ex-plosions that echoed al around them and a
brief but violent wind that came out of nowhere and struck with surprising force.

“Wha—what’ s happening?’ Tony cried.” What' s happen-ing! Anne Marie!”

“I'mall right!” she shouted to him, although aready the wind and explosions seemed to be dying down,
vanishing into pale echoes asiif they had never been there. “Oh, good lord! Thereare
streamers—sparkling things, hundreds—no, thousands of them, fdling dl over. Reds, yellows, greens,
golds, pure white—incredible! Captain, can you—" For thefirgt time she looked over and saw Solomon
bent over dou-ble, looking agonized.” Captain! Areyoudl right?’

The captain gulped down several deep bregaths. “Yes, yes! I'm al right. It was—strange. I’ ve never felt
anything like that before. Never. It sfading now. Did you fed it?’

“Only thewind.”

He was getting some self-control back but was clearly ill shaken. “ That was just the firebal sucking up
some of theair initswake. It must have come amost directly over us. The explosions were sonic booms.
It' sdtill goingvery fast, unlessit’s already crashed by now.” He looked out at the spectacular fireworks
digplay ill raining down dl around them. “ Some of those arebig ! | think | can see smoke in the direction
of thecity!”

Therewas asudden, jarring explosion very close by, an explosion so near that the ground trembled and
Anne Ma-ri€ swhedchair began to vibrate, most tipping over. The captain again fel, thistimefrom the
tremors.

“What now? Earthquake?” Tony asked, frustrated that he could see nothing.

“I don't think s0,” the captain responded. “I think abig chunk came down pretty damned closeto us.”



He picked himsdf up off the ground and wiped off some dirt. “ Every-body okay?’

“Yes—I think s0,” Anne Marie responded. “ Oh, my! Thiswas quite the adventure, after al. | doubt if |
will ever forget this. I’'mso glad we came!”

The captain began looking around and immediately saw areddish-orange glow from the direction of the
road below—the road they’ d used to get there.

“You two stay hereand try to relax,” hetold them. “I’'m going to walk over and see just what hit and
where.” He had visons of landdides that might possibly trap them atop the mountain, but he didn’t want
to alarm his companions until he knew just what the Stuation was.

Hewas dso il somewhat shaken by that terrible para-lyzing sensation he' d had as the meteor had
passed over-head. Nothing, but nothing, had ever fdt like that before.

It hed felt like degth.

Not the warm, dark cessation of life he'd imagined but cold, terribly lonely, empty, corrupt—the cold of
decompo-sition and the grave.

He reached the point where the road started down, but he didn’t have to walk far aong it to discover
what had hit and where. Nowonder the earth had shaken! He couldn’t imagine why it hadn’t knocked
them off the hilltop and top-pled the car, for al the good the car was going to do now.

Below, near the point at which the dirt road met the main paved highway, was alarge glowing object.
Therewasalot of steam and ahot, acrid smell asif the areahad suddenly gone volcanic and melted rock
and road. It wasimpossible to see much detail without going down quite aways and it wasn't terribly
clear how much of the dirt road remained intact, but he didn’t dare leave histwo companionsto go down
to check.

He started back toward them, reaching into his pocket and taking out alarge cigar, which he stopped to
light. He had refrained from smoking near Anne Marie, but thiswasthe kind of Situation that called for a
good cigar. The hilltop was dark again, and al the debris made it atricky walk, but he made it back to
them without faling or twisting an an-kle.

“We ve got ared problem,” hetold them straight out. “ Our friend that just passed over |eft us a present
right at the base of the hill, and it' snonetoo clear if we' re going to be able to get down very easly.”

“Oh, dear!” Anne Marie exclamed. “What will we do, Captain?’

“There' sagood-sized meteor chunk that camein and hit right down there. That was the earthquake we
fdt. It' sl glowing hot—probably will be for days—and I’ m not sure how much of that road is il
there or whether there are any rock dides or other obstacles. The only thing we can doistry very
carefully to makeit downinthe car. If it' simpossible, then we |l have to go asfar aswe can, get out, and
manage on our own. I’ m pretty sure that if we can get down to the main road one way or another,
peoplewill be dong fairly soon who might help. But the plain fact is, we have to get down there, since
nobody knowswe re up here and neither of you isexactly in condition to climb down the side of thishill
even if we had ropes and such to do it with.”

“I don't likeit,” Tony told him. “The whole road might be undermined, and there might well be rather
narrow pas-sages. Not only would that cause me obvious problems, but Anne Mari€' s chair would never



makeit.”

“Couldn’'t we build asignd fire or something from al thisjunk?” Anne Marie asked. “I mean, thereare
sureto be all sorts of folks out here sooner or later, right? If it’s big enough, possibly helicopters. Y oudid
say that thiswas once a helicopter landing pad, didn’t you?’

Solomon nodded. “ Thetroubleis, | think thisisonly one of alot of fragment strikes, and it’s pretty far
out. | would expect people along the main road any time now, particu-larly others who came out here
like usto get a better ook, but in terms of the authorities and helicopters and the like—possibly
sometime. The glow toward Rio hasin-creased, | think, and | suspect that there are anumber of fires
and possibly worse.”

“Check theradio,” Tony suggested. “ At least we' |l know where we stand.”

The captain nodded, went over to the minivan, and, after discovering he had to start the engine to power
theradio, flicked it on.

There was mogtly dtatic.

“I think Jesus may havelost his power,” the captain said abit sarcagtically. The great statue that sat on
the mountain that directly overlooked Rio was the symbol of the city, but that same mountain and two
others nearby were where the transmitting towersfor radio, televison, and other telecom-munications
were located. If power was out up there, it wouldn't matter what was going on below.

Hedowly turned the did, finaly getting alow-powered broadcast heavy with static.

“...out intwo-thirds of the city, and there are numerous fires from sparks and cinders al over. Because
we have managed to keep our power and remain on the air, we will keep broadcasting information aswe
know it. Civil author-ities have asked that no one attempt to use telephones and that they remain in their
homes and remain calm. Fire bri-gades are out al over the city, and police are trying to free people
trapped in buildings and cope with dozens of acci-dents as most of the traffic Ssgnalsare out. A
declaration of martid law isexpected and may bein force now; we have no way of knowing from here. .

Solomon got out but |eft the radio on. “ Sounds pretty bad. Martia law, fires, power outages, you name
it. They didn’t expect this. Not knowing anybody in particular isup here, | serioudy doubt if anyone's
going to be out thisway for some time—maybe aday or two. Even if they knew we were here, | think
we' d be apretty damned low priority. We ve got the remains of the little picnic | packed, but that’sit,
and there doesn’t appear to be any water or other facilities up here. If you' re too nervousto makethe
attempt down, my next inclination would be to go myself and seeif | could find help—but, again, that
might take avery long time, and | redlly wouldn't like leaving you two up here for an extended period.”

“Ordinarily | would agree on getting down, but | am afraid that Anne Marie might get stuck hafway and
then what do we do?’ Tony asked.

“Thisisone of those ‘there’ sno good solution’ prob-lems,” the captain replied. “ Anne Marie, you said
you had medicine you had to take religioudy, and you' ve been fairly weak asit is. How much of an extra
supply of that medi-cation did you bring?’

“Oh, my! Yes, | seewhat you mean,” she said thought-fully. “I’m afraid, dear, that he' s right—we have
no red choiceinthis”



Tony sighed. “I don't likeit, but al right. Let us get packed up.”

The captain helped, then, asthey got settled in the van, he tried the radio again. One of the big Sations at
least had gotten back on the air, abeit with lower power than usud, and the details of what had
happened in the city and be-yond were soon clear.

Possibly hundreds of pieces from the meteor had come down, ranging from fingernail-szeto afew as
large as soc-cer balls. A number of homes and buildings had been hit; there was a crater in the center of
thefinancid digtrict about ten meters wide that had, among other things, severed the main eectrica and
phone cablesto and from the city center; and many other fragments had been large enough and hot
enough to touch off fires. A few, in poorer and run-down areas, had quickly become conflagrations.
Although only two people were known to be dead and perhaps a dozen others had injuries serious
enough to need hospitali-zation, the massive firesin the densely populated poor areas gave an unspoken
but implicit promise of amuch higher toll.

The swath cut by the shedding meteor was twenty to twenty-five kilometers wide, and reports of
isolated rock-falsin other areas were still coming in. A large segment, larger than any that had struck the
city, was seen to have fallen somewhere in the mountains beyond the city, but a the moment it wasn't
known whereit had fallen or if it had caused any mgor damage.

The main body had landed, perhaps only seconds later, in the remote upper Amazon basin, still within
the country and inside of one of the new native reserve areas designed to protect the rain forest and the
habitat of primitive tribeswho lived there. Early reports said that there was massive damage at the main
ste, with the forest knocked down and ablaze, like the aftermath of an atomic bomb. The Arch-bishop of
Rio had announced a speciad mass of thanks and sdvation for tomorrow, noting that if the impact had
come sooner, along the coadt, there would have been massive loss of life.

The announcer then paused to gather more information, and the station began playing Jobim’ sQuiet
Night and Quiet Sars. . .

The captain switched off the radio and drove dowly over to the road.
“Weéll, that big onein the mountain must have been the one that hit below,” Tony noted.

The captain frowned. “Maybe. But | can’t understand—if it was that big, and much smaller pieces
caused so much damage, why we didn’t have aminibomb effect here aswell.”

“That was quite ajolt when it hit,” Anne Marie pointed out.

“Exactly. Thejalt, yes, but something that hot, hitting with that kind of force, should have done far more
if it sanywhereclose, and | think it is. I’ m beginning to have a very bad fedling about this.”

“What do you expect? Martian invaders?’ Tony joked.
“No. Nothing likethat.” He took adeep breath. “Wdll, herewe go.”
Solomon was surprised at how far they managed to get before fallen rocks and other debris stopped

them. They were actualy at the lower turnout of the last switchback be-fore the main road and could see
down the steep kilometer or more to the paved road bel ow even though they couldn’t reach it.



Anne Marie gasped at the sight on that main road. “What isit?’ Tony pressed her.

“Themeteor! Or at least the big piece of it! It'shuge ! It's stuck haf in the road and half in the opposite
hillsde. It looks mostly buried in the hill and there’ salot of bubbling and hissing around the edges, but
you can see abig part of it! It’ sglowing —adull, dmaost golden yellow, and it looks like some huge
gemstone, kind of like stained glass. Good heavens! I'd dmost swear itwas something artifi-cid!”

The captain stared at it. Just my imagination? he won-dered. Or isthat huge flat areafacing outward the
shapel’'m afraditis?

He got out and surveyed the path, dully illuminated by the glow of the strange object. Surveying the
scene, he went back to them and said, “I think | can anglethe car so it’ll give uslight from the headlights
thefirst part of the way down, after which, if that thing keeps glowing, we won't need any morelight. It
might be atight fit, but | think we can get the whed chair down, though we might haveto lift it over at one
or two places. Areyou willing?’

“I think better down than back up at thispoint,” Anne Marie replied.

It was not an easy task, but it was managesable. At one point dirt and rock had covered much of the
road, making it difficult to get the whed chair around without going off the side, but the captain managed,
then, bracing her on the other side, got Tony around aswell. Several timesthe blind man stumbled, but
hewas game dl the way, and in about thirty minutes they made it down to the road.

The meteor had taken out much of the paved area, and between its own extrusion and the landdides the
impact had caused, it would clearly be some time before any vehi-cle could get past. Still, there was
more than enough room for them to manage, if no more dides occurred, and once on the other side, they
would at least be well positioned when the first cars driven by the curious or investigators made it to the
scene.

“I’'m surprised there aren’t alot of people on both sdes aready here,” Anne Marie said. “I know we
were hardly the only onesto come up thisroute.”

“We don’t know how bad some of the dides are e se-where, and perhaps other piecesfdl aswell,
doing dam-age,” Tony pointed out. “1t might well beawhile, but at least | believe we have more of a
chance down here than up there. What do you think, Captain? What should we do now?’

Solomon was staring at the meteor. “Huh? Oh, sorry, | wasn't paying attention.” He paused a moment,
then said, “'Y ou two stay right here. I’ ve got to get something off my mind oneway or the other. | won't
be but amoment.”

With that, he walked down toward the still-glowing ob-ject. As he approached, the thing seemed to
change some-how; the glassy surface took on aduller sheen, and then other forms seemed to appear just
undernegth.

Anne Marie gasped. “It looks like—somethingalive !I” she said. “Like anetwork of arteriesand veins or
fluids go-ing through pulsing tubes. I’ ve seen this sort of thing under microscopes!”

“Y our imagination is getting the best of you,” her hus-band responded. “Y ou’ ve been through alot
tonight.”

“No, no! I'm serious! | swear it! And it seemsto be get-ting more and more detailed as the captain goes



nearer toit. Captain!” she cdled out worriedly. “Don’t go any closer! Watch out!”

The captain gestured confidently with hisright hand. He walked around to the left, where the shoulder of
the road gtill dlowed passage, and ashe did, asingle gemlike “face’ in the center seemed to darken on
its own, becoming in amoment jet black, while the rest of the object remained un-changed.

“Son of ahitch! Iknew it!” the captain grumbled. “ A damnedhexagon !” He stood there staring at it and
said, louder, “Y ou coulda been alittle moresubtle, damnit!”

The object didn’t respond. He knew it wouldn’t. Al-though so advanced that it would be
incomprehensible to Earth science, it was just amachine.

“I don’t want to go through it all again!” hetold it, knowing he was talking only to himself. “I didn’t even
want to do it thelast time, and you forced me. What do you want me to do? Wipe out everything again?
Just when they’ ve gotten to the sart of the fun part? Before I’ ve even completely forgotten who and
what | am? Screw up thou-sands of civilizations because one damned thing went re-freshingly wrong in
hisory? Well, | won't doit! Gether to do it! She knows how! | encoded her and linked her to the Well!”

He stopped for amoment, trying to calm down. Maybe ithad gonefor her aswell. It would beironic if
she, too, werein Brazil, dthough what she' d be doing in the Ama-zon basin was beyond him. Still, he
knew the machine wouldn't let him stay here while somebody else did the re-set. He hadn't taken himsalf
out of the core matrix. If somehow it alowed him to get around the embedded frag-ment without taking
himin, swallowing him up, it wouldn’t matter. It would send more of these, and more, until he would fed
under constant bombardment. Either that or it would figure some other way. When one had the power to
mani pul ate probability, one could be staved off for awhile, but eventualy one would get one' sway.
Besides, suppose he walked away and this gate stayed open? An invasion of people at this stage would
not exactly bein anybody’ s best interest.

He sghed. Perhaps thistime he could minimize the dam-age. Perhaps thistime he could opt himself out.
Stll, it was pretty clear that he had no choice at this point, not until he wasthere, ingde, at the controls.
There mply weren't any options|eft open to him.

He had to go to the Wl one moretime.

But he aso had certain other, more immediate respons-hilities. He turned and walked back to the
waiting couple.

“Don’'t ask me questions,” he said to them, “but | know whét thisis. Y ou remember that game we
played up top? What would you like to become if you could?’

“Yes” Anne Marie responded nervoudy, suddenly not certain of the captain’s sanity.

“Ta‘]y?,
“Yes, but what' sthe point of this?’

“That thing’ sadoor. Now, you' vegot to trust me on this, and no, I’m not losing my mind. | once spent a
lot of time and effort trying to avoid going through such adoor before and failed. I'm not going to make
that mistake again. Theresult is, I'm going to go through it. When | do, | think it will close behind me. If
the two of you go with me, | can promise you that Anne Mariewill wak again and that you, Tony, will
see again. It sno heaven where that door leads. Remember, even Oz had wicked witches and the land of



Jason was filled with dangerous people and more dangerous creatures. But it’s not abad place. It will
rm yw.”

“You'reraving mad,” Tony responded, shaking his head.

“Look, I'm offering you asingle chance. If there’ sno door there, then we go on by and we wait for
help. If thereisa door, you wak through it with me. Understand?’

“Thisisridiculoud” Tony fumed. “1 won't stand for any more of thisl We Il wait right herel”

But Anne Marie, while more in tune with Tony’ s view-point than the captain’ s strange comments,
nonethel essfelt that something within the man was not lunacy but sincerity. “ Just whoare you that
someone would send such athing for you?’' she asked him.

“I’m not going to tell you that, for your own protection and mine,” hereplied. “And if you decide to
come with me, not aword that | knew anything about it to begin with. Not oneword. We were just three
people who went to see ameteor and found this curiosity and walked through. Un-derstand?’

“I"'m not going to listen to any more of thisrot,” Tony fumed.

The captain gared at him. 1 understand how you fedl and what it soundslike. But when | leave, you'll
be stuck here done, the two of you. I’'m not certainwhen help will arrive. And the best way to reach the
most likely source of help isaround that thing over there. The door is that black-nessthat opened when |
approached. Y ou saw it, didn’t you, Anne Marie? | can seethat you did. It'll open again. What do you
haveto lose?”

She dmost believed him. Shewanted to believe him. * If—just granting your point for argument’s
sake—if what you say istrue, would Tony and | still be together?’

He shrugged. “1 can’'t promisethat. | can only promise that he will see and you will walk and be strong
again.” Helooked a Tony. “1 remember our conversation. Isit worth it to take a chance, considering the
dternative? We don't have much time. Sooner or later there will be hundreds, maybe thousands of
people up here. Sightseers, rescuers, newspeople, scientists, road crews—you nameit. | can’t have them
accidentaly going through. I’ m going now. Y ou can go with me and what | have said will cometo pass,
or you can go on past and wait and hope that rescue comes quickly for Anne Mari€’ s sake and enjoy
your few weeks or months or whatever.”

It was Tony’ sturnto sigh. “Captain, | will alow you to lead us past that thing. Beyond that | will not
g)-”

“Welove each other, Captain,” Anne Mariesaid sm-ply. “I'm not at al certain | would wish to live
without Tony, hedthy or not.”

The captain gave them ahumorless smile. “However, that option’s not open to you, isit, Tony?’

“Haven't you understood, Captain?’ the Brazilian asked him. “That is not the option you believe. We
shall not wait for theinevitable, or survive each other.”

The comment stunned Solomon. “Now there are two ways | envy you,” hetold him. “Thekind of love
you show israre, and the ability to end your lives by your own deci-son is something | have dways
wished to be ableto do.”



“What? Do you believe you are avampire or some such, too?’ Tony asked derisively.

“No. But | told you dl dong that | am alot older than | look. The same thing that sentthat and knew just
where and when to drop it insulates and protects me.” And con-trols me, hethought to himsdf.Walk this
way in the early morning. Meet these two. Go up into the hillsto aremote area.. . .

Hesghed. “Well,” the captain added, “we might aswell get on withit. Y ou have agreat choice at this
moment that | wish | had but do not. Y ou can choose life or degth for the both of you. Anne Mariein
particular hasn’t had that choice before, so it was an easy decision. Now your choice has acomplication.
Do you bothwant to die? Or are you merely reconciled to it? I’ m giving you another choice.” He paused
amoment. “Let’sgo and get thisover with.”

Hewaked dowly forward, and Tony began pushing the wheelchair as Anne Marie gave short
ingructionsthat kept them going in theright direction. Still, benesth the automatic commands she was
giving, shewas dso thinking, wondering if this strange little man wastdlling the truth and, in theimpossble
event that perhaps he was, whether the price wasworthit.

She saw the activity just beneath the surface of the frag-ment speed up asthey approached, and as they
moved to the right, she saw the big facet, more than two meters high even though dightly buried in the
ground at its bottom edge, open to an impossible, impenetrable darkness.

The captain stopped dead center of the opening. “Well, hereiswhere we possibly part company,” he
told them. “I have enjoyed meseting you, and | am happy that a |east some of the good that iswithin this
race of humankind shines so brightly in you. It knows you're here. It won't close until you go on past. In
any event, spending this eve-ning with you has made it somehow easer for me.” And with that, he
walked straight into the blackness and van-ished.

Anne Mari€ s heart legpt a the Sght. The captain hadn’t gone into the darkness or been enveloped by it,
he had sm-ply touched it and vanished.

“Captain?’ Tony asked, frowning. “He sgone, dear, just like he said,” Anne Marietold him. “He went
into it, and that was that. Strange. | think we' ve just had a close encounter, asthey cal it.”

“Gone? What do you mean, ‘gone ? Isthere an opening in the thing? Did he crawl insde? What?’
“No, dear. He just walked into it and vanished. Poof! One moment he was there, the next he wasn't.”

“Anillusion of somekind. Or he was burned up or thisthing has some sort of radiation. What he said
justcan’'t betrue! It'snotpossible !”

“Perhaps. But it looked awfully quick and painless, you know, and there’ sno trace of him. | anfeding
very, very exhausted, my darling, and | amin agrest ded of pain. | amnot at al certain | can stand it a
this dtitude until someone comes.”

He swallowed hard, hisemotionsin turmoil. Hewasn'tready for this! Not yet! It was't anything like
what they’ d planned! “What do you want meto do?’ he asked in an-guish. “Go into that thing? Now?’

“Youdon't havetoif you don’t want to. Y ou know that.”

“I go where you go!” he snapped. “But—"



“But what? It’ s quick, painless, no bodies, no traces, no oneto grieve over and no mess|eft for others
to dedl with. They’ll find the car, the porter will remember us, and we' |l be listed as victims of the meteor.
Iknow it’s not what we wanted, but it is here, and there will not be a better time. 1know | shdl not survive

to get even to hospital, and | do not want to die in hospital or be kept aive on machines. Do it for me.
Y ou may make your own decision afterward.”

He neither moved nor spoke to her. The blackness on the face of the object remained unchanged.

“Come! Why do you fear the moment when it’s at hand? We' ve discussed this over and over. Do it for
rre”

Hewasadmost in tears, but he knew he had to give her the truth of his deepest fears.
“|—I am afraid that what the captain said might be true.”

“Then wewill be heded, isn't that right?’

“And separated in some strange, unknown place!”

“If I am hedled, | will find you. Come. My pain grows with each moment, and no matter what he said,
thisthing could close a any moment. Go right and just walk ahead.” She suddenly pushed the joystick.
The whed chair lunged forward and lurched to the right, and both chair and occu-pant vanished into the
darkness, leaving only silence.

“Anne Marie?Anne Marie !” Hisfear of losing her over-came dl other thoughts. He turned right and
walked straight ahead.

And without warning, hefelt asensation of faling.

Back on the paved mountain road above Rio, the dark hexagon winked out and the meteor began to
undergo adramatic transformation. The other facets, which had pulsed with an andlog of aliving

circulatory system, began to fade; circulation failed, patches of decay began to appear, findly spreading
over the surface of the object.

Its purpose accomplished, the Watchman and al others evidencing adesire to do so having passed
through, the de-vice had no other reason to exi<t, and very quickly it died. By thetimethefirst of the
curious and investigators reached it, shortly after dawn, it resembled ahuge, irregular lump of granite or
gneiss laced with enormous veins of ob-sdian.

Rockfal: Upper Amazon

theresa perez was not amused. “what in hell areyoudoing here?’ she asked Juan Campos acidly. “There
isno room on this plane for you two. We have to work.”



Camposgrinned evilly at her. “So?We give you our hos-pitdity and you would then deny me seeing this
great Sght? Even my father thought that we were owed this.”

“What' sthe problem?’ Maklovitch called, squeezing into the plane. He saw Campos and the
bodyguard. “Thiswasn't part of the agreement,” he noted with irritation. “We re on atight schedule here
and even tighter quarters.”

“The agreement has been changed,” Campos responded. “We are staying right here. If you choose not
to teke off, then st. My father believes one of the family should be aboard.”

Maklovitch thought fast. Right now the deadline out-weighed dl ese, and in this plane Camposwas as
much at their mercy asthey wereat his. “ All right—you come.He goes, and now!” the newsman added,

pointing to the body-guard.
“Ramon goeswhere | go.”

The newsman thought amoment, then decided to cal the bluff. “Very well. Terry, get on the horn and
tell them that Don Campos has ingsted on placing two armed men aboard. Because this exceeds our
weight and room limits, we cannot go. Tl them the Camposfileisto air rather than be sent to Don
Campos. Understood?’

The gangster jumped. “Now, wait one minute.What file?'Y ou—bitch! Y ou radionothing without my
permisson!”

“Too late,” shetold himwith asmile. “We re dready liveto the studio. They're hearing every single
word we say. Areyou ordering meto switch us out, knowing that it meansthat here, on live audio, you
areforcibly kidnapping us?’

Thiswas getting alittle too complicated too quickly for Juan Campos.” What file?”

“Y our father knows,” the newsman responded. “Why do you think we were offered his hospitality?|
thought you told usthat you redly ran things around here.” He paused amoment. “Now, Sncewe're
going nowhere, shdl we al go see your father and explain the Stuation?’

Campos suddenly didn’t know what to do. Hisfirst im-pulse was to take them all out and shoot them,
but hewasin fact acting on hisown and he was not at al certain how hisfather would react when word
of that came down. No-body had said anything about adedl, but it explained much.

“All right. He goes, | stay.”

“And you give him your pistol and stay in that seet aslong aswe'reintheair,” the newsman said firmly.
Helooked a hiswatch. “Better make up your mind right now or it won't make any difference. That
meteor won't wait.”

Campos threw up his handsin disgust, then handed a pistol over to the bodyguard and told him to get
off and wait. The bodyguard, hesitant and not without some protest, complied.

None of them were fools enough to believe that Campos didn’t still have various weapons on him, but at
least it was one less. Now, with the bodyguard out, Lori climbed on, looking confused, and they took
their seets.



The technicians had been working steadily since they’ d arrived. Gus now had a console bolted in the
center rear of the plane through which he could control severa exterior cameras and see what each
showed on small black-and-white monitors. The pictures were being recorded in acom-partment
beneath the cabin and aso being sent by a computer-controlledku-band satdlite uplink mounted atop the
arcraft that would relay them back to the U.S. studio if, of course, conditions were right and the aircraft
wasleve. A smilar microwave system was mounted on the plane’ s underside and might work for
pickupsin Manaus or at the makeshift hacienda uplink site. Provided that either system worked,
directorsfar away in the States would pick the feed and aso give Gus genera direction.

“Probably none of it will work,” Gus grumped, “which iswhy we' re dso taping, but it sworth atry.”

Audio wasn't aproblem, and Terry had on a headset that connected her by radio with the studio. Both
Maklovitch and Sutton aso had smilar headsets, but those were on a different frequency and would be
used mogtly for contact and commentary to the live anchor desk.

They roared off into the night, climbing through alow cloud layer that bumped them around abit and
caused hor-rible noise on the audio. Then they broke free and had the clear sky above and al around
them, with atremendous view of the stars.

“I’ve got us on course and ready,” the pilot reported. “We should be in position with, no thanksto the
delays, about ten minutesto spare. For aregion with cleared air-space, though, there' safar amount of
traffic on theradio. Not just the two science planes and the Brazilian Air Force tracker, but it seems
there’ sanumber of small civil aircraft up in violation of the clear airgpace order. Two air forcejetsare
trying to track them and force them down, but there’ salot of damned fools up.”

“Yeah, and probably al three U.S. networks and a dozen others,” Terry commented. “Wonder what
would happen if they shot down an anchor or two.”

It was very dark but very busy in the plane' s cabin as ev-erything was checked out onelast time, and
they even did alast-minute on-air audio report to the news desk. Every-body tried to forget about
Campos, who at least was jugt Sitting there uncharacterigticaly behaving himsdlf. Still, thetime dragged

impossibly.
Lori felt keyed up but dso suddenly very tired, dmost drained. It was the waiting, she decided. She
wanted thingsto start. Theyall wanted thingsto start.

“Contact! Visua contact by Science One!” the pilot re-ported excitedly. Science One was the combined
Brazilian-Smithsonian research plane about 350 miles out in the Atlantic. “If what they' rereporting is
true,” the pilot added, “then we' rein for adizzingly fast [dapaoozal Buckleintight! She's coming down

dirty!”
“What does he mean by ‘dirty’ ?” Juan Campos asked, breaking hislong silence.
“Shedding,” Lori told him. “Coming gpart. Raining big, hot rocks.”

The plane turned dowly and then reduced speed. Maklovitch was already on the air, and Lori knew
now that she, too, waslive.

“We should be seeing it any second now,” the newsman said with a professiona calmness histenseface
belied. “It'scoming right over Rio.”



“There! Got it!” Guscried. “Oh, my God!' What awhop-per!”

Things changed in an ingtant; the horizon suddenly turned from night into a creeping twilight, then,
suddenly, it wasthere, coming straight for them for al they could tell.

“Madre dios!” Juan Campos breathed, and crossed him-self.

Lori watched with amixture of awe and fascination as the huge object sped toward them and then was
suddenly past. It looked like some enormous flaming lump of char-cod, the size of adozen full moons,
blazing aydlow and white-hot tail.

“Wahoo!” Gus roared from his console, apparently very pleased with the pictures. It was only later that
Lori red-ized that the man was so intent on his screensthat he never actually saw the meteor.

The plane banked sharply and took a course perpendicu-lar to the meteor’ s path so they could seeit go
down. The pilot’ s reactions were good, athough suddenly the entire aircraft was rocked asif shaken by
agiant hand, and unse-cured items went flying. Therewas aroller coaster-like sen-sation of faling for
what seemed an eternity, and then the pilot boosted power and pulled out of it.

“Did you get it? Did you get it?” Terry called repesatedly.

Now the plane headed back west, following a huge but ragged contrail left by the meteor. It took better
than five minutes to reach the point where it dipped into the clouds, a distance the big rock had covered
in seconds.

There was no question, though, asto whereto look. A giant mushroom-shaped plumewas till risng
from out of the clouds, and both plume and clouds seemed to be onfire.

They tensed again asthe aircraft dipped bel ow the clouds, and there were genera gasps at the scene
below. It looked like the whole forest was on fire, and the impact Site, many miles away, resembled
nothing less than an ac-tive volcanic cadera.

“It looks like an atom bomb,” Lori commented, her throat dry and condtricted. “Look at the blast area
down there. The firestorm had to be incredibly hot to reach that distance in that wet, green growth.”

Tremendous thunder and lightning were dl around aswell, making the scene look and sound like the end
of theworld.

“What isdl that? Blast effect?’ the anchor prompted her.

“No. It'svery wet here, and the heat and blast cloud have created massive convection currents. The
heet isris-ing, taking the humidity inthe ar withit, and it' s condens-ing. Those are thunderstorms created
by theimpact. There sno telling how long it will rain onthisarea, but at least it will help extinguish the
firesand keep the smoke from ris-ing too high.”

“| seeahuge crater, but there’ s something glowing at the bottom,” Maklovitch noted. “Isthat the meteor
itsaf?’

“Possibly, but unlikely,” she answered. “It’ s probable that the whol e thing disintegrated on impact,
leaving only smdl fragments. More likely that is partly molten rock and mostly existing bedrock
uncovered for thefirg timeinamillion years.”



“| estimate that we are probably at least ten milesfrom the crater, yet it’ sclearly visible. It must be
enormous. A mile, maybe two miles across. Thefire and blast damage extend, oh, at least twenty or
thirty milesal around, possi-bly more.” The newsman suddenly remembered Juan Cam-pos. “ Senor
Campos, does anyone live down there to your knowledge?’

Campos stared at the scene out of hell. “Notnow .” he re-sponded in amost awhisper.

“No, no. | meanbefore it hit. | know there wasn’t much in the way of evacuation because of the sparse
population and the primitiveness of the people.”

“Depends,” the gunman managed. “Where are we now?’

Maklovitch saw what he meant. All of thisregion looked pretty much aike, even more so in the dark,
and nothing much was | eft down there that might provide alandmark.

“I’ve got the position from Science Three,” the pilot called back. “ Cdll it, oh, a hundred, maybe a
hundred and twenty kilometers south-southeast from the Campos air-strip.”

The Peruvian nodded. “ Then therewere some Indians down there. Now?”’
“Canwegetincloser?’ Gusaskedthepilot. “I'd liketo go straight over that crater if | could.”

“I could try, but with these storms and downdrafts al over the place there’ s no predicting anything. Y ou
can fed her shaking now,” the pilot replied. “I’ ve been circling out some fifteen miles, and you fed what
it'slike If I didit, it would haveto be at afairly fast speed.”

“Wadll, the clouds and smoke are obscuring everything,” the cameraman complained. “ Either we get in
there or wewrap, people. I'mfor giving it atry.”

Terry nodded, giving aquick satisfied glance at the ter-rified face of Juan Campos strapped in the back.
Welcome to the news business, she thought acidly. “ One pass, aslow and dow asyou dare,” shetold
thepilot. “That' sit. Guswill have to make do with what he can get.”

Lori wasn't much more thrilled than Campos, as much as she wanted to see the sight closer up. With the
tremendous turbulence, she found hersdlf thinking less of the view than of headlinesin the paper.locd
scientist and news crew die covering asteroid.

“Hang on, everybody!” the pilot called, and circled first out, then back in toward the glow, climbing and
increasing speed. The vapor, risng now mostly from therainfal strik-ing the till extremely hot object,
obscured clear view, and the ride was the scariest any of them could remember. Then the turbulence
subsided, and the fear and tension drained from dl of them like water through asieve, leaving them dll
more or less limp—except Gus, who was muttering that he hadn’t redlly gotten a decent pass.

“One’ senough, | think,” Terry told him. “It'sonly going to get smokier for awhile down there” She
paused for amoment as someone far away asked her a question. * Gus? Can you replay that |ast pass,
the straight-down shot, through a monitor here? They got it back at the studio, but they say there's
something weird about it.”

“Huh?Yeah, | guess, if you' refinished shooting.”



“We are for now. We' re heading back to the ranch to uplink the tapes as backup. They want us, and
particularly Doctor Sutton, to look at it and seeif she can explainit. Y ou, too, Gus, Sinceit might bea
trick of thelight or some-thing with the camera.”

“Yeah, okay. Holdon. That's.. . . lemmesee. . . three. Rewind. All right. Wait. There. Okay, it may
haveto run alittle, but | think it’sin the neighborhood. I’ll switch it to the overhead monitor.”

They al looked, and for amoment there was ajiggly freeze-frame of the crater and smoke cloud. Then
they saw the pictureflip, angle dizzyingly from one sdeto the other asthe plane got into position, then
zoom gtraight in. The picture was bouncy but clear enough. They saw the smoke flash past and, for a
very brief moment, werelooking straight down through billowing white smoke and rain.

“There! Did you dl seeit?” Terry asked them. “It looks like something dark, something black, straight
down aswe went over, with bright stuff al around it.”

“Sorry, itwasso fast,” Lori responded apologeticaly.
The picture stopped, and Gus rewound the tape.
“Holdit!"Terry shouted. “No, up alittle more. Frame advance. There! Hold it!”

The picture was still jJumpy and distorted, but they could now all see just what the control room back in
the States had noticed. Through the smoke, the red and yellow glow of the crater wasvisible, if not
completely clear. Right in the center of the glowing mass was a black shape, distorted and indistinct but
gtill some sort of regular form.

“I couldn’t guess,” Lori told them. “1’d need amuch clearer photo than that to really say much of
anything about it. It could be adifferent mineral, much harder than the sur-rounding rock, that hasa
higher melting point and maybe is aready cooled down, or afissure in whatever’ sleft of the meteor, or a
trick of thelight.”

“I don’'t know meteors, butpictures | know,” Gussaid firmly. “That' sno trick of thelight. Something's
down there.”

Maklovitch looked back at Campos. “Any way inthere? To land, | mean.”

“This plane?No, senor. Nothing, even if it would have survived that blast. And there are no roadsin this
region of any sort. On foot—days under the best of conditions.”

“Y ou have a hdlicopter at theranch,” the pilot called back. “I saw it on the field back there. What about
thet?’

Campos shook his head. “No, no, no. That isour private helicopter. Besides, if you could not even
safely fly this plane through that smoke and the storms, flying a hdlicopter in there close would be
suicide!”

“I flew choppersin hairier conditions than that in the Marine Corps,” the pilot replied. “ Thunderstorms,
sand-storms, and under fire. It wouldn't be abig dedl, | don't think, particularly if we' re alowing another
hour or two for thingsto cam down.”

“No, no, no!” Juan Campos shouted. “It isout of the question!”



“It may be,” Terry said, “but even as we speak, my bossis on the phoneto your father, and it looks like
we might just have adedl.” She paused. “ Of course,you don’t have to come if you don't want to.”

Even Lori thought the idea bordered on madness. “It’ s pretty dangerous,” she noted, “and you'll get
better pic-tures, aswell as better conditions, after daylight.”

“That' strue,” Terry agreed, “but we don’'t know how long after daylight thefirst chopperswill be
arriving from e'sawhere, full of geologists and astronomers and military people and bureaucrats—*

“Not to mention NBC, ABC, CBS, CBC, the BBC, and maybe Fox, God help us,” Maklovitch put in.
“Inthisbus-nessbeing firgt is everything. That’ swhy folks watch us and advertisers pay top dollar—we
can do things like thisthe others can’t. Nobody remembers thesecond newsman into Kuwait City.”

“Forrest Sawyer, ABC,” Terry responded ingtantly. “We were third!”

“Okay, nobody outs de the business remembers. But we remember most that we were third. It sthe
name of the game. Not that we re trying to commit suicide. If Bob there wasn't sure he could get usin
and out in one piece, | don't think we' d risk it oursalves. If you'reredlly againgt it, you can stay behind,
but if we can put thistogether, you' d be invaluable on the scene.”

Lori thought amoment about remaining behind with &l those ruthless men on the drug lord’ sranch and
wondered which was more dangerous. “1I'll go,” shetold him, won-dering if she wasin fact being stupid.

“Good girl! Oops! Sorry, Doc. No offense,” the newsman added.

“That'sdl right.” Mother dways said | should be agood girl. | just want to know if I'm being adumb
broad by doing this.

“Y ou seem certain my father will say yes,” Juan Campos noted.
“Weplanfor ayes. If it sno, we haven't logt anything,” the newsman told him.

“Evenif he agrees, the helicopter carries only six and not much cargo,” the gunman pointed out. “With
you, your pi-lot, your cameraman, the two senoritas, and a sound man, it will befull.”

“He' sgot apoint there,” the pilot, Bob, agreed. “We re not gonna be able to truck in asuitcase unit or
much of anything except ahand-held.”

The newsman thought amoment. “ All right, then, we' Il try two trips. Terry, you can handle Gus s sound,
right?’

“Inapinch, sure”

“All right. A suitcase, Terry, Gus, me, and the doc.”

“What'sa‘suitcase unit’?” Lori asked, puzzled.

“A portable uplink,” Gusreplied. “1t' sactualy akit in the form of three large suitcases. Y ou can put it

together with battery power and have it sending pictures and sound to acomsat in under an hour. The
foreign correspondent’ s constant companion since it was invented.”



They had the agreement by the time they landed, but, looking over the helicopter, they discovered that it
wasn't aslarge asthey’ d hoped. When the suitcase unit was added, it left room for five, but only by a
whisker.

Juan Camposwasted no time at dl caling in from a ded-icated phone at the aircraft parking area. When
he returned, he did not ook al that happy.

“My father, he saysthat | must go with the helicopter,” hetold them. “ Thistimeit isnot my ideal”

“He sright,” Maklovitch told them. “1 just spoke to him mysdlf on the sameline. Mr. Camposisalittle
nervous about somebody taking up the chopper without one of his men aong to see that we go only
where we' re supposed to go and shoot just what we' re here to shoot, particularly since we' I probably
be gonewd | into daylight and theydo expect others from the Brazilian side there not long after that. There
was no taking him out of it; either Campos here goes or it’sno deal.”

It didn’'t need to be spelled out. After daylight in partic-ular, coming in on this side of the border would
reved some sghts camouflaged from routine aerid or satellite sur-veillance. If they saw them, it wasn't
any big dedl, sincethey couldn’t be sure of their exact location. But no pic-tures. No more blackmail
possibilities or nice photos for ex-perts and their computersto mull over.

“With the suitcases, that leaves only five seats, including the pilot,” Terry noted, not at al pleased by this
turn of events. Flying into a disaster area fraught with sudden dan-gers and possible horrors didn’t faze
her, it seemed, but the idea of being stuck out in the middle of nowhere with Juan Campos sure did.
“Who stays?’

“Wadl, | want you and Gus out there setting up and get-ting what you can,” Maklovitch told her. “ They
want me to do some more standups here and an initia wrap piece, 0 it looks like | come out with the
second flight. They'renot at dl sureif we can uplink with therain, so you' Il need the extra setup time. I'll
bring a sound man and Brazil network people with me on the second ride. We' Il bein contact by radio.”
He edged closer to her and added in alow whisper, “Besides, he's got to come back with Bob to ensure
hefliesright.”

Terry nodded. “ Okay, then. Doc, you want to come with us now or wait for the second run?It's
probably going to be pretty wet and rough out there, but if you want to come adong, fed free. At least
you'll bethefirgt person with any scientific training at dl to seethething.”

Lori didn't likeit, but she knew she had to go. “I’m coming. Nobody in the history of known science has
been ableto get this close to an impact of this magnitude so soon. What about rain gear?’

“Senorita Doctor,” Juan Campos said, “you could wear anything you wished and it would not help when
therain fals. Even with little wind, therain is so strong and so powerful, it cannot be described but must
be experienced. Best to seek shelter when it starts, dresslight except for the mud boots, and have one or
more dry changes of clothes packed away.”

“Waéll, we don’t have any rain dickers, anyway,” Gus noted. “ Got some wide hatsthat’ || help and a
couple of umbrellas, for dl the good they’ll do, but that’ sit.”

“WEe |l manage,” Lori said, not at al certain that it wastrue. “I’ ve been drenched before.”

Once up intheair, they didn't need amap to find where to go even in the darkness of thejungle. There



were il fires burning dl around, and the eerie yellow glow from the crater seemed amost like some
gresat aircraft beacon.

“What' s causing that pulsng?’ Terry asked the scientist. “1 mean, | don’t know much about this, but
that' s not nor-mdl, isit?’

“Nobody quite knowswhat’s ‘normad’ in asituation likethis, but | can’'t explain it and wouldn’t have
expected it. It could be rapid heating and cooling, but it seems amost too regular for that. That's one of
the things we might be able to find out if we can get close enough.”

“Looks pretty promising,” Bob told them. “There' still lightning and thunderstorms dl around, but the
areaimme-diately around the crater looks like just smoke from the thing itsalf.”

“The white smoke coming from it now is probably mostly steam,” L ori told them. * Groundwater or
runoff from the storm is going down the crater, hitting that very hot bottom, and instantly coming back

up.”
“Kind of likeageyser,” Gus said, nodding.

“Something like that. Or afumarole. That’ sardative of the geyser that erupts constantly, spouting steam
with aroar. It may be days, weeks, even longer before the crater is cool enough to alow peopleto
descend, although the sci-entific teams probably have moon suits and could do it in amatter of aday or
0. They gointo gill-active volcanic caderasin them.”

“Too bad we don’t have any of those suitsin the bud-get,” Gus commented. “I’d liketo get a
down-the-throat shot.”

They were quite close now, close enough to see the strange yellow-gold shape at the bottom, even
though that bottom was a quarter of amile deep and still shrouded in steam.

“Funny,” Terry said, looking at the unearthly scene. “1 don’t seethat dark spot now. Maybe you were
wrong, Gus. Maybe it wasjust atrick of the camera”

“Not likethat,” Gus maintained. “ There snothin’ to cause that kind of thing.” Hefrowned. “I tell you,
Terry, if that thing opens up and some Martian machine pops out, I'm runnin’!”

“I'm more curious as to why the crater isn't deeper,” Lori commented. “I1t'samazingly shalow for
something that large coming in at that kind of speed.”

“Looks plenty big enough to me,” Gusreplied.

“Sure, but the velocity at impact had to be close to Mach 3, maybe more. Y ou crash anything going at
close to three thousand kilometers per hour and you' re going to get onewhale of adeep hole. With an
object twenty, maybe thirty meters across or more—it was very hard to tell—the crater should be many
times deeper thanitis. There are alot of unexpected phenomenahere. Enough, I’'m afraid, to shake up
severd distiplines. They'll beyears figuring thisthing out! And that firestorm—it shouldn’t have
happened. An asteroid’ sjust a huge piece of rock, and there’ s nothing in the jungle to ignite or explode
that way. There must have been some sort of gas or explosive materia that went up onimpact. Thisisa
very strange thing, indeed, we have here.”

“Likethat place in Siberiayou were talking about?” Terry asked.



“Asmygterious asthat, only very different in the phe-nomena. At least thistime we re on the scene.” She
sghed. “1 wish | had someinstruments here. At least | could take initid measurements. It might be niceto
know if thisarea s now radioactive, for example.”

“Radioactivel” Gus exclamed nervoudy. *Y ou mean we might be going into something likethat 7’

“It'spossible. We don't really knowwhat’ s orbiting out there in space.” Another cheery thought, that
comes too late, she mused to herself.

Terry looked down at what was rapidly resembling amoonscape. “ Think any natives are down there? |
heard dl sorts of stories about some of these tribes.”

“Impossiblel” Juan Campos responded. “Y ou seeit. What could have lived through that impact, not to
mention the firestorm?’

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” Bob noted. “I’ ve seen bombardments so thick you couldn’'t believe a
gnat could live through it, but when they went in afterward an amazing number of people were il dive
and in fighting shape &f-terward. Y ou never know. Still, I’d think that any of the primitivesaivein these
partsare fill running. To them, thishad to fed like the end of theworld. It' s possibleto live through a
bombardment, but those who have say it’ sthe most terrifying thing imaginable, and theyknew what was
going on. Imagine how afraid these savages must be with no idea of what was going on.”

“Yeah, well, I’ ve seen that sort of thing, too,” Gus admit-ted. “But | ain’t so sure about the reaction. |
wish we d brought along a couple of those guns.”

“Y ou would never be able to use them, senor,” Campos said matter-of-factly. “ The Indians would not
be seen until they wished to be seen. The dartsin their blowguns are tipped with poisons and sharp
enough to go through cloth-ing, and they are accurate. These people aso know what guns do and will
guard againgt them. Theremay be atribe or two that till areignorant of the outside world, but | doubt it.
They just do not like our world and ways, re-jecting them in favor of the jungle and their own ancient
life-style. But | think our pilot friend isright. Thiswould have frightened them and awed them far too
much for them to become curious. In afew days, or weeks, they might in-vestigate, but not right off.”

The pilot surveyed the area. He didn’t need the helicop-ter spotlights to see the general area, not with
the glow from the crater and the illumination of the newly risen moon, but the searchlight gave detail to the
immediate ground surface. “1 can't tdll how hot it is, particularly with al the charred vegetation, but
there’ sa clear spot over there about a kilometer from the crater that looks like good, solid rock. It's not
raining now; you might just get lucky if it's cool enough.”

“I don't seewhy it wouldn't be,” Lori responded. “ Theimmediate areawas burned quickly in the
firesorm.”

The pilot set the helicopter down gently. Terry cautioudy opened the door, looked down, grabbed a
large flashlight, and then stepped out onto the surface. Fine dust and ash blew around from the backwash
of the rotor blades, but she reached down and felt the soil and nodded. “ Slightly warm, but no big ded,”
she shouted back into the cabin.

They all got out now except the pilot and Campos, who handed down the three large silver suitcases
contai ning the portable dish unit to Gus. The three quickly moved away so that the heicopter could lift
off. They dl had their canteens, first-aid kits, and sufficient rations for the short time they would be there.



They watched the chopper rise, hover amoment asif re-luctant to leave, then head out to the west
toward the Cam-pos compound. It was quickly swallowed up in the clouds and night. The blowing ash
settled, and when they moved back in to retrieve the equipment, they were startled to see aform standing
there.

“| decided to remain with you,” said Juan Campos. “ Even under these conditions, thisis a dangerous
place for two senoritas and one unarmed man.”

All three of them had an uneasy fedling about the man, but there was't much they could do.Forty
minutes, Terry thought frantically.Maybe less, each way, with maybe twenty on the ground. Not even
two hours. He has to know that. But the anima lurking under thet civilized veneer of hiswasn't buried
very deep, and it might not think that far ahead.

“| thought you had to guide the helicopter back and forth,” Terry said doud to him.

“Oh, he does not have any equipment in the helicopter. It isours, after dl. Hewill have no trouble finding
hisway back, either—heisagood pilot—and thereislittle for him to see until dawn. It is safe enough for

She sighed. “Weéll, then, help uslug this stuff over to areasonably flat, sable areaand help us set it up.”

There was the sound of not so distant thunder. “Isdl that waterproof?’ Lori asked. “| think it might well
get rained on, and us, t0o.”

“Oh, it's pretty well sealed,” Gus assured her. “ Just keep the control box lid down tight and latched ina
direct down-pour. The big problem is stabilizing the dish, particularly in aheavy wind, dong with thefact
thatku- bandsigndsarered bad in rain and heavy wesather.”

“We better think of some shelter for ourselves, too, just in case,” Lori said. “This place |ooks pretty
blasted, but over there the trees seem scorched but gtill standing.”

“Y ou can take the small flashlight and have alook-see,” Gustold her, “but | wouldn’t go too far ‘round
here. There sdl sorts of mean, nasty critterslivein these places, and it’s pretty damn sure not al of ‘em
got blown to hdll or had the senseto run.”

