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For Ted Cogswell, and Polly Freas, and Bea Mahaffey, and Alice "Tip" Shel don,
and too many other old friends who left this outplane while | was witing this.
| owe you all, but too many of you are

m ssing when | return to this reality, and contrary to

natural law, there are far too many vacuuns where
once special brightness dwelt.

PROLOGUE
The Shape of Thi ngs

When t he changew nds bl ow, out fromthe Seat of Probability and across the
wor | ds they thensel ves created, they are capricious things, at once random and
consi stent, yet they obey their own spectral neteorol ogy.

The Changew nds' breath touched the formative Earth when it was but a cooling
mass of molten rock, its own formation caused by a previous stormhitting in the
void, and within that mass was sufficient noisture to cause the great clouds
fornmed from condensati on. The winds had less to draw them then, so they let it
al one for thousands of years. It was one hell of a rainstorm

The Changew nds returned to touch the new Earth when it was still soup, and the
conditions arose for the joining of acids and proteins just so. It was not

pl anned that way; it sinply had to happen sonepl ace under the | aws of
probability, which are the only | aws the Changew nds recogni ze.

Lat er Changew nds, far weakened this far fromthe Seat of their origin, none the
|l ess gently caressed the still-devel oping mass sufficient to create the early
creatures of the sea and establish the devel opnental pattern that led in the end
to the vast jungles and the reign of great reptiles and anphi bi ans. Anot her,

per haps stronger, stormdism ssed themas coldly and capriciously as they had
been made masters of the world, and allowed for the rise of mammual s.

Why did the ape |ine devel op better than the rest? Wiy did one branch devel op
intelligence and tools and eventually civilization of sorts? Well, why not? It

m ght as well have been them as anything el se. And the sane sort of thing had
happened on a | arge nunber of probable worlds between the Earth we know and the
Seat, creating both the same sorts of creatures and very different ones. Qur
world is far fromthe Seat, and younger; the others devel oped earlier, as ones
beyond devel oped | ater than we, but those vast civilizations and worl ds which
devel oped in between created a buffer between the younger worlds and the Seat,

i ncreasingly dense, protecting our world as mountains and jet streans and seas
and air masses protect us from weat her, absorbing much of the energy.

A great storm noves across the | and weaking havoc as it comes, until it hits
the mountains, the great, inpressive barriers of nature. Crossing those
mountains requires ten, a hundred, a thousand tinmes the energy of crossing vast
pl ai ns and oceans. A stubborn, particularly violent stormm ght nake it, but if
it does it will be so weakened that it will be quite ordinary to those living on
the far side of the range. O it might be diverted, attenpting to go around the
mountain barriers, and hitting el sewhere or spending itself in a long, futile

j our ney.

So, too, the Changew nds are weakened and diverted by the worlds between, thus
ai ding the new humanity from suffering as capriciously as the di nosaurs sudden
and terrible extinction. W owe the dinosaurs a debt, for we m ght have been
first, when protections were weaker, and they come |ater.

But though the stormthat crosses the nmountains mght be a pale shadow of its
former self, it is still a storm It still wets or whitens the ground, changes
tenperature and hum dity, causes slippery roads and acci dents and changed pl ans,
or perhaps causes a crop to be saved or a drought to be ended. Even though it is
not |large or grand, it still mght have far-reaching effects, if you nust drive
on that rainy day on some slippery road instead of on dry asphalt under a
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conforting sun and blue sky. Wthout the stormyou nm ght not have |lost traction
on that hill, mght not have hit the post or the oncom ng car, or been in the
pat h of another, causing a tragic chain.

One little storm no matter howtiny it may be, can have great repercussions.

A great Changewind stormwas a nere ripple in the nmathenmatics of probability by
the tine it touched Troy, but Troy fell just the same when it succunbed to a
pretty ridiculous trick. Another ripple placed Al exander where he coul d conquer
the known world, and took himfromthat world too young to do nore than that.
Just a tiny whisper, a slight rippling in the |eaves, but Caesar dies because
all goes exactly right, and the assassins then are beaten because nothi ng does.
Just a nere sigh of the wind chines, but a carpenter turned rabbi, one of
hundreds of self-proclainmed prophets and nessi ahs of the tines, beconmes a force
that lasts for thousands of years because everything, even his death, goes
right. Such things can happen, even to a single holy man anong nultitudes in
India or an illiterate nomad near Medina in Arabia. For every one that founded a
great religion and affected mllions there were thousands who did not. Wy thenf
Were they what they clained, or not? It nakes no difference to the Changew nds,
except to renenber that they worship probability alone, and so any one of these
just mght have been for rea

The winds are |ike that.

Wars, and peace; revolution and reaction; darkness and renai ssance; invention

and ignorance . . . all are the sanme to the Changew nds, and one is just as good
as the other. Causes rarely win or lose on their merits, but on the snallest of
t hi ngs.

"For want of a nail the shoe was | ost
The Changew nds touch the ordinary and neke them great, and touch the great and
make them failures. A Corsican officer becones Enperor of France. A Hai nanese
l'ibrarian unifies mainland China under a conmuni sm of his own uni que design. A
German Jewi sh economi st believes he finds the key to human hi story and dom nates
radi cali sm but never controls it. The son of a superintendent of schools, a
fornmer sem nary student, and a Russian Jew sh scholar unite in the name of the
proletariat they never were and bring a new order to Russia in the nane of a nan
who said that communi sm m ght never be possible there. A failed painter of

Vi ennese postcards noves to Bavaria and becones the | eader of a ragtag
collection of disaffected radicals and old soldiers and in ten years is
accl ai ned dictator of a new Germany. The probability of this, all things
considered, is next to none, but so long as it is not zero the w nds m ght
manage it.

There are still inpossible things when the Changew nds bl ow, but nothing is

i mpr obabl e.

And everyone who lives a life is eventually touched by at |east a small one,
sonme many tinmes; if not in day-to-day life then in dreams, nythol ogies,
fantasi es, gods, and denons, which are echoes, remmants, of those |ands through
whi ch the wi nds nust pass.

Al'l the universes created by the winds exist in tine and space di stanced enough
so that the creatures of those universes live in egocentric ignorance of the
nature of their true birth and that which touches and shapes their | arge and
smal | destinies. This infinite stream of universes rarely touches another
reality and even | ess often overlaps. It does happen, of course. Benjamn

Bat hhur st wal ked around a horse in full view of a dozen nen and was never seen
again. Awld wolf-boy appears nysteriously as a young teen in a Gernman forest.
How canme he there, and from where? One place has a sudden rain of frogs, and
anot her has a solid churchman expl ode and burn while sitting in his easy chair
readi ng the paper. From whence cane the bolt that ignited him for there is no
hole in the roof ? These and many ot her puzzles do happen, but they are rare
enough that rational men might dismss themas folklore, old wives' tales, or,
even when stunped for the nost farfetched of rational-sounding solutions, fal
back on, "There must be a |ogical explanation!"

Down, though, close to the Seat of Probability, the gravitational force of the
First Cause pulls the worlds ever closer, ever nore densely packed together
There m ght, that close in, be hundreds, even thousands of universes all so
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densely packed that what is the rare and bizarre overlap in the far-off
universes of the rational folk is conmmonpl ace there, and one m ght wal k from one
universe to the other while hardly realizing it.

This region, the closest in to the Seat that will support any son of life as we
m ght know it, is called by its rulers Akahlar. The Akhbreed fell here, a
remmant of a powerful tribe, perhaps, in ancient tines, fromsone world farther
out, but they were first and they learned to live in and adapt to this |and.
Thei r understandi ng and mastery of the arcane | aws that govern such a nmadhouse
gives themtheir power over all the others who have fallen since and over those
uni verses that have the bad fortune to overlap. The Akhbreed sorcerers weave no
magic in the true sense; they sinply have nmastery over physical |aws and powers
best owed by afar different universe than our own. They nmintain the rock-steady
loci, great |ands held fast by the sorcerers for their kings and people, and
they mlk the produce of a colonial enpire extending over so many worl ds that
none of the greatest inperialist dreaners could have hoped for such power and
dommi ns. Between the |loci kingdons, though, is anywhere and anywhen for

countl ess universes and | ands. The Akhbreed navigators can pick their | ands and
uni verses and routes, but for the rest it is random nmaking revol ution

i mpossi bl e and resistance futile on any |arge scale.

There is only one thing that even the Akhbreed fear, and that even the Akhbreed
sorcerers nust yield before, and that is the Changew nd, which blows far nore
frequently and with far greater severity through Akahl ar, since no Changew nd,
however di m nished, could reach the outer universes except first it pass through
Akahl ar .

For countless centuries those people who nmust pay tribute to the Akhbreed and
pl ace those nmasters first before their own interests have dreaned and hoped for
a deliverer.

For countless centuries the Akhbreed sorcerers have dreaned of the ultimate
power, of control and direction of the very Changew nds thensel ves, a power that
woul d truly nmake them gods over all the universes everywhere.

This is a tale of a choice of dreans, and a choice of nightmares, down, deep,
wher e t he Changewi nds bl ow .

1
A Choi ce of Bad Roads

Clouds were rare in Kudaan Wastes; its bl asted appearance, orange, furrowed
hills, and deep ravines and | ack of nuch that was the green color of life
attested to that. To have two stornms in a matter of days was not only unheard
of, it was a prescription for disaster, since such parched | ands had ground
baked so hard it would run off and the flash flood m ght ensnare anyone or
anyt hi ng anywhere.

This was a small storm form ng with suddenness as such stornms usually do,

per haps over sone cool spot where sufficient noisture fromthe |last rain had
coll ected and begged to be evaporated by the harsh sun. The cl ouds swrled and
thi ckened and seemed to take on a life of their own. Small flashes of energy
built up within, and fromthe darkest part of the building thunderhead shone two
tiny, deep depressions that illunmnated a crinson red fromthe charges w thin,
as if the cloud indeed was the protective shield or shroud of sone dark and

| oat hsone nonster.

The Sudog drew its strength fromthe stormand took control of it, blazing eyes
| ooki ng down, scouring the land. There was little wind that it did not create

and little variation in the heat of the day except where its shadow fell, and so
it had a relatively free hand.
It swng first west, until it found the main road | eading into the Wstes,

taking care not to get too close to the border where the interaction between
wedges coul d cause unpredi ctabl e and perhaps fatal weather effects. The desert
floor that was usually so flat and featureless was in full bloom wth great

bl ood red flowers hanging fromstrong green vines that shot out of the soil and
into the air and tried to do all that they had to do in the days perhaps even
hours, before the noisture dried and they were forced once again into dornmancy.
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The Sudog wasted none of its energy on them nor any of the water that kept it
cohesive. |If floated well over the growths and towards where the road went down
deep into a canyon with steep walls and isolated bluffs, its dull red and yell ow
and purple rock layers thus exposed | eaving part of its depth forever in shadow.
There were the clear signs of a disaster here: broken wagons, half-eaten and
rotting corpses of animals and sone people, partly crunbled rock walls and

| edges, showi ng what a true heavy rain on the down-sloping plain above could do
to anyone unl ucky enough to be trapped here.

The Sudog fl oated overhead and | ooked down for a distance, until the weckage
and remains ceased, then it floated back, away and to the north, back out again
over the Wastes thenmsel ves where roads were nere trails through colorfu
desol ati on.

Twi sting, turning, following the trail it discovered a great rock arch on the
downward side and there the renains of nore violence, this of a far different
kind. A new grave on the rimopposite the arch and overlooking it, and nuch
scorching of the very rock itself. Below, sonme animals, both nargas and horses,
and the remai ns of burnt-out wagons, and a nunber of bodies of nore recent
vintage than those in the canyon had been, bodies not drowned but bl oodi ed and
mutil ated by shot and shell.

It began to followthe trail, but its energy was nearly spent; it was next to

i mpossible to withstand the | ow hum dity of the surrounding air and the
scorching heat of the desert sun for long. It felt itself first weakened, then
al nrost coming apart. The eyes faded, the sliver of crinson that m ght have been
a nouth grew dull, then nmerged with the clouds, which were already turning from
dark to white. Its last inpression was the nere hint of life farther on, of
horses, possibly, and riders, but no details. It was sufficient, however, for
the Sudog's master.

There were four horses farther on, had it been able to get just a little bit
closer, four horses but with five very different riders. Also al ong was a narga,
a four-footed beast of burden that somewhat resenbled a cross between a

no- hunped camel and a nule, |aden with packs.

One was a very fat young woman, | ooking because of her wei ght ol der than her
years but still with youth in her face and conpl exi on, with short black hair.
The second was a strikingly beautiful young wonman in possibly her |ate teens
with long strawberry blond hair and a perfect figure, her eyes painted or
possibly tattooed with the flowing lines of sapphire blue butterfly's w ngs, and
a sinmlar, if much nore grandi ose, design on her chest from her breasts down to
her crotch. The effect was neither grotesque nor overdone, but rather exotic.
The third was an ol der woman but in very good condition, extrenely thin and very
tall, certainly over six feet in bare feet. Her hair was black, her facia
conpl exi on very dark, but little nore could be said, since alnost all of her
body was covered with colorful and exotic designs that seened to flow into one
anot her and nade her appear outlandi shly dressed even if she were nude, which in
fact she basically was. In fact, they all were

The final pair sharing a horse were very young, one in her early teens who was
thin and fairly plain, the other, no nore than nine or ten, alnost insufferably
cute. They |l ooked grimand tired, though, as did the others, and their faces
refl ected experiences that had aged them as none of their tender years should
have aged, inside.

They had clearly nade what they could out of what they had. The two youngest
wore what were obviously pieces of blankets with crude holes cut in their

m ddl es to give them basic serapelike protection fromthe sun. Mich the sane had
been done with a full blanket for the fat woman, white the butterfly wonan wore
a shorter length tied at the neck like a cape. The tall one with the tattoos
wore nothing at all save double pistols on a cut-down gunbelt. Both the big
worman and the butterfly girl also were simlarly arned.

There was sone thunder in the background and the big worman stopped and turned to
| ook back. "They're looking for us," she said tensely. "I can feel it. W have
to put as rmuch di stance as possi bl e between ourselves and this place as fast as
we can." Her voice was very |low and gravelly, alnpbst a distinctive and not very
mel odi ¢ young man's voice, straddling the octaves between nal e and fermal e. She

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...ewinds%202%20-%20Riders%200f%20the%20Winds.txt (4 of 138) [1/19/03 4:12:32 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewi nds%6202%620-%20Ri ders%200f %20the%620Winds.txt

spoke in the nonethel ess nel odi c | anguage of the Akhbreed, but the butterfly
girl answered in Anerican English

"Sam we're all dead tired, and the girls nost of all. W' ve been through a |ot,
and there's maybe only a couple of nore hours of sun |left. W can only push
ourselves so far and God knows where the next water is. If they find us then

they'Il find us, no matter what kind of distance we nake today. Best if we're
all at our best. | say we look for a canpsite that seens safe." She sighed.
"What a mess. No guides, can't use the nmain trail, and, considering the horses,

maybe two days' worth of water tops. And we can't go back to the border 'cause
all of those things are bloom ng."

The plants now flowering on the plain were not placid creatures. They had
crushed and eaten people, horses, even wagons that had the bad luck to spil

sonme noisture on the plot of ground above them and who knew what they were like
t hi ck, aboveground, and in full bl oonf

Samant ha Buell, the |arge wonan, did not bother to translate for the others.
Charl ey coul d understand the Akhbreed | anguage, or enough to get by, but
speaking it was beyond her. There was no need to translate; why get the others
nore depressed than they al ready were?

"All right," Samsaid, "we'll look for a safe place to canp. | think tonorrow,

t hough, we have to track north until we can find some clear way back to the
border. Wth all those wedges changing all the tinme if we can get sonepl ace

el se, anyplace, they'll have a real tough tine finding us then."

"Do you think those who seek you won't also have that in mnd?" the tall
tattooed wonan asked sharply. "Even now they will be sending their mnions to
patrol the length and will use their pet nonsters to deter or discourage us from
trying it until they can get there. There are always stornms on a border, even
one such as this, to breed them Wre Boday your eneny she woul d keep you in the
Wastes and off the roads, running, junping, and hiding, until the water ran out
and the horses died; and, afoot and thirsty, all would be as easy to pick as
flowers in a garden."