“Thanksalot,” she came back sarcastically. What shere-ally wanted to do was have alook at that
crater, but until they were set up, there wasn’t much she could do abouit that. She could seeit, though, so
tantalizingly close, withits eerie yellow glow and its strange, regular pulsing. It might beirresigtible after a
while

From the jet, the whole region had |ooked more like the landing zone, but here, on the ground, it was
much differ-ent. A surprising amount of the jungle wasintact, though it showed the effects of blast and
fire. Huge areas had been uprooted amost ingtantly, the giant treeslying there, dl pointing away from the
crater. Still, even here, the roots of some were so deep, and the underbrush was so thick below them,
that large stands survived, and it appeared that the blast had affected barely another kilometer or two of
the jungle beyond their camp. It indicated that the blast had been far less powerful than she' d origindly
thought and that the firestorm had occurred not on impact butahead of it, not destroying the jungle but
burning away the top in-stead.

She suddenly thought she saw something moving in the darkness and swung the flashlight toward it. The



beam fell on an enormous, hairy multicolored spider standing atop one of the blasted trees. For amoment
shecouldn’t tell if it was dead or dive, but then, suddenly, itjumped out of the beam and to her right.

She decided that she’ d had enough exploring for the night and hurried back to the others.

“Find anything?’ Gus asked as hefinished the assembly of the main dish with a socket wrench. “ Jumping
piders,” shetold him nervoudy. “Bird spider,” Campos eaborated, hel ping Gus mount the dish into the
suitcase console. “Very common here. They will attack if threatened but will try to run away if they can.
So somethingdid livethrough dl this, then?’

Guswasalittlemoreworried. “ Sounds likewe wastakin' sense up there. | bet there’ smorelife il
around here than anybody’ d thought.”

“Perhaps you are right, senor,” Campos agreed. “In which case it will be avery good ideato Stay away
from the trees unless we must use them for shelter. The spiders and most insects are not big problems,
but the snakes can be very dangerous, and if anything would survive dl thisit would bela anaconda and
her kin.”

The satellite dish was mounted into the main suitcase unit; Gustook out asmall dedgehammer, pounded
stakesinto the rock and anchored the dish to them with astrong wire. He jiggled the thing afew times,
then seemed stisfied.

“Next thing we do is see if we have juice from the bat-tery pack, and then I’ [l try and dign this sucker,”
hesad.

One whole suitcase, it appeared, was a battery. “How long doesthat thing last?’ Lori asked him.

“Oh, aout an hour at full power, maybe more a alower setting.” He used asmall eectronic deviceto
take aprdim-inary sghting, then switched on the unit and plugged in atiny Watchman-styletdevison that
showed only snow. Checking the instrument often, he turned afew cranks on the dish mount, and
suddenly avery snowy test pattern camein. It was somewhat distorted, weak, but it was there.

Terry plugged in aheadset and threw asmall switch. The television went black, but she paid no attention
and ingtead said, “Hello, Atlanta. Hello, Atlanta. Thisis Terry at the crater. Do you receive us? Over.”
Shetoggled the switch down.

“Audioisfar,” atinny voicein her ear responded. “No video. Over.”

Toggle. “Wedon't have acameraplugged in yet. Be-cause of power limits and distance to the crater,
we are un-able to do live shots from the rim, but as soon as John gets here, we'll go out with the
hand-held and then immediately feed tape. Over.”

“Understood. Thereisastorm over the base a the mo-ment delaying everything. Best guessisthat it'll
be about two hours until it clears and they can get to you. Advise you use the time for pickup shotsif the
weether isstill clear there. If Suttonisup toiit, try her in astandup. Feed what you get when you get it,
but leave at |leadt fifteen minutes. Over.”

Two hourd “ Uh—we might have a problem before that,” she said low into the mike. “We have the
nonteam member present and armed. Over.”

“Can’t do much about it. Handle it the best you can. We are advised of the Situation from the pilot at



base. Do what-ever you have to. Suggest you shut down now until you are ready to feed. Over.”
When you make dealswith the devil, make sureit isyou making the dedl.

“All right. Asyou said, nothing much can be done about it. Out.” Shelooked over at the cameraman.
“Shut it and sedl it, Gus,” shetold him. “They want usto do pickups at the crater if the weather holds.”

The thunder rumbled across the ghostly landscape.

“That sorm istoward the rancho,” Campos noted. “| can tell. The sormsdo not last al that long, but
they arefierce and they can be aproblem. | think perhaps the hdlicopter will be late.”

Damnit! Terry thought sourly. At least he could have been a little less clever. “It’ sraining there now,”
she admit-ted to him. “But they don’t think it'll be a serious problem unlessit comesthisway.”

There was a sudden, extremely bright bolt of strobo-scopic lightning close by, and then avery loud
explosion of thunder.

“I hateto say it,” Gusydled, “but | think we got that se-rious problem!”

Before anyone could reply, there was a sudden rush of wind and the heavens opened with a vengeance.
It wasn't like any storm Lori had ever known; the rain was so heavy and dense, it was nearly impossible
to see, and the roaring sound was deafening. Campos and the two women grabbed the flashlights and
Gus snatched up the portacam unit, for-tunately till inits case, and they headed for the shelter of the
trees, spiders and snakes be damned. There was no hope of staying dry; as Lori ran toward the jungle,
she was soaked through in an instant, and she could fed theinten-sity of the downpour asit pounded her
through her cloth-ing.

The trees were not the shelter they would have been only hours before, but there were places where the
rain was de-flected by higher foliage in spite of the fire damage. Sur-rounded by gushing waterfals of
runoff from the tree tops, the spot she found was fairly well protected.

She' d been afraid that she would dip and fall on therock or trip over some wreckage of the destroyed
forest, but somehow she' d managed to make it without mishap. Now, sheltered and catching her breath,
she was aware of a series of sharp, thundering explosions that reverberated through the jungle. Ina
moment she redlized that they were dl coming from the same direction—the crater!

Either it was till extremely hot or some sort of reaction was taking place the nature of which she
couldn’t guess. She suddenly worried that it might somehow explode and take them all out, or shatter, or
who knew what?

She wondered where the others were. Not far, surdly, in spotsjust like this. There wasn't any sensein
going looking for them in the incessant rain, and afew attempts proved the futility of trying to yell over the
constant roar.

A crazy thought cameto her of Gus sfearsof alivere-run of The War of the Worlds. The repeated
explosonsfrom the crater certainlydid sound very regular, like some-thing, well,venting. Nerves, she
told hersdlf. Just nerves.

Terry, too, had found shdlter, leaning againgt the tree and gasping for breath. She had falen, and it felt
like she'd bruised and skinned her knee. It hurt like hell.



God! Thisisone I’m gonnaremember for an awfully long time, shetold hersdf. Like dl therest of my
life. | been shot at, chased, dapped around, and treated like shit, but this may be the worst. And dll for a
damned holein the ground! Maybethisisit. Maybethisis God telling methat it stimeto pack it in,
demand a studio job, or find some-thing else. And those damned explosions! Bang! Bang! Bang! Like
some kind of ghostly war.

She had just decided that it couldn’t be much worse when she felt something press against the sde of
her head. She started; powerful hands pushed her back, and therewas agun right in her face.

“Go ahead!” Camposyelled at her in Spanish with angry satisfaction. “Y el your head off, bitch! They
could be five meters away and not hear you!”

He grabbed her, and shetried to kick him in the balls, but he sidestepped her attempt, which was weak
because of the pain in her knee and her general state of near exhaus-tion. He twirled her around and
pinned one of her arms be-hind her back, twisting it painfully as he drew her to him.

“Try anything more like that and | will bregk it! | will bresk your armsand your legs”
“My God, Campos! What do you want? Y ou can't get away with thisl” she yelled back defiantly.

“Y ou know what | want, you whore!” he snapped. “And what if you do not turn up when the rain stops?
They will suspect, but they will notknow. Do you not remember where you are? Y our friends come at
our invitation and leave a our demand, and if they regject our story of your disappearance, they can do
nothing. We are already on the wanted lists of adozen countries. Y our only hopeisto do what | say and
pretend you likeit. If you convinceme, then maybe, just maybe, | will let you livel”

He pushed her back against the tree and grabbed with his free hand for her rain-soaked khaki safari
shirt, the other hand till holding the pistol, now pointed at her abdomen.

“Why?Y ou're gonnakill meanyway. Y oumust ! And we both know it.”
He grinned evilly. “Perhgps the rain will stop. Perhaps then they will hear us, no?'Y ou can never tell.”
And, with that, he ripped the shirt, dmost literdly tearing it off her.

She closed her eyes and sank down, resigned now to her fate at the hands of this monster. She waited
and waited, and nothing came.

Finally she opened her eyes and frowned, then her eyes grew wide in amazement.

Juan Campos had collapsed in a hegp and was lying there facedown, more in the rain than out of it. The
pistol had fallen from his hand, and she moved painfully to re-trieve it, not comprehending what sudden
miracle had saved her. Gus? But wherewas he? A fdling branch? It didn’t look like anything like that.

And then, only afew meters beyond, she saw shapes. She was so shaken that for amoment she
imagined they were Gus s Martians or some other kind of creatures from the crater, and theydid look
like nothing on Earth. Their faces were tattooed with el aborate designs, with great ear-rings of wood or
bone. Smdll, dark, and threatening in their own right, each figure held asmall blowpipein its hand, eyes
wide but fearfully flinching with the sound of each smdl explosion.



She made amovement for the pistol, and the pipes went up. She stopped, backed away into the tree,
and the pipes came down. Primitive, yes, like out of someNational Geographic specid, but they knew
what guns could do.

Terry tried to think of how to say “friend” in every lan-guage that she knew, but only English and
Spanish came to mind. She tried them, but only blank stares were returned.

And then, asdramaticaly asit had started, the rain stopped, asif someone had turned off a faucet.

Quickly, dmost without sound, atrio of the primitives moved in toward Juan Campos s body, first
turning him over, then going through his clothing with athief’ sskill.

Inandly, Terry could only think, If only | had a camera here! What a story thiswould make!

With sudden amazement coming over her, she redlized that the three stripping Campos were al
girls—no, women, and, from the look of them, onesthat had dready lived rough lives. Their facesand
bodies were decorated with well-worn designs, and they wore that primitive jewdry but not agtitch of
clothing. Their black hair waslong but ob-vioudy not without attention; it was shoulder-length on some,
waist-length on others, and trimmed at the ends. Nor was it matted or tangled; much attention was clearly
paid to keeping it groomed. Their awareness of how things con-nected on the clothing and of the gun and
its purpose showed some knowledge, but everything about them said that they, if not ignorant of anything
beyond the Stone Age, rgjected dl such thingstotally.

Theywere, however, thorough, and before two minutes had passed they had extracted from Campos's
body an in-credible assortment of weaponry, from two more small pis-tolsto an assortment of knives
and other instruments of violence. One of the women in the rear brought up athick tray of woven straw,
onto which dl the wegpons were care-fully placed. By the time they were through, Campos was nude,
his clothing put in aheap, and signs of various wounds and scars could be seen al over the man’s body.
Clearly hislife hadn’t dways been one of idleness and ease.

Terry heard noisesto her |eft and looked over to see several more of the women with avery frightened
Dr. Lori Sutton in tow and others dragging another form which the newswoman recognized. “ Oh, my
God! Gus !

She gtarted to go to the cameraman, but for thefirst time, one of the women made a sound, saying
sharply and men-acingly,” Azat!”

Blowgunswent up, and Terry got the message. When Lori saw Terry’ storn shirt and Campos on the
ground nearby, she gasped, ingtantly putting two and two together. The scientist reached the newswoman
and whis-pered, “Did he. .. 7
“No. They stopped him. If they hadn’t—*

“Aza! Azat!” came the menacing protest again. Gus by now was aso stripped, and they gestured that
the two women were to strip aswell. Clearly they trusted nobody, not here.

Oh, God! The damned bugs are dready eating me diveasitis Lori thought, but she was too frightened
not to comply.

“Guza Guza!” the seeming leader said, pointing, indica-ting that they were to move toward the rest of the
primi-tives, who still had their blowguns trained on the captives. They’ re not going to give us back our



clothes and equip-ment! Lori thought with sudden panic, but there wasn't much elseto do, and she
didn’t want to argue, not right now.

They went back into the forest, and the tender feet of the two civilized women were soon fedling bruised
and cut by the rough forest floor, compounded by insect bites that the natives seemed to just ignore.

They’ retaking us away, away from the base camp! Terry thought in panic. Therest of the newsteam
would search, of course, but what chance did anyone have of finding themin the natives' jungle, even if it
had just recently undergone massive adterations?

It seemed like avery long march, but hardly hours con-sidering that dawn had not yet broken. Finally
they reached what the two women first thought was a village but which, on closer ingpection, appeared
more to be atemporary camp rather than a permanent settlement.

Terry’scuriosity competed with her fear, and she won-dered if these women had been here when the
meteor had hit. There were signs of debris about, anumber of recently fallen trees and theremains of a
crude stonefire pit that had gpparently blown over. A camp fire burned in the wreckage, giving the whole
areaan egrie, flickering glow. On one sde of the camp several women were lying on thick grass mats,
and they had what looked like dried mud and |leaves over parts of their bodies, some secured with vines.
At least one showed signs of singed hair and had the natural bandages over part of her face and one eye.

Y es, they’ d been here during impact. It was awonder any of them had survived unscathed, let lone so
many, and it was equaly wondrous that any of them could il hear.

The two captive women were taken near thefire, al-though they hardly needed the extra heat, and with
sgnswere ordered to Sit. It was mostly mud there, thanks to the runoff from the rainstorm.

To their surprise, they saw the bodies of the two men be-ing dragged into the camp, bound with vine
ropes. Then they aren’t dead! both thought amost at once, for why bind dead bodies? Some sort of
parayzing drug, then, rather than aletha poison. Terry was happy that Guswasn't aca-sudty, after al,
but couldn’t help wondering with alittle bit of satisfaction what Camposwould be like asthe captive of a
tribe of femae savages.

Now what?they both wondered. Neither had any experi-ence with anything like this, but it wasn't hard
to think of movies, televison shows, and books that told of the savage nature of the jungle people of the
upper Amazon. And if they were taken far into the jungle before searchers could find them, what hope
would there ever be of escape?

Amazonia

SHE WASNOT OLD, SHE WASANCIENT, ALTHOUGH SHE NOIlonger possessed the word to
expressit. The People be-lieved that she was the daughter of a goddess and amost worshiped her, and
after dl thistime she could no longer recal her own origin.

She sensed that in the distant past she' d been many things, but it wasincreasingly difficult to remember
much of it. Shedid know somehow that the longer time passed and the more she remained in any one
place, the more her memory faded, leaving only the present and immediate past. But the present and



immediate past were such along stretch of existence that she knew somehow that she was coming to a
point where memories were faling into a deep and bottomless pit beyond recall. Some of the knowledge
useful to the People remained, but it seemed now to come from nowhere, accepted asreadily as magic,
without ques-tion asto itsorigin but rather taken for granted as some di-vine gift. Vast periods of time
passed when she never even thought of the Past, or that there hadbeen a past, even in her dreams. She
didn’'t mind; in fact, she felt better for it, dept more soundly for it. The present was enough. It was
aufficient.

The language of the People was simple and pragmatic; they had al the words that were necessary for
them and could express any conceptsthat were relevant to their sm-ple but demanding lives, but there
was no subtlety to it, no multiple meanings, no indirectness. There were dso no wordsfor lying, deceit,
dishonesty, or most other sins, nor was there aword for property or any great concept of it.

Although there were spirits everywhere—not just in the sky but in the trees, the rocks, the water, the
animals, even the wind—who were prayed to in the context of aview of the cosmos both smple and
complete, they had no names, only attributes and powers. The names of the People were dlso smple and
generdly descriptive: Little Flower, Big Nose, Soft Wind. They had named her Alamalong ago, which
meant “ spirit mother.”

She had used no other tongue for so long that she re-called no other. Like the rest of her forgotten past,
she had no need of another.

Even time was different here, for the climate never changed, and the only tempora reference, beyond the
pass-ing of day and night, was the births, aging, and eventua degths of the others. She had tried on
occasion to figure out how long she had been with the People by generations, but she kept going back
and back so far that al the faces and persondities blurred together in her mind. She did remem-ber
vaguely coming across an immenseriver in avery large canoe powered by the Spirit of the Wind, with
huge, ugly men dressed in bright cloth and metd, with four-legged an-imasthat they rode. Sherecdled
that sometime afterward she had been beaten and whipped by some of those men and had fled into the
jungle, but even that was a blur now, fading and soon to disappear with the rest of the past.

She had a hazy memory, dmost adream, of fleeing in-land, encountering atribe, and settling with them.
She had fdlt safe, but something had happened—an accident—and she’ d lost ahand. She could never
remember which hand it was, anyway, sSince it was't important. It wasn't the loss that had caused the
trouble with the tribe but, rather, the fact that the hand eventually had grown back. She had been cast out
by the tribal leaders, men who had cometo fear her, and she had pressed on, learning when to stay with
atribe and when to leaveit, until she had found the People.

Legend said it had been atribe where the men had grown lazy and no longer provided for the women
and chil-dren or respected the gods and spirits. The women had learned how to hunt and forage and do
al thethings men did, after which the spirits had dain the men for their evil abandonment of their natura
duties. Since that time they had dlowed no man in the tribe. Now and then they would find men of other
tribesin the forest and capture some of them, and, using the ancient potions made from the forest plants,
the prisoners would be kept drugged and would mate with whoever of the tribe choseto do so. After a
while the men would again be put to deep and carried back to where they had been captured, to wake
up wondering whether their experience had been real or somekind of dream. Male children born of
these unions would be taken to some other mixed tribe and left. Only girl children were kept by the
People. It was apart of the blood oath taken at adulthood, and there was a stark but well-understood
price for not agreeing to do so: degath to the mother, athough not to the child, who was then taken to
another tribe. It was ahard rule, but thiswas ahard lifein avery hard land, and it had kept them free.



Was that one of her rules? Or had that been here before her? She couldn’t remember. Shewasn't even
redly certain if the People had predated her arrival or had come about as a mixture of circumstance and
her own invention. Certainly she drictly enforced the rules: Use nothing not of nature, or of your own
making, or the making of those you know. All things of others, even of other tribes, are unclean, to be
buried when found and the handler purified afterward. Re-fuse nothing that another needs; have nothing
that you would not willingly give away.

She worried about that sometimes, that perhaps she was not helping these women but was instead
forcing them into a system to meet not their needs but hers. But wasn't that what a deity did? They did
not seem to hate her for it, were not unhappy. If, perhaps, her perception of them as being happier than
their counterparts in the more traditional tribes was colored by her own need to beright, they never
seemedless content than the others. That would have to be enough. Provided that the tribe could
continue to exigt, that the forest would continue to exist, even her worries would not trouble her, for even
now it was hard to imagine that she had not dways been here.

She took no man hersdlf, nor had shein such along time, she could barely remember the experience.
She felt no need for it anymore, and, more important, the surviva of the tribe depended on procreation,
particularly when they could keep only the girl children; she knew she was barren. Therewas only one
man who was of her own kind, aman of godlike power that shedid remember, but she could not
remember even him with much clarity.

Still, while she’ d banished al the worries of the past, she was concerned about the future. What made
the People so dtractive to her was their permanence, their unchanging yet chalenging life, and their
isolation. But it was getting alot harder to maintain that isolation. The forest was being chewed up by
monstrous machines, cleared, farmed, then abandoned because the land was neither loved nor
under-stood by those new men and women who exploited her. The tribe had moved many timesand
more than once had barely escaped discovery, and it was getting harder and harder to find a place that
would provide for the needs of the Peoplein their jungle wilderness. Watching the cutting and burning of
the forest had brought back old hatreds and fears; it was no lessrgpe for being inflicted on the land rather
than on awoman, and it was no less brutdly violent.

That was why they were near the remote impact Site, searching out anew placeto cal ahome, anew
refuge againgt the rapists of the land. It was agood region and held much promise, dthough there were
others about— violent men, men with deadly weapons and a calous disre-gard for life, who were dso
planting and growing in the region. These men, at least, seemed to protect the forest to hide their activities
from the rest of the world as much as she wanted to hide the People from those same eyes. That made
them less of aproblem to her and one she could ac-cept. Their traps were elaborate and particularly
nasty, but she could discover them easily, and they posed no redl threat. And with the poisonsand
potions that were the leg-acy of tens of thousands of years of experience by the for-est people, an
uneasy truce was possible. The men understood that the People had no interest in what they were doing
and wished only to be left alone. They aso un-derstood that in the forest their murderous guns and traps
werelittle help should they decide to hunt down the forest tribes. After afew disastrous attempts, the
men had aban-doned any ideas of that.

This place would probably do, but locating agood site for amore permanent village would take some
time. In the meantime, they would camp and move asone.

It had been quite late, and only the guards and the forest were awake. There had been good hunting, the
Fire Keeper had agood flame, and everyone had afull belly and was content. The women had been
deeping off the large medl; even the Spirit Mother hersaf had been fast adeep, when it happened.



Suddenly she had awoken with agtart, a horrible feging sweeping over her like nothing she could
dredge up from the most distant of remaining memories. It was an dmost inexplicable form of dread, as
if—asif she were dead, sleeping forever with nature, and someone was digging at her grave. . .

From above there came a crackling sound and a series of booms like thunder yet unlike any thunder she
or the Peo-ple knew. The night flared suddenly into day, and a great sun came almost upon them and
vanished in a horrible ex-plosion, beyond anything they could have imagined, power-ful enough to shake
the earth, collapse the lean-tos, throw the guards to the ground, and even topple some of the greet trees.

Then, for amoment, there was astilinessdmost aster-rible as the crash, and suddenly, a searing wave
of heat that burned and blackened whatever it touched swept over them. WWomen and children screamed
both in terror and in pain, and there wasfire, awful fire, al around.

Although in shock, she redlized that somehow she' d re-ceived only aminor burn on one side and was
otherwise dl right. But others had been badly hurt and needed immediate attention. She got up on her
feet and ran to the center of the camp, calling loudly, “Keep calm! Keep cdm! We must help those who
are hurt, and quickly!”

The sight of her and the sound of her commanding voice ralied those who were no more injured than
shewas, and the entire tribe went into immediate action.

Those who had been caught out in the open in the firestorm had suffered. Two were deed, struck full in
the face by the heat, and another had been crushed to death by afalling tree. There were severa broken
limbsto be set, some seared hair that smelled and looked ugly but wasn't serious, and three or four
seriousburns.

“Susha The hedling herbsl” the Spirit Mother snapped, examining the badly burned side of Mahtra's
face. There was avirtua pharmacy inthe ails, balms, herbs, saps, and leaves of the great forest, and she
had made certain that akit of such thingswas aways available. “Utral Bhru! We will need water, both
cold and very hot. Get urns! Bhru, fix thefire pit! The rest of you—if you are uninjured, help carry the
hurt to the mats over there so they will be seen to quickly! Get any burning limbs out of the camp!
Quickly! Timeisadl for theliving! Wewill mourn and tend to the dead when we can!”

It was afrantic time, but in away that was good, for the practical needs of their tribe, their family, drove
out the ter-ror that would have otherwise consumed them, and within an hour or two they were too
weary to clearly remember their panic and fright. But though they were tired, they were not without
curiogty. Something had blown up; some-thing had exploded with enormousforce very near to them. If
it was something made by the Outside, what their tongue called “not forest,” it might bring other
Outsiders. If it was something run by the men of violence, that would be im-portant to know, too. And if
it was somekind of evil spirit come from the night sky to Earth, then that needed to be known most of all.

Alama, however, could not go. As she wasthe religious aswell astempora |leader, her duty wasto
remain with theinjured and to see that the ceremonies of the dead were per-formed, lest their spirits,
deprived of areturn to the bosom of the Earth Mother, be doomed to wander eternally with-out rest.

“Sushawill remain and see to those who are burned,” she ordered. “ The guards must aso remain, for
none can travel until healed. Bhru, as Fire Kegper you will help mein the preparation of burid. The
others, those who can, will go and see what has happened. Then you will come back and tell uswhat you
see. Two groups, one under Bhama, the other under Utra, will go, one toward the greet fire, the other
below it here. Take care. Thefire still burns at the tops of the trees, and there is much danger.” She
stopped, feding asudden drop in air pressure. “Rain comes. Rain will help with the fires and will make



your journey better. Go now. Come back and tell us what you see, but do not be seen yourselves. Those
too hurt for such athing but able to help here, stay. Thereis much to do. All must be back beforefirst
light. Go!”

Thelong and exhausting night wore on. The graves were quickly and expertly dug, and the victimswere
wrapped in leaves, in spite of the driving rain. Mogt of the treesin and around the camp till stood, and
Alamawas proud of that. She always seemed to pick just the right spot when unfore-seen danger lurked.

Therain continued intermittently. Finished with dl but the ceremonies and the actud laying in the earth,
Alamaand Bhru came wearily back into the camp and stopped dead in their tracks. Two naked
strangers, Outsider women, were being kept by the fire under guard, and two others, naked Outsider
men, were lying unconscious on the side of the camp opposite the wounded tribes women. The women
knew that the men were not dead, for why bring dead men into camp and defileit?

“Bhamal Utral” Alama snapped angrily. “What isthis?’
The two squad leaders, asweary astheir chief, jumped to her call.

“They dl hiding inthetrees,” Utratried to explain. “One of the men,that one,” she added, pointing to
Juan Campos, “attack the dark woman. We put dartsin him to stop him. Mother, we cannot just sit and
watch such athing! She seesus. It isnot atime for deciding but just doing. If others come, she will say
that she sees us and how many we are. Then they come try and find us. Y ou say the wounded can-not
travel, o we take them with us.”

Alamasighed. She wished she’ d been with them. Some-times direct, pragmatic logic wasn't dwaysthe
best course, particularly when dealing with Outsiders. “ And the other two?’

“Mother, it rains hard then,” Bhamatold her. “We come up to the burning place from below. All a once
we see this man there, under the trees. It was so sudden, we do not ex-pect it. We are in the opento his
eyes, and he seesus. Then he smiles. He reaches for something and holdsit up to hisface. Wethink itis
some kind of wegpon, and so we shoot him with darts. We il trying to decide what to do next, when
the rain stops. Then thiswhite woman comes toward us. She seems afraid of us when she seesus, but
she does not try and run from us but runs to the man. We stop her. Then we hear our sisters nearby. We
see that they have the others. We know there are no more. So we agree, dl of us, to purify them. We
bury their unclean things as the law commands. Then we bring them back with usfor you to decide.”

In adirect sense, what they had done was exactly right, if the facts were true. “How do you know that it
isonly these? That no others are here?’

“We see them come,” Bhama assured her. “They come on abig, terrible bird that roars like thunder.
They and their things get off, nobody ese. Then the bird fly away.”

Thiswas not good, not good at al. There were certain to be others coming, and they would look for the
missing foursome. Still, they couldn’t just be released, not now. Shelooked up and sensed thewind
through the charred and smoky atmosphere. It was raining again over there, and here soon aswell. The
sensible thing would be to destroy the camp, disguise the wounded, leave afew volunteer guardsto
watch over them, and move everyone away asfar and fast as possible until they could find aplaceto
hide. There would be a search, yes, but it would not be amgjor one, not in thisjungle. But what then?
The men couldn’t be kept, nor could they be left bound and drugged forever. Even now they would dow
everyone down. If these two women were their wives, they’ d never give up searching, and the places
where they could continue to hide out from the encroaching Outs de were becoming more limited each



day.

But if they killed the two men, what reaction would that bring in the women? They both aready seemed
too old to ever accept and adjust to the life of the People; there were potions, of course, drugs that
would dull the mind and con-trol it so that one could never disobey. Still, it was adis-tasteful business,
and shedidn’t likeit at al. In all these years she' d not faced a problem this complicated.

Shelooked at the two warriors. “ And the thing that burns? What of it? Did any seeit close?’

Utranodded. “ Y es, Mother. We seeit. It isthe heart of the Moon Goddess cometo Earth. Itisal
black and burned around whereit Sits, and it isin agreat hole that it makesfor itsdf. It isbright and
ydlow, and it look like agreat jewd the size of the full moon in the sky. And it beets, like the heart.”

Alamafrowned. A big jewd ? Begting like a heart? That made no sense at dl in any traditiona lore, nor
did any-thing from that buried past cometo explainit, either. Thiswas something totaly new. Likethe
horrible feding that had awakened her and still made her shiver when she thought about it.

Stll, her past of fog and mist did not totally desert her.Meteor, it said, and she had an ingtant vision of a
great rock in space coming down toward the Earth and striking with enormous force. But meteorsdidn’t
glow yellow and best like hearts.

Now another concept came, likemeteor without atrue word but rather as an ideaand picture: Satellite.
In aworld as primitive asthis? Or had it been longer than she thought since she' d entered the forest? Far
longer . ..

Bomb. The most worrying concept to come from that mental unknown and the most likely to be
something that throbbed. How advanced might portions of Earth now be, anyway?

Spaceship.No, surely not that advanced. She was certain of that. But what if it wasn't ahuman
gpaceship? What if it was from something or someonereally Outside?

“I must seeit, and soon,” shetold them.

“But what of the ceremonies?’ Bhru asked worriedly. “It isamost first light now.”

Y es, that was the trouble. It was dmost firgt light, and a some point, perhaps even now, certainly within
hours, others would come to search for these missing four. Others would come to see what had falen
here, asthe four cap-tives probably had, for why else would they be here? There just wasn’t enough
time! And only afew hours earlier she had felt the luxury of timelessness.

There was no way around it, though. Theyhad to break camp and play for time, no matter what. She
gave the or-ders, and the two exhausted Outsider women watched as the camp became afrenzy of
activity, turning a primitive campsite back into wild jungle.

“They’re covering up to run!” Lori hissed. “And taking uswith them!”

“Nothing we can do now,” Terry whispered back. “ At least Gusisn’t dead. | wish they’ d used more of
that stuff on Campos, though.”



“But wecan't go likethis!”

“I don't evenwant to goif | had on asafari suit, but we' re gonna go, that’ sfor sure. Either walking or
caried likethem.”

They heard rather than saw the buria ceremony. It was done quietly, with the sound of chanting coming
from somewhere out of sight, and it was Terry who guessed the meaning of the sound, not from any
experience but from the sadness on the faces of their guards and the workers who paused, many with
tearsinther eyes.

But when the buria party returned, it was al business. It was no longer dark, but the mist from the
ground still ob-scured even the tops of the trees. Alama was counting on that heavy mist not only to keep
theinvestigators away alittle bit longer but dso to dlow them to cross the open patches of jungle caused
by theimpact. A last, unpleasant touch was to be smeared, dmost covered, with athin paste made of
herbs and clay that dried asickly pea green. The whole tribe did it, and one of the tough warrior women
su-pervised treating Terry and Lori.

Camouflage. Primitive but effective.

And just as primitive and effective was the smple pan-tomime the warrior woman did for their benefit,
taking an ax with astone blade that was polished razor sharp and showing how easy it wasto cut things
with it using alarge lesf. She then pointed to their mouths and put a hand over each in an unmistakable
warning message. Then she stuck out her own tongue and pretended to cut it out. It was amazing how
easy it was to get some concepts across.

They trussed up Campos and Gus Olafsson with rope made of tough vines and did logs through so that
they could be carried on poles. Clearly, they were being kept drugged.

Although Lori wastaller than any of the tribe and felt she could hardly lift hersdlf, it took only two of the
tribes-women, one on each end of the pole, to carry each of the men with ease. All these women were
muscular, many aswell muscled as body builders. It wasin its own way as in-timidating as the blowguns
and stone-tipped spears. And none of them was more intimidating than their leader, a-though she was
perhaps the smallest of al the women there, certainly under five feet and thin and limber as an ac-robat. It
was her manner, her fire, her arrogance that com-manded instant respect and obedience. She had the
kind of personality and confident manner that a Napoleon probably had possessed.

Therewas something decidedly odd about her, though. She smply didn’t look like any of the others.
Rather, it was like a Chinese or Japanese woman amid agroup of Mon-gols. She even had the amond
“danted” eyesthat had van-ished, if they were ever there, from the Amerind over the millennia

The trek was arduous, though they would bregk for short periods every oncein awhile, mostly for their
captives benefit. Gourds were offered, one containing afruit juice of some kind, another some sort of
thick and nearly tasteless cold porridge with the consistency of library paste. Terry and Lori took it and
managed to get some of it down, mainly because at this point anything seemed good. How the two
trussed-up men were managing wasn't clear, but they at least were bardly, if at adl, aware of their
circum-stances, and as terribly uncomfortable as they were bound and carried, they at least hadn’t had to
walk.

Mercifully, they stopped for the day after what seemed like an eternity, deep within the thickest part of
thejungle. Other than the occasond glimpses of the sun high above the nearly unbroken canopy
indicating they were heading north, it wasimpossible to tell where they were. It was also incredible that



S0 many of them—there must have been fifty or more, plus small children and supplies—could move
through such dense jungle with confidence and leave no apparent trace.

Lori had not thought that she’d makeit to the end of the journey, though when the day’ s march ended,
shewasn't certain that it was such agood thing, after al. Too ex-hausted even to deep, too
uncomfortable even to relax, she could only think, and that was the last thing Lori Sutton wanted to do.

Just afew days before she’ d been in afunk over her per-sona problems, which now seemed so trividl.
The speed at which she had been plucked from obscurity and plunged into a dangerous but romantic
adventure culminating in the professond event of alifetimefor an astronomer left her mind spinning.
Now, naked, hot, exhausted, and in pain, she was trapped in the Stone Age, where virtualy al her
hard-won knowledge wastotaly usdess.

She had to admit that shefelt alittle better that her cap-tors were women. At least she would be spared
the horrors that she imagined she' d be subjected to by atribe of prim-itive men. Still, there were children
here—adll female, she’ d noted—and that meant these women had to have mates somewhere. Had the
meteor wiped out the men? Were they all away? It seemed unlikely, but it only made the puzzle deeper.

Terry looked only dightly better for the experience than did Lori, but Terry was younger and in better
condition and was the kind of person who never gave up hope. She, at least, lay in adeep deep on the
forest floor, obliviousto the world.

Theywere probably the story now, Lori thought. Maybe the hunt for them would be massive, but it
wouldn't last forever. Not in this jungle—and these primitive women knew the forest asno one dse did;
it wastheir entire world. Where was dl this massive deforestation the environmentalists were dways
protesting about? She could use alittle open clear-cut land right now.

Alama checked on her people, then saw that the white woman was still awake and made her way over
to her. It would take awhile for these soft Outsidersto build up their strength and become wisein the
ways of the forest; until then they would be both captives and liabilities, afact on Lori’smind aswell as
she eyed the leader nervoudly and wondered what was next.

Thetiny but tough woman knelt, and black aimond eyeslooked deeply into the scientist’ sown. After a
moment the leader pointed to hersdf and said, “ Alama.”

Lori redized that the woman was at |east attempting to communicate. Alamawas probably aname,
possibly atitle. It didn’t matter. She pointed to hersdf and said, “Lori.”

“Lo-ree,” the smal woman repeated, nodding.

Sutton pointed to her deegping companion. “ Terry,” shesaid.

Alamalooked over at the newswvoman. “Teh-ree,” she said.

Lori sighed. She was now convinced that thiswoman, so different in appearance and manner, could not
have been amember of the tribe origindly. She wished she knew some Portuguese or even Japanese, but

her languages had been German and Russian. Not much practica help here. Terry’ s Spanish might do,
but Terry was going to be out for sometime.



Still, Alama seemed adept at this sort of communication and gppeared to want to teach some basics of
thetribe slanguage.

She pointed to her breasts and genitals.” Seku” She pointed at Lori. “ Seku.” Pointing to others of the
tribe, she said, “ Seku, seku, seku,” and to the two bound and drugged men,” Fatah. Fatah.” Thento
the guard next to them, * Seku.”

Seku. Woman. Fatah. Man.

Wak in place.Kaas. Runin place.Koos. The lesson pro-ceeded dowly, with much repetition when a
new word was added. Alamaknew what she was doing.

At the end of perhaps an hour Lori thought she under-stood the bare basics. Of course, when any one
of the oth-erstalked, it till sounded mostly like gibberish, but that was to be expected. Attemptsto
return the teaching by matching words in English were abruptly reected. Thiswas not alesson for mutual
benefit and understanding so much asfor the benefit of the tribe. The better to give orders, my dear,
Lori thought.

Findly, Alamasaid, “Lo-ree deep,” and it was under-stood. On the other hand, there was still no way
to be as sophigticated asto convey “I want to deep but | just can’'t.” Alama, however, seemed to
understand. She went away for amoment, then came back with asmall gourd and taught another word.
Kao. Drink.

Lori was till dehydrated, and she took it and drank. It was some sort of fruit juice again, with adightly
bitter af-tertagte. Still, after afew minutes, the pain seemed to fade awvay and the inner turmoil quieted.
She went over her new twenty- or thirty-word vocabulary in her mind, settled down, and was suddenly
as deeply adeep as she had ever been.

The next few days were unpleasant but in some ways less traumatic. The men were alowed to come out
of their stu-por, athough it seemed clear that repeated doses of the same drug on the blowgun darts kept
them in partid paral-ysis. The guards were able to keep them quiet with adem-ongtration of what a
Stone Age knife or ax might do to not only their tongues but their genitalia

In the meantime the language lessons continued, some-times with Alama, sometimes with others doing
the teach-ing to both women. No talking in any language but the tribe’ swas permitted. Absolutely none.
Even an unthinking comment uttered in English or Spanish was punished with aquick lash ddlivered with
avindike whip to the back or buttocks. Ithurt and could cause welts or even draw blood. Asbad as
that was, it caused amused giggles among those nearby, particularly the children, which madeit
embarrass-ing aswell. They were under constant watch during the day and were made to deep apart
with tribesvomen during the terrible pitch-dark nights. Alamahad forbidden al use of fire, and under the
thick jungle canopy not even the late, waning moon could be seen.

Eating without cooking was another thing, and it was severd days and abad case of gastric distress
before their bodies, if not their minds, fully tolerated the rav—uwell, creatures —that were offered them
and which the rest of the tribe ate with relish. Indeed, both had to be forced, more or less, to eat anything
other than the fruit and greenery, which was only dightly more palatable.

A number of timesthey heard helicopters, often very nearby, and the sound of small planes, but neither
seemed to come close enough. Once the sound of voices caused the entire tribe to hide in the



underbrush, tensaly waiting to at-tack, but the voices soon faded away. Clearly, though, therewasa
massive search going on, but these women were in their element, and soon the searchers moved on,
finding nothing.

The two men continued to have the worst of it, and it worried both Lori and Terry. Not that either had
much sym-pathy for Juan Campos, whose manner suggested that he knew he was going to die eventudly
and wanted just one chanceto die fighting. Gus, however, was a different story. He just didn’t deserve
this, and hisformer irrepressible spirit had gone out of him, amost asif he' d retreated into aworld of his
own.

For the two American women it was atotal immersion into aculture and life and languagein which al
their edu-cation and experience meant nothing. They lacked even ba-sic knowledge. What was edible?
What would harm them? What animals were athreat, and how did one deal with them? What water was
fit to drink? What water contained things that might harm or even est one?

Still, the tribe quickly put them to work doing whét little chores they could manage, such aswaking with
large gourds filled with water balanced on their heads. First they got lessons, then help, then they were on
their own. Either they got it right thefirst time or they kept at it—all day, if necessary—until thejob was
done. They did fetching, haul-ing, even bathing the wounded, removing small bugs and other crestures
from skin or hair. All the while they were derisvely caleddur ordua —child, or even baby—because
they were s0 helpless and ignorant. They werein the tribe but notof it; to become one of the People, one
had to earn and desire the privilege.

Trueto her nature, Terry did not lose hope that one day she would be able to escape or be rescued, and
she kept seeing the book she’ d write and the movie it would make. These thoughts kept her going, but
they were also mixed with pragmatism: Such atime might not come soon, and until then, she wanted to
be amember of thetribe, not adave. In that sense, she was adapting better than Lori.

The scientist wasin turmoil over the situation. She was no longer waking up each day surprised that it
hadn’t been some awful dream; she wasn't even daydreaming much about her nice gpartment, bathtubs,
showers, and flush toi-lets, but she hated this place and this existence. She was be-coming afraid again,
not so much that she might die at any moment but rather fearful that she might actudly live, and that she
wasn't sure she could stand.

Theworst part was that she realized that Alama’ s sophis-ticated immersion system wasworking as
eadly on her asit would on awoman from another primitivetribe. The only way to avoid that wicked
littlelash wasto try tothink in their tongue. Both Terry and had learned enough to be able to do that, but
it required constant observation and at-tention. Many of the women seemed to make agame out of trying
to force them to make an accidenta dip, which would earn another lash.

The language was more complex than it seemed. Terry had the basics down pat, but there were
subtleties and nu-ances that were till amystery to her. For one thing, they had no real concept of time
except on aphysicd leve: baby, child, child bearer, old. But “day” and “night” were dl the clock or
caendar they had or needed. Thelanguage itself was basicdly al in the present tense, asif they had no
need of apast or future. Theided of this culture wasthat every day be like the last and the next; change
wasevil.

Lori hated it. Hated it and knew that if this kept on and on, well, one day she' d just snap. And yet
somehow she had to admit that there was some good aswell. While there wasindividuadity here, thetribe
camefirgt, and sharing and helping others were smply taken for granted. They had agenuinelovefor this
hostile steam bath of ajungle and seemed to redly respect it and al itsinhabitants, even gpologizing to



the animals and plants they would kill and use. There were no signs of jealousy, greed, envy, or hate.
Alamawas gill acuriogity. There was mystery, harsh expe-rience, and much pain behind those enigmatic
eyes. Thetribe spoke of her not asachief or leader but as somekind of deity; supposedly she had been
here before any of them, never aging, never changing. But even with adeity living among them, there was
trouble in the paradise of the Peo-ple.

“Mother, the men cannot stay,” Bhru pointed out one day. “ There is much unhappinessin them. One just
stares and barely eats. The other has our desth in his eyes. Both are weak and grow sick. They cannot
stay asthey are. They cannot Stay if they arefree. They are no good to us.”

Alamanodded. “I know. | think much on them. | try hard to say not to kill them. | pray but do not find a
new trail for them.” She sighed. “1 wait for the scouts to come back. Then | will say of themwhat is
done.”

“Asyouwill.”
“The two women do wdl.”

“We see the wisdom of your way. We do not give them rest to think. Their feet and hands grow hard.

They grow strong. They speak no Outside, even when we trick them. The dark one thinks she playsa
gamewith us, but the gameisjust to stay not People. White woman knows she iswith us but does not
likeit.”

“Yes, if things are as aways, they will come around in the seasons. Things are not as always. The People
need a safe home. The People need more babies. That may bring us close to Outsiders who hunt them. It
will bring us close to tribes who spesk with Outsders. We cannot wait for them. They must know that
they are of the People to death. They must notwant to leave.”

“But how would this be done?”’

“I know away. | know more of how Outsidersthink. Thereisdanger toit. They can go mad. They can
think of killing selves. Like the men, | see no other trail. Can you make the mark of spirit potions?’

“Now that you say we can havefire, yes. What little | do not have, the forest has here.”

“Good. Then make. Chsua has the thorn needles. | will speak to her and say what isto be done. Mix the
deep herbsin ther drink so they will not wake. Wewill do thisat dark.”

Bhru now redlized what the Mother had in mind. “But they cannot marry the forest, Mother! Not now!
They need to be ready!”

“Dowhat | say and believe in my wisdom. | know it isnot what is done, but thiswill make them ready.
Just do and see”

Alamasghed, wondering again if what she was doing was right or wrong, doubts she could never
express or share with the others. But they had to move and, depending on what the scouts reported,
most likely back toward the thing that had burned the forest. What they’ d dready done, par-ticularly to
the men, would cause them to be hunted down if it were known. Ithad to be done. Anyone could be
bro-ken. Anyone. It was just acruel procedure.

She knew that well, even if the specificswere lost in that menta fog. How many times hadshe been



broken? she wondered. More than once, that was for sure.

Sleep was odd and restless, even in these strange circum-stances. When Lori awoke just after first light
with the migts il hanging hafway up the forest heights, it was with odd memories of lights and chanting,
but the memory wastoo distant for her to be certain if it wasredlity or dream. It wasn't something to
grab hold of; there were more immediate concerns. Shefdt, well, odd. Her skin tin-gled with adight
burning sensation dl over, more an itch than pain, and her nose and ears actudly ached.

Sheturned over, sat up, stretched, and reminded herself as she always did to think in the tribe’ s tongue.
She put her hand to her sore nose and touched something hard that hurt enough to bring her fully awake.

Something clicked softly on ether sde of her head, and she put ahand to her ear and discovered that
she now had earrings of the type common to the tribe, fashioned from bone and held together with the
epoxylike resinsthey dis-tilled from one of the plants. She looked down at herself and saw that sheaso
now had on the bone bracel ets and anklets a so common to these people, and a necklace of fresh green
carefully braided vines. But . . . herskin !

It was still somewhat dark, but she could see that her skin, probably her whole body, had been dyed a
dull shade between olive and brown, and around her breasts, upper arms, and thighs somebody had
drawn a series of bold, primitive designsin theflat colors used by the tribe to de-note rank and position.
Those areas were particularly un-comfortable, with astinging sensation, and she felt smilar areas on her
face. They aso had cut most of her hair off, leaving only athin fuzz on top.

“Lo-rhee pretty now,” commented Ghai, one of her keep-ers, sounding sincere. “Look like forest
people. Isgood, too, to keep hair short. Thingslivein hair.”

Lori wet her fingers and tried rubbing on asmall part of adesign on her thigh. It remained asit was.
“Spirit marks not come off,” Ghai told her, amused at the attempt.

Tattoos! They’ d tattooed her! She was too upset at the re-dlization to cry, athough that might come
later. That bitch Alama! She wanted to kill now but knew that she' d never get anywhere near the leader,
and if shedid, the leader would easily break her arm.

“Tery?
“Samething. Y ou are wives of forest now. Do not worry. All pain goes away in one deep, maybe two.”

Pain was not what she felt so anguished about. She sank back down, fully understanding the logic Alama
had used. There would still be some kind of hunt on for them, and people would probably be looking for
them for years. Not even this sort of group would be fully undiscovered forever. But now, tattooed,
dyed, with bonesin ears and nose—the last a crud overkill, sncefew of thetribe did it—they would be
indistinguishable from the rest of the tribe. Even if they were found, would they want to be rescued like
this With these tattoos and such? And even if the doctors could get the cemented bone jewelry out,
removing tattoos of this size would be amassivejob. They’d be just medical chal-lengesto the doctors
and freaksto everyone else.

Damnit! It just wasn'tfair !



She was happy that there weren't any mirrored surfaces around. She wasn't ready to see hersdlf as
they’ d remade her, not yet, but she got some ideafrom seeing Terry. Of course, they had done nothing
with her skin tone, since that wasn't necessary, but shewas still barely recognizable: her hair shorn to
virtualy scap levd, large bone earrings with another through the insde nogtrils from which alarger
curved and polished bone hung dmost like aring, solid blue ovals tattooed from the eyes out past the
brows, cheeks adorned with yellow finger-width linesto her ears. her lipsframed in apae white, and her
body covered with very obvious and suggestive fertility signs. Terry was clearly to be ababy maker,
while Lori, it gppeared, wasto assist the Fire Bringer and learn the potions and ways of hedling.

Thetribe, it seemed, had spared no art or effort in mak-ing the two appear so primitive that not even
their parents would recognize them.

Terry wastaking it harder even than Lori; the older woman at least had dready given up hope, whileit
wasn't until now that Terry was forced to face the fact that thiswasn't merely areporter’ s hazard but a
permanent condi-tion.

Alamalooked at them both, then gestured for Lori to cometo her. As much as the American wanted to
throttle the little woman, she obeyed.

The mysterious leader of the tribe, who came barely up to Lori’ s shoulders, looked her over
goprovingly.

“You are now of the People,” Alama said after the exam-ination. “Be one of us, take our way. Thereis
no other trail for you. You join us, take the ceremonies. Lo-rheedie. Y ou will take anew name. Think
likeus. Act likeus.Be us.

Thereisus, and thereisthem. All that isnot usisthem. Y ou must be happy here with us. What do you
say?

Lori sighed. “I think | will be dead soon. Killed by the forest and thislife. Whilel live, | see no other
trail.”

And then Alamatook on adifferent aspect, dmost soft and human, and she said quietly, “I did not wish
this. We did not want any of you. The spirits of fate did this. Y ou must know—I had no choices.”

It was so direct, so out of character, that it startled Lori for amoment. Thissmall leader of this primitive
tribewas actudlysorry about al this! She redlized suddenly that this had been an orded for them aswell
and that Alama, too, had been searching without successfor away out of the mess. Still, Lori could not
forgive or forget. Not now. And because of that, she didn’t know what to say.

At that moment there was a commotion on one side of the camp, and Alamalooked over, then stood up
anxioudy to see avery tired warrior woman come through the excited crowd toward her.

Lori was suddenly forgotten as Alamafirst hugged the scout, then pressed her for information.

“All arewdl,” the warrior told her. “ Some of us stayed with the hurt. One hurt has died, Tagi, and was
returned to the Earth properly; the others grow stronger.”