Sam si ghed. "You're right, Boday, and that's probably exactly what they wll do.
Dam it, they're not after you, Charley, or the girls. They're only after ne.
The rest of you are in danger only because of ne. They couldn't care | ess about
the rest of you."

"Yeah, but they think I'myou," Sharlene "Charley" Sharkin, the butterfly girl,
responded. "Even that sorceress or whatever she was thought so. You're the
quarry but I'mthe target!"

The Akhbreed sorcerer Bool ean had arranged it so that Charley, who bore a
superficial resenblance to Sam before the wei ght gain, had cone to | ook, sans
butterfly tattoos, precisely like her friend. And a conbination of a long wait,
depressi on, and Bool ean's pet denon had caused Samto becone nore than nerely
fat, so that one would have to be a very good observer and | ook very close to
take Sam and Charley as virtual twins. The idea, to make everyone chase Charl ey
i nstead of Sam had worked well —+to Charley's dismy. They didn't know if

Bool ean' s denon and the nonstrously beautiful but evil sorceress who had

vani shed while in conbat with one another were still alive sonewhere else or in
anot her plane or had destroyed one another. |If not, then the eneny for whomthat
sorceress worked had given a pretty accurate description of Charley to her
master, and with Boday's butterfly tattoos Charley wasn't exactly easy to

di sqgui se.

Charl ey knew, too, that the others were still sonmewhat in shock and that the
day's | abors had hel ped put off the inevitable horror within the others. Sam
Boday, and the two girls, Rani and Sheka, had been tied down by a maraudi ng gang
of animals in the shape of nen and brutally raped; the two girls had further
been subjected to the loss of both their parents and probably their two brothers
in the flood. Charley, with sone help fromthe girls' dying father, had nanaged
to rescue themand elimnate the gang, but she couldn't know just what they had
been through and because of the | anguage barrier she couldn't |ead them She
could only lead Sam and then only to a point.

The two girls had barely spoken all day, and Samwas clearly on the edge. Boday
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seenmed nornmal for Boday, but the artist and al cheni st was nore than eccentric,
and even rape and torture might not have affected that very bizarre mnd; but
for the same reason Boday was the | ast person Charley wanted in charge of
anything. The only control now was that |ove potion Boday had accidentally
consumed that had caused her to fall madly in love with Sam the first person
she saw after comi ng around, but even that wasn't as absolute as it always
seenmed in the fairy tales. Wen sonebody who was both nmad and danger ous was
passionately in love with you, you had to watch yourself even nore than

ot herw se, as they had di scovered nore than once.

Boday called a halt and pointed to their left. "Up in the rocks there, darlings!
Looks |i ke enough roomfor us and the animals, at |east, and there's high ground
overlooking the only trail in these parts.”

Sam | ooked up at it. "M ght be rough getting all the animals up there," she said
worriedly.

"Perhaps. But it will be just as difficult for anyone else to get to us."

It wasn't easy, and the final solution was to wal k each of the animals up by

| eading them and not falling down thenselves. Al of themwere exhausted, all
had pushed thensel ves beyond their linits, and as soon as the horse bl ankets
were converted to beds by laying themout on the hard, uneven ground nost wanted
only to sleep, although they did have hardtack-type biscuits and inval uabl e
canteens and snall casks filled with water and w ne.

Charl ey got out the single-shot shotgun and a box of shells. "I'lIl take the
first watch," she told them "You get sonme sleep. When | can't take it anynore
I"1l wake you up, Sam and then Boday can finish off the night."

"No," Samtold her. "I'Il go first. | don't think I can sleep right now W at

| east got some rest thanks to that dammed spell or whatever that thing put on
us. I'll be okay. |I got to do some thinking anyway."

The sun was still up and casting | ong shadows agai nst the forbidding | andscape
when nost dropped off into states nore approachi ng unconsci ousness man sl eep,
but for Charley sleep just wouldn't cone. She was overtired; she knew that. She
al so ached in every nmuscle in her body including sone she had never even
suspected before, but that only nmade it harder. She lay there, |ooking over at
Sam who was just sitting there staring vacantly into the distance towards the
setting sun. She finally gave up, got up, and went over and sat beside her
friend.

"I can't get off to steep," she told Sam "Maybe | should take the watch
anyway. "

Sam shook her head negatively. "Unh-uh. |ake some of the wine. It's not great but
it's pretty strong."

"Maybe. The way the animals went at that keg of water, though, | think we should
save any liquid until we just have to have it." She sighed. "It's been rough so
far, hasn't it? And we only just started."

Sam nodded. "I been thinking about that, and a | ot of other things. | just don't

know how much nore of this | can stand, Charley. Right now | feel—-dirty. Those
filthy, nmurdering scumplaying with ny body, getting inside of ne, getting off
inside ne, and there was nothing |I could do! Nothing! I'mstill matted up down
mere with dried prick juice. And her—that—that thing—taughing and cheerin' 'em
on. | think she was gettin' off on it herself just watchin' "em"

Charl ey sighed. "Yeah, | can inmagine how you nust feel. At |east, though, we

| earned one thing fromit all. W |earned just what kind of people and creatures
work for this bastard out to get you. Sonehow | just can't picture this Bool ean
being real cozy with that dragonfly queen. You didn't get to see her full, |
guess, like | did. Half beautiful woman, half sone nonstrous insect. Nobody's
born Iike that, not even here. You renmenber your changew nd vision? O the boy
changed into a nonster by one of those w nds?"

Sam nodded absently.

"Well, | think this one was another like that, only nmaybe only part way, like
part of her was covered and part wasn't and sonehow it nmade a new whol e. You can
al nrost see how sonebody like that is made. A pretty woman |i ke that, changed
into half what she was and half nonster. Maybe that is the only way she can get
satisfaction herself nowby watching it. Maybe she's just gettin' even with
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everybody, 'specially girls, who can still have what she can't. Even so, she
worked for the guy with the horns. She told ne so. He mght | ook human, but
inside he's gotta be an i nhunan bastard, worse than she was.

I magi ne this whole place, all of it, domnated and run by ones |ike the
dragonfly queen.”

Sam shook her head in wondernent. "Maybe. | think | could have stood it for ne,
but those children!. How could anyone defile kids like that? | wanted to do nuch
worse than kill them | wanted to roast them live, over a fire and take 'em

apart piece by piece."
Charl ey | ooked over at the sleeping girls. "Yeah, and they been so quiet. The
little one is so full of hate, though, you can feel it, and the big one—you

can't tell about her at all. And while I'mglad we saved "em | w sh | knew what
we' d saved them for. They're gonna slow us down and we'll have to have extra
supplies for themand protect themin a fight. It's not good, Sam"

The | arge woman nodded. "1 know, | know. You don't know how | want to give in to

Boday, find soneplace away fromit all and just rot there in peace. But, you're
ri ght —-e' ve now seen what the eneny looks like and it's not pretty. |If stopping
themneans | got to reach Boolean, then | got to reach Boolean. Bad as this
Akhbreed rule over all these colonies is, when I think of guys |ike the ones we
killed rulin' over all the little kids

Darkness fell quickly as they sat and talked, bringing a hot, dry wind with it
as the tenperature cooled down to nerely intolerable.

"It's along way fromthe mall," Charley sighed. "You ever think about home?"
"Lots. Particularly Mom and Dad and what ny di sappearance has to have put them
through. | think | could take this better if there was some way to contact them
tell them!l'mstill alive. And | dream of warm showers in confortable hones and
cars and nall hopping and all the rest. God! For high school dropouts we sure
dropped out farther and | ower than anybody el se.”

Sam gave a dry chuckle. "I guess that's right. The funny thing is, though,
don't think of hone too nmuch. Ch, yeah, I'd |like Momand Dad to both know I'm
still alive, too, and |I kind a have this crazy hope that maybe ny vani shing act

brought 'em back together or something, but every time | think of honme | also
think of here. Where the hell was | heading? | can see nyself as sone butch dyke
on the make with sone job sellin' shoes or maybe a waitress. | dunno. | kind a
think I was on nmy way to poppin' a ton of pills one night or drinkin' nyself to
death. So here | ama really gross fat girl hooked up with a flaky nutso cross
between an artist, a madam and a pharmaci st, stuck out in the mddle of nowhere

and bein' chased by who knows what—-and no matter what | feel like I'd pick here
over there. | guess | amnuts."
"No, | think | can see it," Charley told her. "You got a few things here you

never had back hone. Thanks to that potion you not only have sonebody who cares
about you but one you know isn't gonna back stab you later on or hurt you. And
you don't hav'ta get anorexia or do anything to attract other people. And you
got a purpose here. No matter what, you're inportant. In a way, all the powers
of Akahlar are tryin' to get you to Bool ean or keep you away fromhim That may

not be safe or confortable, but it sure as hell is a big deal."