Alamanodded. “My soul goesto her and al of us. What of the Outsiders and their hunt?’

“Itisgiven up, wethink. No more go out. There was much busy stuff around the grest fire pit, but now



there are only afew there. They have strange things with them. Out-sidersin green with big wegpons
guard them.”

“How many?’

“Of the onesthat watch the greet pit, it changes. As many asfour hands are there, but mostly just one
hand. Of the green ones with weapons, one hand and one. Two are on guard aways. They watch the
others, not the fire pit. But thefire pit iswhat they look at. A greet bird like the one the first night comes
two timesaday, early and then late but in light. Sometimes men come and get off. Some-times other men

geton.”

“And thething in the fire pit? Y ou seeit?’

“Itishard to seeit and not be seen. Y es, we seeit, by climbing trees a night. It il lights and begatslike
aheart. It islike abig gemstone, but with sides of many parts of one shape. At the top, one of the shapes
changes. It gets deep black. Then it isthe same astherest again.”

Alamafrowned. “This shape. Can you draw it hereinthe dirt?’

“Yes, Mother. It islikethisall over, of what we can see” The scout took astick and carefully drew a
seriesof con-nected lines.

Alamagasped and stared at it asif it were the worst kind of magic for quite sometime, and it made
some of the oth-ers afraid to seeiit.

Lori, peering over, making use of her greater height, rec-ognized it immediately but could not understand
why it had had any effect on Alama. Still, the scientist in her was fas-cinated not only by the shape but by
the ideathat the entire meteor was made of interconnections of this shape.

Shedidn’t think a sphere could be covered with hexa-gons.

Alamastayed by thefire most of the night, staring into it, deep in thought. The sight of the hexagon inthe

dirt had brought back memories so long buried that they seemed to be from someone el se who had lived
and died along time ago. It was amogt asif there were two of her inside her head: one Alama, the other
someone she' d once been who was o totdly different as to be some creature from another world.

But shewas a creature from another world. She knew that now, athough the details were far too distant,
the con-ceptstoo vast to fully grasp.

Thisiswhat you' ve been waiting for, isn't it? Waiting dl those years, until you could find ahexagon that
would turn dark? And hereit is, cometo you, far sooner than you ex-pected it.

There was a sudden redlization that she had not made the decision to find the hexagon, that she had not
gonetoit. Rather, it had found her. It was no accident, certainly; it had been sent. It had been sent to
pick her up.

Those men with the “ strange stuff.” Scientists certainly, trying to figure out what it was. She wondered
what those very smart men thought of it. It must be confusing the hdll out of them.



What kind of emergency would trigger it to find her? What could she do if she went? She had helped
last time, certainly, buthe had done most of the real work. Hejust didn’t want to do it anymore. Could
she do it without him? Did she want to? Wasit sent for her becausehe had re-fused? Or would refuse?
Asmurky as memories of that time were, she could remember nothing covering thiskind of thing.

And if she did decide to go, she would have to have the hel p of the People with all those guards around,
but she had no doubt that somehow a path would be opened for her. She could make it, but what about
her People? How many might die so she could get through? That they would do it for her she had no
doubts, but wasitright to ask? And if shedidn’t go,he most certainly would. Somehow the sys-tem
would make him go, and hewould restart it all again, just ashe dwaysdid.

She hated thisworld. It wasfilth and death and decay without end. She had been hiding from that, as
much as she could hide, these past centuries, waiting, waiting, until one day she might again havethe
stars. When awoman could be a captain of agreat ship and not awife or lover or chat-tel dave.

She sighed. She would do what she could for the People, but like all others excepthim, they would die.
Perhaps, just perhaps, she could at least try to solve her more direct mora dilemma at the sametime.

In the morning she summoned both Lori and Terry to her. The language was inadequate for the task, but
they had no other in common.

“The scouts say that thereisaway out for al of you. All of us.”

“Us?" Terry asked, more than hateful at what had been doneto her.

“Yes. Us. Not away to your village or mine but to an-other place. A place where you will no longer be
of or look like the People. A place where you may be free. It isa—differentkind of place. Itiswherel
came from many, many livesago.”

“Where do you comefrom?’ Lori asked, wondering where thiswas leading.

Alama pointed up. “From there. Fromafter there. From the stars behind the stars.”

Oh, great! Terry thought sourly. First she' sthe Amazon Queen from Hell, now shethinksshe' SE.T.

Lori, however, while not ready to accept it, was ready to at least not reject it. “'Y ou come from the
sars?’

The small woman nodded. “I am here since thefirdt tribes. | am in atrap. My way out is sent. Y ou can
come or stay and be of the People. Y ou choose. | must go.”

“The star that made the grest fire pit that brought us here. That isaboat to the stars?’ L ori, too, was
having troublefitting the language to these concepts.

“Not aboat. A door. A boat is not needed.”
“And if we go there with you, they can take away these marks? These bones? This glue?’
Alamasmiled. “The sacred word of Alama. Y ou will not see thosethingsagain if you go.” She paused.

“Onething more. The men with you die. Left here, they die. They go with meif you help and live. You
will haveto carry them. Can you? Run and climb and carry heavy man?’



“1 do not know. | cantry.”
“Y ou can leave the hateful oneto die!” Terry told her. “1 will not carry him!”

“Both must go or not one of them. | cannot choose on your saying. If the oneisevil, hewill find the other
place away to change or die. It hasaway of law, it seems. Y ou need not choose now. First | must find a
place for the Peo-pleto live and prepare them for my going. And it will be hard to get to the door. Many
men, many big weapons so that no more go away like you. For now | giveyou leave. Goto thetreein
back of me. Therein quiet voice you may speak your own tongue on this. There and no other place or
timebut | choose”

It was another unexpected gesture, but if sheredlly be-lieved what she was saying, then it hardly
mattered to them anymore. They were anxious to take advantage of it, no matter what.

“Isshe crazy or what?" Terry whispered in thefirst En-glish she'd tried in she didn’t know how long.

“I don't think sheis,” Lori replied. “1 know it sounds mad, but it'sno crazier than this. Look, | heard the
other women talking. They were preparing to ritualy kill Campos and Gus. Likeyou, | don't care about
Campos, but | can see her point. But if it's Gus and Campos or nothing, | say take them both.”

“You redly think you can just walk into this meteor and come out on some other world?’

“Probably not. If we aren’t machine-gunned by the armed guards, we' | wind up splat on top of that
thing astargets or we' |l be burned to death. But therewas some-thing really weird about that meteor.

Y ou remember it. And Alama—she knows too much about too many thingsto be only an aboriginal
priestess. Besdes, have you looked at areflection of yoursaf?'Y ou look like something out of Na-tional
Geographic. Sodo . I know I couldn’t go back like this, and | probably won't make it ayear out here.
Or, worse, maybe | will. Can you imagine living the rest of your life with these people? At thispoint | am
willing to accept even space creaiures. The bottom lineis, if it redlly does't matter anymoreif | liveor
die, what have | got to lose?’

Terry shook her head in wonder at the situation. “1 don’t know. | sure don’'t want to live as one of the
tribe forever, but | couldn’t go back looking likethis. Some of the women said that the tattoos use some
kind of stuff that pen-etrates deeply, that they’ ve seen the color onskulls. So much for plastic surgery.
But thetruthis, I’ve been doing alot of soul-searching lately, and bad asit is, I'd rather live like thisthan
die. | dunno—I’ve interviewed too many sau-cer nutsin my time to accept astory like that.”

Lori understood, in away. “ Still, how many leaders of Stone Age tribes could spin astory like that?
These people don't know anything outside the rain forest. Something was sure screwy about the way
that meteor camein, the way it hit, theway it just sat there, the pulsing—even the dark shape on top that
winked inand out. If | were norma, | would be on your side, but I’'m not norma, I'm aPh.D. turned into
aStone Agejungle girl. She may be crazy, but I’ m desperate. Besides, think of poor Gus. If wetry and
Alama scrazy, at least Guswill get out and get attention. If we don’t go dong, they’ re going to kill him.”

“You redly think you can carry him al the way to that meteor?’
“Ordinarily, no. But I'vegot to.”

Terry stared a the strange little woman by thefire. “I wonder how she' sgoingto do it.”



Meteor Site A, Upper Amazon Basin

IT WASIRONIC THAT THE TWO WOMEN ADAPTED QUICKER AND better to thelife of the
People after being offered away out. Terry in particular took some delight in looking after the two men,
particularly Campos, who had no ideawho she was. Bound and drugged most of thetime, alowed only
alittle exercise under watchful blowguns, neither wasin great shape, but they at least seemed to have
dtabilized abit.

Terry and Lori took the ceremonies of full initiation into the tribe, which involved arather complex set of
rituals cul-minating in drinking the blood of al the members of the tribe, which had been mixed with some
juiceinagourd. Thisdidn't free them from work, but it gave them equal status with the others. Both
gpent long periods learning the ways of the People; Alama encouraged them and seemed quite pleased
by their actions.

They finally picked avillage Ste, well hidden and deep in the densest region of the jungle but located
within two or three dayswalk of severd more traditiona triba vil-lages, so that they could at least get the
one thing from men that nature could not provide. Making the huts, building the specidized structures of
sticks and straw, coping with the driving rains—it was ared educeation.

Terry went aong on a scouting expedition to one of the villages and saw that the tribe had at least some
remote contact with the outside world. The bronze cross and small empty hut showed that missionaries
had been there.

It said something about how easily she was adapting to the life that Terry never once considered that
such contact provided ameans of escape. Instead, she was quite pleased with how confidently she now
moved through the forest and how well she had adapted to the hard life and way of surviva of the
People.

It wasdmost asif, Lori thought, Terry had burned al her mental bridges and was acting out some sort
of fantasy. L ori, too, had acclimated well. She had certainly learned alot of skills and had grown strong
and sdf-reliant in her own way.

All of which pleased Alamano end. If she could get those two through, she thought, they would
probably be the best prepared individuas ever to be dumped on that world.

Now, though, shewould have to face thefirst barrier to be overcome.

She had told the tribe that the thing from the sky had come for her, to take her home. They hadn’t
questioned it, but they were not at al happy about it. They had the law and well-trained leaders, but now
they would haveto seeif they could survive on their own. Oddly, she felt worse about putting themin
danger to get to the meteor than about leaving. After al the millennia, she wastired of the dying; she
wanted,needed achdlenge. Thistime, more than ever, shefdlt that she was ready for it.

Only the one smal stand of trees remained for any sort of cover; the darknesswould have to sufficethe
rest of the way, athough the meteor still glowed brightly like some greet floodlight in the ground, waiting



for her.

The quartzlike hexagonal facets were incredibly regular, but the thing was not round. It might have been
round once, but the part that had plowed into the ground here wasirreg-ular, jagged and misshapen, asif
parts of it had been con-sumed and other parts had been broken off asit had made itsway in. The crater
should have been a couple of kilome-ters deep; instead, it wasfairly shalow, only ten meters deep.

Looking at it from the treetops, Alamafet itsenergy and itslife, fdt its pull. Somehow she was certain
that itknew she wasthere. And not quite on top but angled allittle back was the spot that now and again
turned into the deepest black, beckoning her.

She wished it were that easy. She wished that she’ d been quicker recognizing it when it had struck, that
she'd smply goneto it and seen it for herself before any of the scientists or military had gotten there. It
would have been so much smpler.

The guards were Brazilian soldiersin camouflage fa-tigues, nasty-looking autometic rifles dung over their
shoul-ders. They were atough-looking bunch, but they looked extremely bored. Weeks, months—who
could say how long it had been since the thing had hit?>—of no activity and lit-tle else to do were taking
their toll. Only two stood per-functory guard, one at the camp and the other farther up at the equipment
tent next to the crater, the other four playing cards and smoking cigars outside their big tent.

There seemed to be only two scientists currently in the camp, athough the crater was ringed with
instruments and, clearly, some effort had been made to take large samples. Probes ran from a portable
generator right onto and into the meteor itsalf; long cables carried power to instruments guarded against
rain and anchored against sudden wind. It had become routine.

There were sgnsadl around that anear army had been there at one time, that many other tentsand
structures had once been set up here, and that a huge area had been cleared for such agroup. Now just
these few remained.

Lori in particular was somewhat shaken by the small size of the camp. How long had they beenin the
jungle? It had seemed weeks, no more, and the events of that frantic and terrifying night were still freshin
her mind, but mere weeks would not have reduced the world' sinterest so much. The search after their
mysterious disgppearance would have dowed them down, and scientists the world over with vi-sons of
Nobe prizes would have been clamoring to be here—that the camp was so smal and the scientific
inquiry so routine meant it must have been ayear . . . or longer.

Itcouldn ‘t bethat long. Gus and Campos could not have survived their miserable haf-drugged
imprisonment that long. Then again, how long had it taken to build these tough, callused feet that no
longer felt the jungle floor, these hard hands that did much heavy work, or the muscles she had
developed? It al seemed to make no sense.

What did make sense was the two days they spent ob-serving every move of the camp. The military
helicopter came in the morning and often deposited afew people, probably scientists and research

ass stants, who checked the data, read out information from the instrumentsinto their portable
computers, and did alot of routine maintenance work. They remained al day and were picked up by the
helicopter again before nightfal, leaving only the guards and the two permanent party membersthere: an
old white-haired man in khaki shirt and shorts and ayoung bearded man who wore boots and jeans and
akind of cowboy hat but usudly went shirtless.

Terry climbed effortlessly up one of the trees and stared at the pulsing, glowing meteor during the night.



She watched as the black hexagon came on and saw, or thought she saw, some kind of shimmering just
aboveit. Then, star-tled, she saw asmall black shape crawling on the meteor near the hole. A lizard of
some kind, sheredized. It reached the black area, seemed to pause for amoment, then stepped into it.
For abrief second it seemed frozen, sus-pended in dark space, and then it winked out.

The equipment around the edge of the crater became more active, clicking and whining, then subsided.
The sci-entists had measured the effect and the fate of the haplessreptile.

She came down the tree and stood there, chewing absent-mindedly on afinger whilein thought, then
sought out Lori.

“I am going to the men to seeif they are able to help themsalves,” Lori said. “1 can carry oneif | haveto,
but if they walk, ismuch help.”

“Bimi,” Terry said hestantly, using Lori’ striba name, “I cannot go with you.”

“You can! You haveto! Thislifeisnot for you. Deasth comes young with the People. Y ou belong
Outsde!”

“Outside | cannot go,” Terry reminded her. “And | just watch alizard go into the black hole, and it
cooked infire!

Alamatakesyou al to death now, not life. Life can il belong.”

“I, too, watch things go in the hole. It is not like cook-ing. She saysit isadoor.”

“Itisdeath! You stay here with me! For Alama, the men, it isquick and with no hurt. But not you!”
“Something saysto trust Alama. | do. | must. Best take therisk than live asthe People to death.”

“Youare of the People! Y ou think, spesk first as one of the tribe. Have to think to speak other tongues.
Y ou are strong, tough. Y ou know the magic of the potions. We can live happy here.”

“No. | cannot. | do not think you can, but we are not the same. Alama says the door will be no more
when we go. If you do not come now, you cannot come.” She shifted mental gears, suddenly aware that
Terry had apoint on how they were thinking, and began whispering in English.

“Terry, I'm ascientist, not awitch or medicine woman. That isagreat mystery. I've watched it asyou
have. | don't know just what it is, but | am convinced that it isama-chine, not amonster. | recognized
some of the monitoring devices. They know it'samachine, too. They'retrying to figure out what it is.
They probably lost somebody to that door in the early stages, which iswhy they’re so low-key here. It's
too heavy to move, and | think they’re fill too scared it’ Il blow up. And alot of that equipment is military
stuff. Not Brazilian but American. | think they’ ve evacuated the areaas much asthey could and are
waiting until they figure out what to do next.”

“Suppose she' sright. Supposeit’ swhat she says. What' sit likein there or wherever you come out?
Youthink they’ Il bepeople, like Alama? Suppose it’s a probe or something? Poke and study and dissect
you for science. She couldn’t tell you if she wanted to. Our one common tongue can’'t handleit.”

“I'll take the chance. | may not like her much, but | think | trust her. And isthislife any better? No
doctors, no vaccines, constant dawn-to-dusk hunting and gathering to eat? Y ou’ re an educated woman



of the modern world.”

“I dunno. | spent ten years since college batting my head against the wall, getting shot a and beaten up
and worse, no real home, no personal life to speak of, working sixty-, seventy-, eighty-hour weeks
sometimes just to prove | was better than any of them. And what am 1? After dl that I'm till aline
producer, no on-air anything, doing the same job they’ re giving to twenty-two-year-old bimbos fresh out
of school. And when | had my one shot, ayear ago, area producer’s job in Washington with ABC, |
put them off be-cause they begged meto cover fighting in Zaire. So | got stuck in thisjerkwater hotel up
the Congo. These soldiers came along; they shot most everybody and raped me and left me for dead. |
came out anyway, but the ABC job’s gone and the rumor isthat | lost my nerve! Lost my nerve! And
nowthis happens. But, it safunny thing. I'm good at this. | have afamily here. All women, and nobody
but no-body questions my nerve! Thisis another planet, and | am dready living oniit.”

“But your family! Y our friends!”

“My parents split when | wasten. My father Stsin Mi-ami, laundering drug money and dreaming of the
old Cuba. My mother spends her dimony sitting in abeach house on Dominica and stuffing white powder
up her nose. | don't have afamily—I have a series of Catholic boarding schools. And | don't have
friends. | thought I did, but they al started whispering about my ‘nerve thefirst chancethey got. I've had
years of one-night stands and little else. Nobody is gonna miss me, even now.”

Lori was shocked. “I—I never knew . . ."

“Well, we never had the time to get to know each other well. Go if you must—I pray thet it isas
wonderful asyou dream. | don’t know if | can live like thisforever or not, but | redlized along time ago
that if anybody wasto get away without al of us getting killed, | would haveto stay. | accept that.”

“What?No! | want you to come!”

“You know Alama s plan. Thefour of us disappeared here—who knows how long ago now, but they
il have guns up there. It will be necessary to have someone who can spesk with them.”

“But you don't know Portuguese!”

“No, but it is close enough to Spanish.”

“Butyou can’t go up there! Y ou know how they’ re sup-posed to be diverted!”
“Itisnot thesame. If itisto work, | must go with them.”

“Y ou have spoken to Alamaabout this?’

“Y es. She made some of the same arguments, sort of, but she said it was up to me. She knew, though,
that the plan had a much better chance with me staying behind than go-ing with you.”

“Y ou can il change your mind.”

“Perhaps. Maybe I’'m crazy. Maybe | will dwaysregret this. But thefact is, | havelittle choice. | really
believe | might wind up thinking thiswas the best choice for me. Timewill tell.”

Lori could only hug her and say, “1 hopefor your sskethat itis.”



Terry shrugged. “Besides, | can dways come out some-day. Be the tattooed lady, the sole survivor who
lived as a Stone Age savage. TheEnquirer alonewould pay me enough, with book and TV movierights,
for meto live out my old age.”

Lori sghed. “Then | betterreally see Gus.”

Guswas gtill drugged, as was Campos, but he was con-scious. After along period of apparent
catatonia, he was able to be coaxed out on occasion, athough he did not rec-ognize what had happened
to him and still seemed only vagudly aware of his surroundings. He was thin and wesath-ered; hisbindings
had scarred hiswrists and ankles, and he looked amost like aliving skeleton. It was pretty clear that
he’' d need alot of help, but he was so wasted away and Lori wasin such good shape now that she found
she could carry him with little trouble.

“Gus, hang on,” she said to him. “One more day and we' |l get you out of here.”
He smiled degpily likealittle child. “Big story?’

“Thebiggest.”

“Lotsof pictures?’

“Asmany asyou can teke.”

He seemed happy at that. She squeezed his hand and went over to Juan Campos. Compared to Gus,
Camposwas in great shape. He was one very tough cookie, and he had eventually made the best of a
mostly intolerable Situation. After two early attempts at escape, when he d shown enough strength to
break the tough natural rope bonds and shake off the effects of avery mind-dulling drug, he’ d ac-cepted
his punishment and the improbability of getting away and tried to make the most of it. He had begun to
play up to his captors and to show unmistakable invitations and intent, and he' d been taken up on it by
many, and one, possibly two, had conceived with him.

He' d still remained drugged and mostly bound and a-ways well guarded, but he had managed by thisto
gan ex-trafood and drink and, whileweak for lack of any regular exercise, might well be able to make it
on hisown.

He had figured out who Lori and Terry were and found their transformationsinto native jungle girls
highly amus-ing.

“All right, Campos. Listen up. Thetribe wants to dispose of you, but the chief has other plans.
Tomorrow your legswill befreed, and we' Il try and give you alittle time to ex-ercise them. Y ou' re going
for awak, and you'll wear agag and have rope binding your arms. Y ou doexactly what you' retold and
you might get out of thisdive. Understand? Y ou make one funny move and you'll befull of dartswith
enough curareto kill you in midstep. Understand?’

He nodded deepily.

“Do onething right and you' re home free. Be stupid and you' re dead. And be aware that nobody here
redly careswhich.”

There was nothing else to do now but get some deep and wait for the next day. It was not easy to do.



Please, God! Let Terry and | bothbe making the right decision tomor-row!

Professor Umberto Alcazar-Diaz, vigting professor of astrogeology at the University of Sao Paulo,
director gen-eral of Site A, and, not incidentally, also aresearch fellow at the National Aeronautics and
Space Adminigtration in Houston, had just taken off his glasses and settled back for anap. He had been
working almost nonstop on the lab findings dropped off by the morning helicopter, and his eyeswere
killing him.

Suddenly he heard a commotion among the guards out-side. He was curious but too tired to seeto it.
“Carlos. Y ou want to see what that’ s all about?’

“9,Professor,” the young man replied, getting up from his bunk and putting aside the routine security
report he' d been writing up in English so that his bosses at the Agency could quickly read it back in
Washington. He opened the frame door on the e aborate tent with a.casua air and felt something sting
him in the neck. Hefdll back insde, out cold.

The professor couldn’t see much without his glasses, but he knew that the young man had fallen, and he
jumped up and went to hisaid. Seeing that he was unconscious, Umberto Alcazar-Diaz opened the door
to cal to the guards, but he fet asting in his neck before he could call out, and that wasthe last he
remembered. The door came shut again.

Outside, the guards were oblivious to the happeningsin the tent some twenty meters from any of them,
but the armed soldier on duty in the camp was staring at something in the evening sun and had hisrifleto
the ready, while the other off-duty guards stopped what they were doing and tensed, guns not far away.

“Notirel Somos amigos smpaticosl” ayoung wom-an' s voice called from not far away. It wasn't
Portuguese and was oddly structured, but one of the men at the card tarble made it out.

“Antonio! Hold up!” he called in Portuguese. “It’ s some woman spesking Spanish!”

“Woman?Women?’ the duty guard caled back in amazement. “Can you understand them?’

“Let mesee.” The Spanish-speaking sergeant looked out and saw a number of native women standing
nervoudy inaclearing just in front of one of the few immediate stands of trees that had survived the blast.
They were al naked and painted up, but that was't dl that unusud, athough he’ d never seen markings
quite like those before.

“Habla espanal ?’ the same woman asked. She seemed to be the leader.

“S. Quien es?’ the sergeant called back, not too ner-vous but puzzled.

“Soy llamado Teys.”

“Donde viene de?”’

“Somosdelaadea”

“She says her nameis Teys and that they come from the village. That must be the one about three
kilometers south-east that refused to evacuate.”



“What are they doing out here so late in the day and al by themsalves?’ the duty guard asked, not
suspicious but just as curious. “1 have been out here so long that eventhey ook good to me.”

“Y ou never know about these natives, but the onesin the village are friendly so long asyou don't ask

themto leave.” He turned back to the smal group of women—six, noseven of them!* Porque vienen
ustedes ninasaqui? “ he asked them.

The answer camein halting, not very good Spanish, but the message was clear.
“Nuestros hombres son enfermos 0 muertos,” Teys ex-plained. “Nos mantienen lg os de hombres.
Ninguno de nosotros hatenido un hombre en mucho tiempo. Nos mantienen |gjos de hombres. Somos

muy soloy triste. Vemas que hombres guapos son aqui. Vamosfueraverle. Le gustariamos
vernosotros?’

The sergeant grinned. “| wonder . . . She saysthat they are the widows of men who are dead or
something like that. That they are being kept locked away and haven't had men in along time and that
they are very londy. They heard that some handsome men were here and snuck out to see us. | think
they want to come up and see us close.”

“Some of these tribes are sneaky,” another guard warned.

“Y ou ever heard of any of the tribes using women as bait? It would be dishonorable to the men. No,
they are too smple and too primitive to be other than what they say. What do you think? Should we
invitethemup?’

“Why not?’ one guard asked. “If they do not smell too bad, maybe we can have somefun. | do not
think we will have to search them for concea ed wegpons!”

They al laughed at that.
“Y es, but what about the professor and his shadow?’ an-other asked.
They glanced at the tent, whose door was shut.

“If they want some, let them get their own,” the sergeant joked. “Maybe they will just deep through it,
eh?If they object, | will handle them.”

With that, he gestured the women to approach the camp.

“Soy € unico agqui que hablo espanal,” explained the leader, adark girl with aring of bonein her nose.
She might be hell to kisslong and hard, but she had quite abody, and her other assetswere. . .
outstanding.

The sergeant responded that he was the only one who spoke Spanish among his crew, too.

Thelead girl gave a soft laugh. “ Queremostocar y papamos, no hablamos.”

“| think she says they want more touch and fed than talk, boys! Her Spanish isterrible, but what the
hell! | think wewill findly break the monotony of thiswretched post!”



A couple of the women pointed to the guards and made comments.
“Ledicen son hombres muy bonitos,” the dark one said as she reached them.

“She saysthey think we lookpretty, boys!” the sergeant laughed. “If it wasn't coming from them and out
here, | think I’d beinsulted!”

Terry had been nervous before they had revealed them-salves. Using the halting, stilted, not quite correct
Spanish had been eadier; it wasn't asif the soldier’ s Spanish was much better.

She found that she actually was turned on, too, perhaps as much by the danger as by the desire.
Somehow it was poetic that here, on amost the very spot where they had been taken captive who knew
how long ago, she had re-turned as one of her captorsto break, in the most dramatic of ways, dl tiesto

her past.
That left the guard near the equipment.

It would have been easier to have just taken him out, but they weren't at al certain they could do it
without the oth-ers seeing or perhaps calling to him. He had seen and heard most of what was going on
down at the camp and had come amost halfway back to see the scene he' d liked to have been a part of .

Each of the women had one of the men, but that |eft two women, and they came toward the remaining
guard with in-nocent amiles, strutting to be sure he understood them. It wasn’t very long before he was
totally distracted and effec-tively out of direct sight of the crater itsdlf.

Alamanodded. Lori again picked up poor Gus, who seemed light as afeather, and Alama pushed
Campos for-ward. “ Downthere ?’ he said with amazement, but he knew how many of these women
were around and knew that L ori’ sthreat wasn't an idle one. He might escape even now if he felt he
could, but he wasn't going to do anything until he was pretty damned sure he'd live through it.

The crater wall was thick with fine dust and shiny fragments—it wasn't as easy asit had seemed to get
to the meteor. The ground was littered with micaike hexagona fragments, like tiny odd geometric forms
from some bizarre workshop, many of which werefairly sharp, making walk-ing difficult. Lori amost lost
Gus once, and Campos actu-adly dipped and fell.

“Up there! Fast!” Lori ordered.

“What? On themeteor ?Wewill get burned!”

“There snothing to burn you. Do as| say. You' reamost free”

Alamahad dready scrambled up, showing the way, and was now standing on ajagged outcrop very
near where the so-called doorway to the stars was. She was keeping an eye on Campos, and she had a
poison-tipped spear poised in case hetried to flee. Shefelt amora obligation to take him along, but she
understood what dime he was.

There was a sound of happy commotion coming from just beyond her line of sight, and she smiled to
hersdlf and thought,Do good, my children. Get many fine babies. Fare-well.

Butwas it farewd |? Where the hell was the doorway?



Damn it, it had beenexpecting her! Beckoning her! Why didn’t it show up?

Campos passed her and at that moment gave her some-thing of ashove. It was hard to tell if he'd
dipped or if it was ddliberate, but it knocked Alama down, sending the spear clattering down to the
bottom of the crater.

Heturned, looked at Lori, struggling up with Gus, smiled, and said” Adios, muchachas! | will return,
and your tribe will serve meforever!” Heturned hisback, took astep . . .

And vanished asif athree-dimensond televison image had been aoruptly turned off.
“Alamal Areyoudl right?’
The small woman struggled back to balance. “1 am good enough. Whereishe?’

“Hewinked out!”

“Ah. 1t knows when to come, asaways.” She gave Lori ahand, and together they hauled Gusthe last
little bit. Alamapulled him alittle, then said, “Y ou will haveto take him in with you. When | go, it goes.”

Lori nodded, saw the blackness, but hesitated, |ooking back toward the camp.
“I know what you think. If she do that, she will makeit. Now hurry! Go!”

Lori picked up Gus once more, haf dragging him, and backed into the black area. Assoon as Gus's
feet cleared the black boundary, there was total darkness all around her and a sensation of falling.

Alamasdghed and for the first time noticed the cameras. She hadn’t ever seen their like, but she knew
what they were. It didn’t matter. Not anymore.

She stood there for amoment in al her Amazonian glory, bowed to each, then jumped into the
blackness and winked out.

Terry lay on the blanket next to the sergeant and tried to catch her breath. A whole range of strange
emotions and thoughts whirled in her head, and she needed time to regain control.

Suddenly, asit dways seemed to do in this country, it began to rain hard, ending the trysts with a start
and send-ing people scrambling.

Her sergeant rolled off the blanket and made for the nearby tent without even thinking of her for the
moment, assuming she would follow. She, however, was used to the rain now, even thisdriving rain, and
she got up and looked toward the crater.

The meteor was still glowing and pulsing. Maybe faster now; there was something different about it, but
it was gl active.

Curiogity and a certain sense of emptiness and |oss over-came her, and she madefor it. The crater guard
ran past her, haf-dressed and cursing in Portuguese, without ever being aware of her.



She reached the low point between the two sets of cov-ered equipment and stared for amoment. They
must have made it, shethought. There' s no sign, and we sure gave them enough time.

But the thing hadn’t died down; the black “hole” was il there, but it looked odd. It looked, in fact, like
some-thing was keeping it open when it wanted to close.

Sweet Jesus! shethought, staring at it. Do | have the nerve, after dl?
Therain pounded al around, and she had atense feding that some dramatic event was imminent.

“The hdl withit. | never could passup agreat story,” she said aloud to herself, and ran into the crater,
ignoring the dust that was turning to mud and the piles of glassine hexagond minerds. Witha
surefootedness she could never have imagined before this, she made her way up the sde of the meteor
and to the edge of the hole, certain that it would close just as shereached it. As she neared it, she
dipped, bruised a knee, then managed to get up and, with supreme effort, drag hersaf on top of the
blackness. It felt solid asarock, and for amoment she felt the oddest mixture of re-lief and
disappointment.

The world winked out, and there was only blackness and a sensation of falling fast through space.

Back at the meteor site the ground started to shake, and there were cries of “ Earthquake!” from the
camp.

Almost too fast to see, the meteor became duller, its sur-face fading to adull rock sheen; cracks
appeared, and fis-sures opened up aong its fracture points.

The glow died; the pulsing stopped, and it grew suddenly very dark at the camp.
When the scientist and the intelligence agent came around two hours later, there were no native women,

no real sign of what had happened to them or why, and six very confused soldiers who had aready
vowed to tell no one of the night’ s activities.

Alamawasfdling in the blackness, and then suddenly she stopped, not on acold, hard surface, as she
had expected, but suspended somehow in the gate' s usual emptiness, a state she could never
comprehend.

And then avoice cameto her. A voice speaking an an-cient tongue, but the tongue of her birth, and
gpesking it di-rectly into her mind.

“Mavral Mavra Oh, you must hear me and understand! Mavral”

A vast scene unfolded from her memories, ascene of ahuge artificid moon filled with greet equipment of
impos-sible complexity, amoon that had aname, persondity, and asoul. A name so dear to her that it
was wrenched back even after dl thistime by the*sound” of that voicein her mind.

“Obie?’

“Mavral Please! You must listen! | can’t keep this gate-way open long!”



“Obie—you're dead. Y ou’ re many thousands of years dead and gone.”

“No! We're not dead. And yet not dive. We re shifted over, like ghosts, unable to do much but il
very much here!

“What? Who's ‘'we' 7’

“All of us. Thetrillionsand trillions of us of al the racesthat ever were except thefirst. All the beings
from the past universe, from our universe, and al the beings from the universes before. We re stored,
stored in the records of the Well, so we can be reused if needed. Only | am strong enough to retain some
independent action, because | can manipulate, too, in away. I" ve been waiting, waiting along time until
you intersected the Well matrix again and | could reach you!”

“Obiel You' reingdetheWdI|?’

“I am part of it! Weareall part of it now! We provide the templates for the re-created universe as
needed. It isa horrible existence. Not even ahaf of living. Those— Markovians—or whatever they’re
called never cared about what they were doing to al thoselivesif areset was needed. | don't think they
ever thought that there would be areset. But, like the Watcher, we are mere—insurance.”

Thiswastoomuchallar[once.“ Ob| e, I —

“Keep quiet for once and let metak! | can’t hold this gate open very much longer, and | don’t think |
can contact you again until you' re here, insde the control computer, wherewe' re dl stored.”

“Obie—you want me to come to you? Isthat it? What would | do?1 don’t know how anything works. |
just pushed the buttons Nathan told me to push! Y ou'd need him to help you.”

Nathan! That was hisname! That wasthe other one like her!

“No! No! Not Nathan! That iswhat we fear most! He will come again and he will reset, and we will
have more company and be pushed farther back in the memory banks, leaving even less of what little

remains of usand cutting us off completely!”

“Hewouldn’t do that if he knew!”

“He not only would, hewill. He does't know it, but he will. He has no choice, Mavral Heisthe
Watcher! Heis programmed to do it each and every time.”

“Programmed? Obie—it has been along time. | remem-ber very little of the old days. It is coming back,
but it isdill hazy.”

“It meansthat he has no choice. He was designed by the Markoviansto do just onething.”

“Y ou spesk of him asif he were amachine!”

“Mavra, heisamachine! And he doesn’t even know it! Only a machine could bear these long, long
lives, recreation after re-creation. Heisthe only self-aware con-struct of the ancient ones, and heis
rigidly compelled to act in only one way when heis needed. Y ou were not on Earth before, and you had
no forma education. Y ou do not know history. All the mongters of history, al the masskillers, the



armies, the hatreds, the diseases, the things that represent dl evil in the universe are re-created time after
time aswdll, very much asthey were, to do their evil over and over again to the same people over and
over again. He hasthe power to changeit. He has the power to make things better, to aleviate suffering
and misery and desath, to create awonderful universefor al the Last Races, but what does he do? He
makesit al the same. He usesthe templates. He doesit over and over just the same. He doesn't even
change himself. Oh, no, that would corrupt their damnable exper-iment! The ultimate evil, unintended
though it was. They were so sure they were gods. They were so certain that they could not make
mistakes. The reset mechanism, the Watcher, were there to ward off naturd deviations. They a-lowed
for randomness and chaos to possibly require that the experiment be restarted, but they were certain that
they wereright! If it goeswrong, the Watcher putsit back ex-actly asit was. He doesn’t want to. He
fought it thelagt time. But he till didit. And hewill do it again. Hewill re-set the experiment, kill trillions
on over fifteen hundred worlds, and the evil will start anew. He hasto, even if he doesn’t understand
why. He cannot refuse, even if helearnsthetruth himsalf and believesit. Itisbuilt in that hewill doiit”

Nathan a—what was the word?—arobot! She could hardly bdieveit, yet it explained much. It wasthe
first timeheredly made any senseat dl.

“He—heisdready there ?“

“Yes, but hewill fight it. Hewill fight it until heisforced to act. Mavra—you must usethat time! Y ou
must get here before him! Y ou must act asif he were your enemy, d-though heisours. Y ou must do it
for our sake and the sake of anybody you ever cared about back on Earth.”

“But—Obie? | told you—I wouldn’t know what to do!”

“Thelast time he made amigtake. He thinks, he fedls, he cares. Outsde of hisonemisson, heis
basically good. He recoiled at the reset and had you do it. He remade you into abeing like himself. The
Wl will let you inif you come. And once insde, we can peak together without these lim-itd! | cantell
you what to do, Mavral Together we can break this vicious cycle and create a better, more stable
universe based on good. But you must get herefirst!”

There was sudden slence, and she called out mentaly,” Obie?”

“I can’'t hold it anymore, Mavra. Come! Get here ahead of him! Let meliveagain and we'll havea
universethat isglorious! | know how. Y ou can do it. Come!”

“Obiel Wait!”

But there was no answer; the faling sensation resumed.

Only her quick reflexes kept her from falling right on top of Gus. Sherolled and got immediately to her
feet and looked around at their surroundings with mixed emotions. After the unexpected “ conversation”
intrangit, she had much to think about, and it wasn’t of a sort she wanted to deal with, at least right now.
On the other hand, the famil-iarity of the great chamber after such avery long time was beyond
satisfaction; shefelt suddenlyalive again.

Lori watched in amazement as the woman she knew as Alamagot to her feet, raised her arms and



turned dowly around in acircle, asif drinking in the cold and bizarre view, then gave asurprisingly deep
yet joyful laugh that echoed through the chamber. Lori could not, however, un-derstand the words the
tiny woman called out in that same tone of joy and amusement, said in an odd, melodic tongue like none
she' d ever heard before.

“Hello, you big, beautiful Well World, you! Mavra’s back !”

“Alama,” Lori cdled out, interrupting the scene in the only common language the two now shared, that of
the People, “when you do not come, | do not know what to do next.”

She was more than alittle rdieved to find that contrary to Terry’ sfears, she was il very much dive and
none the worse for wear, but she had felt very aone and exposed there, with Gus so weak and out of it.

The small woman stopped, frowned, then, abruptly al business, turned toward Lori. “Whereisthe other
men?’

“Campos? He knows not where heis. Heisvery angry. He said he will find away out of thistrap. He
walksin that direction.” She pointed.

“Heisdill tied?’

“His hands”

The small woman smiled. “Hewill be easy to find. Do not worry.”
“Alama, Gusisbad off. We must find help for him.”

She nodded and knelt to examine the man, who was con-scious but still clearly in something of afog.
Then she looked back up at Lori. “Take him up there. | will follow. Do not worry. Hewill bedl right.”
She paused amoment, then added, “ NotAlama. No more Alama. | an Mav-ra Mavra Chang.”

“MavraChang,” Lori repested. It sounded odd and not quite right, but the family name was most
interesting. Chang. So shewas atrue Oriental! Chinese probably, with aname like Chang. But that didn’t
solve the mystery. If she was Chinese, then she was't anative of whereverthis was. “The stars beyond
the stars.” The idea of some hidden, an-cient group of Chinese from another planet seemed ludi-crous.

That is, if this placewas another planet. It wastrue that the trip had been abizarre one, but it hadn’t
seemed long, and while thisvast chamber was like nothing she' d ever seen before, it certainly didn’t have
thefed of some extra-terrestria locae.

Itwas ahuge place, though. Shewasn't certain if she could see the end of it in either direction. The shiny,
dightly concave coppery surface of the floor reflected bright, indirect light from an unssen source, giving
anillu-sion of great distance. On two sides of the floor was alow barrier wall topped by adark rail, and
here and there, there were openingsin it so that one could get up onto whatever was beyond. With a
tired Sgh, she hoisted Gus and made her way carefully over to the nearest opening, and, going through,
she deposited him again on thefloor.

Thisareawas quite different in many respects. The “floor” was brown and felt like padded plastic; it
gave dightly to her weight, and shefdlt adight stickiness on her barefeet. The barrier wall was adark
brown insde and seemed to mesh seamlesdy with the floor surface. It was surprisngly wide; severa
people could walk abreast on it and not touch the main wall or barrier wall. It, too, seemed to go on



forever.

What was dmost as unnerving asthe size of the place was the deathly silence, so that every sound they
made seemed magnified. Suddenly they heard aterrified scream far ahead of them and then the sound of
apanicked run-ning. Lori tensed, but Alama—Mavra—seemed to find it amusing.

In another minute they could see the frantic form of Juan Campos racing toward them, and as he drew
close, hisex-pression looked asif he had just gazed upon the most grue-some of ghosts.

Hewould have run right past them, or so it seemed, except that Mavra stuck out aleg and tripped him.
“Campos! What did you see?’ Lori pressed, nervous. Thiswas not aman who scared easly.
“A mongter! Horrible! Help me up! We can't stay here! It isright behind mel”

Shelooked up a Mavra, who she knew couldn’t possibly have understood what the terrified man had
said yet who didn't ask about it, either.

Up ahead, from the direction Campos had come, there was the sudden whine of machinery, and she felt
avibration through the floor.

Campos heard and felt it, too, and he whimpered, then turned, wide-eyed in fear, toward the sound of
the noise.

Lori gasped and felt the same panic rise in her that had aready mastered Juan Campos; only Mavra's
cool assur-ance and bemused expression kept her where she was.

Seemingly floating toward them was a huge apparition, amonstrous reptilian form perhaps three or four
meters high, with amean-looking head much like atyrannosaurus Lori had seen in museum dinosaur
exhibits. The head, however, was perched on an even wider body, with aburnt-orange underbelly fully
exposed, al supported by two monstrous legs that vanished below the barrier wall. It seemed to have a
tall asgreat asitsbody, and gigantic bony plates extended from just below the neck down to, and
perhaps onto, thetall.

Its primary coloring was a passionate purple, broken with crimson spots so thick and regular, they
seemed dmost like polka dots.

The creaturefilled perhaps eighty percent of the width of the walkway, and it was coming straight for
them, riding on a section that was moving.

Mavraturned to them and said, “ Tdl them do not move. Just wait and al will be safe”

Lori swalowed hard but said, “ Come on, Campos! Be the macho man you always wanted to be! She
saysdon’t move and nobody will get hurt.”

It was clear that Campos wanted to get up and run, but he was stopped both by the fact that his bound
wrists made it hard to get back on hisfeet and by the sheer bravado of the two women. There was just
no way Juan Campos could run away from anything in fear if two women stayed.

“Very wdl, but if | antodie, let mediewith my handsfree”



It seemed like afair request. Lori dlowed hersdlf to take one eye off the still-approaching Leviathan and
gesture to the bonds for approva. Mavranodded, and Lori untied him.

He sat up, rubbing hiswrigts. “What sort of lunatic placeisthis, and how did we get here?” he asked,
both eyes till on the approaching mongter.

“I only promised you'd befree,” Lori reminded him. “1 didn’t say where.”

The creature was now very close, and it reached over and down with one of itsfully formed hands at the
end of long, spindly arms and struck the side of the barrier wall. The bt it was on stopped moving,
leaving it about ten feet from them.

Lori gaped at the thing in wonder and saw now that it wore some kind of sash around its neck and
upper torso with acomplex symbol embossed on it by amethod sug-gesting some advanced technology.
Around its neck and over the sash hung athick gold chain like some kind of gi-ant necklace, and at the
end of it hung what appeared to be a ruby-colored gemstone, hexagond in shape.

The creature lookedthem over aswell, and its head shook a bit from side to Side and its eyes widened.
The gem on the necklace seemed to light up and emitted a very soft whine, followed by avoice that Lori
heard in English, Camposin Spanish, and Mavrain her ancient native tongue. It was a high-pitched,
dightly nervous voicethat didn't a all match the monstrous visage before them.

“Oh, my! Goodness gracious!” said the voice. “ Sav-ages!”

South Zone

INAN INSTANT THAT SILLY, HIGH-PITCHED VOICE WITH A TRACEGJf alispinit, theriotous
colors, and the comment and tone made L ori think more of the Reluctant Dragon than of aterrible
mongter.

“I don't know what this placeis coming to,” the creature went on, speaking aloud mostly to itsdlf.
“Gentlemen, sol-diers, and savages, dl Type 41 Glathridians, of dl things, plus dumb animals, outright
junk—what’ s next? This used to be such apeaceful posting!”

“Who areyou?’ Mavra Chang asked him inanormal, civil tone. Interestingly to Lori and Campos, the
device on the necklace—obvioudy some sort of advanced trand ating computer—ypicked up her strange
tongue and echoed it to them.

“I am Auchen Glough, Ambassador from Kwynn and the unfortunate current Duty Officer a South
Zone. | assumeyou dl fell infrom thisterrible planet caled Dirt just likethe others?’

“Close enough,” Mavraresponded. “ There have been others?’
“Oh, my, yesl Not on my watch, | admit, but we ve al seen the pictures and gotten the reports. First

there was a party of three, then, aday or so later, two more, and now, after aninterminable period
whenit' srained junk in here, the four of you. How many more?’



“No more, | shouldn’t think,” Mavratold him.

“Most unusua, most odd,” muttered the ambassador. “We have had new arrivals here, but never,never
from aplanetbound group. Well, | suppose we should get this over with. If everyonewill stand, | will
take us back to the of-fice for indoctrination and briefing.”

“Hecan’t stand,” Lori said of Gus. “He svery weak and ill. He needs attention.”

“Hmmm. Well, carry him over the junction points, and that will be enough for now. He snot likely to die
inan hour or two, ishe?’

“No. At least | don’tthink so. But if he doesn’'t get some kind of attention, he' sgoing to diefairly soon.”
“Then we' d best get on with it. Come.”

Juan Campos fet some of his confidence coming back. “I am not following thatthing until | find out
where | am and what the hdll thisisall about!” he stated.

“If you follow me, | will tell you,” the ambassador re-gponded. “If you don’t, you will get very hungry
and very thirsty out here. We are headed for the only exit.”

For now, at least, that seemed good enough.

With Gusin her arms, Lori stepped past thewall open-ing. Mavrawas aready there, and Campos
followed last, wary but more worried about remaining aone than about going with what he till thought of
asapotentidly vicious monger.

The ambassador turned around, showing that the spiny plates did indeed extend down the tail and that
thetall itsdlf terminated in avery nasty-looking bony spike. He struck the side twice, and the moving
walkway started, carrying them back down the chamber toward the unknown.

They were barely out of Sght when Terry materidized on the concave floor.

Shewasalittle confused and disoriented, having gone from avery unusuad encounter with the Brazilian
sergeant to arain-soaked climb and then afall through darkness, but she felt glad to be dive and looked
around, amazed at the size and strangeness of the place.

| don't know wherethisis, but it sureisn’t Brazil, she thought, gaping. Sweet Jesus! | thought the People
were weird enough, but thisis getting weirder by the minute!

She got up, unarmed and naked as the day she was born with nothing that wasn’t glued in or tattooed
on, and looked around. She was wondering what to do next when she heard sounds of what might have
been voices coming from very far away to her left. It wasn't much, and the sounds seemed to be
diminishing with each passing moment, but, naked and unarmed or not, there wasn’t much choice but to
head off in that direction. She eyed the openings and the low barrier wall and scrambled up to the top of
the nearest one.

She looked around, but the sounds were gone now, and there was an unnerving quiet and stillness about
this mas-sve place. There seemed nothing to do but head in the di-rection she d thought the sounds had
come from and hope for the best. She was certainly exposed as hell here.



She stared off into the distance and sighed. It was going to be along walk.

No seatsin the South Zone conference room seemed to be designed for humans, but there was plenty of
floor space.

The Kwynn ambassador went to the front and pushed a concealed pand in thewall, and asmal lectern
and oper-ating console rose from the floor until it was a the consid-erable height most useful to him.

“I redizethat you dl are very confused right now asto whereyou are and dl therest,” he began
hesitantly, trying to find the right words for what he considered the most primitive-looking bunch he'd
ever known to come through. “I will try to makeit assimpleas| can. Y ou are no longer on the planet on
which you were born and raised. Some-how, by accident or design, you entered adevice which
trangported you here. Never mind how—you could not pos-sibly understand it even if you were the most
advanced of races.”

You don't understand it at dl yourself, you old fraud, Mavrathought, but kept slent.
“Seeing you, | believeit,” Juan Campos responded. “But my only question is, How do | get back?’

“Um, well, you don't. It' s drictly aone-way system now, athough it once went in both directions. That
was ages ago, beyond any living memories and all but the most basic of our records. I'm afraid you are
hereto stay.”

“That isimpossible! If one can get somewhere, one can get back!”

“Wadll, you arewelcometo try, but | wouldn't suggest poking blindly even around here. Y ou would be
taken as a Glathrielian and could wind up being in adeadly Stuation. Glathriel does't redly have any
representation here except the Ambreza, and | doubt if you’ d fare too well with them, either.”

“What will you do with us?’ Lori asked nervoudy.

“If you will kindly just allow meto continue, | think | can answer dl your questions!” the ambassador
snapped ir-ritably. “It is difficult enough trying to smplify thiswhen you don't have the background to
understand it. Uh, youdo know what planets are, don’t you?’

“We are not aswe gppear,” Mavratold him. “I think ev-eryone will understand what you say. Do not
samplify any-thing. If there's something we don’t understand, we' Il ask questions afterward.”