"Maybe, " Sam responded, "but, deep down, | really wish you were really the one
that was inmportant, the one they wanted. | really don't want this. It's too
heavy for ne. | think |I could a been happy just stayin' with Boday in Tubikosa,

cookin' the neals, doin' the laundry and cl eani ng, and running the studio and
househol d. It's crazy. Wat nost girls won't have no part of anynore back hone

was all | really ever wanted. Only trouble was, | never wanted to do it with a
guy. | didn't want to admit that, even to nyself. It'd kill my nom Hell, even I
thought it was evil, one of the big sins. It ain't until you're tied down and

stretched out naked while a bunch of dirty, sliny bastards play with your body
that you see how dunb that is, what real evil and sin is all about."

"Poor Sam" Charley synpathized. "No matter where you wind up there's sonething
you can't control |ousing things up."

"Well, at least likin' girls don't bother me no nore. I'mconfortable with it.
That's one thing last night did for me. No nore lies, not to nobody, not even to
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nmyself. If other folks can't handle it that's their tough luck. And if |'m okay

with nyself as a fat slob, then that's all right, too. Hell, all themfantasies
about ne bein' a glamur queen and what the hell would it get me, huh? | ain't
never gonna be ny nom so | mght as well just be nme."

"l guess that's the best way to think about it," Charley told her, "M, | never
figured on any of this, but | do |like the men. Jeez! Could | use a good fuck
right now Not |ike what you had," she hastened to add. "I nean a good one."

"I still need you, Charley," Samsaid seriously. "Not as a | over but for your

strength. Maybe that's why | was so attracted to you all that tine. You're nore
like my momthan | could ever be. Supernmom Lawyer, activist, nother, church
deacon—you nane it, she's it. Maybe we had the wong parents. Maybe they
switched us when we were babies or sonething.”

Charl ey chuckled. "Good trick since we were born two thousand miles apart. |I'm
not sure | ever wanted to be superwonan, but | sure had anbition, that was for
sure. | was gonna be a busi nesswonman, that was for sure. MB. A and all. Mybe
create a chain of stores or sone kind of design business. Maybe even an
architect. | spent so nuch time in malls | could design the perfect one in ny
sleep. So | wind up a painted courtesan selling nyself for nmoney here. No
citizenship, no rights, no nothin'. Can't even speak the cockamani e | anguage
except in words and gestures. And chased around whil e everybody thinks |I'myou
At this point all I'"'minterested inis getting you to the big boy so | can get
the heat off ne. | can't think beyond that right now "

Sam si ghed. "Boy, are we screwed up!" She reached down and started scratching
her inner thigh. "Tell you one thing I'd kill for from home, though. Sone kind
of lotion. 1've got chafing like mad fromthighs to crotch and under ny tits.
sure wi sh Boday had her kit at least." She |ooked out in the darkness. "That's
odd, " she said suddenly in a tone quite different than the one she'd been

t aki ng.

"Huh? \What ?"

"I't's glowing over there. Many niles away. Like towns glow on the horizon in the
dark anyplace. But there ain't supposed to be no towns in this hole! See it?"
Charl ey shook her head. "Sam | was trying to keep this from everybody, but |
can't see well at all. |I've never had perfect eyes—you renenber | needed gl asses
or contacts to drive—but after watching that magic duel it got suddenly worse.
can't say if it's alittle better, alittle worse, or just the sane now, but
with you riding just in front of nme today | could see you, only blurry. | could
tell it was sonmebody on a horse but if you paid me | couldn't say if it was
really you or a total stranger. After you was nothing but a blurry fog. Mybe
six or eight feet clearly, then double that very blurrily, and after that |I'm
blind as a bat."

Sam gave a |low whistle. "I didn't need to hear that. You're in the best shape
and you're the only decent shot we got. Dam!"

"You're telling me? Wthout conpany |'d be dead neat out here now. O course,
now that it's black as pitch it doesn't make rmuch difference. Maybe when we can
get to sonme civilization it can be fixed, maybe with gl asses or sonething. In

the neantinme, 1'll take the shotgun. You don't need to see nuch to hit with a
shot gun. "

Sam turned back and | ooked at the glow on the horizon. "I'd sure like to know
what that is," she said at last. "If it's some kind of small town or mning canp

we night be able to contact the authorities. If it's an eneny encanprment |'d
like to know just what we're facing."

"Most likely some bandit canp,"” Charley replied. "That's who supposedly |ives
out here, isn't it? Refugees, exiles, and changelings. At |east we have sone
bargaining if it's bandits. The jewelry and stuff fromthe train they |ooted
pl us we know where a bunch of Mandan gol d bl ankets are hi dden. They seemto be
worth lives around here."

It was for the Mandan gol d bl ankets that the maraudi ng bands of the eneny was
stal king and attacking trains, for they were rare and val uable and the only
things that could protect you in a change wind. Why Klittichorn and his mnions
want ed and needed so nany was unknown, but clearly it was a high priority. They
woul d have liked to bring the cloaks in the rock arch with them if only for
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protection for thenselves, but they were far too heavy to carry on horses that
al so needed to carry riders, and with all wagons broken or destroyed and only
one narga healthy and untouched enough to carry a load, they had to sacrifice
the bl ankets for nore water and wi ne casks. They had managed to haul thema
ways, though, and nore or |less bury them under rock and debris away fromthe
mai n canp.

"Yeah, but nobst of that type of person or thing or whatever would be just as
likely to enslave us and turn it all over to the eneny,"” Sam pointed out. "After
all, he's playing it as the chanpion of the colonials and the outcasts. No,
let's try and slip by '"emand get to sonmepl ace where we can slip across the
border into soneplace cool and rainy where they never heard of you or ne."

"Maybe. But if | could see better I'd sure as hell like to take a peek at them
If they're off a ways, then it's even noney we'll be canping tonorrow pretty
near themif we keep going that way."

"We'll see. We can't go back—they're sure to be sniffin' all around there by

now. W can't go to the border—that's a sure way to get caught out in the open
And if we go inland we don't know where we're goin' or what the hell we're doin

and we run out of water fast. Boday's in pretty good shape. Maybe she'll be our
scout . "

Charl ey suddenly felt dizzy. "I think it's finally caught up to ne. I'mgoing to
try and get some rest. You renenber to wake sonebody up when you feel it

yoursel f."

"I prom se. Get sone rest now. We got another day of that sun tonorrow "

Charl ey went off and Sam turned back to the | ookout. The gl ow was snall and
subdued, but it renmi ned constant, not |ike someone or a body of people on the
nmove and certainly larger man a canp. They had noney, but no place to spend it,
and little else. She scratched again. God! How she could use a |ong, hours,

|l ong, bath! A real soak. They were all dirty, sweaty, itchy, and snelled |ike
war med- over turds. Right about now they needed sone allies nore than anything in
the worl d.

"I still don't like the idea of that canp or whatever it was over there," Sam
sai d over what passed for breakfast. She was stilt dead tired, ached |ike hell
and felt like she hadn't slept at all—-but she knew that she didn't feel any
different than the others. "If mere's no fork later on, this road seens to be
heading right for it."

"Boday is for cutting back a bit and making for the border now, " the nad

al chem st put in. "There will not have been enough tine to bring up a force
capabl e of covering the whol e border area and we are certainly beyond the rain
and bl oom period of those ghastly plants. If we continue south, on this trail

we mght or might not run into whoever is over there, but we would certainly be
easy to find from above, either by sonmething flying or even sentries on the high
points. To go by night is suicide. To go by day is suicide. To go in any
direction is suicide. To stay here is suicide. Let us nmake for the border!"
Charley listened to the argunents and finally said, "Well, it's clear we can't
stay here but we don't dare go back. Sonebody's sure to be hot on our trail. |
say we go on, now, as soon as possible, before the sun's full up and there's
maxi mum heat, but if there's a fork or anything that takes us towards the border

we go that way. |I'd rather know what | was facing and shoot ny way through than
keep this up and die of thirst or worse."