“Oh, very well. Y ou might understand what this placeis alittle better if you have some basic
background, though. The universe aswe know it is around twenty-four billion yearsold, give or tekea
few billion. On the vast number of worldsin the vast number of galaxiesthat it contains, life of al sorts
evolved. It stlands to reason that someone had to evolve up to ahigh standard first. There are many terms
for them, but the one we use these daysis smply the First Race. They were nothing like anything you
know or even | know, and we have little direct information about them. What wedo know isthat they
came up just like every other race doesin the natural system and reached alevel well be-yond where any
races aretoday. At least abillion or maybe more years ago they reached the top. They were
every-where, they’ d explored everything that could be explored, and they were so advanced, they didn’t
need spaceships or much of anything to move from point to point. Y ou arrived by one of their methods of
travel. We cal them hex gates, for obvious reasons. They did an awful lot of things based on sixes, and



the hexagon was their sort of ‘ pet shape,” asit were. Findly they reached the point where they were like
gods, permanently linked to their machines and able to have or do or experience dmost anything they
wanted just by, well, thinking of it.”

Lori tried to imagine what they must have been like and failed. A race so advanced that they were
magic. Whatever they wished, they could have. “Where are they now?’ she asked. “ Here?’

“No. And yes. And maybe. That isthe impossible ques-tion, and it has alot of answers, not al of them
verifiable. Y ou—all of us—would think that such an existence would be the ultimate one, and it probably
wasfor quite awhile. They banished fear and want and desire and even death. They probably had alot
of fun, maybefor millions of years, but after awhile something we might not imagine happened.”

“They started losing it?” Campos guessed. “No. They grew bored. Horribly, horribly bored. Have any
of you ever played any gambling game? Any game of chanceat dl?’

They all nodded. “Of course,” Campos responded. “What would happen if you discovered one day that
you couldn’t lose. That you couldnever lose?’

“I would settle alot of old scores and wind up owning the world!” Campos replied.

But Lori said, “I think | see what you mean. It would get boring. It wouldn’t be any fun anymore. If you
can't lose, then winning ismeaningless.”

“Yes, precisaly so. And that’ swhat happened to them. Lifelogt dl its meaning. There was nothing more
to learn, nothing more to do that they hadn’t all done a thousand times, no surprises, no reason for
exigence anymore.”

“Y ou mean theykilled themsalves out of boredom?’ Lori was gppdled.

“The ancient recordsimply that thisisindeed what started happening; others went abit mad, imagining a
higher state beyond where they were and bdieving that they had away to get there—which aso, of
course, meant degth if they werewrong. It wasthefirst crissthey faced in so long it was beyond their
memory, so they got together and tried to figure out why being omnipotent was so empty. They couldn’t
believe that a permanent state of ultimate happiness was impossible, snce their wholeracid effort had
been directed for so long at attaining just that, so they came up with the only other answer they could.
They figured that they were somehow flawed. That they had evolvedincorrectly. And sncetheir
experiments showed that they would wind up the same way if they started from scratch, they decided
that their whole race had evolved wrongly, that it wasimpossible to reach that state asthe First Race. It
sounds crazy, | know, and perhapsit is, but that’ s the way they thought. Which of us could understand
their thinking? And thus came about their Grest Project.”

“1 do not think that | would get so bored,” Campos com-mented. “ Such power!”

“Perhaps. But we are not they. As| was saying, the Great Project. Even now | don’t think we can even
under-gtand it. It isvery unclear. It seems, however, that agiant experiment and computer—you know
what acomputer is? Good!—was built the Size of areasonable planet. On it, 1,560 laboratories, in fact,
were built, each containing a unique ecosystem. They took beings from worlds where life had evolved,
and they in many cases altered or speeded up the evolution of those races. In some cases, what had once
been animal's became a thinking and dominant race. In other cases, they made things up from whole
cloth, often taking variations of ideas done by others. Theideawasto create and test aslarge and varied
asdection of potential master races starting from different worlds and back-grounds, to try and design



the one system that would in fact produce the heaven they dreamed of. The laboratory aress, tightly
controlled to make them smulate the theoretica planets and sysemsthey’ d invented, were divided into
two segments. Since about half of al life that had evolved in the universe, including apparently them, was
based on car-bon, haf the world was given over to carbon-based life-forms. The other haf, just to be
sure, was given over to non-carbon-based forms, like silicon, even pure energy and for formswith
aternative aimospheres like anmmoniaand methane. A great barrier was placed between the two halves
so that they could not interact with one another, and the non-carbon-based half had extra barriers
guarding againgt one environment polluting another. The southern half was the carbon-based half. Y ou
are carbon-based, asam |, so we are in the south.”

Lori wasfascinated. “Y ou meanthis isthe laboratory? And the experiment is till going on?”

“Wall, thisisthe laboratory world, yes, but wethink the experiment islong over with. Infact, itis
somewhat hum-bling to realize that someone else got first crack. Thelast onesto have at it were the
bottom of the barrd—till god-like creatures, nonethel ess. We here now are, sad to say, among the last
created. We cal our current state the Last Races, for obvious reasons.”

“Fifteen hundred and sixty different races?’ Lori said as much asasked. “All here? Now? How bigisthis
place, anyway?”

“Not huge, but big enough. Unfortunatdly, the trandator haslimits, one of which is measurement systems.
From what | have learned from watching the recordings of prior entries here, | gather we are somewhat
closeto the same size as your homeworld.”

“Huh? On aworld the size of Earth, you've got 1,560 little worlds? It sounds like a collection of small
domes”

“No, no, it'snot likethat. Y ou will see”

“Y ou were talking about those god creatures,” Juan Cam-pos put in. “Y ou never said why they did this
thing or what happened to them.” He didn't like the idea of awhole race of godlike beings looking over
his shoulder.

“Oh, yes. We, it is unclear what happened, but itis clear that for the experimentsto prove that their
systems had possibilities, they used themselves.”

“What?’ Thiswas getting too much for Lori to handle. “Y ou mean they became the races they
invented?’

“So it would seem. All but the control group. That one worked on the * next phase’ of evolution some
thought must exist. They were aso supposed to be the guardians to en-sure that those who became part
of the experiment might be able to back out. After awhile, though, it didn’t happen. The control group
vanished—nobody knowswhere or how or why. Some say they found their higher state. Others say they
killed themsdlves attempting it. It is unknown what happened, but one thing was sure: When they |€eft, no
pure members of the First Race remained. The First Race had been consumed by retaking on mortdity in
the course of its experiment. The new races that had proved themsalves were moved out to worldsto
begin anatura evolution. Only the last series of experiments were left, and because there was no control,
they were never shut down even when they were used as the templates for worlds like the one you came
from. Nobody |eft here knew how to get off of thisworld or how to get to, much less operate, the
com-puter and machinery, so we have been here ever since, maintained by the master computer aswe
were, free only within the limits of its programming. Y ou are here because dll the First Race hex gates dll



over the universe were left switched on, al with this place as their terminus; there was no oneto turn
them off.”

“l see” Lori said, nodding. But shedidn’t see, not to-tally. How did that explain this Alama, thisMavra
Chang?

“Two ancient terms have come down from those past ages,” the ambassador told them. “The word that
appearsto refer to this laboratory world seemsto trandate out, for no discernible reason, as‘well.” Thus
werefer to thisasthe Well World. The operating computer that maintainsit and us, and possibly alot
more, has the ancient name of the Wdll of Souls. Very poetic, actudly.”

“Y ou said that most of them left the way we camein,” Juan Campos noted, thinking of what he and his
family might do with accessto dl this. “Then thereis away to get out.”

“Oh, certainly. You smply haveto get into the master computer and give it the proper ingtructions.

That’ s obvi-ous. Thetroubleis, the last race to |eave locked the master computer and took the keyswith
them, asit were. Itislikey that the gate you used—a meteor, | believe—was one of the gates used when
your world was being prepared and designed for full habitation. A work-gang gate, asit were, parked
somewhere after it was no longer needed. Some cosmic catastrophe jolted it out of its orbit, and it came
down and snared you and the others. This happens. Some races, as| have said, who are dready
spacefaring sorts have accidentally bumped into them, mostly on ancient, deserted worlds once inhabited
by the First Race. The gates are lo-caly controlled, and it appears that because the racesin-volved are
the recognized designs of the First Race, it can't tell you gpart fromthem. So it brings you here. And here
you will remain for reasons | have aready stated.”

“Y ou said that we were—what did you call it?—Glath something?’ Lori said, thinking.

“Glathriel. Yes. You are different in minor details but basically the same race and clearly of their origin. It
is un-derstandable that, stuck here over vast periods of time, dif-ferences would fade as evolution
produced single uniform races, and thet is pretty much therulein al of the hexes.”

“Hexes?’ Campos prompted.

“Yes. All of the experimental aress, the ‘nations of the Well World now, are hexagond in shape except
at the equartor and at the poles. The ones abutting both are of more awing shape but still manage six
sdes. The equator, as| said, isan impenetrable barrier. None of us could survive for long in most of the
North, and few of those races could survive here. There are a couple of exceptions, but not many. We
do some limited trade and contacts through this zone—thereisaloca hex gate that goes between
them— but very little. We haven’t much in common. Each hex dso hasitsown locd gate, but it will carry
you only to here and then will return you back to your ‘ native’ hex when you leave.”

“Whereis‘here exactly inal this?’ Lori asked him.

“South Zone. The south polar region. The‘cap,’” asit were. Y ou cannot enter this zone except by the
locdl hex gates or the way you arrived. Y ou can leave only through the local gates. This areawas once
the socia control center, transport hub, you nameit, of the Great Project. Now it is used essentidly as
embassies for the various hexes. Not ev-ery hex has an ambassador or representative here—some do
not sociaize much with other races—though about half do, mostly the high-tech hexes and some of the
smis”

“Huh?’



“I told you each hex was an atificidly created environ-ment in which various conditions were duplicated
or enforced to Smulate redl worlds. Resource- and food-rich worldswould eventually evolve
technologica civilizations. Those hexes are fully controlled by natura law, and many, like my own, are
extremely developed. Others might have a very livable ecosystem but lack the sort of resources that
would alow the easy development of ahigh-tech civilization. In those, some natural laws are, for lack of
abetter term, deactivated. Those are the semitech hexes, in which things like steam power are alowed,
but not more ad-vanced systems. In yet others, those with few resources or particularly harsh
environments, surviva itself wasthe pri-mary aim and the races had to be tested on that basis. It was also
thought, or so it is surmised, that these hexes might be an attempt to seeif arace could attain perfection
inanaturd state and to explore the ideathat machines and high technology might well be the corrupting
influence. In these hexes only direct mechanica energy works. Muscle power, water power, and thelike,
but waysin apreindus-trid stage. Do not take them lightly. Some of them have de-veloped amazing
powers that seem amost like magic to the rest of us, athough most are stagnant to alarge degree.”

“The other creatures—they are like you?’ Campos asked.

“Oh, my, no! Only the Kwynn are like the Kwynn. Our land is on the equator west of the Sea of
Storms. And yes, there are vast ocean areas and water-bresthing races who live here under the same
rules. There are 1,560 different races. There are some similarities among these, even some outright
mixture of racid traits. A Dillian might be consid-ered amixture of adraft anima from Glathriel and the
dominant Glathrielian race, for example. There are dso somewhat smilar combinations of my own kind,
from cold-blooded to warm, short to tal, and al sorts of mix-tures. A few are, well, unique.”

“Y ou brought up this Glathriel again,” Lori noted. “Why don’t they have an embassy here?’

“Glathrid was, asyou might expect, ahigh-tech hex,” the Kwynn replied. “It reached avery high level
very fadt, partly because, it is said, they were so violent and warlike. In ancient times aking arose who
decided to expand beyond his hex and conquer other hexes, either endaving or exterminating the natives
toincrease hisown race. A peaceful nontech agrarian hex that had an abundant supply of food and an
extremdly fertile land wasto be thefirst tar-get, since Glathriel had become too developed to support its
own population and did not have sufficient trade to buy what it needed. This other race, the Ambreza,
got wind of the plot and somehow created akind of gas, harmlessto Ambreza, that would interact with
the atmosphere in Glathrid and become quickly pervasive. It gppearsto have dtered brain chemistry or
some such. In quite ashort pe-riod of time, before they could even redlize what was hap-pening, it
reduced the entire Glathrilian population to moron level, barely more than animas. The Ambrezathen
moved into Glathrid and enjoyed the benefits of high technology, then they rounded up the Glathridians,
perhapsamillion of them, and forced them into Ambreza, where they are used as draft animds, tilling the
fidlds under Ambreza plantation supervisors. Of course, the only ac-count we have isthe Ambreza one,
S0 we don't know if the Glathridians were redlly that mean or smply outsmarted themselves by forgetting
that nontech is not asynonym for ‘stupid,” ‘ignorant,’ or ‘ defenseless.” “

“How horrible! And you said ‘are used.” Y ou mean they were genetically altered? They
remain—moronic?’

“No, not at al. But they remain arather primitive bunch, | fear. Apparently, over the generations they
achieved atol-erance for the gas, which isactudly aderivative of anat-urd marsh product. The
Ambrezaretained afairly good-sized chunk of the place for their plantations border-ing on the new
Ambreza, and the rest was | eft to the reemaining Glathridians, who regained their senses over time but
never more than afraction of their previous numbers. Indeed, their population has been stable at about
fifteen or twenty thousand for aslong aswe have vaid records. Therest of the hex that the Ambreza



didn’'t need was alowed to grow wild. Today they liveintriba groups as smple hunter-gatherersand
remain very primitive. The Ambreza say that awild plant they dways consdered a nuisance proved a
mild drug to Glathridians, who use it quite alot.

It has sapped their ambition aswell astheir fierceness and is at the center of their primitive homegrown
religion. A few of the tribes are willing to work on the Ambreza plan-tations as farm labor, getting
good-quality fruits and vege-tables for their effort. Most consider the Ambreza devils, athough they
don't redlly know why. They havetotdly lost their past.”

Lori could just imaginethe Glathridlians. All the Amazo-

nians might fed right at homethere. “But isn’t there some sense of guilt that these people should be so
limited be-cause of crimes by an ancestral group that nobody remem-bers except in the winner’s
legends?’ she asked.

“One might say that,” the ambassador conceded, “ but the vast gulf of time aso arguesfor leaving them
just that way. We are, after dl, theleftovers from the Grand Experiment, no matter what we think of
ourselves now; we are not the experiment itsalf. They are not that much different, and no worse off, than
many other races and hexes. Indeed, we have only the Ambreza legends and the fact that when
Ambrezans come here, they must leave to Glathriel, not their own hex, to show that thereisany truth to
it, anyway. After al thistime, no oneis much worried about it.”

“Ain’'t nobody gonnaexpose meto agasthat turns meinto no anima!” Juan Campos declared. “1 won't
let it hap-pen!”

“Nobody said it would,” the ambassador pointed out.

“But you said we were Glath—those people! The place used to be ours and is now in the hands of these
guyswho sted our mindswith drugs! | mean, it took the peoplegen-erations to get used to it. We're not
used to it. We breathe that Stuff, and we' re just big hairless apes!”

“No. Itistruethat thereisadight danger, but if youwere going to Glathridl, you’ d emerge not there but
in Ambreza. Besides, whoever said you were going to Glathriel? The odds are something like 779 to 1

agang it.”
Even Lori was suddenly confused. “But you said that’ swhere we d go!”

“Uh, yes, if you wereGlathrielians. But that isnot how it works. After al, our ancestors also used this
mechanisam tobecome our ancestors, you see. The computer here thingsin acareful baance. If ahex
becomes overpopul ated, then no babies are born until the population levelsout. If ahex is
underpopulated, it can’tavoid having more children. Y ou are not yet in the census. When you go through
the hex gate for the first time, you will be detected by the mas-ter computer as anewcomer not inits data
base. 1t will then look at that data base and see where one extra person might fit without disturbing any
balances. No one actualy comesthrough agate as heis. Y ou are broken down and converted into
energy, and the blueprint for ‘you’ is sent dong with the energy packet. Y ou are then reconstructed at the
other end according to that blueprint. When you go through the first time, the computer will decide where
you best fit inits systemn, and it will dter the blueprint. Just asthe First Race were converted into their
crestions, S0 will you be. Y our packet will be reconstructed with anew blueprint. Y our mind, your
memories, won't change, but your physicd, ra-cia form will. Y ou will become anew cregture of arace
new to you.”



“What!” both Lori and Campos exclaimed at much the sametime.

“Y es. And certain—adjustments will be made so that you can survive. For onething, you will begin at or
just beyond the age of adulthood. That varies, of course, but you will be younger certainly. The primary
thinking and memory areas of the brain will be retained, so you will till be pretty much the person you
are, but the more anima levels of the brain and its functionswill be those of the new race, not the one you
have now. Thus, you will be able to handle the body comfortably and will not be repulsed by the sight of
others. It isan adjustment mechanism, dthough, to be sure, making the sentientmental adjustment to fully
accept what you are and that you will be that way forever iseasier for somethan for others. Therest you
will learn from the na-tives. They will want to know about you as much as you will want and need to
learn from them.”

Camposwas appdled. “Y ou mean | could walk through that thing and come out looking likeyou ?’

“| amadiplomat, so | will ignoretheinsult. Yes, you could. Race, sex, al that will be computer-sdlected
based on the needs of the Well World. There have dways been theories that the individual does
unconscioudly influence the selection to some degree, but it isnot clear how or why. Don't be upset. You
have awhole new life, sarting with coming of age. A whole new dtart.”

“Wadll, | don't want it!” Juan Campos proclaimed. “I want my old life back—asme !”

“Y ou have no choice, as| say. Y ou will either wak through or, to be blunt, you will be thrown through. |
as-sure you that the personnel here in South Zone and even the automated systems here will use force if
need be.”

Campos et it go, but he was clearly not at al pleased.

“The otherswho came before—they have already dl gone through?’ It was Mavrd sfirst questionin the
sesson.

“Yes, dl, and quite sometime ago.”
“Who were they? Can you say?’

“Not exactly. Let me punch up the records. Hmmmm. First was avery civilized felow named David
Solomon— pardon the pronunciation. He came nicely dressed, along with two companions, both older, |
believe—it isnot easy for meto tell much about your race—who were both crip-pled in someway. The
male, who said he was named Joao Antonio Guzman, could not see, as| remember, and the woman,
Anne Marie Guzman, presumably arelation, had aterrible disease and could not even move much on her
own. Then, afew dayslater, two males came through. One was definitely an older man in auniform who
said he was Col-onel Jorge Lunderman of something caled the Brazilian Air Force, whatever that is, and
the other was amuch younger man in adifferent uniform named Captain Julian Beard of somebody else's
ar force”

“1 wonder wherethey came from?’ Lori mused. “1 won-der if they were part of thefirst investigative
team there and got caught?’

“Y ou would not think it would be two officers,” Campos commented. “1 mean, dways send the privates
infirgistheold rule”

“Perhaps. But if they were part of the science team, it might make sense,” Lori said.



“And now the four of you. And | hopethat isit for now,” the ambassador added.

“Almogt certainly,” Mavratold him. “Umm . . . just out of curiogity, isthereany account in any of the
legends of any of the races here of a surviving member of the First Race? Of somebody who could work
the big computer?”’

“Odd you should ask. Yes. The nameis part of so many smilar legends and sagas herethat it is believed
that he must have once been red, although whether of the First Race is not known. Cometo think of it,
heisdways said to be a Glathridian! Indeed, there are so many stories and legends about himthat itis
not totally certain if heisared character, acomposite, or apart of our extensive mythol-ogy. That is
hotly debated. But there are ancient battle sSites and legends in many hexes, including somethat are very
diento Glathrid and very far from it, that have their own stories.”

“Uh huh. And his name?’

“It varies, but thereis onethat ismost common. It is, and pardon the trandator limitations, urn, let's
see—Vyes, that' sit. Brazil. Nathan Brazil.”

Nathan Brazil. Mavraremembered him now. She re-membered alot about Nathan Brazil.

“Isthere any consstency to what he looked like?’

“I'm afraid not, and any records of him that might have contained such information are gpparently lost.
Besides, what sort of consistency might you expect from al those races, most of whom could not tell one
of you from the other?’

“Point taken. Any other specific names and people in those legends?’

“Many. | am not too proficient in such things mysdlf; the Kwynn were apparently not involved in that,
and our sagas are different.”

“No Glathridiian woman hero?’
“I do not recall one, although there may be. Why?’

“Just wondering.” Mavrain fact felt some vague disap-pointment at the newsthat shewasn't even a
footnote. Somehow it wasalittle insulting, dl things consdered.

Stll, what was irritating to her ego might actually be an asst. It would be alot harder to move around
here if one were aworld-classlegend who could open the Well. Others would get idess.

Still, she vowed thatthis time they would not forget her!

“I believe,” said the ambassador camly, “that it istime to process you through. This has been avery
busy day.”

“Two favors, if | might,” Mavraresponded quickly. “First, are pictures of the earlier arrivals available so
that we may seeif thereis anyone we know in them? And sec-ond, may | use your trandating deviceto
speak to the oth-ers here briefly? We have no practical common tongue, I'm afraid.”



Lori, astounded at the modern bearing and sophistication in Mavra s conversation, couldn’t suppressa
amile. In the tongue of the People she said, “1 know you cannot explain thisin the tongue.”

Unexpectedly, the trandator issued only an echo of ex-actly what she had spoken, untrandated, athough
it clearly caught the conversation. Even the ambassador was sur-prised. “1’ ve never seen one of these do
that before,” he commented worriedly.

Mavra, too, was surprised and responded, “ It knows not the magic of the People.”
Again, the words were echoed unchanged.

Mavra gestured toward the ambassador. “ Remember,” shetold Lori. “It might be very good to have a
tongue that cannot be known here.” Lori nodded, thinking much the samething.

The ambassador sighed. “Well, stop doing that! It'san-noying! Let'ssee. . . What was it you wanted?
Oh, yes. Fictures of the arrivals. Of course, they do not ook like thisnow .”

He punched some buttons on the console, and awall screen showed three people in the very same
conference room they were using. A twist of adia focused entirely on one and blew it up to full screen. It
showed a very hand-some man of clear Latin American ancestry, his hair in the process of going gray,
dressed in casud but clearly expen-sive clothes.

“That'sal right. Just one at atime, thank you,” Mavrasaid.

Another twist, and the picture showed awoman, very frail dthough by no meansold, with short hair ina
prim bun and thick horn-rimmed glasses. She wasin awhed-chair.

Another twist, and athird man cameinto view, dressed more casually than the other but still quite well.
Hewas asmall man, not merely short but thin and wiry, with alarge nose and deep-set eyesthat seemed
amost black and neetly trimmed black hair. He was clean-shaven, but Mavrarecog-nized himin an
ingant and aclear memory of hisface, hisvoice, his persondity filled ininsgde her mind. There was no
guestion, no doubt about it.

Nathan Brazil had returned to the Wl World before her.

“You say it has been afairly long time since they came through,” she noted. “Has he returned to South
Zonea dl anceariving?

“I couldn’t say. Those records would not be here, if any records of such avisit were actualy kept at al.
He d be dedling with his hex ambassador in any event.”

“But doesit say what they became? The man and the woman in particular?’

“Wall, that would be appended here for informational purposesif the race has an embassy here andif the
ambas-sador bothered to register them. Let me check. Ah, yes. Two of them, anyway. The first man
went to Zumerbald, the woman to Dillia, and the third—well, there’ sno record on him, athough that
meanslittle, as| sad.”

I know where he went, she thought, and | know just what he lookslike.

The picture changed, and two other men came up on the screen, neither familiar.



“Thisisthe colond and the captain?’

“Yes, if you prefer.” A close-up of the older man, the colondl, showed a gruff middle-aged man with
gray hair and dark complexion but with distinctly Germanic rather than Brazilian festures—not
uncommon in Brazil, athough Mavrawould not know that. The close-up of the other showed amuch
younger and quite handsome man with thick brown hair and amedium complexion which sug-gested he
hadn’t been in the tropics very long. His uniform was khaki-colored and had nothing on it but a name tag
and captain’ s bars on the shoulders.

“The older man went to Nanzistu,” the ambassador told her, “and the younger went to—odd, it' s not
there, but | could have sworn somebody or other said he went to Erdom. Well, they don't keep a
permanent ambassador here, and they’ re atriba people, so perhapsthey didn’t do much updating. But
that’ sthelot.”

“Helooks familiar somehow,” Lori said, looking at the handsome man. “1 wonder if | met him
somewhere. | wouldn't forget aface and body likethat. 1t'san American uniform.”

“Wéll, perhaps you will remember; it might be useful,” Mavrareplied, then turned to the ambassador.
“And one other favor,” she reminded him.

“Eh?What?’

“Your trandator. | would like to speak directly to my companionsfor amoment. A few minutes, no
more.”

“Wall, you can do that now, can’t you?’

“It would be easier if | didn’t have to shout. May | just borrow it for amoment and placeit right here?
Where are we going to go?’

“Oh, very well.” Helifted it from around his neck, and she went and took it from him. “Be careful withit,
though!”

Shetook it over and knelt beside Gus. “ Gus, can you hear me?’

“Um. .. Huh?Yeah. Beenligenin' to thisbullshit. Still hung over from them drugs, though. I’ d swear
that guy over therewas agiant pink talking dinosaur.”

“Y ou're not hung over, and he' smore or less exactly that,” Lori assured him. “Look, Gus, you heard it.
Whether you believeit or not, they’ re going to force us through, and who knows where or evenwhat
we |l beif he' stdling the truth?’

“Bdieveit, Gus” Mavrasaid firmly. “But that’ s not the point right now. The point iswhat happensafter.
I’'m going to tell you al right now that | will not change. | am aready registered here. I'm going to
Ambreza, the old Glathriel, and so did that small fellow up there. Y ou heard my ques-tions about the
legends?’

Lori frowned. “Yes, but | don’t see—*

“You don't have to. That man is Nathan Brazil. The onein the legends. The man who can work the



computer that runs not only this place butevery place. Sooner or later that is going to get out. Sooner if |
have anything to do with it. And although | doubt he' s even started yet, sooner or later he’ sgoing to head
north, to the equator, and go inside. When he does, heis going to become like one of the an-cient people
that built this place. HE Il go down into the guts of thisworld, check it out, then he'll do areset.”

“Awhat !” Juan Campos and Lori almost said together.

“A reset. It won't affect thisworld, but it will affect Earth. Dragticaly. Time, space, everything will be
changed. They had few rules, those ancient people. In the end he'll bring Earth and the other inhabited
planets back up to speed, to where, in our case, true humans develop. But ev-erybody now dive on
Earth, and everybody who'slived up to that point, will be destroyed first. It will al start out from scratch.
|—Ithink that they’Il dl be stored here in the memory banks of the Well World. But dl of it, everything
and everyone you ever knew, will be gone.”

Lori shook her head in wonder. “I’ m gill having trouble withthis place. | can’t redly handlethat .”
“Y es, how do you know thisto be true?” Juan Campos added.

“I wastherethelast time hedid it. I—helped. It was necessary, | swear. It was do that or the entire
universe would dieforever, even this place. But when we started it back up, nothing was made better.
Everything devel oped exactly asit had before. All the suffering, the misery, theevil. | don’t know if this
crigsisasseriousasthat one. | don't think itis. Lori, you trusted me enough to comethisfar, and |
wasn't lying, was |? Trust me on this one, too. | want to stop him thistime. | want to seeif it's necessary
to destroy the universe and reset it when afew minor re-pairs and adjustments will suffice. Maybethis
time | can save everybody and make thingsalittle better. | can do that, but only if | beat him inside, to
the master control.”

“What areyou?’ Lori asked her. “ One of those creatures like him?’

“No. | was born on adistant planet so long ago, it doesn’'t matter. | was a product of thelast creation,
or re-creation, maybe. Thereisa certain bond between us, and | helped him then. He repaid the
kindness by making me more like himsdlf, registering me with the master control and making me virtualy
immortal. That iswhy agate was sent for each of us. Never mind—timeis short, I’'m afraid, and they like
thisto go very fast once you're briefed. The plain factis, | haveto beat him there.”

“He sgot one hell of ahead start,” Juan Campos noted.

“Not necessarily. Y ou don't know him like | do. Hewill do anything to put it off, but hefindly will be
forced to do it. The Well will seeto that. Right now he' s probably en-joying himself, finding out what’s
new and what’ s old here, and trying to think of athousand reasons why he should not go. At some point
hewill dsotry to a least make contact with his companions. That isin hisnature, and | know in any
event that he has a specid fondnessfor Dillians. It isavery long and very dangerousjourney from
Glathriel, not far north of Zone, to the equator.”

“But you said he couldn’t bekilled!” Lori pointed out.

“Hecan’t, and neither can |, but amost everything else badcan happen to us. Thisis unlike anyplace
e Itislike crossng dozens of little alien worlds, each afew hundred kilometers across. Many are
friendly, but others are hostile to al outsiders, and even the weather and climate change. Some of the
places, and races, have great power and can be downright ugly. It isamost acosmic joke that we both
dart far away in Glathriel. Almogt asif, perhaps unconscioudy, hewanted it to be as hard as possible.



And whichever of us getsthere first will have great power—and great discretion. | don’t know if | can
beat him there, but if | waste littletime and get to it, | might.He won't go done, and if any of the natives
here pick up on who heis, they will try and insure that they are there, too. | cannot beat him aone. That
iswhy we are having this conference. | need your help. I won't do much selling. Come to save your
family, friends, and world. Cometo gain what rewards | can shower on you if | win. Comefor the most
unique adventure of your lives. But | need friendsand dlies”

“But what can we do?’ Lori asked her. “We don't even know whereor, if | can bdieveit,what well
mn

“No, you don't. But any hex gate—and thereis onein each hex—uwill bring you back here. Leavea
message tll-ing me where you are. | will find you. Donot try and find me. | will haveto avoid Brazil, and
you will not be pre-pared for such ajourney. But | need to know where and what you are. If you cannot
do it yoursdf, send word. | will find you. | have already had the worst done to me on thisworld, and |
am better suited for it. Understand?’

“Yes, | think s0,” Lori answered, and Juan Campos nod-ded thoughtfully.If she can work this thing,
then she has access to all that power . . . “Gus?’

“Yeah, sure. Do they have cameras here? And news?’

“Some hexes do, of various kinds. Some do not. De-pends on where you are. It even depends on
where you are whether any sort of camerawill work. Asto news, that, too, varies. Y ou will find
something, Gus. The Wdll isran-dom but notcompletely random. The important thing isthat you will be
hale, hearty, healthy, and ready to go no matterwhat you are, and soon.”

“Y ou can count on me,” Juan Campostold her, and Lori looked over at him and frowned.

“I'll come,” shesaid, “if only to make sure you don’t get to like thisdime ball before you get to know
him.” Campos|ooked pained.

“I don't believe aword of this, so why the hell not?’ Gustold her.

Mavrasmiled. “Good. Y ou get that word to me, and | will get to you. Do it as soon asyou can. | cannot
wait in Ambrezafor long, and | certainly will not want to return here again once | have set out. | will give
you—Iet’s see—amonth. Four weeks. That will give you enough time and will alow meto find out what

| need to know and securewhat | will require for the journey. Four weeks.”

There was a sudden loud series of grunts and roars from across the room. The trandator said faintly,
“That’senough! Let’sgo!”

“Good luck to you dl,” Mavratold them, and hugged L ori. Then she picked the trandator up and
returned it to the Kwynn.

“I thought you were saying good-bye, not giving speeches,” he harrumphed. “All right, everyone!
Outside that door and to your right!”

Lori bent down to pick up Gus, but he said, “I might makeit. Help meto my feet.”

Shedid, worried about hislong captivity in bonds and hisweak condition, and sure enough, he
collgpsed. She reached down and picked him up gently.



“Damn! Thisisembarrassing !” Gus muttered.

They followed the ambassador down another long series of corridors, past rooms with strange-shaped
entrances that contained avariety of horrific or mythical creatures and even worse smellsand noises.
Mavra could see Camposlooking for away out. Finally they reached the end of a dead-end corridor,
and in front of them was a black hexa-gon as dark and nonreflective as the one atop the meteor.

“I «ill don’t see how thisispossble,” Lori muttered aoud.

“Maétter to energy conversion,” the ambassador replied. “ And energy to matter. Quite smplein
principle, dthough of course none of us know how to do it. Who isfirs?’

“Ah, hell,” Gus said with some disgust. “ Does she have to carry meinto that thing?”

“While there' s nothing specific againgt it, it’s not tradi-tional to send two through at once,” the Kwynn
replied. “However, it isnot exactly atrangt point. Y ou could liter-aly bethrown in and it would not
meatter. Y ou would il fed asif you' d falen adeep, so they tell me, and then awaken on the ground
wherever you are assigned.”

“Wadll, if somebody’ [l sland me up and give me alittle push, I'll go,” Gustold them.

Mavrawent over and helped Lori, and together they got the man, taller than Lori by amost ahead and
taller than Mavraby headand shoulders, on hiswobbly feet. Then, together, they gave him apush
forward, and he managed a step into the blackness, pitched forward, and was gone.

Lori stood there looking nervoudly at the gate. “I redlly don't know,” she sighed. “I never much liked the
sght of mysdlf inamirror, but there’ salot worse things to be than me. Now’ sahdll of atimeto find that
out, though, isn't it?" Shetook a deep breath. “Well, here goes nothing.” And with that, she leapt into the
blackness.

Mavralooked at Campos, who bowed dightly and made a gesture that could only mean either “ladies
fird” or “ after you.” She shrugged, smiled a him, and jumped in.

“Now you, sir,” the ambassador told him. “Go ahead.”

“I think | want to consider thisalittle more carefully,” Juan Camposreplied. “Like aday or two. Maybe
next yeer?’

The ambassador sighed and turned asif to lead the way back, and hishuge tail came around, struck
Campos ahard blow, and flung him into the blackness.

“Thank goodnessforthat !” sighed the ambassador, and began the walk back to his offices.

It had taken Terry sometimeto catch up with the others. She made severa false turns, and though she
had barely avoided some terrifying creatures, the place had been pretty deserted. She'd finally found
them just asthey were being led away by apink dragon.

Hearing nothing of the briefing and knowing nothing of where they were, she made the instant



assumption that her companions had been captured by the creature. She fol-lowed at a distance, hoping
at least to see where they would be taken. Maybe, just maybe, she could get them out.

They went through awinding maze of corridors with so many twists and turnsthat she was not sure if
she could find her way back.One problem at a time, shetold hersdlf.

She found that the last corridor ended in another of those black hexes. It figured, somehow. They were
being sent someplace else. There was nothing to do but follow, she thought, but at least she had not been
captured, and that might <till comein handly.

From the corridor’ sfar corner she watched them disappear into the hex, too far away to distinguish
what they were saying. She suppressed a giggle when she saw Cam-pos being knocked in, though.
When Campos, too, had gone, she backed off, found an empty room, and hid there until the pink dragon
returned back up another corridor.

Shewas't sure what was going on, where she was, or what lay on the other side of that black hex, but
if Gusand Lori and Alamawere there, then she had to follow before she got caught aswell. It was sure
better than staying here with those cregpy mongters.

Allowing agood fifteen or twenty minutes to pass, hop-ing that whoever or whatever waiting on the
other sde of the black hex would be gone, she got up and made her way down the dead-end corridor
where her companions had dis-appeared.

She was tempted to deep firg—she felt unimaginably tired aswell as hungry and thirsty—but she knew
shecouldn’t let thetrail grow too cold, and while deep might be possible, she couldn’t chance discovery
by any of the weird creatures she had glimpsed earlier.

Summoning up her last bit of willpower, she stepped into the blackness.

Ambreza

SHE SENSED THE WRONGNESS LONG BEFORE SHE CAME TO FULL consciousness, asense
that something was missing or had been taken away. And yet she knew who shewas. All the* pictures’
weretherein her mind: her mother, her father, friends and acquaintances, going to school, working, dl
that.

But she couldn’tarticulate those mental snapshots or put |abels on them. It was asif she had words,
even in her mind, only for the things that could be expressed in the lan-guage of the People. No, not even
that. It was even more primitive, more basic.

Even that thought had no wordsto it but was rather an assemblage of menta pictures and fedings. She
was aware that her thought process was far different from what it had been before, asif dl therulesfor
gathering, organizing, and interpreting information had been suddenly and radicaly changed. It was as
bizarre and dien away to think as any-thing she might have imagined, and it seemed dower and harder
to assemble thoughts or ideas and, once assembled, impossible to expressthem. All of her old languages
had gone from her mind; they just weren't there anymore. Not even the People's. She could cdll up a
memory or scenein her mind and remember the gist of what was said, but could not recall sayingiit.



Therewas alanguage there, but it was a strange one, composed of a series of images and concepts that
seemed to form asif by magic in her mind, conveying rea mes-sages, redl thoughts and decisions, but
with no words.

To even be ableto think such complex concepts using such amethod was amazing to her, but to be
unable to express even the dightest sense of them was frustrating and likely to become more frustrating as
time went on. And it washard to think; she had to concentrate.

What was happening to her?

She sat up, opened her eyes, and looked down at herself and was shocked at what she saw—or, more
accurately, what shedidn’t see.

Her body, in fact, looked perfectly normal, but the ce-mented bones in both her nose and her ears were
gone. It felt odd not to have them there after so long, but also it was something of ardlief. The tattoos,
too, were gone, and her body didn’t ook al that different to her than it had before the People had done
their suff. Well, that wasn'texactly true. Her skin seemed, well, smoother and younger, and the scars
were gone—even the appendix scar—and she seemed, well, maybe alittle chubby, like she' d been when
shewasin her early teens. And she had long hair again, the same stringy jet black hair she' d dways had,
but it was down well below her shoulders, dmost to her ass, and it seemed to have adick, dightly wet
fed toit although no residue came off on her hands. She knew that hair didn’t growthat fast; either she'd
been unconscious along time or some-thing beyond her understanding had happened to her.

Infact, in spite of those differences, shefdtgreat. She couldn’'t remember when she' d felt thisgood, in
top condi-tion, no aches or pains oranything. Shefet likeakid again, dthough her fair-szed but firm
breasts and the rest of her body assured her that she was't. If her mind werejust working right, if she
just had her language skills back, if it just weren't so hard to think complicated thoughts, she would have
fdt vast relief.

She sprang to her feet and looked warily around. The weight and swing of the hair felt very odd; she'd
never had it thislong before. Still, it wasthe least of her problems, and for some reason it fltright for the
hair to bethere.

Shewasin astand of trees, but it was no jungle or rain forest; rather, it was aimost parklike. Thetrees
were notquite familiar but were far less strange than the ones of the Amazon. She felt thirsty and allittle
hungry, which was nat-ura, but she also suddenly felt a sense of danger and tension, of being too
exposed. All her brooding, her attempts to think complex thoughts and sort things out, suddenly
vanished, replaced by something €lse, something that re-quired no thought, no deliberation, but seemed in
retrospect dmogt instinctud.

Almogt before she knew it, she was climbing up avery tdl tree that rationdity would have said could not
have been climbed. It wastall and had along regular trunk with few opportunitiesfor handholds or
footholds, yet shewent up it asif it were astairway. Before she knew it, she was perched on a heavy
limb seven or more meters above the ground below. The uncertain perch, the sheer drop, the smoothness
of the trunk going back down did not bother her at al. Her sense of balance was absolutely perfect, and
shedidn’t think the situation odd at all.

The upper parts of the tree bore a banandike fruit; she walked over to anearby bunch, picked one of
them off, and began eating it, skin, stlem, and all, al without conscious thought. The fruit had abanana’s
congstency but was green and brown on the outside and a bright orange color inside. It was moist and



sweet and went down so well, she picked another. Somehow she justknew which oneswereripe and
which onesto leave aone.

She did, however, shrug off theimmediate feding of contentment afull belly gave her, because the sense
of ten-son and danger still remained. Before she could relax, something impelled her to assess her
location and the lay of the land. She climbed farther up, to where she could see out in dl directionswith
little effort.

Theimmediate areawas asort of park with well-manicured trees and grassy areasfilled with both sun
and shade. The land beyond seemed to be gently rolling, with anumber of rivers or streams and aroad
that came from off the horizon, made itsway lazily around various stands of tilled and grooved farmland
and across smdl bridges of stone or wood, and continued off to her right through more of the same sort
of country. There was something odd about where the road vanished from sight; just before the horizon
there was a sort of shimmering, like heat distortion but ex-tending aong the horizon asfar as she could
see. But the shimmering wastoo steady and regular for it to be caused by rising heat—it seemed
subgtantial, dmost solid, and an image of agiant window cameinto her mind.

To her left asde road seemed to wander up to ahuge, €aborate building with many more outbuildings
beyond. The mind-picture that most matched was of afarm, but that was mostly because of the
surrounding fields and the layout of the buildings; neither the house nor the outbuildings looked like
anything she' d seen before. It was a pictur-esque, dmost idyllic scene nonetheless, and she knew it; why,
then, did she have such astrong emotiond reaction to it, bordering not on fear but on repulson? Had she
been in the jungle so long that what once would have seemed a pleasant, peaceful, even charming scene
now looked and felt so wrong? By contragt, that shimmering skylinein the opposite direction felt equally
right; it had an emotiona at-traction she could fed, asif it were a magnet softly pulling at her.

Recent events had been so strange and had moved so fast of late that she felt frightened and confused by
amogt ev-erything. Shetried to put her thoughtsin order and found that she couldn’t. Putting the memory
pictures together in some sort of context was hard. Worse, her experiences with the People felt more
real, more understandabl e to her than anything she had experienced before. When shetried to re-call her
pat life, dl she got was confusion and conflicting fedings. It was dl there, but it just wasn't much use.
And if she couldn’t think clearly and figure out what was hap-pening to her, what was she going to do?

She went back down the tree partway until she found athick branch that forked into two only dightly
thinner ones. With alittle shifting, she discovered it made a pretty solid and secure seet, shielded from the
ground by branches. She was sotired; perhaps deep would help. It never even occurred to her that even
her second incarna-tion among the People would never have considered this sort of perch either safe or
secure. She wastoo tired to mentally fight herself right now. It was best to clear the mind, relax, and
deep it off. Perhgpsit would let her think more clearly.

Settling back, eyes closed, as relaxed as she could be, shefelt aconcept come to her by a process that
was com-pletdy unfamiliar. It was hard not to have the wordsto use. It went againgt her entire cultural
upbringing. Even the Peo-ple were aslinguistically sophisticated as they needed to be. Thiswas
completely different.

Words can obscure aswell as clarify. With thisway, there was never an error in understanding, if what
she was trying to comprehend was understandable at all.

Was that it? Was there something she was missing here?

Wasit better not to think, too?She was here, hunger quelled and safe, because of unthinking action.



No. That would make me nothing more than an animd.
Thenwhat?

Just as you speak when you need to speak, think when you need to think. Know when to speak and
when not to. Know when to think and when not to.

But didn’'t she dways need to think?

Learnto let go. Do not fight impulses, let it go. It iswhen nothing comesthat thinking isrequired. Learn
to trust yourself.

Her impulsejust then wasto go to deep. Shedid not fight it.

It was almost dark when she awoke, but rather than fedling nervous about the setting sun, shefelt less
afraid, more con-fident. It was dready becoming easier for her to not impose her own old mind-set on
thisweird situation and to em-brace this new and different inner way of thought. It was asif thoughts and
decisons were debated and assembled far away in her mind, out of consciousness, then the entire set of
possibilitieswas amost magicaly laid before her as aseries of picture-objects.

This place was not where she was supposed to be or she wouldn't fed itswrongness. The direction
toward the odd farm buildings felt even more wrong; so it was toward that shimmering wall that she must
go, for only that way felt right. There was also afedling of undefined danger in thisarea, so the quicker
shegot out of it, the better.

First she surveyed the area once again. There was an odd noise from the direction of the farm, and what
she saw in the rgpidly waning light made her gasp and brought on an intense fedling of danger and
irrationd digtaste that was like nothing she had ever experienced.

Two crestures were in some sort of vehicle that was making awhining noise. It seemed to sway from
sdeto Sdeasit turned into the smal road up to the farm. The ve-hicle was basically an open cabin
mounted to athick ova dab, but whileit bounced aong, it seemed to be hovering an elbow’ slength
above the road, with nothing touching the road itself. It was the Sight of the two creatures that caused her
overpowering sense of didike.

They looked like two giant beavers, each the size of aman; one was dressed in some sort of waistcoat,
and the other wore aflowered bib and asilly-looking hat with abig flower sticking out of it.

The hovercar pulled up findly in front of the house and settled to the ground, its whine now cut off. The
driver with the waistcoat got out, stretched, and walked around to open the door for its companion with
the hat.

Standing and walking, they looked less like beavers than like something entirely new. 1t wasjugt the
rodentlike head and prominent buckteeth that gave the initia impression. They were covered with thick
brown hair, they walked up-right on thick bowed legs extending from wide hips, and they werelike
nothing human.

She wanted to meet them even less than she had wanted to meet that purple polka-dotted dragon. Just



as curious was her nearly instant reaction to the vehicle, the bright clothing the creatures wore, even the
buildings. Somehow dl of them werewrong. Thiswas far more than the aversion the People had to things
they did not make themsalves; it was more generd, asif anything artificid or manufactured byanyone
was wrong. She did not even wish she had some sort of wegpon; that would be wrong as well.

It wastimeto eat and run.

It was getting easier dl the time to process information and think in this new way, which didn’tseem like
thinking at al but was in fact as complex amethod of reasoning as the one she' d been raised on. The
trickwasn’t not to think, Jack L. Chalker

after dl; it was not to fight doing thingsin your head in awhole new way.

She came down the tree dmost as easily as she' d gone up it, jumping the last couple of meters and
landing ex-pertly on her feet. For someone who had no ideawhere she was, her sense of direction
seemed absolute. She headed to-ward the edge of the trees, paused to take stock of all her wide-open
senses, and, perceiving nothing nearby, darted out into the open and across the road to the rows of thick
bushes beyond. The bushes bore some large pear-shaped, cream-colored fruits, but she never gave them
asecond glance. Something, more of that new inner knowledge, told her that none of the strange-looking
fruits were ripe and ready to et yet.

She began to make her way through the groves at asteady pace, pausing only now and again to check
the smells, sounds, and other bits of information that the gentle breeze might bring. Darkness wasfdling
quickly now, yet she proceeded on, drawn by some inner road map of the re-gion. She had no idea
where she was or where she was go-ing, but somehow she knew how to get there.

Finally she came to a shallow stream that burbled over a bed of rocks. She paused, crouched, and took
somewater in her cupped hands and sniffed it. It smelled right, so she drank deeply, discovering afierce
but previoudy suppressed thirst. After she drank, she relaxed for the first time since leaving her tree, and,
seeing very little around in the dark-ness, she looked up—and gasped.

There were countless stars up there, in some places so thick that they seemed to be asingle burning
mass, and parts of the sky were bathed in clouds of gold and magenta and deep roya purple, al
seemingly frozen in midswirl. There were more stars than she' d ever seen before, and fea-tures out of
deep space astronomical photographsright there, Sitting in the night sky.

She did not have to gaze but an instant upon the incred-ible beauty of that vast fairyland starfield to
know that there was nowhere on Earth from which it might be seen. The sight and that knowledge fell
upon her ingtantly, generating a sense of awe, excitement, and somefear.

Alamahad not lied. Thiswas another world, far, far away from the one she had known.

And till there was that inner urge to press on, to proceed as quickly as possible to wherever it was that
was calling her. Tearing her eyes away from the spectra scene, she waded across the creek and went on
through the brush on the other side.

Even pushing her pace as much as she dared, it took hoursto reach that shimmering boundary glimpsed
much earlier from the top of thetree. It wasn't easy to see even in the bright starlight, but she could sense
it, dmost fed it. And yet itcould be seen, for on this side of the barrier things had a brighter, more orderly
look, while beyond it things seemed much darker. She had no sense of it as something dangerous or even
unusud, but itwas uniquein her experience, and she could not be absolutely certain that it was safe.



She gpproached it cautioudy, then stood right up to it, fi-naly putting out ahand to touch it. It radiated
warmth and asense of thicker air, and after hesitating amoment, she thrust her right hand into it.

It passed through with no resistance, but the feeling on the other side was quite different. Hot and wet
were the two impressions that came to mind, and the sense of something striking and tickling her caused
her to withdraw the hand. It seemed al right, and when she touched it, the hand was wet; what she’ d felt
were raindrops.

Her new sdf did not react, but her old self caught the immediate sense of incongruity. She looked
up—and, to the very boundary itself, the starfield shone in a cloudless sky. Rain? From where?

Taking in adeep breath, she walked straight through the barrier—feeling a change in environment but no
ress-ance—and into a pitch-dark land of steady, gentle warm rain. The temperature was considerably
warmer than it had been on the other Sde, dmost steamy and very reminiscent of the Amazon jungle. The
rain, however, was more sub-dued, which was actualy awel come change from what she’ d been used

to.

She turned and stuck her head back through the * barrier.” Although it hadn’t seemed cold to her, the
shock of suddenly going, wet-faced, from a steam bath to a spring night made it fed dmost frigid. It was
fascinating, asif the whole world were one huge house and each “room” in the place had its own weather
and dlimate.

Shewithdrew her head. It falt somehow better to be over here, even with the extreme darkness and the
rain. Shewasn't certain if thiswas because of her newfound ingtincts or because this region was more
like the northwest Ama-zon, but it felt morelike, wdl,home.