Rani | ooked up at them and spoke in a dry, soft voice. "I know we don't have
much say in all this, but I got to tell you that we won't |et nobody, no nen, no
freaks, take us again. W can shoot. | never was sure | could shoot nobody

before, but I'msure now "

Charley didn't feel confortable, particularly with that comment about "freaks."
It was hard to renenber these were Akhbreed children, born and raised to be
masters of the colonial enpires. "Just don't you both go shooting everybody you

see, and everything," she warned. "The odds are nost folks we'll neet are not
our friends, but not all will be enemes, either. Wait for one of us before
firing."

The girls stared at her sullenly, but said nothing.
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"Al'l right, then," Samsaid firmy. "W go both ways. North and towards the
border first chance if it's a trail that |looks like it has even half a chance of
bei ng able to take horses. Let's pack up and get noving. No matter what, | think
we got to stop at midday and find sonme shade, for our sake and the horses', so
the earlier the start the better."

As they rode along, Charley eased up close to Sam "Sam—just in case, | think
we oughta make clear that we're all heading for Boolean. |f, sonehow, we get
split up and can't find each other, that's where we head."

Sam nodded. "Ckay by nme. I'mnot so sure, though, that we're likely to get split
up. Killed, maybe, but not split."

After only a few hours it was as if someone had turned up the thernpstat to
"broil." If anything, it seemed worse than before, and shade nore nebul ous and
not nmuch help when they could find it. Still, they covered quite a good distance
before it was clearly tinme to stop and take sone kind of a break. It was hard
even to think under these conditions.

Suddenly Boday called out, "Look, |oves! The trail splits, and one of it goes
down into a canyon. We dare not hope for water but it | ooks deep enough for coo
shade. "

They made for it, feeling in no condition to argue, although Sam noticed al nost
casually that the. fork into the shade was going in the wong direction
Anything right now for relief, she decided.

It was clear very quickly that this was no ordi nary canyon, but a | ong and
relatively straight side break to a nuch |arger formation. The ground seened to
drop away to their left, leaving themwith a very narrow trail to navigate

t hrough many switchbacks on their somewhat nervous and very tired and thirsty
horses. Charley couldn't see nuch past the edge but she could see to it, and
what she saw nmade her al nbst glad she couldn't see just how far a drop it was.
But it was all in the shade, at least for now, and as they descended it really
did seemto be getting just a little bit cooler, with a slight breeze hitting
them fromthe side.

"This trail's well maintained," Samnoted; "There's a spot we went over a few

m nutes ago that you can now see up and in back of us. Sone kind of rock slide
took it out and now it's back, reinforced with rocks and tinber. And there have
been animal turds, maybe horses', on and off along the path. They aren't fresh,
but they don't look all that old, either."

"W approach the nmain canyon," Boday announced. "See? It |ooks alnost like a

river down there. Small, yes, but water! We shall live if but briefly! There are
even some trees and bushes along it."
The horses and narga seened to snell it, too, and gai ned sonme confidence and

qui ckness. Charl ey decided just to hang on |oosely and let the horse do the
wor k, and hoped that the others had the sense to do the sane.

It took perhaps two hours to fully descend, and the canyon floor was
surprisingly narrow, but there was no nistaking the feel and snell of life and
the water that brought it. The animals had no hesitation in heading straight for
the river and drinking fromit, and neither did the riders. The river was fairly
wi de, perhaps a few hundred yards right here, and it was fast. This was white
wat er, and treacherous, but there were points at which it slowed as it was
forced to turn and at one such place they just |et |oose.

The water felt cool but not cold, and it was wonderful. They took off their
gunbel ts and bl ankets and just waded in, sitting in it, splashing it on both

t hensel ves and each other, and generally acting like little kids at the beach
They finally got out, in ones and twos, exhausted but happy, and settled on the
sandy silt bar caused by the river's bend. "God! Al | need is a conb and | can
feel alnost human again!" Charley exclaimed. "Ww Did we pick the right turn!"”
Boday' s head suddenly jerked up and she grew serious, intent. "Perhaps. Perhaps
not. Boday thinks she hears thunder far off, and she renenbers the last tine we
were in a canyon in the rain in this cursed |land."

The hilarity suddenly stopped and they all strained to hear. "That's not
thunder,” Sam nmuttered at |ast. "That's—horses, or sonething like "em A fair
nunber, too. Too fast to be comn' down the nountain one at a tinme. They got to
be al ready down here! Shit! And us trapped in a squeeze like this!"
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"I knew it was too good to |ast," Charley responded. "At |east we never
unsaddl ed the animals. Get the weapons and horses and |et's nove ahead as fast
as we can. Maybe there's soneplace up ahead we can nake a better stand than
here! "

Boday | ooked around. "They have noved too far upstreamin their grazing! Boday
can barely see them and the riders cone fromthat direction! Get the guns and
run downstream as fast as you can! Perhaps we will see places to hide out there!
The sight of the horses may stop them and buy us sone tine!"

The sounds |l eft no roomfor argunent. They grabbed their guns and began running
as fast as possible along the river trail. They were quickly out of sight around
the bend fromthe silt bar, but things didn't | ook nmuch better up ahead and
there seenmed no choice but to keep running for the next bend well ahead and hope
they made it before the riders.

It wasn't until they had made it, and stopped, gasping for breath, that they
realized that the runble of horses had ceased, |eaving only the loud river

noi se.

"I'"d say they found the horses,"” Charley managed. "What's it | ook |ike ahead?"
"Not good," Sam managed. Her weight was really telling on her now and she was
gaspi ng and coughi ng and soundi ng al nost |ike she was going to die. Cearly she
wasn't going to be able to take this for much | onger

"Sheer rock walls and darker and deeper," Samtold her, through coughs and gags.
"And what do we have? Four pistols and the shotgun. Maybe enough if every shot
counted and we were under cover, but let's not kid ourselves."

Charl ey thought furiously. "Everybody can swimor we wouldn't be here."

Sam managed to stop coughing for a nonent. "In that! It's white water, Charl ey!
There's rocks and stuff out there, too!"
"Yeah, | knowit's dunmb, but you got a better idea? W shoot and give up or we

just give up or we junp in and try and nake it to the other side. There is

anot her side, isn't there?"

Sam nodded. "Yeah, but it's not like a continuous trail."

"The hell with it! If we nake it over nere we'll figure out how to get back when
they're gone! They could be here any minute now, too! They won't be ridin' so
fast lookin' for us!"

Samtold the others what Charl ey was suggesti ng.

"We'll try it,"Rani responded. "I would rather drown than be caught and we nade
it through worse."

"A'l right," Sam sighed. "Then everybody throw the guns and gunbelts in the
water so they won't know we went in here. The trail's hard rock, there won't be
prints. Maybe |I'Il get dashed against a rock but with these tits | sure ain't
gonna sink. Boday, you stick close to Charley. She ain't seein' so good |ately.
I"I'l try and stick close to the kids. Almfor that bar over there, but if you
m ss keep goin' down and hide as soon as you can. We'll regroup on the other
side of the bend after they're gone."

Slipping into the water now was no longer the fun and luxury it was only a few
m nutes before, but at least the idea wasn't conpletely crazy. This was stil
part of a bend, where the river was forced to slow, and it was | ess rough and
shal | ower than at nmany other parts of the canyon. Still, the water was
surprisingly deep not too far out, and soon they were all floating at the nercy
of the currents.

Charley felt suddenly wei ghted down by her waterl ogged hair and swore to herself
she was going to cut it shorter than Sanmis if she ever lived to get the chance
She was al so disoriented, and suddenly felt Boday's strong hand take her. The
tall woman was much stronger than Charley and had little trouble handling her,
al though getting to the other side while the current picked up speed was nore of
atrick. Still, after what seened like an eternity in wet senidarkness, Charley
felt herself being pulled fromthe water onto sandy silt.

"Down and qui et!" Boday whispered firmy in her ear so she woul d be heard over
the roar of the water. "They cone."

They flattened out next to each other, and Charley thought that with their
sun- dar kened skins and the designs of Boday on both herself and Charley they
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were probably expertly canoufl aged to an observer on the other side of the
river. She aligned her head nore closely with Boday's and whi spered, "Sanf Rani ?
Sheka?" She cursed herself for her inability to speak this | anguage, even though
at | east she could understand it.

"Can't see 'em" Boday responded tersely. "Perhaps still in the water, perhaps
farther down. Boday sees the riders, though. Five of them They have our horses,
curse their souls! The narga, too. Big, tough-looking nen in dark uniformnms. Not
the Il ocal army and not thieves. WlIl organized. They have the cut of those pigs
we killed."

They lay there in silence for quite sone time, and finally Boday signed and sat
up. "They are gone, or at |least they seemto be. W shall wait here awhile
before trying any nore things, though. Best to be certain that they will not
doubl e back when they do not find us. Boday sits patiently and hopes that her
wonderful mate is now doi ng what she is doing and is safe.”

Yeah, safe, Charley thought glumy. Even if we stay away from those guys and
link back up, we're up this damed creek without a paddle or a stitch. Stark
naked, . no weapons, no food, no horses or trade goods. Nothing. Every tinme we
think we hit bottomwe fall into a dammed mi neshaft!

Sam had slipped into the water and tried to stick as close as possible to the
two girls. In the swift current it was inpossible for themall to |ink together,
so it was nostly a matter of using her strength to keep up with them and catch
themif they |lost control

Littl e Sheka proved an excellent swimrer, while Rani had real problens keeping
control. Allowing the smaller girl to swimfree, Sam managed to grab on to Rani
and keep her frombeing carried well away, but at the expense of |osing sight of
the destination on the opposite shore. By the time Samwas able to get hold of
and hel p guide Rani, with Sheka keeping them close, they were already well past
the destinati on and speedi ng up through the canyon near the center of the
current.

Di soriented, Sam saw a nunmber of rocks jutting up just to their left out of the
water and at first she was afraid they woul d be dashed agai nst them Thi nking
fast, though, and realizing that they all had only so nuch strength, she managed
to shout to Rani to grab on and, with a near-suprene effort, got hold of a
jagged bl ack spire and stopped both of them She | ooked around and saw Sheka had
managed not only to hold on but to have sonething of a protected spot on the
other side of the larger outcrop

It had been Sanmis purpose only to slow or stop themso that she could get her
bearings, but as she | ooked around through the white water bubbling and hissing
and splashing all around she caught a glinpse of the trail side and saw the
horsenen and realized that there was nothing to do now but hang on and stay
where t hey were.

The nmen seenmed to deliberate, |ooking dowmn at the trail for signs of them and
occasionally out at the water itself, but they maintained a sl ow and steady
progress through the canyon, not seeing themand not inclined to stop. Woever
they were, they had their priorities, and perhaps if they'd taken any tine at
all to see what other nan casks the narga was carrying they didn't really care
if they found the riders or not. The lead and trailing rider had rifles ready,
in case of some anbush or trap, but they didn't | ook too worried.

Sam | et themgo on until they were well out of sight down the trail and nen
some. Oddly, it wasn't all that bad clinging to the rocks right there, although
getting safely away fromthem again mght well be a problem She managed to
wriggle herself around so that she was facing downstream seeing now that the
narr ow canyon opened up considerably a quarter nmile or so farther down and that
there was another river bend at that point. The shore, nore |ike a rock |edge,
opposite the trail side was closer but the way the river was running it wasn't
nearly as accessible. Providing they had enough strength to keep out of the
center current, it was alnpst certainly easier to return to the shore they'd
left, and it began to look as if the men were not comi ng back

"Put your arns around ny neck and hold on!" she told Rani. "Sheka—do you think
you can swmtowards the trail ?"

The girl | ooked, then nodded. "I wll nake it!"
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"Al right, then. Three, two, one, now"

Satisfied that Rani was clinging well to her, Samlet go of the rocks and was
back out into the main streamagain. It was tough and awkward with the girl, but
she managed with a suprene effort to get over and beyond the main current and
all oned the water to take her down towards the next curve and out of the canyon
She hadn't expected the rocks and silt to have built up to such a level there
and al nost got hurt when she suddenly struck bottom but she nanaged to grab
hol d of sone protrusions out of the water, steady herself, and slowy nake it to
the shore. Sheka clinbed out a few yards down, and they all collapsed for a
whi | e.

Sam suddenly was seized by fits of coughing and gaggi ng once nore and felt very
sick and very sore, and it was sonme tine before she recovered enough to think
straight. She was very near total exhaustion, and knew it, but she al so knew
that her inmpulse to just stay there was inpossible. Sonehow they all had to nake
it out into the wi der canyon where they could find some son of hiding place to
col | apse and regroup

Hardly able to stand but urging the two girls up, she managed to get to the
trail and | ook around at the wi dened canyon. This, at |east, showed prom se;
there were other side canyons going off here now and | ots of uneven ground. Not
too far off the trail was a rocky prom nence that would provide sone cover from
the trail and shade fromthe sun. She urged themtowards it, her mind only able
to focus on getting to that spot and not hing beyond. She wasn't at all sure she
could nmake it, but not only she but the other two did as well. It wasn't

great —hard, rusty-red rock—but their spot would not be visible fromthe trai
itself and it provided a bit of relief. They collapsed there, all of them and
Sam si nply passed out.

Farther upstream Charley was winging the water out of her long hair as best
she coutd while Boday was studying the land and water. Finally she said, "W
cannot stay here. It looks as if this side has a narrow | edge going the length
of the canyon, so we will try and use it as our trail and not slip and fall in.
They nust have been carried farther on. Keep your eyes and ears open, pretty
butterfly, and we shall see if we can find them"

Both were in nuch better shape, both physically and in the anbunt of effort they
had exerted to get to safety, and it was not as nuch of a struggle for themto
press on. This shore, however, was not exactly the nice, wide trail area of the
other. In places the | edge above the river narrowed to but a few inches, and was
never nore than two or three feet wide. It was sl ow going.

Charley was frustrated nost of all by the | anguage barrier, which kept her from
even sharing her concerns with her conpani on. The Akhbreed tongue was conpl ex
and poly tonal; the sane thing said in just slightly different intonations could
mean sonething totally different, or turn nouns into verbs and verbs into

adj ectives, and the rules for what type of word foll owed what seened nore
intuitive than true rules as in English or Spanish, the two tongues she spoke
well. Samwas so linked to her counterpart in this world that she had known the
| anguage fromthe start; Charley had no such advantages. The only version of
Akhbreed she could use with confidence was the soft singsong of the Short

Speech, taught to the unlucky girls who wound up in the red-light districts of
the Akhbreed cities as prostitutes or worse; and its inadequate, subm ssive,

sl avel i ke vocabul ary contained only a few hundred words at best. Still, it was
better than nothing, and any Akhbreed speaker could understand it.

"Does M stress think the nmen saw t hen?" she asked in it.

The artist shrugged. "Boday thinks slowy today, little one. For now we can but
follow this shore and see what we can see. |If we do not find them soon, then we
m ght assune that they are caught and then we m ght have to track them" She

si ghed. "Boday was made to create delicate and beautiful works of art. She was
not meant to be an adventurer!"

They nmade it out of the narrows and to die najor new bend in the river where the
canyon opened up. The bend was significant enough and sl owed the river enough
that clearly anyone swept up in the current, or even the body of such a one,
woul d be washed up at this point. Just the |lack of bodies against the silt bar
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on the opposite bank provided themboth with sonme feeling of relief, but it also
deepened t he nystery.

Boday was thinking furiously. "W know that they could not have nade it to our
side, as surely we woul d have cone across them by now or at |least at this point.
They are not hiding and | ooking for us around here or we woul d have been hail ed.
It is a good bet, then, that the children were not up to the crossing and were
caught in the current, which would wash them. . . here. Sam ny darling Susana,
woul d stick with themout of duty. Boday fears the worst, little butterfly. If
they are not here, and they are not before here, then they nust have been
captured." She sighed. "W will wait a little while for themjust to nake
certain, but if we wait too long we shall be here all night with enpty bellies
and a cold trail to follow"

Charl ey nodded. The |ogic was inpeccable. It seened |ike they were al ways
chasing after and rescuing each other. It didn't seemfair, sonmehow. They were
naked and defenseless, lost in a strange and hostile land, and, dam it, they
needed rescui ng.