Shewaked away from the boundary dowly and care-fully, dmost tripping on wild, junglelike vegetation,
until the soft glow coming through from the other side of the barrier was no longer visble. Suppressing as
much as pos-sible her fedings of disorientation and fear, shetried to empty her mind, relax, and let that
new set of sensestake over.

And dowly, strangdly, she began to see her surroundingsin away she' d never seen anything before.

Ancient treesrose dl around her; she saw them as athrobbing, pulsing reddish color, the leaves dmost
black in the inky darkness. Variations of the same red color a so ap-peared in the bushes, other plants,
even mosses, everything divethat was organic, al glowing with the energy of life.

Other spots glowed yelow and purple and orange. Smaler things mostly, but brighter, often moving
ether in or on the vegetation or occasondly on the ground or evenin the air. The yellows were some
form of reptile, perhaps many forms; the purples were small warm-blooded crea-tures; and the oranges
wereflitting insects of the night.

The ground seemed mostly to remain black close by, but not too far off it seemed to shimmer asif
something trans-parent and yet a so reflective were on top of it, distorting the colors or aurasthat she
saw clearly aboveit.

Water, sheredized. Mostly standing water, except for the effect of the raindrops. The vegetation was
dense, but it was no jungle, and there were openings among the trees that were not overgrown. Neither
wasit any sort of farm or orchard as on the other sde; it was random, naturd . . .asit should be. It was,
sheredized, some sort of vast swamp.



Curious, she closed her eyesfor amoment and found that the scene was till there. She moved allittle,
cautioudy, keeping to the “black” areas, and saw that the scene moved with her, changing point of view
asif dl thiswere the same asthe vison her eyes brought.

But she was not seeing with her eyes; rather, she was somehow seeing the essence of lifein thewild and
itsre-flectionsin her mind.

She began to walk dowly but confidently, using the black areas as her guide. Some points were quite
small, but overal they seemed to amost form anetwork of paths through the wilderness, paths taking her
through great beauty in adirection that seemed to draw her.

Navigating by this new second sight also became easier the longer she did it. Whileit hardly gavefull
circular vi-sion, it wasfar superior in some waysto normal sight be-cause it covered awider area.
Severd times she was aware of large creatures she took to be snakes of somekind lurk-ing highin the
trees; when they watched her, they burned exceptiondly bright, and she avoided them. The water was
modtly just the reflective sort, but occasondly it, too, would have brightly glowing formsinit. Most of
these had pa e greenish tinges—fish, perhaps? That was what came to mind. Here and there would be
large orange masses, some-timesin the water, sometimes out, and these, too, she qui-etly avoided while
always looking for an unoccupied nearby tree just in case those orange shapes became a bit too
interested in her. Once or twice one seemed to do just that, but none of them ever really approached her
with any speed, and she never fdlt in real danger from them.

It was aso getting easier to isolate sounds and smells and associate colors with them. Asthe night wore
on and her journey continued, these supplemental sensesand her discriminatory abilities concerning them
increased greetly, the datafed and ether filed or rgjected automaticaly asit rushed in.

Crocodilesto the left, thirty feet, floating lazily . . . Two big snakes above and to the right, neither hungry
... Cal-ony of strange birdsroosting in thetreeto theleft . . .

At ajunction of “paths’ she stopped suddenly, catching an odd scent from the ground. Sheredized
suddenly that it was fecal matter of the sort whose smell would have re-pulsed her even days earlier.
Now it was just information. It wasn't al that fresh, but the odor put a picturein her mind that excited
her.

People!

Wasit just arandom dropping, or did it aso have an-other purpose? A territory marker, perhaps, like
animasused? Or an indicator of atrail to follow? But if the latter, which direction did it mark to go?
Surdly, if itwas some sort of message aswell asasimple cal of nature, it meant to go up the path it was
on. Having no other road signsto guide her, she went up that path.

Therewere more at other junctions, each having adiffer-ent scent. That meant that thesewere trail
markers, laid out by intelligence, not mereterritoria boundariesthat would involve the samefew
people—or so she hoped. Such a sys-tem, however primitive or however revolting it might have seemed
to“civilized” people, made alot of sense. Only those whocould sense and figure them out would
under-stand their meaning.

Was this something new, afunction of this strange place, or were thingslike her new mind-sight and such
finely honed senses of smell and hearing something al people had once possessed but had somehow
lost? The latter scemed more likely; she, after al, was using them, and that meant that they were anatural



part of her, perhaps sedled off in that unused part of the brain. Were those untapped parts of the human
brain redly unused excess capacity, or werethey vestigid remains of senses civilization had made

unnecessary?

What other powers might these peopl e possess, these people who were clearly up ahead, clearly at the
place where shefdt driven to go?

There was only one good way to find out.

The Ambrezan came out on the porch and said, “We have just had areport from the capita that a
second party has come through the Well.”

Nathan Brazil took hisfeet down from the porch railing, dowed hisidle rocking in the chair, and took
the cigar out of hismouth. “ All Glathridlians?’ he asked.

“It seems 0. Two males and two femaesin asingle party, and then athird femaelater, who, it issaid,
evaded the darms and security measures and went through without detection.”

Brazil stopped rocking and stood up. “ That' s probably the one. No word from anywhere else that a
Glathridlian fe-mae like mysdlf camethrough here undtered?

“None, dthough it'sabig place. If shedidn’t want to be found, it isentirely possible that she'smade
some sort of deal. Not everyone might advertise as blatantly as you, you know.”

Nathan Brazil grinned. “Y ou'rejust trying to get rid of me. | make you uncomfortable.”
“No, not at all—*

“Oh, come on, Hsada! A civilized, talking, technologi-caly sophidticated Glathrielian must awaken
ancedra nightmares.”

The Ambrezan stared at the little man with its big brown eyes outlined by adight frown. “1 never know
when you arejoking.”

Brazil chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. Assoon as | can link up with her, I’'m out of here. Promise. |
have friendsthat are avery long way from herethat | promised I’d see, and | already fed guilty | haven't
doneit yet.

Thetruth was, he didn’t redlywant to see either Tony or Anne Marie, even though he wouldn't mind a
trip up that way. Heredly didn’t want the burden of getting the two of them together as they were now.
Deep down, he was hop-ing that each, being now healthy and hearty, and both, to hisrelief, in rather
comfortable hexes, would use these months to settle in and build new lives and new attach-ments. It
wasn't asif he' d forced elther or both into com-ing, after al, or asif they wouldn't be dead by now if
they hadn’t chosen to come through, but if ever amatch of love and devotion had been made in heaven
before, he hadn’'t seenitindl hislong life. Hecould, of course, fix them up if he went up to the Well, but
he didn’t redlly want to do that just yet. He felt no sense of urgency, and he wanted to stay here awhile
and enjoy the difference.

The Ambreza had not initially been dl that thrilled a his gppearance, and he knew it—they hadn’t



reacted much dif-ferently the last time or two, either. But they were civilized in the extreme, suckersfor a
good story, and, well, he’ d beenuseful to them, working for afew months hel ping them redesign rather
than merdly repair and upgrade their failing irrigation system, saving them alot of investment and foreign
involvement. Now he had clothes specialy made to his design, some loca money, and chits for a de-cent
supply of the prime Ambrezan export, tobacco, with which to make his way anywhere he wanted to go.
He lacked only Mavra, and he very much wanted to find her, see her, have thingsexplained to him. It
would be like old times, andthis time he d teach her the full operationd de-tails of the Well—as soon as
he got there and could remem-ber them again—so he might not ever have to carry this burden again.

He knew that last was sdlfish, but damn it, it was hard to be al that sentimenta toward somebody he
could hardly remember and last saw maybe twenty-five hundred years ago.

Maybe now it wastime for areunion.

He walked into the house and back to the communicartions room. The Ambreza had quite a
sophisticated setup, able to call just about anywhere they had people in what was now Ambreza, the
high-tech hex that very long ago had been the common ancestral home of the Terran races.

The furniture in an Ambrezan house wasnot made for his anatomy, but he could make do. He st at the
console and dided in the communications ministry in the capita city of Khor.

“Oh, Solomon—yes. The group that came through. We had the ambassador run a systems check for
placements, but it wasinconclusive. However, we are certain that the last one, the female who didn’t
clear entry, cameto Glathriel. We registered asurge in section—um—=B-14. Yes. Agriculturd district up
north not far from the border with Glathriel, which iswhere you’ d expect a deposit, matchingexactly the
time of Zoneentry. It' sawayseaser to track an individua than agroup, dthough thisishardly an
everyday thing. In fact, counting you, | can remember no other but this one even in the records.”

“All right. But she made no contact with the locas?’

“Not that we can determine. A search of the areausing the local manager’ s dogs indicated that she went
south into Glathridl. Beyond that we can't say, sinceit’stoo much of amessin that district to do decent
tracking, and frankly, it’ sfar too much trouble for something that is your business, not ours. Aslong as
she' sgoneto Glathrid, she'snot our problem.”

Hefrowned. “Goneto Glathrid . .. Wdll, | supposethat if she didn’t want alot of immediate attention,
she might head for the coast strip there. | don’t suppose that there’ s any word from them.”

The technician was not terribly patient with thisimposi-tion. “Look, Glathriel isanontech hex. No
communication works except the direct kind, and no vehicleswork except anima power. The people
along there are mostly areligious sect that’ s antiprogress, and we and they don’t talk much to one
another except when they come south twice ayear to sell their crops. It might be weeks, evenmonths
before we hear any newsfrom them. | admit that atalking, civilized, and sophisticated Glathrielian might
cause quite agtir, even some sort of religious crisisamong them, but it’ s still not something we' d hear
anytime soon.”

Brazil scratched his chin and thought about it. “1 don’t know. If she' s heading toward them, it’ [l dmost
certainly be ones near the border. | suspect we' d hear pretty fast for those very samereasons.” He
sghed. “Okay, that’ s all you can do now. I'll take it from here. Thank you very much.”

“Very wel. Out,” the comm tech responded curtly, and switched off.



Nathan Brazil sat there amoment trying to decide what to do. Findly he got up and went over to afar
wall where amap of Ambreza and part of Glathriel was tacked to a cork board.

B-14... Thereit was. Not that far from the Ambrezan strip in Glathriel. A country road was marked as
heading through the digtrict toward that point, so that wasthe log-ica placeto start. It looked to be
maybe three, four hours drive if he could bum one or aday on horseback if he couldn’t. It was certainly
worth getting off his duff and go-ing after her. He had no doulbt that it was Mavra Chang; it was
inconceivable to him that any of the new entrieswould wind up Glathridians. He d pretty much seento
that long ago.

He turned and saw Hsada standing there looking sternly at him from the doorway .

“No, you cannot borrow the car,” the Ambrezan told him flatly. “Y ou will be going into Glathriel, and |
would have to send somebody down there and lose aday getting it back. However, ddlivery trucks go
through town al the time, and some may have stops at or near there. Iwill get someoneto driveyouin,
and from there you can make your own arrangements.”

Brazil grinned and shrugged. “ Good enough. What can | say?’

“Say good-bye,” responded Hsada. “ And don't forget to settle your rent through today before you
leave”

It turned out that settling the rent was more of a problem than finding aride to near the border. Hsada
was avery hard bargainer and was more creative in finding extra char-ges to spring on him than anybody
since that lowland Scotswoman at abed and breakfast about a hundred years ago. Extra sheet charge,
indeed.

Therewere only five cities plus the capital worth the name in Ambreza, and maybe forty small towns
spread dl over, but the two basic occupations of those in the country were raising crops for export and
truck farming. Over the centuries truck farming had become quite sophisticated, with regular routesand a
whole guild of middliemen doing the shipping to and from the markets on adaily basis. To-bacco was
grown best in the southeast; the southwest was better suited to longer-growing but high-demand produce
like subtropica fruits due not to location but to a strong warm current off the Gulf of Zinjin that camein
very close to shore and created amore or less subtropical pocket. This, of course, had been allowed by
those who had created the hex; westher and climate were not of the natural sort onthis world, but when
they saw that the water hex of Flotish had such currents designed in, they smply made use of them.

By that evening he was within afew kilometers of the plantation nearest the designated spot, and he
stayed over with some very surprised and curious farm supervisors that night so he'd have the full next
day for the quest. While the field bosses were somewhat taken aback at aglib Glathridian wearing
clothes and speaking like them, they were suckersfor agood set of stories and even worse suck-ers at
cardsand dice.

The next morning he saw the first Glathridians he' d seen snce—wal, avery long time ago. He had
forgotten their rather exotic “look,” aunique yet homogenized blend of just about every racia typeon
Earth. Being of anear uni-formly brown skin, with avariety of Oriental features yet with brown, black,
and reddish hair was only the beginning of it. One could ook at anyone and see suggestions of somebody
onethought wasfamiliar, yet the entire ama gam was something totally unique.

Thistime, though, they aso seemed decidedly, well,odd. There was no other way to explainit. True,



their tropica hex didn’t redly require clothing, but these people worenothing. Not amulets or paint or
markings of any kind, nor earrings, nose rings, bracelets, anklets—nothing at dl, men or women. They
aso seemed tolet their hair and, on the men, facia hair aswell smplygrow. He couldn’t under-stand
why some of them didn’t trip over al that hair or strangle on it. Some of the shorter women seemed to
have to wrap it around themsalvesto keep it from dragging on the ground, and he had never seen men
with hair that long. Hair that, oddly, didn’t seem to tangle or get matted. Hadhe donethat? He didn’t
remember doingit, but if he'd d-tered them sgnificantly, the computer would havefilled in thelogica
itemswhich he' d left out but which might be re-quired for some reason.

Other things dso bothered him. Their remarkable sllence for one thing. Watching them, it seemed at
timesasif there was some kind of communication going on, judging from the gestures, the playful actions,
the coordination they ex-hibited, but aside from some grunts and occasiond laughter they said nothing.

Hewondered if they were at dl aware that they now worked the fields that their distant ancestors had
once owned. He watched as they seemed to have some kind of silent prayer vigil before starting to work,
then they went to it, picking fruit and stacking it in nest piles every few bushes.

“They have an dmost unnaturd ability to figure out just which fruit isready to be picked,” one of the
Ambrezan su-pervisors commented to him.

“But they don't fill baskets or containers,” Brazil noted. “They just pileit dl nestly.”

“They won't touch them. No Glathridlian will touchany-thing manufactured, even abox. They even
make severd trips carrying their ‘pay,” whichisasmall percentage of the crop, back to their homein
Glahrid inther ams”

“What about that home? Don't they have some sort of village or whatever with shelter?”

“No, they don’t. Not as we understand it, anyway. Theydo havetriba landsthat they consider their
home, but the few structures are very crude and very basic and formed entirely from gathered dead
wood and dropped leaves. They don’t build as such. The few crude structures tend to be sheltersfor the
babies and for bad weather. Mostly they deep either out in the open or in hollow trees, some caves, and
sheltersformed from falen logs and the like. They don’t even build or keep fires, dthoughiif a
thunderstorm comes dong and sets something off, they might useit until it goes out. They don't kill unless
something istrying to kill them and thereis no other choice—and whateverthat unfortunate animd is,
they then et it raw that same day.”

“They seem to eat okay from what | can see,” Brazil noted. “ The women seem to range from chubby to
fat, and the men are built like bricks”

“They eat acomplex variety of things, some of which we, and perhaps you, would find disgusting, but it
seems the perfect baance for them. They make great workers, though. No complaints, virtually no
mistakes, and they won't touch, let done egt, anything they haven't picked themselves. They're ways
good-humored in a childlike sort of way, and they’re so placid, they don’t even swat fliesthat land on
them.”

“How’ d you ever get them to work for you?’
“It’' s been thisway since long before my time or my grandfather’ stime, too,” the Ambrezan supervisor

replied. “Only afew tribeswill do it, but they’ ve been doing it for-ever on the border plantationsand, |
think, along the Zinjin Coast strip. The vast mgority live way in theinterior, which ismostly swamp and



jungle with some volcanic areas. We used to try and survey them once upon atime, I’'mtold, but they
can vanish like magic, and it just wasn't worth the time and trouble. Thefact is, we know very little about
them beyond these border tribes.”

“I know about that,” Brazil told him. “They asked meto do areport on themiif | went in, figuring that
gncel’mre-lated in away to them, | might be taken as one of them if | went in.”

“Wadll, that figures. Y ou gonnago?’

“Lookslikeit. I'm after another like mysdf. A femde. Very smdl and very thin—even smdler and
thinner than me. Y ou haven't seen or heard much about somebody like that, have you?’

“Heard they was |ooking for somebody like that down the road apiece, but haven’t seen or heard athing
myself, no. Of course, | can’t tell any of you gpart much, frankly, but | think I’d have noticed afemde
smaller and thinner than you, that’ sfor sure.” He sighed. “Well, if you' re gonnafind her, you got maybe
two weeks.”

“Huh?Why’ sthat?’

“Oh, they haven’t got any families as such. Y ou can see the same kid with a different parent most any
day. It sdl commund. That's‘ cause, | think, they have one short pe-riod of a couple of dayswhen dl
the women get fertile al at once and dl the men can think of nothing else and they go at it, bresking only
for deep, for up to four days. Then they don’t do it anymore until the next month. Lots of an-imalslike
that, but | know of only afew races herethat till have that old mechanism. They say wedid back in
prehis-toric times or whatever, but not since.”

Theideashook him. Just what did | do to you, people?

It was coming back to him now in bits and pieces. When he' d come through that time off the spaceship,
he' d discov-ered that the Ambreza had literadly reduced the Glathrid-iansto animalike status. When

he' d done hiswork in the Well, he d fixed that so there’ d be adow but steady gen-erationa rise back to
normality through providing immunity to the Ambreza gas—but in anontech hex, which, he'd guessad,
wouldn't thresten the Ambreza.

He' d been wrong. The next time through, he’ d caught wind that the Glathrielians had gotten to a point
where they knew the legends and stories about how they’ d been kicked out of their ancestral home and
brought low and were get-tingvery curious about Ambrezan technology and doing alot of work on
natura chemicasthemselves. The Ambrezaleadership had been getting nervous even then; the seeds of
potential genocide were being sown even then asthe Ambreza simaginations started coming up with
potentia attacks far worse than the Glathriglians could have man-aged on their own.

So while he and Mavra had reset and checked out the system, he’ d made other changes to ensure that
thiswould al die down. He d removed the trand ation abilities from the Glathrielians so that they could
only communicate among themsalves, and he'd put a blocker in there so that no other language but theirs
could get through. If they couldn’t reconnoiter and spy on their hated enemy, they wouldn’t be much of a
threat. And he’ d made what he thought then were some minor physiologica changesto en-sure that they
adapted nearly perfectly to their present hex and would not be as comfortable in the one that was now
Ambrezaor lugt for it so much.

Butthis —these people, thistotally primitive way—was not what he' d had in mind at dl. He' d sought
only to pro-tect them from daughter, not to reduce them to pre-Stone Age levels. What had the



computer imposed logicaly on them that flowed from his premises? Just how badly had he goofed?

What have | done?he wondered again, watching them. Thiswasall he needed, he thought sourly. A
hyperdose of pure guilt right now. I’m not going to keep ying-yanging these people around forever for
some Sin of ancestors even | can't remember, he vowed. If | made amistake, thistime’ll correct it, but,
beyond that, from this point on, as much as| like the Ambreza, I’ m not going to keep these people down
again. If any new adjustments need to be done, by damn, I'll do ‘em on the Ambrezafor a change!

He stared a them as they worked, trying to figure them out, and over aperiod of time he got a sense
that he was't seeing the whole picture, but he couldn’t put hisfinger on what was disturbing him that he
hadn’t dready quantified.

And then hehad it.

There were no lame, no crippled, not so much asalimper among them. Well, they might leave dl of
those home. But no, it was more than that. In the kind of rough environment and natural way they lived,
their creamy brown skins should have the sgns of al sorts of incidenta injuries, scars, and whatnot.
There were none. Every one of their hideslooked as smooth and untouched as a baby’ s bottom. Not a
scar or a scab among them, and some of them weren't young.

And that wasimpossible. It was something that just might not occur to the Ambreza, thankfully, but it
was damned impossible. Something that they hid from everyone except themsalves was definitely not
kosher about the Glathridians. Now hehad to go in. Mavrawas still the ob-ject, but he very much
wanted to know just what the hell was going on there.

His strange appearance, s0 like them and yet so different both in features and in the fact that he was
clothed and hav-ing a conversation with Ambrezans, naturally drew curiouslooks from the Glathridians.
No, it was worse than that. They looked puzzled asall hell.

Finally, one young woman came over to him abit shyly but with definite purpose, abig smile of
friendliness on her face. He smiled back at her, and she put out her hands, and after amoment of trying
to figure out what she wanted, he put out his and they clasped hands.

Suddenly he felt astrange, dightly dizzy sensation, and at the same time she gasped, et go forcefully, and
backed away from him, alook of near terror in her eyes. As hefol-lowed her with his gaze, she broke
and ran not toward the other tribespeople but away, at top speed, in the direction of the border.

Now what the hell2was al he could manage.

The otherswere now aso staring at him rather warily but just keeping their distance and working the
grove. He de-cided to press on down the road and pick up thetrail.

The old Ambrezan couple who owned the plantation square in the middle of section B-14 hadn’t seen or
heard much of anything, and they’ d been very surprised when they’ d gotten the call from the government,
but they’ d et the dogs out and had them sniff around, and sure enough, they had picked up some odd
kind of trail in agrove of treesand followed it dl the way to the border. It was quite puzzling to them;
there were so many Glathrielian scents around that it would have to be some-thing outside the dogs
normal experience to have them take off like thet.

Nathan Brazil nodded but did not explain. If it were Mavra, and it certainly looked like there was no
other pos-shility, she would smel of many dien things but little or nothing of the Well World.



“Youan't gonnatrack her with no dogsin there, no, ar,” the old Ambrezan told him. “They getin
Glathrid aways, and they go nuts. Can't pick up anything—take you around in circles, they will. Horses
and mules might work in some parts, but if you'regoin’ inhere, you're goin’ right into the Great Swamp.
Runsfor haf the hex, it does. Lots of water, killer snakes, vicious swamp lizards, and alot worse.”

He shrugged. “ The Glathridians seemto do dll right in there.”

“Well, maybe. Maybeit'sjust * cause they have enough young to keep pace, too. Ever think of that?

Y ou don’t see no old ones, that’ sfor sure, and as peaceful asthey are, they might just figure the thing's
got aright to eat ‘em. Or maybe they smell as bad to the animalsthere as they do to us—no offense, son.
But you take ariding or pack animd in there, al you'll doisgivethem vicious brutesared feast and
waste agood animal.”

“I'll walk,” hetold them. “Been awhilesince | carried afull pack, but it won’t bethe first time. She
walked in there with nothing at al, and it’ s only been two days or so. | might be able to pick up
something. | was a pretty fair tracker once.”

“Wdll, if sheain't got eaten, you might have achance,” the old gent admitted. “But | still wouldn't liketo
gointherefar. That place like that other world they say you come from? Might make adifference.”

“No, not much. Parts of it arelike that, but not the parts| like. Actudly, my home smorelike, well,here

And itwas, too, he redlized with a start. Maybe that was why he liked Ambreza and the Ambrezans so
much. Given the same hex and ajump Start, they’ d either managed to de-velop avery Terranlike society
and culture or, more likely, had co-opted parts of it, copied from those they had over-thrown. Designed
and bred for the hex they now found loathsome, the ones who' d been forced to taketheir place had
come up very differently indeed, while the Ambrezan culture was, after adl these thousands of years,
virtudly un-changed. Static. And theyliked it that way.

The Ambrezaof their original hex had been crestive, ag-gressive, clever enough to meet athreat when
they were woefully mismatched. Moving here, they’ d done dmost certainly afar better job of managing
the hex, but they’ d grown soft, stagnant, and complacent, devoid of the daring and crestivity that their
remote ancestors had had in abun-dance. They just weren't really in their element here, and they’ d spent
thousands upon thousands of generations treading water, never changing or adapting beyond what they
had to do. Even hefdt that comfortable sense of time standing still here, and in ways easy to take, with
their horses and cows and hunting dogs and country manners.

What had the Glathrielians become in the Ambrezan hex? A tropica swamp and junglewasaso an
invitation to stagnancy for Terrans, and on amuch more primitive scae. Even when the magic of
technology was alowed to work, the regions of Earth covered by such unlivable areas had tended to
keep the inhabitantsin the Stone Age. He' d seen it in the Congo, the Philippines, the Amazon interior
again and again, just asthey’ d remained rather primitive in the arctic regions, too busy surviving to go any
further until technology came to them or, in more cases than not, was forced upon them.

And yet, even there they’ d done the best they could with what they’ d had. They’ d become farmers
where it was pos-sible; fishers near sess, lakes, and oceans; hunters and man-agers of game, with social
organizations of varying degrees as geography alowed. From the spear and blowgun to theigloo to vast
irrigation channels, they’ d adapted and inno-vated their way to some sort of culture.



Glathrid looked al the more an enigma because of it. Even thelast time Terran types had managed all
this, until they’ d become a thresat to others and he' d set them back abit. Had they lost once too often?
Had they given up asapeople?

Or had they adapted and innovated in ways none on Earth had ever done?
What had the girl seen by holding his hands, and how had she seen it?

Had he perhaps set up the evolutionary mechanism and now forgotten that he had done so or, even
more disturbing, doneit without redizing it?

He dlowed the old man to take him al the way, down to the stake in the ground just before the hex
boundary where they’ d stopped the dogs. Bidding the old Ambrezan farewel | with thanks, he adjusted
the backpack and walked into the new Glathrid.

It was, he thought, a nearly unimaginable feding to enter ahex populated by people who looked very
much like him and somehow fed that he was going into territory more aien than some of the strangest
hexes on the Well World.

Glathrid

terry perez had been walking through the dense, wetjungle for severa hours. She didn’'t have much of a
time sense anymore, but the night and the strangeness of the place gave her no cluesasto even
immediate time. Shedid redize that she should have been exhausted by now, but she wasn't. Perhapsiit
was expectation or the creegpiness of the surroundings that gave her the extraenergy, but she knew she
couldn’t stop until she’ d reached wherever it was that was calling her.

Certainly the sgnswere fresher now; shewason amain trail heeded straight for arelatively large
gathering of peo-ple, and that aone would satisfy her. She didn’t know what they would look like or be
like, but fears of dien mongters were far from her thoughts due mostly to this place. It wastoo much like
the Amazon, right down to itsanima inhab-itants, to fed aien, and without that eerie, overfilled sky it
might just have been adifferent part of the same forest she’ d been living in for months.

Infact, sheredlized, without that bizarre kidnapping and the time with the People, she would have been
totally un-prepared and unequipped to dedl with this and would have been back on the ground where she
hed “landed” in a sheer panic right now.

Asit was, in the darkness of the swamp, she neared her god.

They had not cometo help her, but they appeared to be sitting there waiting for her to arrive. Two men,
appearing eerily aien to her second sight, stood there in purple out-line, looking like some skewed
infrared or UV picture; both women had fuzzy, ball-shaped violet colorations below their breasts that
neither the men nor she shared. Nor did she have the one thing that set them apart not only from hersdlf
but from the glow of animasaswell.

They dl had shimmering soft, pae white auras outlining themsdlves.



For thefirgt time sheredly felt nervous and more than alittle awkward. The shapesseemed human, at
least from what she could seein the dark, but just who and what were they?

She stopped, and there was the inevitable uneasy pause as each side waited for the other to make a
move. She watched as, after alittle bit, they clasped hands and saw in some surprise that the pale white
auras broke and seemed to merge into asingle glow. Findly, they seemed to make aslent decision, and
the man on her far right raised hisleft hand and beckoned to her in an unmistakable gesture. After a
moment’ s hesitation she came forward, butterfliesin her somach, until she stood right in front of the man,
close enough to note that he had bad breath and sorely needed a bath.

He reached out and took her hand in his, and the white aura coming from the group broke and then ran
dowly up her arm and around her. When it had completely envel oped her, she felt a sudden shock to her
system, and then shefdt their collective minds rushing to hers, engulfing her asthe aurahad engulfed her
body. There were no words because words were not necessary. In that instant they were apart of her
and she was a part of them; theywere her and shewas they, individualy and collectively. Inthat ingtant
shewas male and femae, Terran and Glathridlian. All that shewas, all that she had ever been, they knew
because they were she; dl that they knew, all that they had ever been, she was, because shewas al of
them.

No introductions or explanations were required; the ex-change of information, data, backgrounds, and
points of view was instantaneous and total. How long it went on she did not know, but it wasn’t long, for
it was till dark when they separated and she was again alone. Alone but not the same. Not quite a
Glathridian, athough she knew exactly what it meant and felt like and was as comfortable here as any
native. But because of that knowledge she was no longer quite a Terran, ether. After she had shared
minds, what was the use of names or most of the human foibles that had caused humanity to war and
conquer and hate and become so pregjudiced? If evil was rooted in alack of communica-tion and
understanding, these people were without it, al-though they were far too knowledgeable about their
world for it to be consdered a new Eden. They had eaten of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil,
and they knew the difference. It just wasn't the difference most others thought it was.

The point was that she could never hide anything from any of them, or they from her. Theideawould
have dis-turbed her before she had touched their minds, but it could not now.

She understood perfectly what was going on and exactly what her rolein it would be. She was content
with that.

The region hadn’t aways been aswamp.

Sometime, in the times hidden by mistsforever, it had been afar different sort of place. Not that its
climate hadn’t dways been hot and muggy, but once these were actudly agriculturd digtrictsin which the
Ambrezaraised rice and other grains, controlling theinflux of water with agrand complex of locks,
channdls, dams, and movable dikes so in-tricate and so ingenioudy perfect that under most
circum-stances they operated themsalves with amost clockwork precison, leaving the designers only to
do maintenance and harvest the crops. The Ambreza were equaly comfortable on land or water then and
pushed the art of the purely me-chanicad amogt toitslimits.

Now, after countless thousands of years of pure neglect, one could not see asign of that once-grest race
of builders and innovators. What might yet be preserved was far down, under layers of rock-hard
sediment, volcanic ash, plant spores, and the decomposed remains of innumerable ani-mals and insects.



It wasadismad place now, overrun with dirty water and falen, moss-covered logs, hidden under a
blanket of high trees reaching for the light under skies more gray than clear, leaving the areasbelow ina
twilight of swirling mist that hovered below the brancheslike aliving thing.

It was hard to believe that such aplace could ever be tamed, yet the Ambreza had doneit, and they
were not aone; back on Earth the Kingdom of the Congo had con-quered just such a hot, steamy
junglelike swamp ten timesthis Sze and had built athriving civilization until davery, disease, and findly a
harsh colonia hand had reduced the population to a point where the control of the land could not be
maintained and it had falen rapidly back to this sort of state. In ancient Cambodia they had tamed such a
place so thoroughly that they’ d built greet templesto their godsin the midst of it, not knowing that they
were actudly building those templesto their own genius.

Thelast time Nathan Brazil had been anywhere near Glathridl, the inhabitants had been dowly
embarking on just such ataming project, and they were the distant ances-tors of the people who lived in
this gunk now. What had happened to them? Certainly, thistime he' d found nothing in the Ambrezan
records or Soriesto indicate that the former natives had done anything. Nor had it been aquick change,
even after hislast intervention. All the evidence wasthat it had been dow, aturning inward, argection of
what might be, awithdrawal into themsalves that spread like some plague from border to border.

What had it been? What had changed them not only mentaly and philosophicaly butphysically, aswas
clear, reverting them to some animal base for reproduction, sup-planting even the concept of family in
their culture? What now clearly hedled them so quickly, anecessity in such aharsh environment for
surviva, yet made them so passive that they would not even build permanent sheltersfor them-selves or
make much of anything with their own hands? What, in fact, had happened to their language, which, as
wastypical of Terran-evolved tongues, had been quite rich and colorful? He hadn’t takenthat from them,
just their ability to understandother tongues. Y et the Ambrezans were adamant that they barely had a
language at dl—afew dozen sounds, many imitetive of native animals here, with very basic meaning, and
rarely used even then?

Y et they held hands and silently prayed. To whom or what?

He refused to believe it. Something insde him told him that the impression was fase. Terrans adapted.
They were among the best adaptersin the universe. Why, just sarting from the plains of Africaand the
Fertile Crescent they’ d settled the Arctic and the jungles and vast deserts and every kind of climate and
unlivable placein between.

Ashetrudged into the wet jungle, Brazil kept at the puz-zle this place represented. Had they adaptedtoo
well? No, no, that was unheard of, ridiculous. But the last time at the Well hehad done some design
tinkering to make this hex their own, to become asif this, not the other place, were what they were
origindly desgned to survivein.

That was what the Well World was, wasn't it? A gigantic set of laboratories, each with arace designed
for the place or aplace for the race, set together and wound up and a-lowed to run their courseto see
just how viable race and setting redly were?

Shehad hdd hishands. . .

Wait aminute! He' d put them here last time to adapt, and they’ d done just what the damned Well
World was sup-posed to let them do.



They held handsin acircleand prayed . . .
They’ d adapted.

They’ d become something different, gone off in awhole new direction. Whether it was agood direction
for people, or bad, or stagnant wasn't the point. But that wasin fact what had happened; he was sure of
it.

The human race had trotted off and become something else.
Now thejob wasto find out what the hell that “ some-thing elsg” was.
That, of course, and find the ever-elusive and apparently deliberately evasive Mavra Chang.

It wasn't easy to find traces of her, but it could be done. The twin keys werein the eternally wet ground
between the marshes that formed a set of complex trails. Some of thosetrails retained the impression of
footprintsfor very long pe-riods, and one set of prints, appearing infrequently but often enough, was a bit
different from the rest. The way this one person walked was different; the prints of the others showed
that they walked in amore confident manner, em-phasizing the forward area of the foot, while hers
showed the full foot coming down with adight emphasison the hed.

Clearly, shewasn't at dl unfamiliar with this sort of cli-mate and terrain, but that, too, fit. Assuming that
the meteor had findly struck where they’ d said it would, it would have come down somewhere degpin
the Amazon. What Mavra was doing there was atotal mystery, but that was the way the master
computer worked when it had to, and he knew that it had comefor her aswell as himsalf. The method
had been abit crude yet effective, but the meteor had come in only oneway, and it had fragmented over
Rio and then struck deep inside.

Hewondered if she was doing smuggling or drugs or something or if she'd gone native. It didn’t matter.
Infact, it explained why she had headed down here dmost imme-diately if, as now seemed clear, she
wanted to avoid quick discovery and, maybe, him. Shehad to know that he was here.

Or did she? He' d been pretty far gone when he' d falen into a hex gate on some far-off world so many
lifetimes back. Hell, he' d been through it more than once, and even now he couldn’t remember her face.
Until quite recently he hadn’t even remembered her name or anything about what she looked like.

Could it be that she no longer remembered who or what she was and had headed here because it was
familia?

If 0, shewas going to bein for arude shock if what he now suspected had happened here actually had.
This hex wasredlly going to hell in ahandbasket, that was for sure. His previous experiences here had
been dong the coast and once on the extreme southern savannas between the vol-canic ranges, butthis
was amess. Thewater had comein to great depthsin some places but was shallow in most, and
creatures either had managed to come in here or had evolved from more benign formsto some
unpleasant types.

The big reptilesthat floated in the water and sat along the banks, for example, were very closeto
aligators or crocodiles, but not quite. They had aleaner, smoother, more primitive look to them, and they
seemed lesslike crocs than some dinosaur relative.

In fact, the whole areareminded him of the Age of the Reptiles before humans had developed. The



trees, the giant ferns, the mean-looking fish al seemed from some ancient era. The insects|ooked pretty
modern, the only difference being that some of them were pretty damned big. Mammals were around,
but most were small, and it seemed like the smaller ones had tempers worse than the protocrocs while
the bigger ones were congtantly nervous.

Theredid seem to be severa varieties of small monkeys, or maybe protomonkeys would be a better
description, gathered in packs and hanging out in the trees, and there were other small tree dwellersthat
seemed squirrdllike. There were birds of al shapes and sizes, many with very effective naturd camouflage
and othersthat would stand out against anything. Some of the creatures weren't birds or mammals or
anything else, exactly. One of theselooked like amedium-sized fish that had rows and rows of teeth and
occasionaly legpt from the water andflew on multiplewings

Great. And unless| get lucky, | get to deep with these critters tonight, Brazil thought glumly. Hewasn't
worried about being killed—thatwas never aworry—but being at-tacked was dways a possibility, and
he didn’t like the thought of being savagely chewed up. It took up to two yearsto grow anew hand or
arm or leg, even longer for scarsto vanish, and he was not immuneto pain.

Theideathat this place might be home to thousands, maybe tens of thousands of people wearing nothing
at dl and living and deeping in the open was difficult to accept. It was pretty easy to see why the
Ambrezanever saw any old Glathridians.

He made good time in spite of his reservations about the wildlife and the thick mud that formed the only
safe path.

He redlized that the paths seemed to follow aroughly log-ica plan and wondered if they had somehow
been built up or maintained based on those ancient Ambrezan cand sys-tems, but it seemed unlikely.
They’ d be many meters down by now.

It bothered him that he saw no signs of humanity other than the prints. All those Glathridianswho came
and worked the plantations on the other side of the border had to come fromsomewhere, and that
“somewhere’ couldn’'t bedlthat far insde. He should see some signs of where they came from and
where they went by now, he thought, but there was nothing.

He' d had alater start than he wanted, too, and he didn’t relish bedding down in the pitch darknessin
thisregion. Still, what ese could he do?

Ashemoved in, though, he began to hear various soundsin the bush around him that were unlike the
sounds of the creatures he' d been seeing and avoiding al afternoon. Once or twice he was certain he
caught abrief glimpse of some man-sized shapes off in the foliage, but when he turned, they seemed to
vanish. Hewasn't redly worried about the natives, hdll, hewanted to find, or be found by, the natives.
Rather, he was worried about far larger predators that might be around somewhere that had so far

escaped hisnotice.

Asthe day wore on toward its end, though, he became more and more certain that he was being
watched. There were too many such odd near encounters, and they were increasing—and, frankly,
becoming more obvious. Through the swamp noises he occasionaly heard what he was cer-tainwas a
cough or perhapsagrunt. The third time he heard it, he knew that he wasin the midst of a number of
them and that they wanted him to know it.

What' s the matter, boys? Afraid I'll touch you?



The worst concern he had was darkness at this point; there was smply no telling what they were waiting
for, but darknessin their dement would certainly make whatever it was much easier. He was deceptively
dangerousfor alittle man in hand-to-hand combat, but even the biggest muscle man he' d ever seen
wasn't amatch for ahorde of attackers unless those attackers were total incompetents, and he just didn’t
fed that these people were as dull or stupid as they wanted to appear to be to others. There was, after
al, quiteagood motive for cultivating just the sort of reputation they now had with the somewhat
paranoid Ambreza. He couldn’t have imagined that the furry race would have ever alowed Glathrielians
freereign in the hex with no monitor-ing.

He had, however, ddiberatdly placed himsdf in his cur-rent predicament, and he was getting pretty
damned tired of it. He stopped at afairly wide clearing that had some de-cent grassto hold it, removed
his pack, then sat on it and looked around at the apparently silent wilderness.

“All right,” he called out to them. “I don’t know if you can understand me or not, but you sure as hell
know you' re being talked to. Now, | amtired and | am pissed off asal hell right now, and my purely
mechanical watch here saysthat it's about ahalf hour to sundown. Now, I’'m gonnawait here maybefive
or ten minutes, and if you want to come out and talk, or fight, or whatever, that’ sfine. After that I'm
gonnamake camp, I’m gonnamake afire, I’'m gonna eat something and have an Ambrezan beer with it
and maybe then some coffee. If you want any, you' re welcome. If you just want to watch, then pisson
you!” Hetook out acigar, bit off the end, then lit it with asafety match. More thingsworked in anontech
hex than most people thought.

Hewaited until the cigar was amost haf-smoked. Dur-ing that time he had the distinct impression that
more and more natives were showing up and Stting out there staring a him. For astarkly londly campsite
inthe middle of ajun-gle swamp, he had the oddest fedling that he was Sitting lone onthefield at Rio’'s
largest soccer stadium and that the stands were full. Or was he, rather Sitting alone in the center of the
Roman Colosseum, the crowd waiting until the lions were ready?

Widll, hewouldn’t wait for them. Hewas astired and hungry as he' d said he was, and he was going to
be set up before dark.

Before too long he had histent set up and his supplies organized and he' d started afire. In anontech hex
it was impossible to manufacture a good compressed-gas system, but aslong as the mechanism was
totally mechanicd, noth-ing stopped anyone from bringing premanufactured canis-tersin and having a
clean fire. He knew how rough he might haveto liveif he started heading north to the equartor, ashe
would have to do sooner or later. He was not about to sacrifice any comforts at this point if he could
avoidit.

He had pre-prepared his own food and had it vacuum-sealed. The Arnbreza and he didn’t really agree
on what congtituted a hearty, tasty meal, so these were his own cre-ations, and he managed to use three
containersto make afairly decent smmering stew. The Glathridlianswere dleg-edly dl vegetarians or
worse, but he had enough faith in hisrecipesthat it would have to smdll awfully good to humans no
matter whether they’ d actualy est the stuff or not. The beer wasin smal plastic containersthat hddina
cold gasthat surrounded the inner bottles. The cap was released with asmple pull, and this, too, worked
in anontech hex. It was amost satisfying meal considering the conditions.

By thetime he' d finished, it was dark. Darknessfell rap-idly over the Well World amost anywhere,
gnceitsaxid tilt wasvirtudly nil, and by thetime he' d put on the coffee, hisfirewasthe only light. It was
enough—for now. When he was done, he' d bring out hislantern and light it, filled asit waswith an
ingenious combination of smal cylindersthat fed asmal amount of oil to a pan and alowed for adecent
al-night light. They might come at him, but they wouldn’t comein total darkness.



He poured the coffee and settled back comfortably, con-sdering relighting the remaining haf of hiscigar,
when he suddenly frowned and |ooked around by the glow of thefire.

She stood there, just at the edge of thefire, staring right a him. She looked to be maybe fourteen or
fifteen yearsold, fully developed but very young, and she was stark naked and unblemished in any way.

He sat up and stared back at her big brown eyes and saw in them agreat dedl of intelligence and
awareness. There was aso something odd about her. She looked like a Glathrielian should look, and yet
shedidn’'t. That al-race exotic cast dl the ones he' d seen exhibited wasn't there; this girl looked more
like somebody on the beach at |panema. Her features were more classica—sort of an Afro-European
mix found in the Caribbean or parts of Latin America—with none of the Asian about her, and shewasa
lighter, smoother brown.

“Hédlo,” he said pleasantly. “Want some coffee? | have some paper cups hereif you do.”

She frowned, and he redlly got the fedling that she was honestly trying to make out his words but to no
aval. That initsdf was odd. It was asif sheexpected to be able to un-derstand him and was puzzled that
she could not.

He gestured for her to come closer and have a seat, and without any hesitancy she did just that, Sitting
cross-legged on the ground to hisleft but between him and thefire.,

“Excuse mefor not offering my hand, but as bad luck as| have with women, | don’'t want you to
suddenly start screaming and running away in terror or something.” He got up and went to thefire
instead, and holding an empty cup, poured some coffeeinto it and took it over to her and set it down
near her. She watched him all the time like a hawk, but there was no fear in her. She didn’t touch the cup
or look at it again, though, and he remembered that they re-jected al such things.

She seemed to be thinking about something for amo-ment, then she leaned over, got on her knees, and
cleared aplace in the wet soil, making it free of grass. With her finger, she did something in the dirt, then
backed away and resumed her seet.

Curious, he walked over and crouched down to look at what she' d scratched there. At first he couldn’t
make it out. Some kind of drawing. A box, another box inside of it, and akind of V mark under it.
Shaking hishead, he got up, walked around, and looked at it from another angle.

My God, if | didn’'t know better, I'd swear it was adraw-ing of atelevison set, he thought, wondering.
He suddenly had an awful thought.

Crouching down again, he wiped out her drawing as best he could and traced a different, more irregular
design.

She came over, looked at it, then nodded and put afinger at apoint on the left and abit up from the
center of the pic-ture.

It was acrude map of Brazil.

Heturned and looked at her, then put hisright hand up in the air, made afist, and brought it down with a
whigtling sound to aboom! inthedirt.



She smiled and nodded, then repeated his pantomime and sound effects, thistime taking her own fist into
the crude map just where she' d made the dot.

Hisjaw dropped just a bit.Maybe that wasa television! If so, she's not just some native girl with
bad luck, either. He decided to get more ambitious and do alittle sgning. He' d been pretty good at
sgning once. It wasthe only thing that had saved his ass during the sack of Rome.

Hetraced acircleintheair, then dowly outlined ahex shape, then, with his hand, portrayed hisarm
going from the circle through the hex to here. She watched and nodded, smiling.

He shrugged to, he hoped, indicate total puzzlement as to how she’ d wound up here. It wasn't supposed
to work thisway. Nobody was supposed to become a Glathrielian unless the race was in danger of dying
out, and &t least it hardly looked likethat.

She waved afinger intheair, had it go to ground, had two fingerswalk out, then made asif shewere
operating avery old-time camera, then mouthing into something shewas holding.A helicopter! She‘d
been pan of a TV crew covering the impact! Thathad to beit and would easily ex-plain her
appearance.

It il didn’t answer why she washere, why she wasn't one of the other 779 races of the South, but it
told him bas-ically who she was and how she' d gotten here.

He had an awful thought. He pointed to her foot and then to the drawing area. With his own foot he
mocked putting it down on the drawing. She didn’t get it right away but eventudly figured out what he
wanted, although maybe not why, and stepped on the place, making ahalf footprint.

It was, of course, a standing rather than walking print, but he’ d been following enough of a certain set of
printsfor his experienced tracker’ s eyesto relate the two.

He hadn’t been following Mavra, after dl. He d been fol-lowingthis girl! And that meant thatshe, not
Mavra, was the source of the pulse—and the source of the track the hounds had followed.

Well, some of the mystery was a least explained, why she’ d gone pretty much straight into Glathriel and
why she hadn’t contacted the Ambreza. In one sense he was re-lieved, dthough he fet frustrated by till
not finding who he wasredlly looking for.

Now dl he had to do wastry to figure out why this girl was here. Not only shouldn’t she have become a
Glathridlian, she hadn’t—not totally. The Well had done some of itswork but had |eft her origina form
pretty much intact. Oh, he suspected she was agood deal older than she looked now—that was afairly
smple procedure for the Well program—and any diseases or infirmities or other problems, right down to
fillingsin her teeth, would have been repaired, but it had left her genetic code mostly un-touched. It
shouldn’t have done that. Asfar as he knew, itcouldn’t have done that.

But it had.

It had aso done its adaptation work internally in away he’ d never intended. She couldn’t understand
him because the program now specified that Type 41 ‘s could understand no language but their own. She
couldn’t spesk even inthat language because, asfar as he could see, they didn’t have a spoken language
as such. Shewould have been given any attributes and abilities necessary to survive and integrate with the
locals here, even ones devel oped independently, since that, too, was part of the program, but at the cost
of being able to verbalize, and perhaps even use, what her ed-ucation and training had prepared her to



do. Hell, if she'd been some sort of TV persondlity, then she had to be goingnuts with these limitd

“I didn't meanto doit,” hetold her sincerdly, athough he knew she couldn’t understand and wouldn’t
have under-stood the comment even if shehad comprehended the words. “1 honestly didn’t. It’s not
supposed to work thisway.” Maybe, just maybe, the Well was broken, after al.

And, hethought, if shewas areporter, why not take the coffee? He knew few of them who could resist
coffee, and it would have immediately established her as someone more than Glathridian if she'd taken it.
Hell, it'd only been what? Two, three days tops. She couldn’t have totally as-amilated into their culturein
that short atime, could she? Had, somehow, the Well imposed the culture upon her aswell?

It wasn’t designed to do that, either. Some stuff one had to learn.

Moreinteresting was what hewasn’t able to communi-cate to her. Some smplethings, like“ others’
versus“adone,” asin “Did you come with others or done?’ he could not seem to put over. She, too, tried
afew timesto communicate, but her attempts seemed random and con-fused. It wasn't an entirely new
phenomenon to him; some of the other races of the Well World, most in the North but even afew in the
South, smply did not fully follow thelogica thought patterns that he and most of the southern races
adhered to in one degree or another. A nonverba so-cietymight develop along the same logic paths, and
cer-tainly in the case of the same race with the same brain structure, but even on Earth there were
societiesthat saw thingstoo differently to ever fully understand one another. Thiswas astep further. In
some ways it was like the card games at which he excdlled. At onetime, eons ago, he' d learned the
basics of those games and played them so often that now he rarely thought about how or what to play
and when; apart of hisbrain that he couldn’t even conscioudy touch, let aone access deliberately,
processed dl the infor-mation according to experience, and he smply played automaticaly—and won.
Writers, painters, other creators had the same experience; they didn’'t know where the words or visons
had come from—they just were there and came from some unapproachabl e recess of the mind that they
nei-ther understood nor conscioudy used but that nonethel ess they smply took for granted and used.

None of them could ever explain the process. “God-given talent” was an oft-quoted phrase for it, but
talent came from somewhere, and it was called up from amystery region of consciousnessin amanner
they could neither comprehend nor control.

Could awhole race operateentirely on that sort of pro-cessing? Could an entire culture somehow
evolvethat re-quired no front-brained verbaizations? How could it work? Where was the shared
experience, the teaching, the commu-nication that would give such a people the toolswith which to
work? And to what end? To some animdlike equilibrium in which surviva was enough?

It wasared puzzle, and he didn’t know the answer. There was only one place where he could get those
an-swers, he knew, and that place was along and hard journey from here.

He could help this girl there, too. Get her out of the trgp she’ d falleninto.

It never occurred to him to take her aong, though. If she was so bound by the Glathridlian way, she'd
never survive thetrip, and she’ d be more in the way than useful, anyway. Still, he wanted to try to tell
her, to get through to her, that hecould help her—and would.

That, however, proved impossible to get over.

After awhilefatigue and frustration overcame him, and he managed to get her to understand that he had
to deep. She nodded but continued to Sit as he went into the tent, zipped it shut, and, after amuch longer



time than he thought it would take, managed to get to deep.
In the morning she was il there.

Hewasn't actudly fooled into thinking that she' d sat there dl night, but she and the others he hadn’t seen
might think he was. Certainly there had been alot of traffic through his camp during the night, al without
disturbing him. The signswere quite clear that nothing short of amob scene had occurred, yet none of his
equipment had been touched, not even the now-cold cup of coffee still Stting there in the grass.

Wi, regardless of the games they might think they were playing, he' d wasted a couple of days coming

here, and he’ d probably waste another two or more getting back to anyplace useful. At least now it was
time to move on, timeto actudlydo something other than sit. He' d appreciatedthe rest, but he was out of
place both here and in Ambreza, and he now had a better reason to enter the Well than he' d had before.

After he had packed his gear, she got up, beckoned him, and started off back toward Ambrezawith a
surefootedness and confidence he certainly didn’t feel. He did not argue, however—what good would
that have done, anyway? And hell, maybe she knew a shortcut.

The paths she took were shorter, athough it was still bet-ter than seven hours walking, not counting the
breaks, until he once again saw the border. She stood there, letting him pass through, and then passed
through herself. Nowshe wasfollowinghim, but she seemed determined to stick with him.

He stopped, turned, looked her in the eye, and shook hishead “no,” but she had no reaction to that,
athough she must have understood it and continued to follow him.

Wil, as much as he' d haveliked to take her dong, it wasimpossible. What would she eat? How could
she with-stand the climatic extremes of the journey in the nude? What would happen when he got on a
truck or some other automatic device her people wouldn’t touch?

Stll, shefollowed him right up to the farm buildings and waited while he knocked.

The old Ambrezan male was there, apparently doing ac-counts. He stared out at the girl in the front yard
and gave atypica Ambrezan® Chi chi chi!” which was basicaly an expression of thoughtfulness. “ So
she' sthe oneyou went in to get?’

“No, she' sanother. Somebody totaly different.”

“Yeah, | figured if you come back, it’ d be empty-handed. | no sooner got back to the house than the
wife caled for meto go after you. Seems another female much like you showed up in the capital just
about that time.”

Brazil was delighted a the news. “Did they give aname?’

“Dunno. Got the note here someplace.”

“Wdl, moreimportant, is she il there?”

“Maybe, but | got the impression she was there to go to Zone. The gate’ sright in the city center, you
know. Wanted to find out about her friends, | think they said.Chi chi chi! Now where in—ah! Herel”

“You'll havetoread it for me” Brazil told him. “I'm al right with the trandator at |languages, but reading



issome-thing elseagain.”

“Oh. All right. Let'ssee. . . ‘Female Type 41 arrested near the city border at ten-fourteen thismorning
for being illegaly out of a Glathridian-alowed digtrict. Proved to be dien of same origin asyou. Recelved
clothing, passage to Zone tomorrow for locating rest of her party.”

“Hmmm. . . Wonder if she'still in Zone or the city? She’ d have to come back there through the gate,
anyway. May | use your communicator and cdl in and see?’

“Sure. No problem. What about the female there?’

“Shelll wait.” He went inside and placed acal to the comm center.

“Y es, her name was registered asaMavra Chang,” the comm tech informed him. “Went down to Zone
yesterday, returned in the evening. Got provisons and left thismorn-ing. Thelaw preventsany Type 41
from being in the city for more than two days, anyway.”

“That’ sthe one. How did sheleave? And where did they take her?’

“Sheleft by air shuttle. She was going south to the bor-der with Erdom. | assume one of her party is
down there someplace or she' sgoing to try and make aboat connection of some sort. At any rate, she
said she would probably not be back unless she needed to use a Zone gate as an escape route.”

“Damn!” Brazil swore. “No chance | could get an air-drop to the same spot?’

“Maybein acouple of daysor so. Not right now. We don’t run those for the convenience of diens, you
know.”

The Ambrezahad asmall air fleet, operating, asit had to, totally within the hex, that basically consisted
of afew dozen helicopterlike vehicles which were used for emergen-cies and for big shotsto move
around. How she' d talked hersdf into aride down there was amystery, but that she’ d been able to do
30 sounded like the old Mavra

“Was sheinformed that | was here and looking for her?’

There was an embarrassed slence for amoment, then the comm tech answered, “Y es, shewas
informed.”

“And?”
“She said that she' d have to move fast or you might catch up to her.”
Hesighed. “All right. Thank you,” and signed off.

The old Ambrezan chuckled. “ Ain't it dways the damnedest thing, son?’
“Huh?What do you mean?’

“WEell, you come up herelookin’ for her, and she's down there and she don’'t even want to see you. On
the other hand, you pick upanother one you didn’t know, didn’t want, and can’t seem to get rid of!”



He nodded and sighed again. “ Sureis. Wdll, thanks for your help. Any way to get some trangportation
out of thisregion?’

“Might be able to help. Dunno what your girl out there' s gonna do, though. They don't like machines,
you know. They don't like much of anything ‘ cept maybe each other. Where you goin’ ? South to
Erdom? That’ s pretty mean country even if you know it. All desert ‘ cept right aong the coast.”

“No, | don't think so. In fact, while!’ll probably get in touch with the embassy just to see whereshe
might be go-ing, it's not worth chasing her at this point, particularly if she has some reason for avoiding

me. | think I’'m best off heading east from here. Catch a ship and get on my way. 1, too, have some
people | promised to look up far from here.”

“Wadll, it'sup to you, son. I'll ssewhat | can do about acall in to the foreign ministry, and then we'll see
about gettin’ you aride east. From this distance it might do you best to go overland by horse rather than
go through al that convoluted bunch of roadsthat’ || take you three hundred kilometersto go fifty.”

Hegaveasmadl amile. “And | suppose you might have ahorsefor sale”

“Could be. Ain’'t got no saddlesthat’ d fit you, though.”

“1 can make do with ablanket and abridle,” he assured the Ambrezan. “Let’ s go see what you have.”
They went out and walked back beyond the outbuildings to alarge open pasture between the
headquarters and the parklike glade where Terry had entered the Well World. Quite anumber of
good-looking horses were there, and he looked them over.

He picked astrong-looking brown gelding after survey-ing the herd. “How much?’

“Oh, | reckon ahundred and fifty’ll doit.”

“A hundred and fifty! I'llwalk beforeI’ll pay ahundred and fifty for agelding to get mefifty kilometers!”

“No, no, son. | ain't tryin’ to cheat you. That'sfor thetwo of them.”

Nathan Brazil |ooked around and saw the girl, now mounted atop a horse without blanket, bridle, or
anything ese but looking very much at homethere. She smiled a him.

Hefédlt like a cross between a sucker and merely adamned fool, but he paid anyway. Hell, otherwise he
wouldn’t have put it past her to just stedl the damned horse or, worse, try to run along after him. At least
he could get most of the money back at the port when he sold the two horses.

Erdom

AT FIRST THERE HAD BEEN THE DIZZYING SENSATION OF FALLINGnearly identica to that
first hex gate that had brought them @l to this strange new world, but then the sensation had ab-ruptly
ceased and she had falen into the degpest deep she had ever known.



Doctor Lori Ann Sutton awoke feding groggy, hung over, and alittle sick to the ssomach, lying on what
felt like abed of warm sand.

She opened her eyes and looked around and saw that itwas a bed of warm sand. At least it was sand,
and there was an awful lot of it under amean hot sun that was till low on the horizon. Or wasit going
down?Who could tell?

She sat up, scratched where the sand had pressed against her side, and immediately felt aterrible sense
of wrongness. The whole scene—sand, sky, sun—had al the colors she expected, but there seemed to
be even more. She could ac-tually see the heat, and there were darker areas aswell.

I’m seeing into the infrared spectrum! she thought won-deringly. And maybe beyond. Maybe, just
maybe, inboth directions. Theentire spectrum?

Suddenly she remembered everything. The gate, the lec-ture by the polka-dotted dragon, Alama s—no,
Mavra swords—and something about becoming some different creature.

Shelooked down at hersdlf and saw that she was avery different creature, indeed. Her aamswere long
but very thin and ended in ahuge pair of hands that were not human. They had only three fingers, long
and thick, and an oppos-able thumb amost aslong asthe index finger and thicker than any of the others.
The nailswere huge and thick aswell and seemed to run from hafway past the knuckle to beyond the
tip. Put together in arelaxed way, they formed dmost, well, akind of supple, softerhoof, the pamsfarly
hard and thick and a pale brownish color.

Her feet were the same, only the hoof was cloven and seemed oddly shaped on the bottom, something
like ahorse’s hoof crossed with the foot of acamel.

She was covered in athick, hidelike skin that was itself dmost covered by very short, thick, pastel beige
hair that flared out at the ankles and wrists. But that wasn't the worst of it or the biggest shock.

Between her legs, emerging from amass of thick, medium-brown pubic hair, wasthebiggest set of mae
gen-italiashe had ever seen, very dark brown in color and with aleatherlike texture.

Shetouched it and gave adight gasp and then just stared down at it for quite sometime.

My God! I’'m aman! she thought, getting a queasy fed-ing in her somach echoed by a strange but not
atogether pleasant sensation in the genitals.

It was an oddball fantasy cometo life, one she had played with in the past, mostly out of the frustration
of hav-ing to compete at the top levels of her profession with men and wanting the same power and
position they took for granted. But it was only afantasy, not a seriouswish. Theredity of the change
shook her.

And after dl that time with the dl-female tribe of the People, shefelt an odd sense of averson.l’ m going
to missmy breasts! she thought, trying to get a handle on things.

Findly she managed to overcome the tremendous shock to consider the next question. Shewas mae.
But amaewhat! What was beige and hairy and had big hooves and arms apparently evolved from a set
of more equindike forelegs?

The body wasvery dender and surprisingly supple. The body was anearly perfect blend of equine and



human, strange, yet somehow she thought of theterm “erotic” to cover it.Hah! If only Jeff could see me
now, with thisbody and thisbig a sausage! Of course, he wouldn’t exactly be turned on by the idea, but
it would be awfully niceto use these hard handsto dug him.

God! I'm aguy for dl of three minutes and already I’ m thinking like one! she admonished hersdif.

The fact was, mentally, where it counted, she was gtill the same person. Nothing had been changed that
she could tell, no knowledge or memorieslogt, no fedingsal that dif-ferent. But it was asif her mind
were now in another’ s body, someone whose differences went beyond just gen-der—waybeyond.

While there seemed very little sensation in the rather large feet, the pams proved to have alot of nerve
sensors, and she could get asurprisingly good “fedl,” as good as or better than her old hands.!’ Il never
touch-type again, though, shethought inanely. Not with two fewer fingers, even though the size of the
hands and the length of the fin-gers gave her, if anything, more control.

She il thought of herself asa“she,” and she knew that she probably would have to make amgjor
menta adjust-ment on that score. Nobody in this new place would know that she’ d been awoman most
of her life; they’ d see her in thisman’ s body instead.

She felt her face. Itseemed human enough—mouth, even with what seemed to be thicker lips and maybe
alonger, dightly thicker tongue, but her jaw moved sde to sde aswell as up and down, and the teeth
indicated that whatever these people were, they were omnivores, not herbivores as she would have
expected. The canines, in fact, seemed abit larger and sharper than they used to be—and no caps, no
missing back tooth!

She had aways been farsghted, which was the reason she had been able to survive among the People
without her glasses, but vison now seemed perfect, with every little hair easy to pick out even very close
up. She couldn’t re-member when she' d seen thisclearly at al distances.

Nose. .. Wdl, human, sort of, but there was something oddinside the nogtrils, controlled by voluntary
muscles. She flexed them and suddenly found her breathing cut off. She rlaxed them again very quickly.
Protection against blowing sand, perhaps? The eyesfdt alittle funny, too. She concentrated and found
that she had double eyelids that could be independently controlled if she concentrated or would operate
asoneif shedidn’'t. The outer lidswere es-sentidly what she thought of as“norma” ; the inner ones,
however, were transparent. They distorted her vision and in fact seemed to filter color so that the world
became astudy in contrasting grays, but she could see through them.

The earswere definitelynot “normal.” They went more back than up and were protected by large
pointed lobes, more like ahorse’ s ears or some similar animal’s. They could, she discovered, be
somewhat rotated, raised, or low-ered, even independently of one another. There was a shock of bushy
hair atop the head, but it didn’t seem to grow long down the back. With some trepidation she pulled one
and looked &t it. It appeared nearly snow white in color and very long and thick.

Lori had a sudden thought and reached around to her be-hind. There appeared to be abit of excess hair
at the base of the spine but not the tail she dmost expected to find. In away it was kind of disappointing.
She' d dwayswondered what it would fed liketo have atail.

She looked around, trying to figure out how to get up. Equinelike or not, thiswasn't the body of a
four-footed an-imal, no matter what its ancestors might have been like. It wasn't as easy asgetting up in
ahuman body, it seemed, but shefigured it out with alittle experimentation. She turned over and used the
hands as forefeet and then pushed off, letting her back muscleslift her upright. The true feet were clearly



designed for sand; she found no problemswith footing at dll.

She looked around, wondering where the hell she might go. In doing so, she saw her shadow, and it
made an amaz-ing vison to her eyes even though, with the sun not so high, it was distorted and
lengthened. Curioudy, though, it was only by seeing that shadow that she noticed the horn.

Her hand went up to the top of her head and found it easily, dmost centered up there. A twisting,
rock-hard spird going up, not quite traight, to avery wicked point. Al-though it was hard and almost
half ameter long, she had no sensation of it being there at al, not even weight or ba-ance on the head.

A male bipedd unicorn? shewondered to hersdlf. Why would any evolving race keep ahorn like that?

For now she could only guess. A wegpon perhaps, con-sdering the thinness and fragility of the arms?
Or ... Shehad an awful thought it might be used in some way involv-ing mating no matter how
conventiond it seemed.

All right, Lori, you know the basi cs about what they’ ve stuck you with; now what?

Again she scanned the horizon, and thistime a curious effect happened. When she concentrated on any
far point, it was asif her vision suddenly became telescopic. She could bring her view of the horizon
closer,much closer, seeing detall at very great distancesindeed. Although there was about a half
second' s disorientation when she switched her focus to something more close up, the effect wasthe
neat-est thing about this body she' d discovered.

But what good wasiit to be able to zero in on the distant horizon if there was nothing but sand to be
seen?

“Get to a zone gate and tell me where and what you are,” Mavra had said, but how could she do that
when there seemed nowhere to go to getanywhere !

Lori continued the horizon pan, stopping and magnifying, trying to seeanything. What good was al this
if shewas going to be stuck, alone and without food or water, in this desert?

She suddenly stopped and zeroed in on atiny black speck far, far away. She would never even have
noticed it without this perfect vision, and shewould certainly have never been ableto tell that it was more
than a dune shadow without the remarkable telescopic abilities. Even with them it was barely discernible,
but it seemed to be adark area of some kind protruding from the desert floor. Rocks? It didn’t seem
likdy.

Trees! Anoasisl

The sun was definitey climbing, and the day was hegting up fast. Now was the time to make for any
possible haven, and second-guessing was aluxury that she could not afford.

She sarted off toward the black dot and began to improve on her walking and balancing abilitieswith
amost every step. She did not walk with those feet; she sort of trotted or even galloped, kicking up sand
but making very good speed. She aso learned rather quickly and a bit pain-fully that when moving fadt,
she had to lean a bit forward and keep the hips wide, otherwise thatthing down there flapping away
would get crunched between the upper calves.

It was getting progressively hotter, and she could actually see the heat both as it came down upon her



and asit wasfirst trapped and then radiated back by her body. She won-dered just how hot to the touch
shewasright now.

She began to have trouble seeing. The heet radiation was coloring everything and distorting her sight. It
suddenly oc-curred to her that there was more than one use for those in-ner lids, and she closed them.
Virtudly al colors snapped out and the world became amass of infinite grays, yet the black dots that
hadn’t seemed to grow any closer no matter what speed she was making now began to resolve
them-salves abit more clearly and did in fact seem to be getting ever so dightly larger.

Itwas an oasis! That might not mean people, but those were clearly trees of somekind, and trees
needed water.

Or at least shehoped that trees here needed water.

She would have expected to become winded after awhile and haveto rest, particularly in the growing
hest, but she found that running across the sands like this gave her areal rush; her chest apparently
contained mostly lung, and it went in and out with each giant breath she took. But the rhythm of the
breathing and the running was very easy to dip into, and even though it seemed like she' d been run-ning
for hours across many, many kilometers, she didn’t fed the least bit tired or winded.

She was definitely hungry and thirsty, though, which only gave her more impetusto reach her god as
quickly asphysicaly possible.

Soon the oasisloomed before her, filling much of her vi-son, and it was enough of adark massthat she
lifted the inner lidsto get the full detall.

Thetreesweren't like any she' d ever seen before, but they had atropica ook, with thin and supple
trunksrising to layers of oversized palm- or fernlike leaves.

Sheran right through the first row and found the arealarger than she had expected and the ground inside
harder with much exposed white-veined gray rock that produced a“ clopping” sound when her feet hit it.
She dowed but found that she needed to go up to atree and put ahand out to fully stop herself without
fdling over.

It was amost aletdown to stop running, but her chest continued to heave and she continued to gulp in
ar at the same rhythm until her breathing dowed to amore normd rate.

Shelooked around, and her ears automatically rotated about a hundred degrees on either side, checking
for sounds. There wasn't much except the rustling of some leavesin the highest part of the trees,
apparently in reaction to adight breeze that didn’t reach the ground.

Her nose, though, brought an overpowering aromathat she recognized immediately, even though she'd
never smelled it before—water!

Finding it was as Smple asfollowing her nose.
She didn’t hesitate amoment worrying that it might not be good water. It wasn’t any new inner sense
that told her anything about it but rather an al-consuming thirst that made it clear that the question was

moot. She smply had to have water.

Thewater wasin fact from a spring that bubbled out of the rocks and created an attractive, shaded pool



about adozen meters across. She headed for it, got on al fours, then dropped down and just stuck her
facein it and began to suck and lap it in. Her natura nose plugs closed the in-stant her face hit the water,
and she hardly noticed.

It was an eerie sensation, though, because she just drank and drank. She had never drunk this much of
anything in her wholelife, and long after ahuman her sze would have been satisfied she continued to teke
itin. She couldfed it, cooling down her whole body in stages, coiling around in-side her like aliving thing,
and finally concentrating in her back. There was no telling how much she drank before, un-ableto take
another gulp, she came up out of the water and settled back, lying there on her side. For several minutes
shefet bloated but cool, and then, dowly, her body temper-ature seemed to come back to normal and
that bloated fed-ing subsided.

She wondered where all the water had gone. She didn’tfedl like she' d grown some sort of camel’s
hump, nor did rolling on her back for amoment revea one, but clearly thisbody had areasto store alot
of excessliquid. After awhile sheforced hersdf to get up, even though she actudly felt deepy. For one
thing, the pool was not totally calm but it did reflect decently and she wanted to get amore com-plete
image of herself. And then it would be prudent to look around. Although Lori the American college
teacher wouldn't have resisted, Bimi of the People knew that it wouldn’t do to just zonk out without
checking thelay of the land.

Theimage of hersdlf in the gently rippling water was both strange and familiar. She’ d dways had
something of along neck, and she il did; the face, although the same beige or light tan color, contained
enough of the old Lori Sutton to be recognizable, dthough it had aharder, larger, rougher cast. It was,
sheredlized, what her face would have looked like had she been born aman. She' d aways had that
boyish look to her face, and now it seemed to have firmed up and looked not nearly asbad to her asit
had dl thosetimesin the mirror.

Thelipswere thicker by quite abit and were adark brown, the nose was a bit larger, the eyes were
dark black blobs against a medium brown field, the ears were very equine and larger than she' d thought,
and the eyebrows were thick and snow white and rose on either side of the eyesat adight angle, giving
her adightly exotic look. The big shock of white hair was actually kind of cute. The horn, the same color
brown asthe skin fur, looked, well, different from what she had imagined. That’ s one hell of a phallic
symbol, shethought.Jeez! Asweird asthis body is, it sure would have turned me on!

Shetore hersdlf reuctantly away from the salf-examination and got up and looked around the rest of the
oasis. It was, thankfully, deserted. Not that she wanted to hide out forever, but she wasn't sure shewas
ready for oth-ers of thiskind yet, particularly not asaman.

Thiswas clearly apopular stop. In the sandy soil were traces of great numbers of people—beingslike
hersdlf, anyway—having moved through here, and probably not long ago, since clearly the winds came
through this place and erased many signsasif they’ d never been. There was aso Signs of some sort of
civilized behavior as well—holeswhich clearly were some kind of tent pole supports, a cen-trd fire pit
with more support holes that might indicate any-thing from arotisserie to grates being placed there, and a
veritable waste pile of damaged and broken crockery, much of it of fired clay and some of it inlaid with
elaborate de-signs.

The designs were very interesting, Since among the more abstract parts were some scenes of what might
have been lifein this place. The style was dmost reminiscent of an-cient Egyptian, al in profile and two
very flat dimensonsyet findy featured. She couldn’t be sureif these were do-mestic or religious scenes,
but alot could be learned from them.



For one thing, they went in for decoration more than clothes, andthat wasingructive—not that clothes
made alot of sense out here with thiskind of body. Either these be-ings camein arainbow of colorsor
dyed fur in different colors and patterns was popular. So was decorating the horns, some of which were
depicted asimpossibly long. Therewas aso afair amount of jewelry on the males and what appeared to
be serapdlike capes with intricate designs worn over the head but extending down only chest-high and,
on some but not all, akind of highly decorated but very brief codpiece. Maesdidn’t seem to grow facid
hair, but the big clump of hair on top tapered down the back un-til it vanished completely about
three-quarters of the way down in a manelike appearance.

Thefemadeswere quite different. First, they were al de-picted as at least ahead shorter than any of the
males, d-though that might be just the male artist’ s perspective. They had very soft feminine faces and no
horn at dl, but they had ahuge amount of hair that trailed down their backs.

They dso had tails, much like horses' tails, that were a-maost mirror images of their hair and seemed to
be ddiber-ately styled to be that way and kept up with some kind of stays. They were not brown-furred
but rather a soft, pale yellow, and their body hair and taillswere avariety of browns, reds, even blonds,
aswell asblack. How much was artificia and how much was“ naturad” color couldn’t be de-termined.

They also had two pairs of breasts, one atop the other. It was avery strange sight, but with the erotic
equine curves of the body it didn’t look wrong, either. That got Lori to examining her own chest, where,
after some effort even with the short hair, she did indeed locate four small nipples.

Did they havethat many kidsthat they needed al that excess capacity? Or did they have alot of kids
and only afew made it past weaning? No, probably not. They didn’t seem big enough to carry more than
one or two routingly, any more than human women did. The breasts, which seemed dmost “humanlike,”
had some of the short pale yellow fur about two-thirds of the way to the nipples but were otherwise dl a
very light brown.

Some of the decorations ssimply depicted scenes from some kind of tribd life: guardsflanking a
particularly dec-orated male who wore alot of gold and a bright scrape adorned with a sash, femaes
preparing food in fire pits. The males carried spears, and some seemed to be wearing swords—there
was one scene of two males duding, poss-bly in sport, the swords thin and rapierlike, with hilts
some-what reminiscent of their horns. There were aso scenes that were blatantly erotic, often two or
more femaes with one mae, and the sexuad attributes depicted made her own rather large endowment
Sseem downright trivid.

Stll, asde from the alienness of the people depicted, the scenes for the most part |ooked right out of
some ancient Near Eastern Earth culture. A tribal, nomadic people, but with a sense of art and, from the
odd-looking bands around some of the broken pottery, with aform of writing aswell.

She was about to abandon her 1ook through the remnants when alarge fragment caught her eye and she
reached down, picked it up, and frowned. It gave her a sudden chill to look at the scene, the first one she
redly didn't likea dl.

Thelr tents, crockery, ornamenta stuff, al their goods moved on what seemed to be dedlike devices
made to dide through the sand. Several had been depicted open or parked in other scenes, but this scene
was of some in motion. She wondered why she hadn’t seen any depictions of domesti-cated animals, and
thiswaswhy.

Thefemaeswere lined up on aseries of wooden bars passed through aforward support, and teams of
Sx to ten of them, depending on the Size of the desert ded, were clearly pulling them while the maesran



with their spearsto either sde.
Thefemdeswerethe draft animals.

In fact, suddenly flashing back through the other scenes, she redlized that whenever work was depicted,
it was the femaes who were doing it. The males might fence or look magnificent or whatever, but never
were they shown actu-alydoing anything, except in the erotic ones, of course, when they were doing
what men always liked to do.

Shefdt outraged by the Sight asdl her old principles cameto the fore, and yet she found hersdlf
thinking, Thank God I’ m not a woman here!

She was ashamed of the thought, yet damn it, the idea of being one of the bosses rather than one of the
servants was something of aturn-on. She hated hersdlf for fedlingthat, too, and tried to get some
self-control back. She didn’t know what it was to be as oppressed as these women ob-vioudy were, but
she knew what it was like to be awoman in aman’sworld, and she hoped she wouldn't descend to that
level evenif she had to adjust to this society.

She tossed the shard back in the pile, and it landed with a crash and cracked again.

Thiswas too much to handle, coming al at once, she thought. It made the kidnapping and subsequent
life among the People seem almost ordinary by comparison. Still, Alam—Mavra—had been right.
Without that first experi-ence, shewasn't sureif she could have handled thisone at al.

She looked around, but there was clearly nothing to eat here. Theredid seem to be some kind of round,
green fruit way up atop the trees, but even if it were edible and ripe enough to est, this body was good
for alot of things, but tree climbing was't one of them. Filled with water, though, shewasin no
immediate danger of anything more than agrowling ssomach. She would pick aspot in the shade with
some promise of concealment just in case and get the badly needed rest. Then she could think of what to
do next.

It wasaweird dream, mixing living scenes from the dis-carded pottery and the race that lived here with
scenes of the Amazon and of the university, and at one point she was saying to her department heed,
“Now that I’'ma man, Dr. Avery, you can’'t deny me the Holburn Chair and the profes-sorship
that goeswith it.”

The smell of odd spices and perfumes and the tinkling of bells brought her back to consciousness, but it
was't until the sudden thought that she was no longer aone that she stiffened, rolled over, and tensely
peered out from the rocks and bushes toward the pool.

It wasn't abig caravan like those depicted on the shards but, rather, a small party, no more than eight or
nine people from thelook of it, and one of those deighlike wagons. Most, maybe dl, were females,
except for one big fellow reclining on acushion. He looked, well, old—not redly old but well into middle
age from the cast and linesin hisface and the wear and tear on his skin. He wore a somewhat faded and
threadbare scrape of faded red that had an even more faded yellow design too shopworn to matter and
one of those codpieces that might at one time have been silvery but now just looked adirty gray. His
horn, either shorter than hers or worn down over time, was wrapped in akind of turbanlike affair that
made it appear that he was wearing a cream-colored pointed hat. Everything about him, from his overdl
look and manner to the faded remnants of once colorfully decorated skin, looked a bit old and a bit



Seedly.

So did thedeigh. Clearly it had seen alot of usein itstime and hadn’t been cared for very well of late,
but, like its owner, it was serviceable.

Watching the females, seeing them in person for thefirst time, was an odd experience. All were
considerably smaller than either the old man or Lori, and the double pair of breasts on them al seemed
quite abit larger than in the pic-tures. The hair and the tails were nicely done up so that they were pretty
well mirror images of one another, and the effect was quite niceindeed to look at. They all seemed to
have anaturally feminine, sexy manner to them, and they would talk or whisper to one another, ears
turning and twitching, and occasionaly giggle like schoolgirls. Most wore some sort of

jewd ry—bracelets, necklaces—but little else, although the one at thefire pit had on athick scrape much
longer than the mal€e' s, apparently not agarment but rather protection againgt heet. Therewas dso
something odd about their hands, but she couldn’t make out what it might be.

She wondered just what the hell she should do now. Here was contact, and on a scale she might handle,
but damn it, it wasscary to bein thisstuation. Finaly realizing that there was nothing elseto do, Lori
hauled herself onto the top of the rock, assuming asitting position, and coughed politely.

The effect on the females was startling. They froze like deer in the meadow might have frozen at the first
sense of danger. The male moved pretty quickly, though, whirling, grabbing asword, and actudly getting
to hisfeet in asingle series of motions.

“Who beyou?’ the old man caled out menacingly in alow voice.

“Please, good sir, put down your sword,” Lori responded, startled at how very, very deep her voice
sounded to her ears but also relieved that language, at least, was't going to be aproblem. “1 Sit here
with nothing, not even clothes, let done awegpon.”

“Where d ye come from?’ the old man asked suspi-cioudy, sword ill in hand.

“I was already here,” Lori explained. “1—I woke up in the sands near here as| am now.”

“Yesss. . . ?And who dumped ye there, and why?’

“I—I don’t know if thisis going to sound crazy to you or not, but | was adifferent sort
of—creature—from another world. | came through what | wastold isahex gate to aplace called Zone,
and then they forced me through an-other gate, and | woke up as you see me.”

The old man sniffed, frowned, then put his sword away. “Notanother one!” hesaid in disbelief. “Not in
my life-time, or my father’s, orhis father’ slifetime has anyone come though there and been dumped here.
Now suddenly yer fdlin’ from the skied”

Lori’s heart skipped a beat. “ Another one, you say? Y ou mean I’'m not thefirg?’

“Not if yer what you saysyou are, anyways. Other wasagirl, over in the Hgjeb, a couple months ago
maybe. Least, that’ swhat | heard.”

She shook her head. “That means nothing to me. I'm afraid | don’t even know where | am, or what |
am, for that matter.” She was disappointed at the time frame. It meant that whoever the girl was, she was
from one of the other parties—most likely the woman in the whed chair, since that was the only female



she recaled among the pictures shown to them back in Zone.

The old man chuckled. “Wéll, sonny, this land be Er-dom, in the bottom of the World, and we dl be
Erdomitesfirgt. | be Posphar of the Makaob, atraveling merchant by trade. | buy and sdll things, services,
whatever be needed between the families and tribes of the Hjolai. | be on me route from oasisto oasis
right now, headin’ next fer the camp of Lord Aswab.”

“The names mean nothing to me yet. I'm sorry,” shetold him. Guessing that the man’s odd manner of
speech was ei-ther aregional diaect or just the mark of aless than edu-cated man, she made no attempt
to duplicateit. “Uh, I’ d like to come down, but I’'m not realy dressed fit for mixed company, I'm afraid.”

Posiphar chuckled again. “ Don’'t worry none ‘bout the girls. Yeain't got nothin’ they ain’t seen many
times afore, | promise ye. Come, come, let me get alook at ye!”

She got down dowly and carefully. Although the body seemed easier to use, more familiar now, she
wasn't about to take any chances with it. She then walked over to him, trying to be as natural as

possible.

“Heh! Yewalk likesomegirl,” the old man commented. “Well, ain't no nevermind of mine. Yer abig
fela, though, | got to say.”

Until now she redlly hadn’t had anything for comparison, but it was clear that things were pretty much of
ahuman-sized scade, and now, standing in front of the merchant, she found that as he was a head taller
than the tallest woman in his party, she was amost that much bigger and taller than he was. Although
she’ d been by no means short, it was anovel experience to be the biggest and tallest of agroup, and she
found she liked the sensation.

“WEell, son,” the merchant said at last, “ maybe ye and me can make adeal here. Y e needsabit of
educatin’ on Erdom, | think.”

“Not to mention food, clothes, and money,” she added.

“Y eah, wdll, that goeswithout sayin’, | suppose. Asye might havefigured, | ain't exactly drippin’ with
gold and silver and precious gems, but | makes do, | does. Been some banditry about of late—ain't like
theoldtimes, | tell ye. | ain't no douch inafight, but | be gettin’ on and dowed down in spite of mesdif,
and with nobody coverin’ meback, | ain’'t been fedin’ too safe of late. Don't suppose ye be any good
with asword?’

Shelooked at the sword he' d put down by hisside. It wasn't like abroadsword; in fact, it was more
like asaber than anything else. She was'tgreat with asword, but she’ dalmost made the fencing team
her undergraduate sen-ior year. “1 can use one of thoseiif | had to,” shetold him. “I might be off balance
with it, though. I’'m il getting used to thisbody. But I’ m even better with aspear,” she added.

“Hmph! What were ye before? Some kinda hard-shelled twelve-armed insect or somethin’ 7’

Shelaughed. “No, nothing like that. In some ways not anextremely different sort than this, but far
enough. More— apelike. Y ou know what an apeis?’

“Surel do! Seen some over in the port cities now and again. See most anything in thisworld a them
docks. Where' d you think | seen them insect things?’



Shewas gtartled. “ Y ou mean there actuallyare creatures like that here? Man-sized insects that—think?’

“Sure. You got awholelot t' learn, sonny. Um, whatis yer name, anyways? One of them
impossible-to-say words?’

“Uh, well, it'sLori. Itwas, anyway.”

“That’ sagood enough nonsense word to serve,” Posiphar responded. “Here ye be linked with yer
family and tribal place name. Sinceye ain’t got no family or no tribe here, aplace namée ll do. It'll drive
everybody esenutstryin’ to figure out how ye got it, too. How’ s Lori of Alkhaz sound as aname?’

“Uh, dl right, | guess, but who, whet, or whereis Alkhaz?’

“Why,this is Alkhaz, of course! Just atrandt oasis, not nobody’sin particular. That's* cause the water’s
decent here only part of the year. Therest of thetimeit’ s either too muddy or too alkaine for most folks
tastes. There' saways another that opens up, soit’sno big thing.”

“I'll acoept it, then,” shetold him. “And Erdom?Isdl of it like this? Desert?’

“Wdl, awholelot of it is, anyways. All except right on the coast. A few nicelittle cities there get some
rain and have some hillswith trees that keep the rain there to use. Got a decent-sized seacoast, but we're
right smack up againgt that Zonewall, so the only place where everything piles up isin the southeest,
where Erdom and thewall come together. Sand and stuff gets built up by the sea breezes there, and they
get adecent amount of weather. Rest of the place, well, the rainsjust sink into the sands and get
swallowed up, and these here underground rivers are the only water.”

“And s0it'sjust the coast and therest islike this?’

“Well, there' s some towns around inside, where you got realy good springs, of course. Otherwise you
couldn’t do the Pilgrimage of the Seven Springs. Got some deep mines over in Jwoba. Them'sgold
mines. And Awokabi has the diamonds and so on. Don't like ‘em much, though. Dirty, smelly, sad little
towns where most folkswork for nothin’ but food and water and the lordslivefat. | likethe Hjolai
better. Folks befriendly if ye don’t overstay yer welcome, and they knows ye won't cheat ‘em much,
and there till be some honor.”

She looked out at the desert. “How many people live out here, though? What do they live on?’

“Oh, the whole be divided into Holdings, we cdls ‘em, each with a pretty fair-szed oasis able to support
some number of herd animas and even somefarmin’ of alimited type. Each isahereditary family
Holding headed by alord, and the folks there pretty much work fer him. Hein return gives‘em
protection and security. It ain't abad system. Hell, hdf the year the lord’ smovin’ ‘round hisHolding
from oasisto oasis, ligtenin’ t' gripes, fixin' problems. They ill think things go both ways out here. The
people work for the lord, and the lord tries to help the people with their problems and make life better
for ‘em. Most do all right. Y ou gets abad one now and again, 0’ course—stands to reason—but he
don't last long. Most of ‘em, even the best, get knocked off sooner or later by one of their relatives
anyways, and if you got the people cheerin’ for it, well, that lord lasts dl the shorter, see?”

Lori nodded, but shewas't al that thrilled by the sys-tem. It sounded like something out of Arabiaand
apast age of Earth—monarchical triba families, inheritance by assas-sination, feudaism. Shewasn't al
that sure how much shewas going to likethis.



“But you're not working for alord,” she noted. “Or are you?’

“Haw! Not likely! There be some of usaround, kind of like a brotherhood. See, them lords need us,
‘cause they don't get a ong with one another nohow, and we be the only ones can walk and talk between
with nobody figurin’® we like one Side better’ n the other. So if onewantst’ send amessage to the other,
they usetraderslike me. If their breedin’ stock’ sthin and needs freshening, they won't sl to nobody
they won't even talk to, so they sdll to mefor apromisethat I'll bring ‘ em back what they need. | takes
the stock, tradesit to another, then bring the trade back, and that settlesthat. Of course there' safee, but
we hagglesfer it. | been around so long ‘cause | dways gives‘em agood dedl. * Course, you don't live
aswell or asrich asif you try’n jerks ‘em around a bit, but ye keeps yer balsthat way. Them lordsgot a
resl mean stresk if they catch you!”

“I'll bet,” Lori said glumly, having no trouble imagining Erdomite desert justice. “Uh, you mentioned
some dedl be-tween us?”’

“Sure. Kwazal Bring me the serpent chest!” he called, and one of the women stopped what she was
doing, went over to the deigh, and started rummaging around. She fi-nally found the chest and brought it
over to them.

When she did, Lori could see what had been mystifying her about the females' hands. They were more
hooflike, the three fingers fused together and bending as one, with just enough indentation for flexibility,
while the opposing thumb was even wider and broader than the males' thumbs. The effect reminded her
more of claws, but they were too soft and supple for that description to be accurate. It must be more like
doing everything wearing mittens, she thought.

When the woman had gone back to her work,Lori asked in alow tone, “Aredl femades handslike
that? No inde-pendent fingers?’

“Huh?Oh, sure. That's ‘ cause, when they’ rewdll along carryin’ ababy, they got to pretty much walk on
al foursand usetheir aamslike the forelegs of an anima unlessthey beleanin’ on somethin’. Otherwise
they couldn’'t get around at al for them last two months or so. If the fingers could spread likeaman's,
you'd never beablet’ doit. It'd tear yer fingersright off after awhile. Don’t believe me, try it
ometimes”

“Hmph! Seemstoo bad, though. It sure limitswhat they can do.”

“Not asmuch asyethink,” Posphar replied. “ There san old sayin’, of course, that if women had fingers
they’ d be dangerous, but actually they got alittle over us. You' n me, we get abad break in theleg, don’t
hedl, and we're crip-pled and in pain fer life, hobblin’ around and no good to nobody. They lose aleg,
they can till get around, do most of what they could before. No, the Creator put alot of thought into us.
| seen some races down at the port, they got these big boobs or udders, and fer what? To feed the
young for afew months after havin’ kids. And how many kids do most women have, anyways? So they
carry them thingsfor lifeand use*em hardly atal. Erdomite women, now, when they ain't sucklin’, they
stores water in them. Ye, me, full of water here, couldn’t last more n eight days without a drink.
Women—up to three weeks, and it’ s avail-able not only to them from the inside but to anybody el se
what needsit from the outside. Now, that’ s ussful!”

She didn’t bother to bring up the fact that there were other, purely pleasurable usesfor breasts, but she
conceded him his point. Each gender had its strengths and weak-nesses for this harsh society and
environment, but it was pretty clear that the men were, in every sense of the word, on top here.



The chest, with an exotic winged serpentlike cresture carved into it, proved to have various articles of
male adornment. Only one of the dozens of codpieces was big enough to fit, and it was aplain, worn
black color, but somehow, athough it was decidedly uncomfortable and not at al useful for conceal ment
or protection, it made her fed dressed for polite company. She passed on anything el se, though, figuring,
asit turned out correctly, that anything she might choose to use would be charged to her account. While
she had no objection to providing the old trader with some extra protection, she aso had no intention of
getting so into debt to him that he’ d virtualy own her.

The food was very spicy and very good, and Lori red-ized with agtart that it had been avery long time
since she' d eaten, let done had a decently cooked med. The meat seemed smilar to lamb but wastoo
sty to tell more, and it was cooked in alarge woklike pan together with some kind of very long ricelike
grain and anumber of green and red vegetables at |east one of which was some kind of hot pepper. Out
here the drink was water, period.

With more conversation both that night and the next day setting out across the desert, she learned much
more about this strange place and its dominant race.

Women were definitely at the very low end of the scale here, as she' d surmised, bound there by religion,
tradition, and some definitely chauvinidtic attitudes among the maes.

Because they were smaller and therefore had smdler brains, Posiphar told her, women were not as
intelligent as men and had shorter attention spans, so any education and posi-tion was reserved for the
males. It was consdered alogica aswell aspractica division, not the least of reasons for this being that
females outnumbered males roughly three to one, not only in live births but because they tended to live
longer. Because of this, too, polygamy was the norm, a-though many men had only one wife and some
of thericher maes had whole harems. The rule was that one could have as many wives as one could
support. Therewas aso alaw that said if one could no longer support them, one had to find new
hushands for them that could.

Shewasrelieved to learn that one of her fears, at least, was unfounded. They did not buy and sl
women, or any-body e se, either, athough the women, without any practi-cdl rightsat al, were pretty
much at the mercy of the exclusvely male-dominated system. “Love matches’ were Smply beyond their
comprehension; one married for polit-ical reasons, for socid reasons, for adowry, or sometimes because
one liked their features and thought that the com-bination would produce superior children.

Infant mortality was horrendousin the cities and working towns but surprisingly low in the desert and
oasi's commu-nities. Communicable diseases were rare; the way heat was handled and exchanged in the
bodies produced regular tem-peratures for short periods amost every day that killed ninety-five percent
of any viruses or bacteriathat might lurk inside. In the cities and working towns it was often the living
conditions and other environmental factorsthat killed the young.

Therewas almost no chance at socid mobility for either men or women, though. Maybe one step up or
down, but no more than that. Certain physical features and colorations were unique to certain classes and
made it difficult to pass as another in any event. Although it would be awhile be-fore she could recognize
those differences, Posiphar told her that her body marked her as pretty well in the middle of the scale,
suitable for asoldier or merchant or craftsman, but she had no characteristics of the nobility &t all.

Erdom itsalf was, like dl hexes, sx-sided, but because it abutted the South Zonewall, an impenetrable
barrier, its Sx sides formed awing shape with along flat dong the ocean to the east rather than a
hexagon.



Initidly, anewcomer would smply “appear” admost any-wherein agiven hex, but once there, the gates
were the only way to and from Zone. The gate for Erdom was |o-cated near the wall in the far southeast
corner, outside the large port city-state of Aqomb, where sat the Sultan of Erdom. The Sultan, in fact,
had little practica authority out-side his city but wasthetitular ruler of the entire hex, and, as such,
Aqgomb was consdered the tempord and spiritual capital of Erdom.

Law in Erdom was entirdly rdligiouslaw, not only out of conviction but also out of necessity—the
religion and its laws were the only true unifying dementsin the primitive“nation” and served asa
guarantee of uniformity of socid rules and taboos across the hex. A priesthood of monks, al voluntarily
cadtrated and living atotadly religious and mostly cloistered life, ran the temples and spent most of the
time praying to aseries of cosmic gods that |ooked like some kind of giant Six-armed octopuses out of a
nightmare. The damper was put on socia mobility and even male-femal e trestment by astrong belief in
reincarnation, in which al Erdomites spent endless cycles of death and re-birth in attemptsto raise
themselves up to the level of their gods. Each soul was born asalower-classfemdefirgt, and only a
perfect lifewould result in rebirth as alower-class mae. From that point a soul went up or down the
socid scale depending on how itslife went, first female and then mae until it reached the top of male
nobility, after which came divination asamonk and, findly, godhood.

The fact that the vast mgjority of the population were lower-class femal es was taken asa sign that not
too many madeit. It was also arationdization for the whole socio-palitical structure and the treatment of
both maes and fe-maes within each level of the system. 1t so meant that complainers, chronic
troublemakers, and potential enemies could be executed with aclear conscience, Sncethey’d bereborn

anyway.

Infact, maiming was consdered afar greater punish-ment, since it meant suffering with the result of
transgres-son instead of having anew chance at afull life. About the only thing one so maimed could
become would be abandit if physicaly able or acrippled beggar if not. Only males faced maiming;
femaeswho ran afoul of religiouslaw were aways beheaded.

It was not, however, adrict society overal if onejust played the game. Punishment came from rocking
the boat; so long as one paid lip service to the system and behaved, it was actuadly pretty relaxed. It was
a so pretty dull, which was why the men indulged in alot of macho posturing, dangerous sports, and even
duds

Lori did wonder about the women. They al looked strong and did much of the drudge work yet were
seem-ingly aways cheerful; the talk around the wells and camp site sounded pretty dumb and vapid, and
there was never the dightest sign she could find of disobedience or rebd-lion. Almost without exception,
they redlydid seem as dumb as abox of rocks.

Asthe days passed, Lori no longer felt any physical strangeness either with her own body or in seeing
other Erdomites. In fact, being amember of thisrace was now so natura for her that even in her dreams
of Earth and her previous existence dl the people looked like Erdomites. Still, there were problems.

Asan astronomer she' d been thrilled and awed by the night sky; the Well World seemed to bein the
middle of aglobular cluster. But there was nothing familiar to her up there, and even the names meant
little. And of course there wasthe additiona restriction of being in ahighly limited nontech hex where
science was on arather low level, igno-rance even among the educated was fairly high, and much of what
she aways had taken for granted—qgrest telescopes, computers, and all the res—simply wouldn’t work.
Worse, one good solid look at the written language of Erdom showed that it was pictographic, like
Chinese, and not the sort of thing learned easily or quickly. Even though she till could read and writein
her Earth languages, they were of little use here except to make memosto hersdlf. In this eement she was



stripped of her profession and lifelong pas-sion, denied achance at it again or anything likeit, and
es-sentidly illiterate—just like much of the population. Educartion wasin the hands of afew teaching
monks, and even if she could get into that highest caste, which she could not, the price would be much
too high for her even now.

The other problem, though, was her sense of identity. Shefdt like an Erdomite, true, but she ftill felt like
awoman trapped in aman’ s body. Although she was tempted to try out the opposite sexua role, the
femaesjust didn't really apped to her. The men of her age, on the other hand, seemed powerful, strong,
and very, very eratic.

And it wastearing her up.

She liked being around them, liked playing around with them, too. Either her fencing wasimproving
dramaticaly or most of them weren’t very good at it, because sherarely lost and then usually by not fully
concentrating on the mock duel. In fact, by betting on such competitions, she’ d actudly accumulated
some cash—gold and silver coinsthat were accepted hexwide—and bought her own used sword, hilt,
and belt aswell as a decent bow and aquiver of bronze-tipped arrows. While shewasn't ared
champion at the latter, she was getting very good at hitting what she aimed at.

The trouble was, she was enjoying being around the young men and sporting with them for al the wrong
rea-sons, and she dared not let on what the real reasons were.

Being on the road with the merchant helped, though. It was tough to form too many attachments when
shewas three or four days in one place, another few days journey-ing across the desert, then another
three or four daysin anew town or camp. She had given up al thought of con-tacting Mavraby this
point; it wasfar too late, even though such an expedition away from this place would be much to her
liking and Mavra could probably use somebody Lori’'ssize.

Another thing was rubbing her wrong, too, athough it was even harder to control. She wasfinding day
by day that she was treating the femal es—both Posi phar’ s two wives and four daughters and those she
camein casud contact with—in the same callous manner asthe other males. She was much too easily
buying into that part of the sys-tem, one that went against her wholelife and al her beliefs. Shefdt guilty
ashdl every time she did it—but always af-ter shedid it, and she didn’t stop because of it. It called her
entire persond belief system into question. Degp down, had sheredly craved the absolute sexud equdity
she’ d dways thought she wanted, or had she instead subconscioudyre-ally just wanted areversa of the
system?If the latter, then she redlly hadn’t had any idedls, just rationaizations.

Things changed alittle when they pulled into asmal oasistown in the south. They redly didn't have any
busi-nessto do there, but it was on the way from Point A to Point B and was a convenient stopover.

She wandered over to the ubiquitous socid club al such places had, where the young men hung out
between jobs and the trangents could relax. 1t was much like an English pub in atmaosphere, dthough
Erdomite desert tribes consid-ered alcohol and most stimulants and depressants stronger than coffee or
teato be evil and did not serve them.

The name dways sarted the questions.

“Lori of Alkhaz. Odd name. Who are the Alkhaz, and where? Never heard of them.”

She' d explain that she was not a native and had come through the Well, and that would elicit what was
now be-coming a somewhat boring and repetitive set of explana-tions that nonetheless made the



newcomer the center of attention for awhile. Thistime, however, there was adif-ference.
“Y ou ought to go over and see Aswam the Master Tent-maker, then,” one of the men commented.
“Oh?I have no need for atent.”