They sat there and waited as the shadows | engthened, until finally Boday sighed
and got up. "We should be able to cross here. They are not coming, that is
clear. Cone, little butterfly. Let us go and see what if anything we can do for
t hem "

Charl ey sighed and nodded. The crossing wasn't as easy as it |ooked, but Boday
was right; it was here or a long way farther down. They took one |ast | ook
around and even risked a few shouts of the nanes of the nissing nenbers, but
there was no response but echoes.

Sadly, they turned and started down the trail after the nen and horses, not
realizing that they were |ess than five hundred yards fromthose they sought,
passed out in exhaustion just beyond their sight and too deep in slunber to hear
their cries.

2
The Qutcasts of the Kudaan

Sam awoke very slowy and groaned. She hurt all over and figured that there
hadn't been a nuscle not used or a square inch of surface |eft unbruised. The
very act of attenpting to sit up caused pain, but she managed it. Her eyes

woul dn't focus right; it seened pretty dark for where they'd settled in, the sky
fairly light and clear but sunless, although it seened to get a little brighter
even as she watched. What the hell . . . ?

My god, it's norning! she suddenly realized. It is getting brighter! The sun's
com ng up, not going down!

Qui ckly she turned to check on the kids. They were there, huddl ed cl ose
together, still out but |ooking no worse than they had before. Still, they were
brui sed and burned by the sun and they | ooked, well, probably alnbst as bad as
she did. This can't go on, she decided. As nuch as | like them if they stay
with ne they're gonna die. Sonehow, if we get out of this spot, |I'm gonna have
to find a place for them Mybe I'ma shit for giving nmy word and gain' back on
it, but up to nowit hasn't been ny doing. If I can find 'ema spot and don't
take it, though, their blood' || be on nmy hands.

She sat back a nonent, trying to get her nental bearings. Morning. It had been
| ate afternoon when they'd slid into the river and crawl ed away fromthose guys
up to here. That neant they'd slept the whol e damed night through! Charley and

Boday . . . Ch, god! If those guys didn't catch them and it was a good bet they
hadn't since she'd seen the riders go past, then the others had probably spent a
lot of tinme looking for themand still mssed them

She tried to think. She'd swallowed a | ot of water in and around that river yet
she felt dry, her lips alnpbst cracking. Wiat if we slept two days? Good god, is
that possible? It mght be—there was no way to tell. She hadn't had access to a
cal endar or a watch in a pretty long tinme anyway, and they had been through so

much and been so exhausted. A day and a hal f, anyway.

She got unsteadily to her feet and managed to go down to the water at the bend.
It was shall ow enough right in here that she could go in for alittle, wash off
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what ever was on her, and get sone of the water on her face and inside her. It

hel ped, al though not as nuch as she would have |iked. She felt weak and nauseous
and it was just what she didn't need to feel right now About the only

consol ation was that if her stomach had anything in it she'd probably throw it

up anyway, so there wasn't rmuch loss. Well, unlike the kids, she had plenty of
reserves. Considering she had water, she could probably feed off, her own fat
for a nonth. Days without eating, |lots of exercise and 1 bet | |ost naybe two or

t hree pounds, she thought grunpily. Wuld nothing ever go right for her here?
Wul d she never get a |ucky break?

Suddenly her depressing reverie was broken by the screans of Sheka, and she
junped up and out of the water and rushed back to the hiding place, not quite
sure what the hell she could do but knowi ng she had to try sonething
nevert hel ess.

She first saw the two girls, huddl ed together against the rock and staring in
stark terror at sonething beyond. She stopped, turned, and foll owed their gaze.
He was about thirty feet away, standing still as stone on a rock | edge that had
no obvious way up or down but was still about twenty feet up the canyon wall. He
was of medi um height, well built and nuscul ar, and he was as naked as they were.
He wasn't all that handsonme but he had a strong face with a prom nent Roman nose
and naybe a nouth a little too small for its setting, and if he had any ears at
all they were hidden in the weirdest-|ooking haircut Sam had ever seen. He

al so—well, it was probably the distance and an illusion, but he didn't seemto
have any arns.

Sam | ooked around, found a couple of rocks, and picked themup. Sonething was
better than nothing. "Who are you?" she called out to him thankful that she'd

been able to drink her fill first. "Wat do you want with us?"
For a nonent the stranger said nothing, then he responded, in a soft, rather
gentle voice that was both educated and classical inits way, "I was about to

ask you that very question. This is nmy land, and it is not often that | discover
t hree naked Akhbreed wonmen in the nmidst of it."

Sam deci ded to ganbl e on honesty, considering that she had only two rocks and
little else to play any other way.

"Look, sir, in the past few days we have been attacked, al nost drowned twi ce,
hel d captive by sone very evil sorts who raped and abused us, lost our famly
and friends and all our neager possessions, hunted through here by nore

har d-| ooki ng nen and forced into this condition."

The strange man thought it over. As the first real sunlight cane into the canyon
and struck him his eyes seenmed to shine, alnost |like a cat's, when he turned
his head slightly.

"You are fromthe wagon train that was crushed in the flash flood over on the
mai n hi ghway, then," he said, nodding to hinself. "You have cone a | ong way."
She clutched the rocks tighter. "You—know about that?"

"Ch, yes. | have been surveying the region for two days now, ever since word of
it came, |ooking for any survivors who mght be in such condition as yoursel ves.
This is not a land easy to live in in the best of conditions, and it is a killer
if you do not know and love it."

You're telling me! "And have you found any survivors?"

"A few "

"And what do you do with thenf? Everyone we've encountered in this hell since we
got here has been trying to rape, murder, or enslave us."

He sighed. "I am Medac Pasedo. My father is Duke Al on Pasedo of the Ki ngdom of
Masht opol, who hol ds the governor's position in this district. W are neither
bandits nor murderers, and | amincapabl e of forcing anything upon you nyself,
but I amal nost uniquely qualified to find and bring to safety any who require
it."

"Yeah, | bet," Sheka sneered. "And the son of a duke forgets his pants, right?
And what duke woul d ever be governor out here?"

Medac Pasedo sighed. "I amsorry if | offend your norals, but you are not
exactly cloaked in nodesty yourselves," he noted. "As for ne, | find that any
clothing that would not inhibit me would be inpossible to remove when needed,
such as to relieve oneself. That is for the sane reason that | amno threat to

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...ewinds%202%20-%20Riders%200f%20the%20Winds.txt (15 of 138) [1/19/03 4:12:33 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewi nds%6202%620-%20Ri ders%200f %20the%620Winds.txt

you and why one such as ny father would accept this sort of post." Wth that
Medac rai sed what shoul d have been his arms, but were not.

They were w ngs.

Not nmere wings, either, but great, mpjestic wings, fully feathered. He | ooked
one way, then the other, as if either testing the air or waiting for sonething,
then suddenly junped off the cliff and began to soar, first down a bit, then up
and around, soaring and |ooping, and then com ng down and to a running rest on
the river trail.

Sam was so startled she dropped both rocks and just stared.

"By the gods, he's a freak!" Rani nmuttered. "We're in the hands of the freaks!
They' Il kill us sure, or nake us into nonsters!"”

Samturned and glared at the two girls who saw only horror in this man, even

t hough she knew it was how they had been raised. She didn't necessarily trust
the guy, but whether or not she did wouldn't depend on if he had arns or wi ngs,
hair or feathers

And, in fact, he did have feathers, thick ones, fromthe top of his head back
down his back and ending in a birdlike tail that al nbst but not quite reached
the ground. It had been nasked by the shadows on the cliff before but was quite
obvi ous now.

"l cannot do you harm" he said as reassuringly as possible. "Hollow bones.
Wthout them| could never fly. Only in the air am| anong the biggest and
strongest; on the ground | amfragile and easily broken."

Sam was nore curious than fearful right now. The fellow just seened too genuine
to disbelieve, and he certainly was vul nerable. "A changewind did this to you?"
He nodded. "There are far worse fates the winds can nete out than this, although
it has its disadvantages, not the | east of which that | would be under a death
sentence anywhere in Mashtopol proper except the Kudaan Wastes. Rank and bl ood
does have sone privileges. Mst of the kingdons have places like this, refuges
for the unlucky and the exiled and the sentenced. W are fortunate enough to

al so have a king who could not conceive of even his transfigured nephew grubbing

for food like an animal. My father, who is still very nuch a full Akhbreed, has
established a confortable refuge in his governor's quarters for those who nerely
had m sfortune and are not running or hiding for other reasons. | can take you

toit, if you wish."