“No, no. He sthe latest recipient of what' srapidly being called ‘ The Girl from All the Hells” She'san
emigrant from another world, just likeyou.”

“Redly?Yes, | very much want to speak with her! Whereisthistentmaker’ s place?’

“I'll show you. I’'m not certain that anybody can do much with her, though. She' stoo smart, too
aggressive, hates everybody and everything, and they keep her locked up like aprisoner snce shewon'’t
behave and nobody’ s been able to break her. We think she'smad. Would you be-lieve that she claims
shewas once aman! She' s been passed around from family to family for sometime, and by thetime
poor Aswam took a crack at her, there was nobody |eft to pass her on to when he gave up.”

“My God! I'm surprised she wasn't executed!”

“I think that’ swhat she wants, but it would be immord to punish someone who is mad for behaving like
they are mad, you see.”

She did see and quickly had the dwelling of the master tentmaker in sight. She wasn't sure who or what
she ex-pected, but male or femae, crazy or sane, it was somebody she couldtalk to. The fact that the
other emigrant claimed to have been aman explained alot of the behavior. She wouldn't have much liked
being afemdeinthis society, but to have been aman and dropped femaleinto it would be particularly
awful.

Although most of the buildingsin these permanent settle-ments were made of dried mud, Aswam, of
course, lived in what looked like atent city. He proved to be a prosperous middle-aged man with many
wives and more kids than could be easily counted.

“Ack!” he exclaimed, looking disgusted. “ Thatone! Sheisademon!”

“Perhaps, but if she'sfrom the same placeI’m from, as| think she might be, maybe | can do something
with her.”

Heled Lori to asmal mud hut in back of the tents, not much bigger than the outhouse it sat next to.
Unlike most buildingsin Erdom, though, this one was not open or cov-ered only with a blanket but had
an actual lockable door of wood.

“1 used to store money and recordsin here,” the tent-maker grumbled. “Now | am saddled with this
dead |0s3!”

“Why did you take her, then?’

“Hal The dowry offered wasfantagtic, or so | thought. More than any pretty girl isworth. But | tell you,
sheis so much troublethat | now redlize that | was taken!”

“Why do you keep her locked up? I's she dangerous?’



“Only to hersdf. She kegpstrying to run off into the Hjola.
“You havethe keys’

“Yes, here. Go ahead in.”

“What isher name?’

“Shecdlshersdf *ulian’ or some such foreign name.”

Shefdt somerdlief that at least it wasn't poor Gus. He' d had enough done to him up to now. She had to
admit to hersdlf that she was also somewhat disappointed that it wasn't Juan Campos. Being afemaein
Erdom wasjust what that bastard deserved.

“All right. You canleave us. I'll beresponsible”

Lori turned the key in the lock, opened the door, and went insde the small hut. It was quite dark, with
only ditsat thetop for letting in light, and quite barren. The floor was covered with aloca strawlike

grass, and on it afemalelay on her sde, looking up at the newcomer.

Therewas only oneway to try to break theice. Shetried English first. “My nameisLori, and I’'m from
Earth.”

The effect on the girl was dramatic. She pushed hersalf to a seated position and looked up at the
newcomer. “You'refromEarth ! she responded in the same language and with an American accent.
The amost whispery ato voice, however, seemed out of place. “ Thisisn't just some new trick, isit?’

“No, it'snotrick.”
“Wadl, where | comefrom, aguy named Lori would be alittle suspect.”

“That’ s because the same thing happened to me that hap-pened to you, only inreverse. It' sterrible and
ironic, | know, but | was awoman just like you were aman.”

She stared at L ori for amoment, frowning in the gloom, then shook her head sadly. “ Crazy. They said
when we got here that thisWell was some kind of logical computer. So where sthe logic of making me
this and youthat !”

“Yes, | know. | was also an assistant professor of astron-omy, which does me preciouslittle good in this
place”

“Youwere ?l wasashuttle astronaut. A misson specid-ist. A fancy engineser, redly, not apilot. I'm
Julian Beard.”

“Thenyou' re one of the two men who came through ahead of us! | knew you looked familiar when they
showed us your picture. Your ‘before’ picture, that is. | did some work in Houston afew years back,
and you were one of the ingtructors. Lori Ann Sutton.”

The name didn't register, but she didn’t expect it to. Many such scientists and other types had come
through there, and she had only stayed aweek. Still, Julian said, “Wdll, that’ sakick in the head and ass.
Thisthingisreally screwed up. Dropped usin the wrong bodiesin a backward land where even if you



were allowed to use what you know, what you know doesn’'t work. Would you believenothing but
mechanica energy functions here? Or at least in any controllable way.”

“I know. But, while | understand your problems being fe-maeinthis society, how’ d you get stuck inthis
fix?'

Julian shook her head in disgust. “ Y ou just don’tknow. First you wake up looking like an dternative
evolution from a prehistoric horse, then you find you' re not only agirl but you’ ve got four breastsand a
big tail and hands like pincers. Then you wander into one of these Bedouinlike camps and you' re trested
like afresh piece of meat. They didn'tcare about me. They weren't eveninterested in me except as new
flesh. Just trying to talk civilly to them gets you arap in the mouth or worse. Then they decideyou're
either high-spirited or too smart or both, and they start try-ing to break you, body and soul. They were
just, well,un-speakable, barbaric, and while they didn’t break me, they pretty much took my soul. |
didn’'t even want to live any-more.”

Lori sghed. “1 think | canimagine. I'm not so sure | wouldn't have just killed mysdlf.”

“That’sjust the problem! Youcan't. Not redly. | tried to figure this out, and even though I'm no
biologi<, | have atheory. | think, well, in humans, most al males have some femaeinthem. | mean, it's
half the chromosomes, right? And every fema e has some male hormones to one degree or another. Here
the mae chromosome seemsto have dl the male hormones. Either that or male hormones have no effect
onfemaes. All themdel am, al themaeness| ever had, isin my head, but the female hormonesredly
take
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control of behavior. | can't explainit. | can’t even tell you what it doesto you exactly. It' snot likel
suddenly woke up ahuman femae. That would be awhole different thing, one you could certainly
understand. Thisis Erdomese, and it’ s like a hundred times anything in humans, I'm sure. Y ou know the
feding of walking alone on adark night in a place you don't know well? The kind of nervousness or
outright fear that' s there?Everything becomes like that. Ev-erywhere. In sunlight aswell as darkness.
Theinsecurity is monstrous, overwhelming. Y ou just can't handle it no mat-ter how hard youtry. Likea
permanent, unshakable para-noia. Y ou want to be in agroup with others, others youknow. The urge for
security dominates you and overrides anything else. Anything odd happens, you freeze solid or you have
anirresstibleimpulseto run and hide. Y ou only fed safe when you' re with abig group of women you
know or there’ s arelated man around—nhusband, big brother, father, whatever. For that matter, ever see
awife or daughter talk back or argue with ahusband or father here? Most of them just—can’'t. They hate
it, but they haveto takeit.”

Lori nodded, having seen dl thisbehavior in thefemaes. “Maybeit' svestigid. Not just asexud divison
of respon-sihilities but atrue herd mentality. | think this race evolved, or was made to evolve, from some
more primitive herd an-imals. The whole society seemsto rise from those primitive roots. The maeswere
the hunters and guardians of the herd. The horn was anatura weapon. | think that’ swhy maesherelove
thiskind of swordplay. And that’ swhy you kept trying to run off into the desert. It fit the pattern and
would still bedmost certain suicide.”

“Yes, that'sit. It was my only way out. That and the fact that | was maybe the only woman in this
gtinking place who could muster up the gutsto say ‘no’ and have enough sdlf-control to mean it. But |
couldn’t redly fight it. All I could do was piss and moan and make the men’slivesalit-tle miserable. It
would be nothing back home—I wouldn’t have had anything to do with awoman who didn’t have that
kind of spunk—but hereit’s something the guysjust can't handle. So they swapped me off, family to



family, and it sarted dl over again. Finaly thistentmaker took meto one of their weird priests. | think
they’ re smart and well ed-ucated, because he knew what an engineer was and what computers are and a
lot more. Wetalked for quite awhile about who | was and where | was from and what my prob-lem
was, and | thought maybe things would improve, but they didn’t. They got worse.”

“Heled you on and then pounced, huh?’

“Pretty much. Inthe end their job isto keep everything just theway it is. Justknowing about the outside
world isn't the same asapproving of it. It was hisideato lock me up likethis. He said it might take a
long time, but | was very young—this body’ s about fourteen or so—and that even-tudly, with no stimuli,
the biology—he actualy caled it  programming’ —would take over completely. He sright, too. Since
I’ve been in here my dreams have gotten more and more mixed up and more and more erctic. My
memo-ries are becoming more and more confused, and | have trouble remembering what | was
like—before. Even the math tables | used to stay sane when they were trying to break me more crudely
fail me. Not that I’ ve forgotten them, | just can’'t keep my mind on them. | dso kept trying to dways
think in English, or sometimes German, but | just can’tconcentrate anymore, and the more my thoughts
were Erdomese, the more Erdomese | became. I—I’ ve lost so much dready, | don't know how much of
meisredly left. Here, see?’'m starting to cry, and | just can't stop it. And | don’'t even fed embarrassed
about doing it anymore.”

“Sometimes agood cry issomething we al need. Hold-ing it iniswhat eats you up.”

“Yeah?" she responded, sniffling and wiping away tears. “ So if you' re so miserable here, how many
timeshaveyou cried sSnce you got here?’

Lori didn’'t answer, but the truth was, not at al. For aman to cry here was to show weakness and lose
honor and the respect of both males and females. No matter how much she’ d wanted to, she'd held it in
asamatter of course. It was another little shock to the system.Maybe I’ ve become more of a male
than | think .. . .

“I don't know,” Lori told her. “I dill can't figure out my own sdf inthis. | mean, no offense, but there's
gtill some of methat’ s the human woman | wasfor most of my life. It won't go away. | liked men, and |
gtill do. I assume you were pretty much of astraight arrow like me back home, butyour orientation seems
to be changing to fit what you’ ve become.”

“I—I think wefight it becauseit’ sthelast real core of what wewere,” she suggested, still wiping avay
tears. “ So long aswe hold on to that, we' re till something of our old selves. | mean, what defines
us—how we grew up, how we related to other people—more than our sex? Y ou let go, you throw that
out, and you' re notyou anymore. Y ou’ re somebody else, somebody with another person’s memories. |
think you can cling to it until you die—and there' s cer-tainly got to be gaysin most dl the cultures here,
sncewe seeit in animals, too. With men here, though, it'seasier. Y ou have alittle of both male and
femadeinyou, soit'seasier to control the physica aspects of the change. | don’t so it was alot harder to
cling to, but I did, until 1 was put in herefor so long. | could ether fight that battle or stay sane fighting the
others. | let it go. Foryou, it' sthe defining thing. Forme, it wasin theway, | think. Y ou have more
choices, but in the end you' re going to have to decide who and what you want to be, ‘ cause you' re going
to be an Erdomite man for therest of your life, just like I’m going to be an Erdomite woman.”

“I think there’ salot more of Julian Beard in you than you think,” Lori told her. “ Otherwise you' d have
given up and givenin long ago.” She decided sheliked Julian—liked her alot. It was thefirg time she felt
shewasredly at-tracted to afemae here.



“Maybe. When afemae gets close to amale she trusts, she gets thesefeelings, theseurges that are hard
to control. I'm feding them right now, in here, with you. Right now my mind, the onething I’ ve been able
to somehow keep, is able to suppressthem, but every day I'm here it gets harder and harder to fight, to
keep contral. I'm dipping more and more.”

“Tell me something. The women here—are they redly as dumb asthey seem to be?’

That brought asmileto Julian’ s still-tearful face. “No, some are quite smart, but they’ ve learned to hide it
well. Being smart in this culture just meanstroubleif you' re awoman. They’re pretty ignorant, though,
and they don’t know any other system. Sometimes | think of those women in the countries back on Earth
that went western and then returned to fundamentalism. They might resent the restric-tions, but somehow
they’ re comforted by the absolutism of the rulesand religion. And like | said, security is every-thing.”

“I just—I dunno—I just had ahunch that might beit,” Lori replied. “It redly offended me that they might
al befrightened little bimbos. But | forgot to ask the one question | wanted to know more than anything.
How did you ever get herein thefirst place?’

“Stupidity,” Julian Beard replied. “ That meteor that came down in the jungle—I was on assgnment from
NASA to takealook at it. Good publicity, too. Then that news team disappeared and the army took
over, and it wasweeks be-fore anything serious could be done.”

“Yes, | wasone of theteam.”

“I thought 0. | figured what happened to us happened to you. Anyway, thistough old Brazilian Air
Force colond who wasin charge out there was more a politician than amilitary man. Hefindly called off
the search and bent to pressuresto let in researchers, at least afew a atime. Well, the whole world
came down on us, or so it seemed, and they wanted pictures and al that for the publicity, and sncea
number of people had climbed all over that meteor be-fore, we figured it wasn’t any big dedl. The
colonel and | were asked to pose on top of it for the media; he talked meinto it, and you can guess what

happened.”

“The hex gate opened, and you both wound up in Zone talking to a polka-dotted dragon.”

“Actudly, it was amean-looking five-foot-tal talking butterfly. Y ou?’

“Too long astory to tell here and now. Thefirst thing we have to do is decide what to do about you.”
“Huh?’

“Look, it may be backward, but we' re here and we' re stuck. That Zone had elaborate computers and
all sorts of technology, and | happen to know that athird of the coun-tries here—they call them hexes,
after their shape—support high technology, some way in advance of Earth’s. I’m go-ing crazy here, and
you want to kill yourself before you loseit al. There' saseacoast and ports here, believeit or not, and
shipsthat go al sorts of places. WEe re both wrong-bodied oppositeswith alot of the same background.
I’d liketo find a place where | could really study that astron-omer’ s dream of asky up there. You'd like
to get some-place where you could il be an individua and not aharem girl. There sgot to be such a
place here some-where.”

Julian sighed. “ Y ou’' d have to marry me to take me any-where here,” she pointed out. “And | haveto tel
you, | think I d rather rot in here than have aname-only marriage. Earlier, maybe, but not a the stageI’'m
at now. I’'m awoman now, an Erdomite woman, and I’ d go bananasiif | wound up a mere housemaid or



anun.”

“Yeeh, well, we' rethe origind odd couple dl right, but you've just given methefirst decent conversation
I’vehad sincel got here.” She was fighting with hersdf inside and trying to get the right words out. “1 like
you, Julian. | likeyou alot. If you can accept your fate, | guess, with your help, | can accept mine. Like
you, I'm hereand I’'m stuck thisway. | think | might just be able to be aman, maybe the man | aways
said | wanted to see, with you. Okay. Ded ?’

“You'd be responsible for me. And | don’t know, like said—I don’t know how much of meisleft and
how much | can keep over time. Thishaving atwo-way conversation in English hasredly helped, but it's
aredfight. It slike, well, haf of meisan old air forcejock clinging desperately to hisold identity through
rea contact with acolleague and haf of melusts after your body and would become your daveif you'd
just let her attend your needs. No, it' sworse. There' s not even closeto fifty percent of Julian Beard I ft.
| don't know, it sounds crazy, but this contact, this conver-sation, thishope isactualy making the
Erdomite part harder to control.”

“Judt tekeit easy,” Lori said soothingly. “I’ll go make the arrangements.” And Posiphar would have to
betold that his security was about to leave him.

Julian was aready thinking ahead. “We Il need money for this. . .”

Lori grinned. “1 get the ideathat our tentmaker friend out there will pay mehandsomely to take you off
his hands”

Andhe was just the one to get the best deal!

Armowak, Ambreza-FH otish Border

nathan brazil had to admit to himsdlf that the wellWorld was probably the one placein al creation where
agood-looking human woman could play Lady Godivaand not fear anything more than if shewas
overdressed.

Hereally wasn't quite certain just what to do with the girl. Clearly she wanted to come aong, but she
wasn't an asset on along trip asshewas. It was asif she' d been re-born asawater cresture who
couldn’t redly communicate or travel any distance over land.

Still, hewasn't sure how to ditch her, either. She cer-tainly had amind of her own.

She dso had something of an appetite. Any time they stopped during their journey, she' d find something
edible around and down it. Like nearly al the Glathrielians he' d seen, she was chubby but not fat and
gpparently in excd-lent condition. He wondered if shewouldn’t start putting on weight if she kept esting
likethat, but it was amoot point. Things she could eat that were so readily available would be few and
far between in many of the hexeshe' d haveto travel, including Flotish itself, considering that the hex was
part of the Gulf of Zinjin and wasin fact salt water to near ocean depths.

He was nonetheless till fascinated by her and loath to cast her out. She should not have become a
Glathridian. And since she had, she shouldn’t have retained what was obviously her natural coloration



and features. The Well had changed her in many ways, including taking who knew how many years off
her age, but the one thing it clearly had not done was change her genetic code.

He wished he could just know her name. He wasn't sure Glathridlians even used names anymore, butshe
had one, and no amount of blocking or rewiring of some brain func-tionswould keep her from knowing
it. The problem wasin finding some way for her to tdll it to him.

It was not a problem he could solve on the back of ahorse, though, not with her onanother horse.

That, too, was awonder. He d gotten the impression that the Glathrielians wouldn't evenuse alive
animal, yet she’' d picked her horse, gotten on, and now rode quite comfort-ably. Another mystery. When
they were making speed, she' d go forward and hang on somehow up againgt the horse' s neck, but she
never kicked it to start, never seemed to guideit at dl. The horse, though, did just what it was supposed
to do every time. Sometimes he thought that the two moved so naturdly and effortlessy together that it
was asif somehow she and the horse were one.

Terry hersdf had no more answers beyond her old name, which indeed she did remember, athough it
was sometimes confusing because of the otherwise nonverba processes now operating in her mind.
Sometimesit seemed like it was Terry; other times, Teys. She knew that there had been alot moreto
the name than either of those once, but those were the defining words she retained.

Asfor the horse, she was discovering talents she didn’t know she had as she went dong. She had gone
out back, had realized he was going to ride, and had smply touched a number of horses until one of the
animals*“clicked” with her in away she could not explain. When one had and she had mounted it, al
she’' d had to do was relax and put ev-erything out of her mind except that horse. As Brazil had imagined
without believing, she’ d become onewith it, so that the two bodies, whilein physical contact with one
an-other, actually did become as one, operating as easily as one operated one' sarms, legs, and head.
Whenever she dissmounted and contact was broken, it was asif she'd lost something of hersdlf. Thesize
and power of the animal were exhilarating. Still, she hadn’t the vaguest ideahow shedidiit.

At astop to get something to eat and drink and give the horses time to do the same, he decided to try
another experiment. If that first Glathridlian girl had reacted to him asif he had the plague, how wouldthis
onereact?

He walked over to her, and she watched him come and stand right in front of her. He smiled, and she
returned the smile. They were both dmost exactly the same height, his computer-designed leather boots
rasing him just abit, but only to match the added height of her thick black hair. Then, casudly, he
reached out and took her handsin his.

Theinitia contact was a shock, and the tumble of infor-mation that came through wasincredibly
confusing to her. There was akindnessin him that she found true, dmost no-ble, and till the element of a
little boy insde somewhere, either deep down or up front in the bravado that masked his deeper sdif.

There was ds0 a sadness there, an incredible, deep, pain-ful emptiness that was almost too much to
bear. She grieved for anyone who could have that much sorrow within him, yet she admired him, too, for
the strength to be able to carry it. It masked, even overwhelmed, the tremen-dous contradictions she
could sense but not grab hold of inside of him.

And yet, deep down, there was something el se, some-thing hidden very deep, yet something hewas
aware of. It was so conceded, so cleverly masked with layer upon layer of pure humanity that it could
not be directly seen, only glimpsed ever so briefly, like something seen only in the extreme corner of the



eye. That wasthe heart of the confu-sion about him. There seemed to be two of him, two totaly different
creatures o aien to one another that the other would not comein, would not focus. Y et the man she
could see, the man of sorrows, was not amask, not afacade, but one and the same with what was
hidden. It made no senseat dl.

They had warned her, warned her that something lurked there that she did not want to see and should
not and that only the man should be considered. She backed away from it, sensing somehow that what
lay hidden was no more dan-gerous than the man and no less, being one and the same, but that it was
somehow beyond her comprehension or abil-ity to cope.

Heliked her. That made her fed very good indeed, be-cause she liked him and she wasn't certain how
she was coming across. He wasn't a particularly handsome man, but he had atough appearance, and his
well-worn face echoed hisinner strength and long experience. Evenin her past life, she knew that if
they’ d met, shewould have been at-tracted to him. The fact that she now could see so much of him yet
not reach the central mystery of him fascinated her and made him dl the more interesting. Sensing that he
would never take advantage of her, she felt that at some point she might well be tempted to take
advantage of him.

Therewaslittle or no sensation or information going in Brazil’ sdirection, but he did somehow sense both
her trust and her attraction to him, whether by some sixth sense or perhapsjust from long experience. He
did not congder it unusud, Since, after dl, if he were stuck inher current sit-uation and found just one
other human being who knew who and what she was or had been and where she’' d come from, he'd
probably react the same way. He had no sense that she had learned so much about him, but he had
noticed an odd, amost dectrical tingling when he’ d touched her that was as mysterious asthe rest of her.
If he didn’t know bet-ter, hetold himself, he' d swear that she was somehow gen-erating aweak force
field of some kind from within hersdlf.

Therewas till alot of the old Terry in her, and she found herself getting turned on by the experience.
That, right now, would never do, so she gave him aquick kiss and abig smile and broke the contact.

Well, at least she didn’t run away screaming, hethought,although, truth be told, that wasthe general
idea. Whatever thefirst girl had seen, this one either hadn’t seen it or wasn't upset about it.

Thefact was, he had mixed emotions about the result. On the one hand, to have gotten rid of her would
have been in both their best interests; on the other, he had to admit that he liked her spunk and liked
having somebody around who, however silent, didn’t look or smdll like agiant beaver.

Still, how could he take her along? Once she was on that ship and out to seg, there wouldn't be any way
out for her.

It was dmogt nightfdl by the time they intersected the main road, but by that timethe city lightswerein
view ahead. Coming over thelast rise, Armowak was spread be-fore them, and beyond lay the great
blackness of the sea

For Terry, the scene was both pretty and scary. Old re-flexes, old inner tensions from her past life
resurfaced at the Sight of amodern city, and for thefirst timeit redlly hit home that she was about to be
plunged back into modern civilization as anaked savage. Still, there was a certain confidence in that
thought, and the kinds of things she’ d been raised to fear in such places now had no hold on her. If she
had nothing, it could not be stolen, and she doubted that giant beavers and most of whatever elselivedin
thisworld had much interest in her body.



Although traffic wasn't heavy, there were anumber of the small persona cars going to and from the city

at pretty good speeds, and their Ambrezan drivers seemed oblivious to anything on ether sde of them. A
number of larger ve-hicles, including tandems and triples, passed aswell, show-ing the importance of the
port. She and Brazil kept to the side, well away from the road, and barely drew a glance from any

passersby.

Armowak was Ambreza s western gateway to the rest of the world. Into it came the imports from other
hexesthat alowed ameasure of variety in Ambrezan markets, prod-ucts of perhaps hundreds of races.
From it went the princi-pal export, tobacco, both processed and “raw,” aswell as manufactured items
for various trading partners from the computer-controlled and robot-driven factories of theinte-rior. It
was abusy, bustling place, amgjor segport where great ships caled constantly and where many of the
races of the Well World mixed in arare amagam of shapes, forms, and languages. Here, too, one could
buy amost any-thing with enough money, and here, too, one could lose ev-erything if not careful.

The suburban areas were fairly quiet but well lit; the streets were mostly narrow, except the main
highway, and made for pedestrian traffic only, since there was an exten-sve system of underground
moving wakways and trangt vehicles to move people quickly around the city. The layout and design of
the city were exotic to Terry’ seyes and definitely had an dien cast, yet were basicaly familiar and
logicd.

The old city areawas along the docks. The port itsalf ran for acouple of miles, or so it seemed, with
large piers, massive warehouses, brick and cobblestone streets, and broad silver-gray strips that proved
to be much the same as the railroad tracks used by futuristic vehicles moving freight and suppliesto and
from the port area.

The services area of the port ran from the opposite side of the main north-south docks for about three
blocks before arow of older, seedier-looking office buildings drew aline of demarcation between the
actual port and the rest of the city.

Therewereafew larger shipsin, athough most of what was there seemed to be coastal steamers,
tuglike boats, and even afew of what looked like fishing trawlers. What was fascinating was the odd
juxtaposition of technol ogies be-tween the ships and the shore services:. the latter were very modern with
magnetic trains and robotic longshoremen, and the ships often had smokestacks and, on the larger ones,
two or even threetdl| salling mastsaswdll. It was asif ships of the American Civil War eraweretying up
and be-ing serviced at some twenty-first-century port.

Nathan Brazil was familiar with the design and the rea-sons behind it. He was impressed to see that
some of the ships weren't wood anymore but were metal-plated or, in afew cases, seemed to be made
out of whally artificia new plagticlike substances. Their odd nature, though, remained out of necessity;
literdly just afew meters outside the har-bor entrance, visible by day but hidden in the night and city
lights, was another hex boundary. Beyond it, where these ships had to sail, adifferent technology level
was imposed. Fotish was a semitech hex; mere steam or sail power could be used but nothing electrica
worked. Batteries would not hold charges, generators and dternators might truly give off energy, but it
could not be controlled and dissipated just about asfast asit was made. Even powerful broadcast
sg-nadsfrom ahigh-tech hex like Ambreza would fade quickly once they passed that boundary, no
matter how strong the source. Running an internal combustion engine large enough to be ussful would
result in the most beautiful and rapid burning up of an engine anybody had ever seen.

Beyond were afew hexesthat restricted al technology except direct mechanica devices. There great
steam boilers would virtudly explode, making it impossible to power any device, shipsincluded. To
travel those distances one had to use the most ancient of methods, thewind in the sail.



That also meant that each ship had to carry ahighly trained crew expert in both steam and sail and
willing to live for long periods aboard ship. Such crewswere highly paid and highly prized, and they
acted likeit. Ship’slaw wasthe only law they respected, and the companies tended to pay for or gloss
over any excessesin port. They aso tended to be from a great many races, and here, a thisport, Terry
began to get a sampling of just what other sorts of creatures thisworld contained.

Two large scorpionlike crestures moved down a side street to her |eft, startling her. They looked huge,
mean, and menacing. Elsewhere were several man-sized bipeds wearing clothes that looked like they
were out of some Renaissance movie epic, but they more resembled Sylvester the Cat, with their
expressive, dmost comicd feline faces and fur and large fluffy tails. And there was a creature that looked
half woman and half vulture, with a pretty face and mean killer' s eyesthat seemed to glow in the dark.
Like the Ambreza, most embodied some aspects of creatures she knew or at least knew about, but the
association with familiar Earth creastures was merely away of cataloging them so that her mind could desl
with what she was seeing. The reference points were far from exact, but they were the only way she
could cope with the many dien beings she encountered.

Some, however, were beyond easy mental cataloging. Creatures with mottled, leathery dark green skin
that went along at afast clip on what seemed to be hundreds of spin-dly legs and whose entire bodies
seemed to open into rows of sharp, pointy teeth; wrinkled, dow-moving dark gray massesthat could
only be thought of as hippos without ap-parent bones, squidlike monstrosities whose tails seemed topped
with giant sunflowers. There were so many, and they were S0 bizarre both individually and collectively
that she could only look at one and then another and hope no-body noticed her staring.

But thiswas no freak show or chamber of horrors; these werepeopl e, people of ancient races, races as
established as her own, from their own hex-shaped countries. She had to always remember that.

Brazil pulled up in front of alighted office and dis-mounted, tying his horse loosdly to what he knew was
afireplug. Terry wasn't sure what to do. Her impulse was to remain outside, but she had no ideawhat
this place was or how long Brazil might be. After amoment she got down and followed him into the
office.

Almost immediately shefelt asense of claustrophobia, of being hemmed in, of thewallsand ceiling
maybe closing in on her. She repressed it as best she could and managed to stay with him, but she didn’t
likethefeding.

The creature behind acounter was alarge, irregular lump maybe only abit taller than their own height
that seemed to be an animated mass of tiny red and green feathers from behind which, much farther
down than would be expected, two huge, round yellow eyes looked back at them.

“Yes?' the creature asked Brazil pleasantly, barely giving Terry aglance.

“Arethere any shipsin now outbound to Agon or Clopta or anywhere else semitech or aboveinthe
northwest?’ Bra-zil asked it.

“Nothing direct,” the creature replied. “ TheSetting Sun down at Pier 69 may be your best bet. It stops
at Kdibu, Hakazit, Tuirith, and Krysmilar. Y ou might be able to change, particularly at Hakazit, snce
there' salot of cross-channd stuff out of there.”

“Nothing ese coming in that might be more direct?’



“Sorry. Not until sometime next month, and that won't give you any time advantage. The only other
possihility for Agon is something like theNorthern Winds leaving in two days for Parmiter, but your
chances of awestbound connec-tion from there are dim to none, and you' d have to walk overland.”

“Y eah, wdll, that would be asolution if Agon were my fina destination, but it snaot. I’ [l have enough
overland without starting that early. When doesSetting Sun sall 7

“Letmesee...” Thehuge eyesdropped down to look at something below the counter. “ They're il
finishing off-loading, and they have alot to get on. They’re scheduled for hightide. . . the day after
tomorrow. About ninein the morning locd time.”

“That sounds reasonable. | need to book passage on that sailing to Hakazit if it’savailable, with acabin
if possble”

“Yes, gr. For two?’

Heturned and looked at Terry, who was showing her dis-comfort and staring around the office with a
quessy look. Still, she was here.

“Yes,” hesghed. “Might aswell. What' s the weather supposed to be en route?’

“Possible stormsin west Ronbonz, otherwise choppy but not uncomfortable. The winds, however, are
unpredictablein this crossing, particularly in gorms.”

“I'll il takeit. Y ou have anything on the basics of Hakazit or agenerd hex guide? | want to seeif it's
feasible to book the horses on aswell.”

“Animasare not guaranteed in shipment,” the strange clerk warned him. “ There is a bookshop on
Vremzy Street, two blocksin and one left. It's closed by now, but it will be open dl day tomorrow. Y ou
can get what you need there. Ouitfitters and suppliers are along that street aswell. We can probably add
two animaswith no problem if you come back here by nine or ten tomorrow night with your prepaid
ticket. In the meantime they can be quartered at the livestock area, Warehouse 29 just dong this street.
Now, I'll need to know your native hex so that sufficient edible provisions can belaid on for you and the
cabin prepared properly.”

Nathan Brazil grinned. “ Glathridlian.”
Those huge eyes seemed to doublein size. “Y ou are jok-ing, of course.”

“No, I'm not. We came through the Well from offworld, and that' s what we are. It won't be hard even
if your guide doesn't list us. I'll give you ahalf dozen or more races we re compatible with.”

“Very well. Soyou' re what Glathridians|ook like.”
“Y ou work here and you' ve never seen any?’

“I'm actudly the purser on theHonza Queen. When we' rein port, we take the late shifts in the company
of-fices. Thereisn't much hereto interest me, anyway.”

Thefare was not chegp, but it was reasonable, and Brazil felt certain he could more than afford thisleg.
There would be other times when things would be alot harder.



Besdes, it might be interesting to see how hard the ship’s crew and other passengers might gamble.

Findly, Brazil asked, “Isthere any outdoor area nearby where we might be able to camp? | suspect that
any hotelsin thisareawon’t be set up for us, and | have my own food.” There usudly were such places
around ports, partic-ularly because most of them naturaly provided only for the races that were the most
common vistors. The Gulf of Zinjin was an arm of the Well World' s greatest ocean, and there were far
too many possible vistorsto economicaly provide for them dl, and particularly not Glathrielians.

“Far northern end, past the last pier,” the clerk informed him. “Rather nice, dthough abit chilly some
nightsfor hairlesstypes. A number of small merchants have locad stals up there from dawn to dusk, too,
if you can tolerate the local food.”

“Some of it. Wdll, it soundsfineto me. Any permitsre-quired?’
“Not at the port one. All others, you’ d need to report to the police first.”

The clerk made a series of entrieswith two huge, clawed hands that extended from under the fegthers,
and the com-puter spit out very nest-looking ticket books. Brazil thanked him, put the tickets away, and
went back outside, with Terry following. Just walking back out in the air seemed to lift an enormous
burden from her, but she till felt alittle shaken and alittle sick from the experience. Being enclosed was
going to be very, very rough on her indeed, she knew. Brazil decided to take the horses with them rather
than pay to have them quartered at the warehouse. The odds of their being in the way at the park were
more than out-weighed by the possibilities of selling them to the locasthereif trangporting them proved
to be aproblem, and it might. Hakazit and Agon were also high-tech hexes, and any layover in the
former would just leave him with even more ravenous mouths to feed, not to mention the problem of
horse droppings, which many places, and particularly high-tech places, tended to frown on.

The park wasn't much, just alarge areathat apparently had been part of amuch earlier port and
settlement, long abandoned. They’ d planted some trees, as much to keep er-osion down asfor shelter,
and it fronted right on the Gulf, with asmall jetty leading out to guide lights warning off any incoming

ships.

If anyone e'se was using the park right now, he couldn’t see them, athough with some cloudsand only a
few eec-tric sreetlights he might well have missed them. Still, there was anice ocean smell coming in on
the breeze and the quiet sound of waves lapping at the old pylons.

He picked a spot just insde the trees and set up the small tent and the camping outfit ashe had in
Glathrid. Thanksto the brevity of histrip, he fill had afive-day supply of food and gas canisters, and
therewas avery niceif some-what elaborate fountain in the middle of the park that, thankfully, had fresh
water.

Terry used her new night sense to survey the areaand found virtualy nothing edible in and around the
park. She knew she could wander farther afield, but thiswas alarge and strange city and was unlikely to
have any real groves close by. Here one didn’t pick one’ sfood, one bought it.

Thus, when Brazil opened up his food supplies and ges-tured an offer to share, she had no choice but to
accept, al-though she made it clear with hand signasthat it was not to be cooked. Something of an
amateur gourmet who fan-cied hersdlf avery good cook, she now found the thought of cooked food
thoroughly repulsive.



Brazil did not compromise his own preferences for hers but did find a perverse fascination in watching
her eat. Knowing that she must have been acivilized, modern woman, he was fascinated to see her take
an open container of preserved fruit, for example, and just scoop it out with her fingers. Hewas even
more surprised when she took and ate the beef he had, both ground and in small filets, dso raw. He
remembered then the Ambrezan foreman telling him that Glathridlianswould eat megt, but only if it was
al-ready dead.

Terry, too, was surprised both at her appetite and at the fact that the mesat tasted exceptionally good
right out of the container. Until now she' d awaysliked her meat cooked through, and with sauces and dl
the trimmingsif available. While he packed up and saw to the horses, she went to the fountain and then to
relieve hersdlf, and when she got back, he was getting ready to turn in. It had been along, tiring day, and
both keenly fdt it.

Avery chilly sea breeze was devel oping, and he was concerned for her. He offered her aspot in histent,
limited asit was, or his deeping bag, but she declined both with asmile. Then she gave him alittle hug
and akissand went off.

Agan he' d noticed that odd, amost static dectricity fed-ing when they’ d touched, but now he noticed
another thing aswell.

She' d been warm to the touch, with no sign at dl of the chill hefelt on hisface and hands. Aswarm as
summer-time.

Terry didn’t notice this because sheredlly didn't fed it. Thefield around her that she could see,
generated somehow by her own body, acted asinsulator and even life support system in some odd way.
Shefet warm and comfortable, and she picked atree amost over Brazil’ s tent and scam-pered up it,
then found a.comfortable notch and settled in for the night.

Terry awoke the next morning feding nauseous, and for amoment shewas afraid it was the food.
Something inside her, though, told her that it wasn't, that it would pass, and she trusted her instincts as
usua and they proved correct. She dill felt alittle queasy when Brazil findly got up and found her there
waiting for him, but she didn’t let on that anything was wrong, and after getting something to edt, the
feding gradualy vanished.

Brazil bought breakfast from the promised loca merchants, who set up small booths dong the waterfront
area of the park salling homegrown produce and other things. He discovered that Terry would eat bread,
thefirst cooked item he had seen her accept, but not eggs. In point of fact, she ate two whole
home-baked |oaves of bread and two large melons, and Brazil began to wonder if he could liter-aly
afford to take her with that kind of appetite.

He walked back into the port district; he' d aready made a decision that the horses would be far too
much of abur-den until they were needed to be worth the cost and had opened some discussionswith a
gtal merchant who kept a couple of horses at his place outside the city. Terry fol-lowed him through the
now-bustling area, and her head be-gan to redl with the number of races and weird sounds and smells
that made the whole place come dive. She had a-ready figured, though, that he was leaving by ship, and
she no longer felt compelled to enter the buildings he entered.

So many sounds, SO many races. . . how did theyunder-stand each other? She found the whole thing
bewildering. The Glathrielians whose lives she' d shared had not pre-pared her for this.



Occasonally one or another of the creatures would say something to her, but she was dways ableto
convey by some gesture or expresson that she did not understand them. Still, she did fed theirony of
being naked and ex-posed in astrange city and yearned for adark aleyway. Once aparticularly smelly
and repulsve-looking reptilian creature had actualytouched her, and she' d reacted in-stantly with a
nearly panicky menta push that said “ Go away!” And the creature had frozen, looked puzzled for a
moment, then seemed to lose dl interest in her and actudly had gone away!

Could sheredlydo that, or wasit a coincidence? One of thesetimes she’d find out.

Brazil emerged from the bookshop with something of what he needed. He had been surprised to find, in
thefirst few weeks after landing in Ambreza, that he was able to figure out the written language amost as
if it were some-thing he’ d forgotten rather than something he' d never known. It was alittle cumbersome
and not al of it read just right, but what he needed to read he had little problem fig-uring out.

The map was the most important thing. When he had the time, he intended to annotateit in Latin, the
“gtock” Earth language he' d found the most useful over the long haul, so he wouldn’t have to keep
looking up and remembering thisterm or that and figuring out things word by word and sen-tence by
sentence. There was asort of common written lan-guage here, one used for interhex trade and
commerce—theticket wasin it—but he foundit lessfamiliar and less use-ful than Ambrezan.

Of course, he knew what had happened. He was remem-bering ancient Ambrezan, which had evolved
greatly over the millenniasince hislast time here, and the common lan-guage he' d known had been
entirely replaced, perhgps many times.

He then stopped at the ministry of commerce officesto cal in to the capitd, reportsomething onhis
dight obser-vations on Glathrielians—mosily to omit any of the oddities and report avery primitive
life-style of no threat or conse-quence to the Ambrezans—and get what information he could on Mavra' s

group.

There wassome information, but it was incomplete and not guaranteed. Of the two men and two women
who camein, one was reported in Erdom, as he' d surmised, another wasin Zebede, which did surprise
him, athird wasin Dahir, and afourth, clearly Mavra, had shown up in Glathridl, as he dready knew.

“But who' sthis other Glathridian femae | havewith me?’ he asked them. “If shedidn’t comein with
me, and she didn’t, since | know where mine are, and she didn’'t come in withthem, she must have come
in either aone or with another group.”

“The only group we have other than yours and the larger party istwo males about three weeks after you
arrived. One of thoseisaLeeming, and the other—that’ s odd—also an Erdomite.”

“Wéll, then, whois thisgirl?’
“Y ou're sure she’ snot anative putting you on?’

He sighed. “Natives do not ook like her. | know you might not be ableto tell them apart, but | sure can.
And na-tives don’t draw maps of televisions and cameras and North Americaon Earth.”

“WEell, we have no reports of anybody coming through except those we told you about. Sorry. They are
quite upset with this at Zone Security, you know. Theré san investigation to find out just how this
happened. Right now the only plausible theory isthat she camein just after one of your groups, probably



the larger one, and somehow snuck by se-curity and went directly through the gate without being noticed.
How that’ s possible nobody can say.”

Nathan Brazil sghed and muttered, “ Televison report-ers,” in adisgusted tone. “All right, thank you. I'll
be off now, and it’ sunlikely although not impossible that I'll be back. | thank you for adl your help.”

“Not abig problem,” the comm tech told him. “How-ever, | wastold to inform you if you were heard
from againthat if youdo return, you must proceed immediately to Glathriel and remain there. If you are
picked up here again, you will beimmediately trangported there. Y ou must make somebody nervous.”

Damned paranoids, he thought, but he acknowledged the transmission and switched out.

The truth was, he'd like to do that at some point. Moveinto Glathrid and live there, “go native,” asit
were, if he could stand it, and uncover the real mysteries of the place. Now, however, wasn't thetime.

Still, after seeing what was wrong with the Well, he se-riously congidered remaining thistime, at least for
awhile. Hewasn't redly sure why he hadn’t done so before, a-though, of course, thelast time had been
pretty dicey and leaving had been the only practica choice.

Héll, he could change hislooksin there, even hisrace and sex, if he wanted to. He couldn’t figure out
why he' d never doneit. Too much the uncomfortable god, he de-cided. Maybe thistime would be
different. Or maybe he should just try the current Glathrielian matrix and see just what the hell was going
onindgdethose people. That wasif thisgirl madeit up there with him and couldn’t tell him what he
needed to know after removing her speech and lan-guage block.

They headed back up to the park with a detour past the ship they were going to take. It was abig one,
larger than any he’' d remembered from his still admittedly spotty recol-lections. Three-masted, made of
superior fitted wood cov-ered with some kind of synthetic laminate that protected and sedled it, two
stacks, three decks above the main deck. Y eah, it looked like it could take an ocean, al right, and keep
everybody comfortable and dry while doing it. It even had al sorts of smaller, exotic-looking masts atop
the whedlhousg, indicating that if the hex dlowed, it could use dmost any technology known to Well
World science.

It flew the Suffok flag, which meant it was along way from home. He wished it weregoing home; it
would make things very easy indeed, since that hex was virtualy on the equator, but he suspected that it
rarely went up that far. Considering that such aship could not lieidle for long, he suspected that its
profits, more than its hull, went to its home port in any given year.

Terry stared at the ship with amixture of awe, wonder, puzzlement, and allittle fear. The puzzlement was
of course because she had no idea how the Well World worked or that there were nontech, semitech,
and high-tech hexes, and thus its combination of festures from every type of ship she'd ever known, and
some she' d never thought of, seemed bizarre. Fear because even in normal times she' d never been that
great on ships, and sheredly didn’t know if her claustrophobia could stand it long on that thing. She
knew, though, that something that big and that grand didn’t make smdl voyages.

They continued walking back up the Street to the park. By now it was late in the day and the merchants
were mostly packing up, but Brazil was able to spot the one he' d spoken to about the horses, and now
he figured he' d close whatever ded he could get. He' d paid alot; now the Ambrezan, sensing Brazil was
in something of atime squeeze, offered only half.

They haggled and argued and finally settled on a hundred plus as much of the unsold produce as Brazil



and Terry could carry back to their nearby campsite. Brazil made out abill of sdle on some glorified
butcher paper and signed and dated it, and the merchant took it and nodded.

Brazil had to admit to himsdlf that he took far more of the produce than he could possibly consume, but
he felt alittle gypped by the guy and wanted to cost him as much as possible. Terry, however, once she
got theidea, did even better.

Both of them ate until they were stuffed, understanding that little of it would keep, but after he watched
Terry put away so much of it, he wondered if there were going to be leftovers, after dl.

Finally, they cleaned up as best they could and found themselves again virtualy donein the park after
dark. The sky had cleared, and the glow from the massive stellar dis-play was amost like afull moon on
Earth. It was one sight that neither he nor Terry ever tired of ; those who were born under it and took it
for granted rarely even looked up.

Terry felt oddly nervous about the coming day. For one thing, she had no ideaif she'd have to snesk or
bully her way onto that big ship to stay with him or whether he' d added her to the fare. For another, cut
off from Earth, from her friends, and from Glathrid, shefdt particularly londly and insecure, and Brazil
was the only one around she had to lean on.

He' d considered turning in early to insure having enough time to get the gear packed and board the ship,
but he felt too wide awake, and there was that wonderful sky and the water. Hefinaly decided that he'd
take awak and appre-ciate the scene. Acutely aware of her insecurity, Terry went with him, taking his
hand as they walked along the ancient seawall where once great ships had called in some distant age.
After awhile they sat together on the seawall and looked out at the sky, the inner harbor lights, and the
dark-ness beyond. To Terry, this moment was wonderful ; she wanted it to continue.

She closed her eyes and alowed the night sense to comein, the scene took on afar different look. It
wasn't dark anymore; instead, it was rippling, and within it she saw thousands of pale green shapes,

many tiny, somevery large.

and, here and there, large shapes of an indigo color she' d never seen before. What were they? Some
mongters of the deep, like whales, svimming yet breathing air? Or did in-telligent raceslive eveninthe
water here? Were they more creatures of some kind, creatures who had some sort of dif-ferent
civilization out therein the sea?

The concept, combined with the sky, made her fedl even tinier and more lost and insecure, and her fear
that Brazil might leave her grew. How could she follow him throughthat ?

Without even redlizing that she was doing it, she squeezed his hand and sent,Love me! Don't ever leave
me! Thewhite aura, particularly strong after al she had eaten, rushed from her and to him, and a bright
white series of im-pulsestraveled from her up hisarm and into his head and seemed to explode there,
then fade, athough not entirely.

They hadn’t invented anumber high enough to count the women Nathan Brazil had known in hislife, and
hel d spent millenniatrying to never form an attachment or any real fedling for any short-lifer because of
the inevitable heart-break. 1t was dways a battle, though, particularly because of hisown intense
londliness. Somehow, though, right there, right then, with this mystery woman he could neither talk to nor
understand, he logt the battle and the will to fight it at al. Suddenly, without even thinking, he drew her to
him, and he kissed her, and suddenly the pent-up emotions held back for so many countlessyears
overwhelmed him.



She had been both surprised and pleased when he' d em-braced her and started to kiss her in away far
more than friendly, since that was just what she wanted and needed then, but with the kisscame a
sudden massive surge of deep, blinding white fromhim intoher. The closest she might have cometo
describing the fedling rushing inward, had she been capable of analyzing it or even cared to, wasthat it
seemed asif her whole brain had been fried in amassive wave of pleasure and desire.

By the time they’ d finished, under that magnificent sky, on the grass, near the ancient seawall, and were
just lying there side by side, holding hands and looking up, she was incgpable of even wondering if what
she' d tried had backfired. She only knew that she’ d never felt like this before, notever, and that she
could never bear tolose him or live without him. She was, even in the Glathrielian energy sense, linked to
him now for life,

Brazil, too old, too wise, too strong, was unaware of the cause of what had happened but was
nonetheless affected by it.Iswore when Mavra left that | would never allow my-self to do this again,
he thought.But | guess | made myself a little too human, after all. So, here | am, feeling totally
il-logical, in love with somebody whose name | don’t know, whose background | don’t know, and
who | can’'t even talk to. Maybe after all thistime | really have gone nuts.

But hedidn’t want to reject it, even though he knew degp down he could purgeit if hetruly worked at it.
He d fdt the same intengty of feding from her, and for now maybe that was enough. He fdt the odd
linkage, asif something tangible actualy connected the two of them like some umbilica cord, but he
dismissed it asjust too many years of holding in hisemoations.

Findly, he got up and pulled her to her feet, and they walked back toward the camp, still in an emotional
high.

Thefact that afeding of impending danger cut through the high was dl the more dramatic. They both
sensed it a the same time and moved over away from the campsite to-ward the darkest area of trees.
They separated, but the link established between them did not weaken or fdter. It was asif they could
read each other’ s emotions, though not thoughts, and immediately accept and act on them. There was
something out there, something not friendly, and it was waiting for them.

She separated from him and immediately tried her night sense. What had been invisible before now came
invery, very clear. There were two creatures; one, larger than the other, holding some sort of instrument,
was hiding behind atree just down the path to the fountain, with aclear view of the tent; the other wasin
thetrees, dlent, dtill, waiting for them.

At the same moment Terry saw them with the night sight, Nathan Brazil suddenly knew exactly where
both of the lurkerswere. He didn’t wait to wonder how he knew; he sensed that the girl was going for
the onein the trees, so histarget was the bastard down the trail.

Great! hethought sourly.What the hell am | going to do? Hit him with my guidebook? Anything he
could possi-bly use as aweapon was back in the camp. Or wasiit?

He suddenly realized that he was carrying his clothes, not wearing them, and he fumbled in the pants
pockets to see what he had. The map and book, safety matches, and . . . one of the sparelittle gas
canigters he used for the camp stove. He couldn’t remember putting it there and wondered if it wasfull or
empty. There was no time to check; he' d haveto trust to thoselittle twists of fate that aways got him out
of nasty Stuations and hope thiswasn't one of those times when he was going to wake up in ahospitd.



Dropping everything but the canigter, which lit much like acommon cigar lighter, he slently made hisway
around through the trees, giving the ambusher awide berth. Thank-ing fate that these two hadn’t
discovered them up by the seawadl, he began to close in on his quarry from the foun-tain side.

He could see the lurker now. Humanoid, maybe a meter and ahdf tall, covered with brown fur or
feathers, and, most important of dl, holding amean-looking rifle of no loca manufacture with what must
have been a sniper’ s scope on it. With the experience of countlesslifetimes, Bra-zil approached the
cregture in absolute Slence, dowly, dowly closing in, ready to pounceif the sniper suddenly noticed him.

Now hewas practically standing next to the sniper, at the sametree. Carefully, silently, he turned the
little gasjet on and prayed that the flint and whedl wouldn't screw him up.

The sniper suddenly straightened up abit in puzzlement, then sniffed the air. Brazil lit the canister and
shoved it a him. A huge sheet of flame roared out and caught the fur, and the creature roared in pain and
turned, giving Brazil alook at one of the meanest-looking faces he' d ever seen.

Asthe creature straightened up, Brazil dropped the can-ister and legpt at it, grabbing the rifle and then
dropping, rolling, and coming back up with it pointed back at the as-sassin in onefluid motion.

The creature banged its back against the tree and put out the fire but then glared down the barrel of his
own rifle. There was no doubt from the way Brazil held it that the man knew just how to useit.

Over near the camp another creature had waited in the trees to pounce on whoever might have cometo
thetent. It clung, silent and ill, to the Side of the tree without any ob-vious means of support.

Terry had moved around to the other Sde after separating from Brazil and had gone up atree well
distant from her own quarry. She moved with sllent precision, using the night senseto seethelinks
whereby she could get from one tree to the other and findly to the one next to the tent. The thing glowed
brightly in her night sense, asickly red like dried blood against the glowing tan of thetree. The outline
was clear and now familiar to her: one of those scorpionlike creatures, itslong, curved tail poised and
practicaly screaming ingtant deeth to her.

She wasright above it now, and for the first time she wasn't sure what to do. Shesensed that Nathan
was about to pounce on the other one; whatever it was had to be done fast. If only she had a better angle
... Nothing she could do would work unless she actualytouched the loathsome thing!

At that moment Brazil moved, and from up the path there was a scream that she knew was not his. The
cresture was suddenly dert, then turned toward the direction of the sounds. At that moment, fidgeting,
the deadly tail was pointed straight down, the curve right below her. Timing, of course, was everything,
but there was no chance for any-thing else but direct force and a prayer that it would work.

She jumped feet firgt and struck thetall at its midcurve. Thetail went forward and punctured the thick
exoskeleton of the creature, who roared even asthey both fell from the tree and onto the tent below.

Shelanded right next to the thing and gave a panicked cry as the poison-tipped tail flailed up and down
in random directions. Sherolled away just in timefor it to miss her, but it was anear thing. She was
entangled in the collgpsed tent with the creature when it again struck within ahair’ s breadth of her arm.
Shereached out reflexively and shoved it, at the same time sending her own fear and panic.

The creature managed to right itsalf but seemingly forgot about her. Itleapt agood ten feet, landing onits
feet, and began running on dl six of itslegs away toward the port, emitting an eerie, piercing Srenlike



scream asit did so.

She had no ideawhere it went, and she didn’t care. She knew it was gone, and she felt that Nathan was
al right aswell.

Brazil wastorn between his captive and his clear percep-tion of her fright and panic. He turned dightly,
digtracted by the fedings he was receiving from her, and the woul d-be sniper took it as an opening,
running into the man and knocking him down, sending therifleinto the grass. The cresture didn’t look for
it or go at Brazil, though; instead, it ran at top speed away into the darkness.

Brazil got up quickly and looked around, but the assassin was gone.” Damrn!”  he swore doud. “Damn!
Damn! Damn!” Helooked around for therifle, certain that the creature hadn’t retrieved it, and found it in
about thirty sec-onds. The girl no longer worried him; he knew without even checking that she was safe
and that the other assailant, too, had fled.

Instead, he walked back down to what remained of the camp, looking at the rifle, noting only now what
had caused him to know that an ambush awaited.

The two embedded dectric streetlights aong the fountain path were out. Either put out or shot out, most
likely.

Hefound Terry shaken but unharmed. She might have a bruise or two, and she had a coupl e of
scratches where she' d falen into the tent, but it didn’t gppear to be anything serious.

He smiled, winked at her, and kissed her, then turned his attention to therifle. It was adamned good
one, too. Expen-sive. But the previous owner was no pro; apro would never have taken up that
exposed position or alowed anyoneto get that close. Smilarly, the Ecundo, for that was what the
scorpionlike creature had been, had acted less like an assas-sin than like some ship’s crewman hard up
for some spare cash and recruited on the spot for an “easy” job. Again, no matter what her own abilities,
she shouldn’t have been able to get close enough to nail him without his hearing, and he certainly should
have nailed her with that stinger when they fell. These were amateurs. Amateurs hired by somebody with
money and sources of illega weapons.

They’d just survived a crude attempt by amateurs at apaid “hit.”

“Now what thehdll . . . 7" he mused, staring at the rifle. Who would want him dead badly enough to hire
toughsto do it? Who would be dumb enough to think they could kill him? Y et if they didn’t know who he
redlly was and what that meant, why bother? The Ambreza? Hardly. They could have snared him alot
easer athousand times and with far less mess. He d been only in Ambrezaand briefly in Glathridl, and
certainly the latter was out as a suspect. The only one who knew both who he was and where he might
be would be Mavra Chang.

But thiswasn't her style. Remote-control hits by amarteurs? And she of al people would know that he
couldn’t be taken out any more thanshe could. But who else could it be?

Damn it, Mavrawas as much if not more of an enigmato him than the girl was. If itwas Mavra, what
might be the motive? To dow him up, perhaps, now that he was on the move? A redl possibility. But the
worst possibility was one he didn’t want to think about.

That somebody here, somewhere, knew who and what he was and was bent on stopping him at al cogt,
athird player whose very race and motives were unknown.



Helooked at the ruins of the camp and sighed. Then he went over to find his clothes and get dressed
again.She might not mind, but it was damned chilly for him.

There wouldn't be much deep tonight, after dl, even with dl that had happened. Tomorrow morning the
ship would sail, and they would be on it. Plenty of timeto deep then. Or, at leadt, if there was another
attacker aboard, they couldn’t run away like these two and he might get answersto some questions.

It wasthe story of hislife, he decided. Every nice turn was met with an unexpected plungeinto
something nasty.

Erdom

LORIHAD BEEN WITH POSIPHAR LONG ENOUGH TO UNDERSTANDthe bargaining game,
and it was agood thing, too, since the tentmaker was't offering avery good dedl on getting Jul-ian off
his handsin spite of his professed disgust with her.

“Since the trestment has begun asthe Holy One directed, sheis coming along very well,” Aswam
argued. “In afew more months, with the herbs the monk gave usto add to her food and drink, she will
have forgotten dl thisfoolish-ness and become agood girl and bear many fine children.”

Lori did find this particular scde of bargaining distaste-ful, though;, it seemed too much like haggling over
asale price, and in this case the commodity was awoman re-duced to the status of abrood mare. Still,
the addition of drugs—"herbs’—to Julian’ sfood explained alot aswell about her mood swings and
collgpse of will.

“And you are arguing that | should repayyou for your losses to date, when you are telling methat sheis
as sheisnow only because of herbs ?And other than your loss of use of the storage shed, how much has
she cost you so far above what dowry you were paid for her? How much for those herbs and dl the
Specid atention?’

“My investment is condderable now. That iswhy | will not give her awvay!”

“Ah! But you said it would still be months, perhaps many months, before it ran its course and you had
the girl you wanted. Perhaps it will be months. Perhaps it will belonger. And can you ever be certain that
what you seeisred, isnot an act? Will you ever be ableto trust her fully? Or will your wives and
daughters always be preoccupied watching her, so that they can never concentrate on their duties? It
seemsto methat you are boasting of doubling your costsin afifty-fifty chance that she might work ouit.
Right now, thanks to the dowry, your losses are smdll, but now that dowry isgone and all the costs are
on you. Isyet one more wife worth that much to you?’

They argued back and forth, and for alittle while Lori was afraid that Aswam might well not budge too
much be-yond a“Take her and go,” blaming Lori for Julian’ s new-found resolve.

Lori had fought so hard just to get the tentmaker to this point that he feared pressing the matter might
lose every-thing. Still, therewas just somefeding insde, some gut in-gtinct, that the old man realydidn’t
want Julian anymore. Lori wondered if he had the right to bargain beyond this point, considering that it



was Julian’ sfuture, not his, that was at stake, but something inside made it impossible to stop. He did,
however, decide to bring down the hammer.

Lori got up from the cushion and looked down at the still-reclining tentmaker. “1 cannot accept the
dishonor of awifewith no dowry,” he said flatly. “1f sheisnot worthy of it and I am not worthy of the
respect, then thereis noth-ing moreto say.” He turned, feeling uneasy and queasy as hell about what he
was doing, and started for the exit from the great tent.

He actudly thought the old bastard was going to let him go, but just as he reached the curtained
doorway and made to push back the drape and leave, Aswam called, “Now, wait aminute! Perhaps
something can be arranged, young hothead.”

Lori smiled and felt immenserelief, then set hisfacein avery serious posture before turning and coming
back to the old man. From this point the haggling would be over how much the tentmaker would pay, not
the other way around.

Thefina price was not nearly as much as Lori had hoped for asastake, but hejust didn’t have the heart
or ssomach to pressit anymore. He kept thinking that if Julian had known what he’ d done, she' d have
killed him. Infact, if the old Lori Ann Sutton had seen this, she would have organized protests.

Once agreed, a marriage contract of sorts was drawn up, and then Lori had to go and seethe village
Holy One.

The monks of the hierarchy of the church looked and sounded quite odd. All males, castrated while still
children, they tended to be smal and wizened, with weak sopranolike voices, without hair or horn. Only
the eyes showed that there was alot more going on in the head than their appearance indicated.

“I must confessthat | am not whally in favor of thisun-ion,” the monk told him. “Therole of femaesin
this soci-ety is quite tightly prescribed, and no matter why the gods have chosen to put that person in that
body, it wastheir holy will that it be so, just asit wasfor you. Y ou were a step beyond her in your
spiritual development, hence you were reborn male, and she was a step behind. In a sense, both of you
were given agresat gift. Few may be spiritudly reevauated while il dive. Y ou were promoted, Julian
was demoted one step, asit were. The proof of the lightness of it is how well you have adapted under a
mental and cultural burden the rest of us do not have to share. That iswhy Jul-ian is having so many
problemswithit; it isaways more difficult to go down than up. | know the argument for the randomness
of the Well process, but we rgject it. Thereisareason for al that happens. Randomnessisanillusion. |
fear that the joining of the two of you might well under-mine that process.”

Lori remembered Julian’ swarning that this monk was both devious and dangerous. Maybe they al
were. Playing god and meddler on someleve wasthe only thing they had.

“Areyou tdling methen, Holy One, that you will not d-low it?’

“I am of two minds on it. On the one hand, there must be areason why, out of 780 racial possibilities for
each of you, both of you were reborn Erdomese and have come to-gether in thisway. On the other

hand, since Julian will tend to cling to her old self morein your congtant company, by alowing it | might
jeopardize her immortal soul.” He sighed and thought a moment. “ There is a possible compro-mise
position here.”

I‘Y$?l



“Firg, what are your plans afterward?’

“Um, well, | an weary of being aneedless guard for an old trader. | need more of achalenge. | had
thought to travel to Agomb and find tutors to teach me the full written language of Erdom. Oncel am
reasonably proficient, | hope to gain apostion in the civil servicethere”

The monk nodded, pleased with the answer. “Very wdl. Hereiswhat | will do, then. | will marry the
two of you, but on the official papers | will place conditions. First, you must swear to me on your honor
that you will continue with the herba additives until they are gone. Thisisnot just ardigious requirement;
to discontinue them now might well cause her to become very ill and cause permanent mental and
emotiona problems. Do not believethat | say thisjust to make you doit. | swear upon the Holy of
Holiesthat whet | tell you istrue.”

Shedidn't likeit, but there was nothing she could do about it for now. “All right, | sweer it. But | must
know what they are.”

“They are smply ads. In layman’ sterms, they help her mind and body become one and her behavior to
be cons st-ent with Erdomese culture.”

“And in nonlayman’ sterms? | wasonce ascientist.”

The monk gave athin smile. “In technica parlance, they are natura psychochemica blockersand
facilitators of at-taining desired hormonal balances. One, for example, isahybrid of two herbs used for
countless generations as gph-rodisiacs. Over aperiod of time the body beginsto treat the blockers and
newly set hormonal levels as normal and pro-duces them naturally as needed. Once that happens, the
drugs have no further effect and can be discontinued. In midtreatment, however, the body’ s balances are
quite dis-turbed and discontinuance can produce what anyone might cal insanity. The pharmacology is
quite complex, actudly. To go into more detail would involve going through thePharmacopoeia, and you
cannot at the moment read it.”

She was startled by this sudden rather sophisticated sci-ence and immediately saw what Julian meant
when she said that thisguy was no foal.

“| accept what you say. The problem | haveis, what isit doing to her mind?’

“Y ou won't notice any changes from the way sheis now so long as you continue them. The bottom line
isthat shewon't want to kill hersdlf, and she will be accepting of her role.”

“Okay, that's one condition. Y ou said several.”

“Y es. When you reach Agomb, you must check in and present the papersto the Holy Office there.
They will mon-itor your compliance and her progress.”

“Very wdl.”
“Next, you will speak only Erdomese to one another, even in private. Languageisthe primary definer of
acul-ture. Y ou must beieve that the Holy Office can determineif you uphold thisor not in their

examination of you both.”

Shewas't sure how they could tell, but right now she would agree to anything just to get it done and
over with.



“Andfindly, assoon as practica after the marriage but certainly before you retire for the night, youmust
consum-mate the marriage and present her for examination by me the next day. Then, and only then, will |
giveyou the pa-pers. Failurein any one of these may result in the marriage being annulled, and if it is, you
will not see her again and may yoursdlf face crimina pendties. Once you are married, you are mordly
and legdly responsiblefor her and youwill be held accountable. Remember, too,” he added, possibly
guessing a her ultimate intentions, “that even if you leave our land, you have had your living rebirth. There
will be no more changein race, sex, or anything else until you die and are again reborn. Thereisno
running from it. There are no colonies here. Y ou both will be Erdomese and nothing ese.”

Wéll, the monk had surelaid it on theline. “All right, | agree.” Lori said. “1 swear it to you here and
now.” He hoped he could fulfill the duties he was agreeing to. Asamale and an Erdomese, hewas ill a
virgin.

“Very well. | assume you can writeinsome language?’
“Several. Just not Erdomese—yet.”

“All right, then, | will dictate the contract, and you will writeit in the language of your choosing. One
copy for you in your language, certified as atrue copy by me, and the other in Erdomese for officia use.
Those, and the marriage contract, will suffice. When do you leave?’

“Wéll, Posiphar hasindicated that he might well go to Agomb himself for awhile and take arest. If he
does, we'll go with him. The hopeisto leavejust before dawn the day after tomorrow so that we can hit
asmal oassa midday.”

“Very well. Then you will marry tomorrow. | will then be there before you leave the next morning to
make my ex-aminations and, if satisfactory, hand you the papers.”

Theinterview was over. “ Thank you, Holy One. | will try to be worthy of your trust,” he said, rising,
bowing dightly, and leaving the prayer sanctuary.

He headed for Julian, who was till locked up by decree until the marriage, to tell her the good and the
not so good parts of the news.

“I peak in Erdomese,” he said right off, “because one of the conditions was that we speak nothing else
to one an-other, and | do not wish to have anything go wrong.”

“It will beso,” she agreed.

“The reason why you have changed so much in hereisthat they have been giving you herbsto fecilitate
the pro-cess,” hetold her. “They are strong, and the Holy One knows his business. | am commanded to
keep you on them until they are gone. He said that to stop them now would cause you to go mad. He
aso said that they would not change you more than you are now, that it is just to ensure that you remain
thisway. He dso said that an examination by others could tell. Does this bother you?’

“No,” sheresponded. “It—gives merelief. Now | under-stand why | have been thisway. It helpsme.
And if it freesmefrom this place, | will take anything they wish. | know they can probably tell. That is
onething they are experts at here. Getting what they want.”

“Then wedo it tomorrow.”



“Tomorrow!” Julian was excited. “ But—I will need morethanthis !l can’t get married looking and
andling likethis !

Lori grinned. “Y ou look just fineto me, but I’ [l speak to Aswam. Mogt likely hiswives and daughters
can help you.

He |l probably try and rob me blind for the service, but un-til tomorrow he' s stuck with you.”

Julian laughed, thefirgt laugh she' d had since she' d got-ten here. “ And | will beagood little girl until he
has no hold on me. | promise.”

“Um, one more thing. They require that we consummate as soon as possible after marriage.”

“Wadll, | am ready for that. | would not haveit any other way, as| told you before, eventhoughiitis
another way they hopeto hold ushere.”

“Huh?Why isthat?”

“They hope | will get pregnant, which will restrict us, and that | will have children, which will limit us
more. With nations so smal and so different, it isunlikely that the others would welcome families as
tlers. It does not worry me. One day | might like to have children, but it is not how you do it here that
counts. Even births are regulated from on high, so that the nations do not get too many people to support.
That iswhat they told uswhen we camein here”

Reminded of that, Lori fdt alittle more relieved. She didn’t think they had a population problem here at
the mo-ment, and she’ d seen some babiesin her travels, but not alot of them. The fact that at least by
observation it appeared that twins were the norm made the chances even lower.

“That’ s supposing that we can do it right to begin with,” she joked.

Julian gave a soft laugh. “That should not be a problem. You know what awoman wants;| know what a
man wants. When you consider that, we should be the most perfect couplein al history!”

After Lori left to make the arrangements, Julian had to chuckle a the sudden redlization that she was ill
of two minds. As ahuman mae she d been divorced with no chil-dren; now, as an Erdomese femde, she
was to be married and could have her own children, and something in her re-dlly craved the kind of
family life Julian Beard had rarely experienced. Lori might find what he was looking for el se-where, but
shewould never again fly aplane, let aone a gpacecraft, never again do meaningful research—not with
this body andthese hands—and, curioudy, she didn’t really mind. She' d railed against that knowledge
most of al in the beginning, but it no longer seemed to matter now. Oh, shewas glad that she’ d done
those things and had those mem-ories, but at the age of forty Julian Beard, from a broken home and with
no wife or family, had accomplished as much or more on his own than his boyhood dreams had ever
imagined. She hadn’t realized until now how empty some of the triumphs had been without anyoneto
sharethem with.

She wondered if in fact the Well had screwed up or whether, somehow, becoming Julian Beard's
complete opposite—sexudly, technologicaly, and in every other way—was't what was exactly right for
her a the moment. Now she was supporting Lori’ s show, and it felt comfort-able to be in that role and
stop fighting. Lori might never understand it, but thet, too, wasal right.



Husbands never understood their wives, did they?

Julianin fact looked stunning for the tiny wedding, with long golden earrings—a series of squares linked
together with chain, hanging down from puncturesin the lowest part of the equine ears—amatching
necklace, apinkish glow applied judicioudy to her face and upper body, hooves and “fingers’ shined to
amogt areflective polish, and her hair and tail done up in the traditiond style, rising from golden tubes out
across her back and up from the rear and then dinkily down to amost the ankles. Aswam’ swomen had
done her up just right, and she had just the body for it.

Lori was stunned by the look. In the dark shed he hadn’t even noticed that Julian’s hair was asultry light
reddish-brown, and the combination now put the other women around to shame.

Somehow, too, he’ d expected Julian to be taler. It wastrue that Lori was very large for an Erdomese
male, and he’ d gotten used to being higher than everybody else by afew inches, but Julian looked
postiveytiny beside him, with only that huge mane of hair bringing her up to near his shoulders. Sheaso
looked soyoung, dthough certainly amply devel oped.

The wedding was brief and smple, held in asmall demonstrator tent on Aswan’s property, with only the
tentmaker and hiswomen and Posiphar and hiswomen in attendance. In some ways the oaths taken
before the witnesses and priest were everything Lori had hated back on Earth; Julian had to promiseto
honor, respect, and “ obey absolutely” her husband, while Lori was required to swear only that he
ac-cepted al respongibilities, mordly and legaly, for hiswife swelfare. More interestingly, the word
“love’ was no-whereto be found. That, at least, Lori thought, was not dis-honest; he wasn't in love with
Julian, but he did find her incredibly attractive on dl levels, and love might come later. Neither, however,
redlly knew the other yet—which was in some way's aso cons stent with Erdomese tradition.

Then there were fruit drinks and exotic pastries and some of the exotic-sounding Erdomese music from
two of his daughters who had some talent in that direction, and that wasit. By the hest of midday they
werein aguest tent not too far away, the floor of which was covered with the large, varicolored pillows
that were the most common furnishingsin the nation.

Julian 9ghed. “Well, now | am Lori-Jdulian, or Madam Lori. Husband' s name goesfirst here, but even if
you teke adozen morewives |’ |l till be the only Madam Lori.”

“I' know,” Lori replied, stretching out on the pillows and sighing. “ Sorry, | didn’t get much deep last
night.”

“You arelucky. | got noneat dl. | never thought | would ever get married again. And I surely never
thought 1 would be somebody’ swife .

Lori frowned and looked up at her. *Y ou were married?’

“A disaster. | will tell you about it if you want. We were divorced years ago, and after sheremarried, |
never saw or heard from her again. Y ou were never married?’

“No. | lived with astring of men off and on, the last one for five years. We had just broken up for good
when | got the offer to cover the meteor strike.” He smiled sadly. “Want to know the ultimate irony? |
forced theissue. | was closing in on forty, and my biologica clock wasin scream-ing mode. Theidea of
children frightened him to deeth for some reason. | pressed, he left. Just moved out without aword.” The



smileturned to anasty grin. “How I’ d like to see himnow !”

Julian chuckled. “Yes, it might be fun to see Holly now, too. I’ ve got twice her cleavage inboth ways.
Useful, too. They actudlyare ‘jugs,’ you might say, holding water until near the time of birth, when
Mother Nature throws aswitch insgde. Y ou thinkyou have problems. Erdomese gestation isalmost a
year long, and the little buggers have hooves.” Shelay down beside him. “We can get somerest now and
do what we must later,” she suggested, “but can you at least satisfy one bit of curiogity I've had sincell
woke up here?’

“Huh? What?’
“Will you take that thing off? I’ ve got to know if it re-aly isthat big or if thosethings arefasies”

Lori shifted around, removed the codpiece, and put it to one side, then rolled back. HE d never seen
anybody’ s eyes get that big.

“Oh, my! Ohmy,ohmy ...

It proved alot easier, and alot better, than either of them had thought it would be.

The land changed considerably as they neared the coast, be-coming harder and more like the deserts of
the American southwest or the steppes of Kazakhstan than like the Saharalike interior. Water here could
be found coming from fissuresin the rocks or occasionally in streams around which sprang dramatic
vegetation. Because of this, they would often run into wandering herds of amat, twon, orzalj, the Erdom
equivaent of the bison, the cow, and the antelope, respectively, and, here and there, Sgns of mahdag, the
elephantine and vicious yaklike creatures of the steppes. Overhead, the fierce pterodactyllikemaguid
would swoop down in aeria packs; while preferring carrion, maguid were perfectly willing to do their
own killing if they wereredly hungry.

Posiphar had exchanged the sand skis for wooden whedls, and it occasiondlly took all of them to get it
up some of the grades and dl of them to keep it from going down some grades ahead of them. Mostly,
the daughters pulled it, the otherswaking beside.

“This place could be beautiful if you knew the rules and what was dangerous and what was not,” Julian
noted. “ Un-fortunately, | do not know those rules, and it seems pretty scary to me.”

“I’'ve seen little here that scaresme,” Lori assured her. “Nothing | couldn’t take with aspear or arrow,
anyway. Mahdag isadifferent story, but | don’twant to try one of those.”

“There be them who hunt them,” Posphar remarked. “ And them who be offerings of mahdag to the
maguid who have tried to hunt them, too. Luckily, they be few and far between, and the ground be
shaken long afore they come.”

“Have you ever seen one?’ Lori asked him.
“Yes, saverd timesin thisdigtrict, dways from a dis-tance and going the correct way, which is not the

same way the mahdag be going. The cursed beasts be a head or more taler than even y’ sdlf and weigh a
couple of tonsor more.”



Lori shook his head in wonder. “What do theyeat ?It would seem that it would take alot to satisfy just
one of them.”

“Oh, there be alot more vegetation around on some of these plateaus and mesas than ye d think,” the
old trader told him. “1 be not sure anyone has ever had the opportu-nity to sudy livin' ones and survive,
but | be certain that they be vegetarians and kill entirely for pleasure.”

The church taught that the mahdag had once been peo-ple, evil ones beyond redemption, doomed to
wander in the wastes until the end of the world.

Thetrip had been an uneventful one asusud, and Lori and Julian had pretty well stuck to the bargain.
She was even mixing the herbs hersalf according to the instructions passed on to them. They dso
practiced some socid rulesthat Lori at least had never even noticed before, although he' d been around
Pos phar’ swives and daughters since ar-riving in Erdom. Heshould have noticed, though, and he felt bad
about hislapse, snce most were redly designed to keep women in their “place.”

For instance, awife or daughter could address a husband or father easily, and a so any other woman,
but conversing directly with any other man, unless specificaly invited to do so by husband or father, was
forbidden. Since Julian considered Posiphar’ sfamily a set of ignorant little air-heads, she talked mostly to
Lori, butnever interrupting aconversation Lori was having with Posiphar. Thisgrated abit on Julian’s
nerves, but she hed it in and practiced it anyway. She waswell aware that she was still on some kind of
probation and that it all could be yanked away, and that was her biggest terror.

Still, when they got to the start of the last mesa, they found themselvesin an actual forest, which seemed
strange and dien to them after so long in the desert, and when they emerged from it at the other end, the
whole of the Sultanate of Agomb was spread out below them in the late afternoon light, and even Julian
had to gasp.

Thetown itsalf sat on abroad coastd plain, itstowers and spirals and vast honeycomb of streetslooking
like something out of theArabian Nights. The green of trees and grass, in parks within the city wallsas
well as outside and up the coast as far asthe eye could see, made it seem literdly adifferent world. But
what was even more startling was the view beyond, not only just to the east of the city but also to the
south of it, and it wasn't the vast expanse of the West Arm of the Seaof Turigen, either, athough that
seemed amazing enough. It was the shimmering curtain that ssemed to follow the coast dl the way
through which most of the water was glimpsed, a curtain that seemed to rise up to heaven itsalf.

“That'sright,” Posiphar cackled, “Y e never seen ahex boundary afore. That there be the border with
Hadron. All the nations be bordered like that, all over the world. It can be kinda odd sometimes, not like
now. | hear tell of somewhereit behavin’ icefdlin’ from the skies and as cold as the lower hells on one
Sde, and on the other sdeit be sunny and warm asthe Hjolai at midday.”

“And that to the right—it looks like the same sort of thing, only solid. Y ou sure can't seethrough it.”

Thewall there did indeed look thick and trand ucent; it reflected the sun to some extent but was a
moittled gray-black going from behind to ahead of them asfar as could be seen.

“That be the Zone Boundary,” Posiphar told him. “Inside there iswhere ye came in, somewheres. Damn
thing's S0 huge, you can put dozens of nationsin it a least. Even where they be havin’ great weapons,
they can’t blast through it, chip it, even scratch it. The only way inor out of it is by the Great Zone Gate,
which be hidden by that tall building down there built up againgt thewall. | hear tdll it be amighty strange
thing. Yewalk through any of them, and it' slike atunnd and there you arein the Zone. But no matter if



yewak inyour own, or someplace far awvay, even on the other sde of the world, when ye leave the
Zone, yewadk out right there. If yetrave as| know yeintends, re-member that. Any gate will take you
to Zone, and any gate out of Zonewill take yeright there. Be awhale of a short-cut home.”

Both he and Julian stared at that wall. Inside there was where they’ d awakened after dropping through,
somehow, to Zone from Brazil. Ingde there they’ d received their briefings and gone through the gate the
firgt time and wound up here.

“Can anybody just useit?’ he asked.

“Well, yes‘n’ no. Accordin’ to treaties, anybody’ ssup-posed t' be alowed to walk through any gate,
but not ev-erybody likes everybody else and not everybody signstreaties, and some who doessign
treaties don’'t dwaysre-member what'sin ‘em, if you getsmy meanin’. Still, mostly you can, but you only
can if yeturn ‘round and come right back to home. Zoneitsdf’ sfor officia types only. Kindahandy for
some emergency-type trade, though. If ye needs somethin’ quick, ye can dways have afdlow
someplace far off pushit into Zone byhis gate, then ye pick it up there and push it back and it's here.”

“Y ou meanthings aswell as people are transported? That’ s not like the ones we went through.”

“Oh, it be handy, but limited. Mostly things like medi-cines and stuff and fancy stuff for the rich come
through. Mogt dll else goesin or out by ship and overland by all sorts of ways. It don’t dlow no animals
or bugs or suff through, soit's safe, but them critterscan get into Zone, so they spray and ingpect and all
that in there, and they redly don’t alow much use of the thing for that kind of trade, you see. Mot bugs
and stuff don't like it outside their home, and most races can’t catch other races diseases, but there's
aways afew what can. And mostanything can liveinsgdethe Zone.”

“Have you ever been outside of Erdom?’ he asked the trader.

“Me? A few times, yes. Not far, though, and not on any of them floating contraptions. Been up north
where they grow tobacco. Be abig tradeitem here, only for the very rich. Gave it up, though, after a
while. Them Ambrezans be mighty strangefolks, and | don’t much like them contragp-tionsfloatin’ youin
arand al that. Also it be wet and smelly, with water just hangin’ inthe air. They be aso makin'® smart
remarks about our ways and looks and how | treats me wives and dl that. The longer you' re away, too,
the better home seems. This place wasmade fer us”

Lori couldn’t imagine himsdf having that problem, but he might. Who could tell what sorts of places
those other hexes were?“ | s there anywhere where we can see amap of the world? Find out about some
of the other hexes and races and the like?’

“Oh, there' s plenty books ‘n’ maps and stuff, but if ye can't read Erdomese, it don’t matter, does it?
Down by the port there ye can get stuff in aton of crazy languages as well asthe one they usefor
trandators so we can talk to one another, even them what don’t have mouths. But ye can't read that,
neither, so what' sthe use? Best go down to the port and pump some of them funny critters that runsthe
boats.”

Julian’s head came up and looked at Lori, who had the same sudden thought. *'Y ou mean those
trandators work— even in Erdom?’

“Yep, they do. Got severd kinds. Some folks wear ‘em, some get ‘ em stuck inside ‘ em—don’t
recommendthat be donein Erdom! | hear tell they be hexeswhere they can look right ingde you and see
what’ sthere and do dl sorts of miracle things. The rich and nobles go there when they needs stuff.



‘Course, you and me, we can’t afford it and don’t have the contacts.” He looked at the sun. “We better
be gettin’ on down there if we want to be on theflat afore dark. It be dl downhill from here and windy.
The woods don't stop here where ye think; they just go down, too.”

Thesundid set before they were al the way down; the road was good, but they were descending maybe
two kilo-meters or morein afairly steep grade, and the compensa-tion was a serpentine roadway that
switched back and forth on itsdf for what seemed like forever.

Still, even though it was some distance yet to the city, the flat made it easy going and the city was

certainly not something anybody could miss. It was big and bright and seemed lit up likeamillion
Christmastrees.

Julian’s past military experience spotted apuzzle. “1 wonder why they have city walsif they light the
place up likethat.”

Even Posiphar didn’t know the answer to that when Lori passed dong the question to him. “ Guess if
anybody be attackin’, they’ d put them lights out,” he guessed.

Thiswas one city that did not close at night. Oh, the shops and bazaars were closed, but there seemed
to be clubs and nightlife and eateries and music and gaiety dl over the place, dl illuminated by brilliant oil
lamps, some, with stained glass, casting fairyland glows that ranged the spectrum.

Posiphar directed them to asmall hotdl. “Farewell, lad. It' s been avery interetin’ time we be with you,
and the gods go with you. With my brood we be stayin” with some old friendsin their place near the
docks. Yemind yer money, now. Yeain't got much, and it goes quick.”

Lori felt like he waslosing his oldest friend, which in away wastrue, but they parted on ahandshake
rather than the embrace he dmost gave the old fellow. Men did notdo that, not in Erdom.

Julian looked &t the hotdl. “Wael, my husband, it looks alittle seedy, but chegp at least.”
Lori grinned. “Y ou mind your manners and tongue here or we' |l both bein trouble.”
“Yesdr, my Lord and Master,” Julian responded mock-ingly, but she shut up.

The placewas alittle seedy, but it wasn't all that cheap.

While heliked the city, its Sights, sounds, and smells, Lori had to wonder how long he could afford to
stay around this place before he had to find ajob of some kind. At thisrate, not long, and there was
much to learn and probably alot of money to raise before they could ship out of here.

The next morning he got directions from the desk clerk to the Holy Office. Best to get that out of the
waly as soon as possible, they’ d both agreed, athough it was not some-thing they looked forward to.
Posiphar had confirmed that the church was amaster of drugs and potions, and it was here, in the unique
climate and conditions of the south coast, that they grew and bred their suff. He' d figured as much. If a
monk in ajerkwater town like the one they were married in knew that much, imagine what the oneshere
knew and could do!

The monk read over the marriage contract and the anno-tations and paperwork from the desert monk.
Then they were separated, somewhat to Julian’ s panic, and taken to different rooms that looked very
much like Erdomese-designed versions of doctors examining rooms, and that was what they proved



essentidly to be. The monk who ex-amined Lori seemed abit younger and in alittle better shape than the
others he' d seen, but the doctor knew his stuff and gave a pretty reasonable physical. At the end the
monk left for acouple of minutes, then returned with three small cupsfilled with different colored liquids.

“Recline on the examining couch and take the orange liquid and then relax,” Lori wasingructed. “I will
return in afew more minutes. Y our wifeisfine, and I’ m sort of go-ing between the two of you.”

Lori noted that the doctor didn’t leave until the liquid was clearly swallowed. It tasted like burned
orange.

After awhilethings got very pleasantly hazy, athough he was never completely out. Hejust lay there,
kind of floating, and he didn’t fed any anxiety when the monk-doctor returned and checked hiseyesand
reflexes.

After that came awhole series of questions, and he an-swered every one, adthough the moment he
answered, hefound he couldn’t remember the question or the answer. Fedling good, he was agreegble
when told to down the green liquid, and after avery short time, hewas out cold, at least asfar ashewas
concerned, and he never did know about the third cup.

Hewoke up later feding absolutelygreat, supercharged with energy. He dso fdt different somehow as
wdll, but he couldn’t quite put hisfinger on what it was at the start. Let’ssee .. . . He knew who hewas,
and where he was, and why hewas here. . . Something about awoman . . . Hiswife? No, that wasn't it.
Oh, yeah.He d been awoman, from adifferent world, and he' d carried part of her inside him since he
got here. Now she was gone. Not the memory, athough that seemed both alien and irrelevant to him. All
thosefedings, dl those emotions, al those conflicts seemed to have vanished now. Hefdt no conflict; he
wasdl man, and heliked it that way. He liked being Erdomese, too. He couldn’t imagine being anything
but what he was, even though the back of his mind assured him he had been. He was glad to berid of
that wimpish eemernt.

Next door Julian avoke aso feding smplywonderful. She, too, had afeding that something was gone,
but, aswith Lori, it didn’t matter.Nothing mattered. All she could remember was that she’ d been sick
someway, and they’ d made her well, and now she was First Wife to the most handsome, virile,
wonderful man and that was that.

The monks studied them from hidden recesses in the walls and nodded to one another. Lori would take
the pre-scription down to the pharmacy and get more of the second and third drugs. The second they
would both take, and they would effectively rehypnotize each other. The third, which only Lori would
take, would cause overwhelming hormona changes that would wash the last traces of Lori Ann Sutton
from his conscious actions and inner thoughts.

They would make good citizens.

Themonks' plans might have worked well except for their own introduction of afactor that they never
thought of asathrest.

A note on official government stationery had been | eft & the Holy Officefor Lori, and it wasgivento him
dutifully asthe pair l€ft.

Lori was quite puzzled at it and even more puzzled that anyone would think he might be ableto read it,



but hefound that he could. It waswrittenin, of al things, classica Greek.

Thisisajust-in-case note. | have word from Zone that you were made into an Erdomese male. Whileit
isdif-ficult for meto imagine you other than asyou were, it isavery good thing you were made maeif it
had to be Erdom, as you know.

| had intended to cometo you, but in your own port where thisis being written and where | have been
trying to locate you, there has been a serious attempt on my life. I cannot imagine any motive for this
except from Nathan Brazil, and, since he knows | cannot be killed, I can only guessthat he haslearned
of my intentions and is attempting to dow me down, possibly lay me up for weeks or monthsin anontech
hex hospitd, or at the very least kidnap me and imprison me somewhere in theinte-rior. This meansthat
theraceison, and timeisnot on my side. | need your help. The fate of countless thou-sands of worldsis
a stake, aswell as, quite possibly, thisone. My best bet isto head for the Zone Gateif | can get to it
safely, which will return meto Ambrezajust to the north. If | cannot get into Zone, I'll haveto take a
ship, but few have ever been able to prevent me from going where | want to get into.

| have left messages everywhere | darethat | fed are reasonably secure. If you madeit here and are
reading this, | plead with you in the spirit of comradeship we once had not long ago to join me. | must get
out of here today before more attempts are made—one might succeed. It isunlikely that they would
know you by sight or current name, so you should be safe. | have left money on account with you at the
Gryssod Shipping Line on Baszabhi Street at the port. Money right now isthe least of my problems. Use
the account to purchase tickets on the first ship north to the port of Sukar in Itus. Register at the
Trandgent Main hotel. Someone will contact you there and get you in touch with me or provide the means
to get to me.

| will not minimizethetask. It islong, arduous, and dangerous. The prize, however, isthat if wewin and
best him to the Well, you can name any treasure, any reward, anything you like. Thereisliteraly no limit.
| hope to see you very soon.

It was Sgned “ Alama—Mavra Chang.” The date was only four days old.

He gestured for Julian to follow and went out, trying to figure out what to do next. She followed meekly,
without questions. Certainly this put adifferent light on things. He liked the fact that she was pleading with
him to help her. He remembered her as small and weak compared to abig man like him. She needed a
warrior, and that was at the moment the only thing he was quadified to do.

And thereward certainly beat working for aliving.

Instead of going back to the hotel, he went to the port and, after afew inquiries, found the shipping
agency. The clerk, who looked something like a Julian-sized bowling bal on stiltswith two huge ova
eyes, was disconcerting, being the first non-Erdomese he’ d seen since the dragon back in Zone. It also
had the mogt irritating high-pitched voice he' d ever heard.

“Isthere aship leaving any time soon for Sukar, in 1tus?’ he asked.

“Thereusudly is, Sr,” the thing replied. “ Drat these ol d-fashioned written schedules. It takestimeto find
anything. Itus, Itus. . . Yes, hereitis. Thereisaship leaving thisevening, in fact.”

“And how long would it take to get there?”

“Well, it isquite along trip, Sir, and the only oneslikely to put in here are coastal steamers.”



“Never mind that! How long?’
“With stops, five days, more or less.”

Five days.“ And how long isit from—" What was the name of that place? Think! “—from Ambrosa
or some-thing like that to Itus?’

“Y ou mean Ambreza, Sr?’

“It soundsright. North of here?’

“Immediately north, so just minusoneday, ar.”

Oneday. So if Mavragot back to Ambreza and set out for Itusfrom there, it meant that she wasfive
days ahead of him. Five, plusthefive daysfor Lori to get there by boat, was ten—maybe lessif Mavra
had to travel from the hex gatein Ambrezato the port and get transit. Clearly, overland wasn't an option
from the way the | etter was phrased.

The offered reward, however exaggerated, sure seemed better than working for years.

Helooked at Julian. Thiswasn't ajob for agirl, but shewas hiswife, and he was responsible, and he'd
need some-body dong to attend to him. The hdll withit.

“Book two on that ship. There should be an account in my name left here to cover thetickets. Lori of
Alkhaz and First Wife.” Damn! That name sounded dumb to him now. He' d have to change it sometime,
but not until he! d linked up with Chang.

Therewasin fact apouch left for him, which included not only sufficient money for passage but some
interna-tiona coinsfor expenses and another copy of asimilar let-ter in Greek that contained no new
informetion.

He went back to the hotel, pausing only to stop at a chemist’s shop and get a prescription from the
monksfilled. It never entered his head why hewasdoing it or that he shouldn’t.

“Pack what we have,” hetold Julian curtly. “We re going on atrip.”
She looked puzzled but neither objected nor asked ques-tions about it.
Themonks' plot would work for awhile. But there was only afour-day supply inthe vias, and when he

felt the urge to get more, both he and Julian would be hundreds of kilometers away from the nearest
chemist who could fill it and heading farther away from Erdom.

South Zone

standing behind her desk, ursomawould have lookedto any Terran like a pretty woman with very long
blond hair, an exatic cast to her face, and a skin tone that one might not have placed exactly. Only the



ears, which were pointed and set oddly on both sides of her face, would have seemed out of sorts.

When she moved from behind the desk, however, the dif-ferences were more apparent. She had no
navel, but at about where the navel should have been, the skin became darker and light wheat-colored
hair began—from this point on down, and back through al four hoofed feet to her tail, shewas very
much ahorse. The fact that the seemingly un-balanced front and rear halves managed to work so well
to-gether was even more amazing.

There was abuzzing sound, and she turned and looked toward her office door. “ Comein!”

A large creature walked in, in some ways the reverse of Ursoma. His body, while chunky, was quite
humanoid, but upon histhick neck sat aface that most resembled agreat bull’ s head set in a permanently
pissed-off expresson. Be-cause of the differencesin them, shewasamogt astal ashewas.

“Y ou | eft amessage that you wanted to see me?”’

She walked over to him dowly, al four hooves clattering on the smooth floor. When she reached him,
her face grew suddenly very angry and she dapped him hard.

Although shedidn’t look it, femae Dillians were very strong, and the bull-headed creature reeled from
the blow, then snorted and roared, “Howdare you do that to me?’

“Because you are a pigheaded asshole, and I’ m in charge by mutual consent of this operation. | can have
youexe-cuted for what you pulled! Y our punishment would be far worse than dapping if | reported you!”

“What do you mean?’ the creature grumbled, but calmed down.

“I mean these reports! Brazil and that mute girl. Mavra Chang down in Erdom. | know you hired those
killers. It wasn't hard to trace aturd-brain like you!”

“Sothey faled. They won't next time. | am tired of al this stupidity, this sneaking around and spying.
Direct ac-tion isthe answer! Just diminate the threat!”

Shesghed. “I think Iwill have you executed! That’ sNa-than Brazl, youidiot! Youcan't kill him! No
matter what you do, the Well won't let you! And since we have no rea-son to disbelieve her, the same
goesfor this Chang woman. All you can do is scare them underground, put them on their guard, and if
you kill any of their friends or associates, you'll have them so pissed off at us that when one or the other
getsinto the Well, they’ | take arevenge more terrible than the legends! Didn't that everoccur to you?
Didn't youlisten at the briefings, when we played the tape of her talk-ing to her compatriots before they
went through? Didn't you hear the proof that it was Brazil coming through, un-changed but with a
trandator module implant so he could spesk to the Ambreza as soon as he awoke? And the same for
Chang? Our computers state that there is almost adead certainty that at least one and possibly both are
of the First Race, locked in Glathriglian bodies for some reason of their own but heading for the Well.”

“It was boring and stupid. When you started on that im-mortal crap, | fell adeep. I'm an atheist. | do not
believeinimmorta godlike beings. | think we were being had with that briefing shit. Either that or the
femdeiscrazy. If it wasn’t one or the other, she makes a pretty dumb goddess using atrandator and
never once thinking that it might be recorded or monitored.”

“Well, wake up now and look at the evidence! Did it ever occur to you thet after al those centuries
Chang just might be awee bitrusty ?0h, | don’t know why Idon’t put you permanently to deep. One



more, justone dight deviation from plans, oneteensy, infinitesmd atempt tothink oract on your own and
you will forfeit your lands, your pos-sessions, dl wives, everything you have, and then you willbeg to be
executed after we are through with you! Our chances of pulling this off are dim enough now. Once they
get into the Well, who can limit their power? Who can override them? Not any of us ! Andyou —you get
them run-ning scared and threaten any possibilities of aded we might have!”

“All right, dl right. So what do you want meto do?’

“Cdll off your assassins. At once. Then start attending briefings, and thistime stay awake andlisten !
Brazil and the girl are now headed west acrossthe Gulf of Zinjin. If they connect at the narrows, he will
be dmost two-thirds of the way there, while Chang is il getting organized in Itus. We must dow Brazil
and direct Chang so that the two are likely to end up near the equator in the same genera re-gion at the
sametime. That is going to betricky enough, but we can't depend on fateto do it for us. Thisisgoing to
take alot of coordination. And we mustall work asateam. All of ug! If we don't, then armieswill
mobilize once either or both get near their god's, and we shdl be fighting each other over them!
Understand?’

He nodded but said nothing.

‘There isabriefing over the secured channelsin one hour. Be on and be awake!” she snapped, then
whirled and trotted back to her desk.

Glathrid, a Midnight

IN THE DARKNESS, UNDER CLOUDY SKIESWITH A DRIZZLY RAINfdling, withtheair
seeming heavy and solid and the mists moving like wraiths through the tops of the trees, therewas a
Gathering.

By the hundreds they came, mae and female, young, old, and in between, to Sit in the open on that wet,
swampy ground, eyes closed, and to touch one another in such away that both arms were linked to or
clasped by different people. The Gathering itsdf was brief and sllent. Thoughts, as most of the other
races of the Well World had them, were not transferred, yet information was. The combined analytical
datawas sifted, sorted, and examined; al possi-bilitiesthat might be foreseen were equaly and clearly
laid out in an ingtant, and a collective decison arose asif spon-taneoudy out of the combined input of the
Gathering.

It was over injust afew minutes, but had they been Ambrezan, or Erdomese, or Dillians, or even
Terrans, they might have run on for hours and never even seen dl the dataor dl the waysit might be
used, let done make deci-sons. But if the Gathering were trandated to alinear form and didtilled, it might
have been something likethis:

“The stepchild of the group doeswell.

“That which we imparted to her blends well with that which had come before. She has now ensured that
shewill enter the Wel of Soulswith the man of the First Race.



“Itissurprising that the Power works even on one of his strength.

“The First Race was great enough to know, even at their height, that they were flawed beyond
redemption. That iswhy the Great Experiment was decreed. But as the Watchman, heislessthan he
was, dthough dl that hewasis till within him. Consider the shock to the Monitorswhen hein-gtinctively
reacted to the Power! Y et, in taking on the form of a Colonia Race, living as one with them, he shares
their defects and wesknesses aswell astheir own strengths. Oth-erwise he would have recognized us
and sensed us.

“And so he proceeds to do for us the one thing that we could never do for oursalves. Our opportunity
comes early. We must seize upon it and hope that it has not cometoo early for us, asit did for them.

“Sofar, thingsgo well. It isgood that the girl was not given to know that she and the First One are
proceeding to-ward the end of the universe as they know it.”

Vergutz

THE COASTLINE WASNOW OUT OF SIGHT BEHIND THEM, AND THEmighty stacks of the
great ship belched out plumes of white smoke as the ship accelerated to full speed.

Terry sat on the afterdeck next to Nathan Brazil, oblivi-ousto the stiff wind and chill in the ocean air,
looking not back but forward.

Brazil himsdf stared into the rolling waters, put hisarm around Terry, and thought only of good
possibilities. Since no one could possibly know which route he would take and no passengers or crew
had signed on to the ship after he purchased their tickets, he was reasonably certain that who-ever had
hired those bumbling assassins was | eft behind. It would be next to impossible to set up anything serious
at his destination before they arrived, unless somehow they a-ready knew that destination and had dlies
there. Unlikdy, but he could cope. If itwas Mavra, she'd be morelikely to go hell-bent north hersdf than
worry anymore about him. She had started from the same place and at roughly the sametime, so they
had equal distancesto travel. He would a so have liked to have checked up on Tony and Anne Matie,
but they, too, could wait. If there was any place a po-tential foe would figure he' d show up and be laying
for him, it would be around either one of them.

At any rate, once he was on the northern land mass, they’ d be damned difficult to track and he’d have
many op-tions open.

Once the entire Well World had marshaed to prevent him from getting up there. Thiswasmuch easer.
And onceinside, he' d find out about this Glathridlian business, and maybe, once he normaized the girl
here abit more, they might stick around awhile, take the grand tour of this place. Perhaps, if she ill
loved him then, he’' d add her to the master Well matrix. Then, perhaps, he could aso find out what the
hell was the bug up Mavra s assfor the last three thousand years.

The hell withit. Hewas on agreat ship going across abeautiful ocean, an attractive and loving if
mysterious com-panion a hisside, and things didn’t look nearly as rough asthe last couple of times.



Héll, after al he' d been through before, he wasowed one easy one. . .

Somewherein the Congtelation Orion

IFPATIENCE WASA VIRTUE, THE KRAANG' SINFINITE VIRTUE WA Snow within sight of the
ultimate prize.So far, so good, thought the Kraang.
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