"Don't trust no freaks!" Sheka hissed, and Rani nodded nervously.

Samwhirled on them "This will stop! Now Did your father die so that you can
rot in the sun of this Iand and your bones be eaten by animals? This is no
different than catching a disease, or being crippled in an accident. The sooner
you get that through your head the better. Now, | don't know if he's telling the
truth or not, but I"'mgoing with him I'mgoing with himfirst because there's
no place else to go and I'min no condition to scrabble naked and unarned over
this land. And |I'm going with himbecause he saw us | ong before we saw him and
if he meant us real harm he coul d have brought in anybody or anythi ng he wanted
wi t hout us even knowing until it was too late."

"You're not our real nother," Rani retorted. "You can't talk to us like that."
"Ch, so it's that way, huh? Okay, then, you're on your own, both of you. You can
conme, and follow orders, and behave yourselves, or you can stay here and strike
of f on your own. You're right—+ have no call on you, but if you stick with ne
you behave. If you stay here, well and good, but | got a real good idea that

wi thin another day or so you'll wind up back under sone bastard's thunb, tied up
and used as playthings."

"She is quite correct,” the bird man put in. "The canyon area is thick with
every sort of dangerous type because it is the only aboveground river within
hundreds of |eegs. The rest are nmere springs and oases that will support few and
are not nunerous. | know the prejudices of the Akhbreed, for | was born and

rai sed one nyself. But if | ama nere freak, this land is teemng with nonsters,
sone physically, nmany nore inside where you cannot see but which is far nore
deadly and dangerous, as well as every sort of crimnal, fugitive, nadman, black
wi tch, and bl acker sorcerer. They will not touch you if you are with ne, as

have the protection of Ml okis, H gh Sorcerer of Mashtopol, as a nenber of the
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governor's conpany, and ny father's resources and troops and their know edge of
this land are enough to protect us. Here, you night escape themfor a day,

per haps two, but sooner or later they will find you or you will run into them"
He said it with such casual confidence that Samreally believed him and that
made her even angrier at the kids, who were acting very irrationally considering
the circunstances. The first real break in a long tine and they were screwing it
up. And Bool ean was counting on her to help save this damed Akhbreed culture!
"Let's go," she told him "They can cone, or not. Is it far?"

"Not very. About an hour and a half at a regular pace. You just take the trai
until it splits off, the main trail following the river and the other going into
a steep-wall ed side canyon. The inperial seal is on a post at the trail branch
to note what it is. Follow that branch and you will quickly conme to the duca
residence. It is green there and quite grand, really. You can't miss it."
"You're not wal king with us?" Sam asked, suddenly apprehensive about that
"protection."

"l cannot possibly walk that distance. | will cover you all the way fromthe
air, and if anyone should challenge you | will be instantly there. | am well
known here, and | know nost of the vermin who |urk about. There is a

certai n—agreenment —between us. They will not break it for their own sakes."
That told vol unes about how things worked around here. She woul d never have
suspected that such a terrible place as this would have a governor, but if there
really was one then he was damed sure corrupt as hell. This was not nerely a
refuge or hideout for unfortunate changelings and those cursed by magic, she
renenbered Navi gator Jahoort saying. It was al so a hideout and hangout for
crimnals and political exiles.

"Uh—you say your father has sone troops?" she pronpted, hoping agai nst hope.

He nodded. "Yes. Enough."

"Do they wear dull green and bl ack unifornms?"

He frowed. "No. Blue with gold trim as with all Mshtopol forces. Wy?"

"The men we | ost everything trying to avoid were in those black unifornms. They
stol e everything we had."

"That is not good. There should be no foreign or irregular forces in here. My
father will want to know this. And they went downstrean®"

"Yes."

"I shall have a look for themfromon high, if they are still anywhere in the
area." He mamde ready to take off.

"Wait! You said you found some other refugees! Did you find any down here? A
tall woman with tattoos all over and a young, pretty girl with designs like a
butterfly?"

He started at that. "Un, | amquite certain that had | encountered either of
the ones you nention | woul d have renenbered. Al the rest were discovered
above. You are the first and only in the river canyon area."

Shit! Well, half a loaf is better than none, but where in hell could they be?
"They were with us when this all started. Yesterday, naybe, or maybe the
afternoon of the day before. | don't know how | ong we were out."

He nodded. "Well, once we have you safely at nmy father's, | will nake certain
that the word gets out. If they are anywhere in the district | amcertain we
will be able to locate them" And, with that, he began to run, picking up a fair
anount of speed, wi ngs outstretched; and then, suddenly, he rose into the air,
perhaps only a few feet at first, but curving, swirling, and with each maneuver
gai ning altitude.

Sam si ghed and turned to the girls. "Wll? Are you coming or not?"

Rani | ooked at Sheka and Sheka | ooked at Rani and both sighed. "Yeah, | guess
so," said the older girl. And, together, they started off down the trail.

They didn't see the wi nged nman anynore, although they occasionally | ooked around
for him but the trail division was pretty easy to spot. True to the
instructions, right at the division was an inposing stone pillar on which were
witten in professional carved type sonme very fancy pictographs—Sam knew how t o
speak Akhbreed but had never learned to read and wite it—and a very fancy sea
of metal nounted with strong masonry bolts that had obviously been nmade

el sewhere and brought in.
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Rani | ooked at the words. "Well, at least he's telling this much of the truth,”
she said, studying the nonolith. "It says 'Seat of the Royal Governor, Yatoo
Canyon District, Commopnweal th of Kudaan, Ki ngdom of Mashtopol.' That's fancier
than the one we had."

"Well," Sam sighed, feeling a bit irritated that she had to depend on a

thirteen-year-old to read her a sign, "at |east we now know where we are." She

| ooked down at herself. "Great outfit to neet a royal governor," she added
sourly. A year with Boday had destroyed any sense of nodesty she ever had, but
she sure as hell was gonna nake one great first inpression

The difference in the canyon area was apparent al nost i mediately. Here was the
first tributary they had seen running into the main river. It wasn't nmuch nore
than a creek, maybe ankl e deep and six feet wide, but it was real running water
and it was comng from sonepl ace, and it appeared to be supporting a fairly

| arge anpbunt of vegetation. It wasn't exactly a jungle, but there were groves of
tall, thin trees and other areas obviously cultivated. The trail passed over a
nunber of irrigation canals that had the remmants of water in them and there
were actually sone birds and insects about.

And there were people about in those cultivated areas, doing sonething that farm
types might do, whatever that was. Sowing or irrigating or picking or whatever,
maybe fertilizing. They were a strange crop; nmany of themwere | ess hunan than
creatures, at |east in appearance, with all manner and variety of strangeness.
Ones with saucerlike eyes and others with trunkli ke noses and ones with fur and
tails and sone too downright weird to categorize easily. They worked wel |

toget her, though, and with hunmans. Both mal es and fenmal es seened to wear only
skirtlike garnments, the nen solid colors, the wonen colorful patterns, kind of
Hawai i an, |i ke before the mi ssionaries had ruined it. There were enough bare
breasts that Samfelt a little nore at ease, anyway. They were | oose here. Wll,
how strictly religious could a governor be whose son wore feathers and not hi ng
el se.

There was sonet hi ng odd about nobst of the humans, too, though, that she only
realized after they had gone a ways in towards the residence. Many bore ugly
scars; others had peg legs or one leg and a crutch, or had one armor even no
ar .

"Worse than | thought," Sheka whispered |loudly to Rani. "G ves ne the creeps.
They're all freaks or cripples or worse."

"You watch that kind of talk!" Samwarned. It was a little disconfiting,

al though she wouldn't admit it to the girls, but it was kind of like touring a
hospital's worst wards. You felt sorry for the people and at the sane tine you
were damed glad it wasn't you. That's what this place was, really—a hospital
or, nore properly, a sanitariumfor those with disfigurenents that coul d never
be reversed.

Most of the people seened to live in adobe apartnent bl ocks that rem nded Sam of
New Mexi can puebl os. Most were three levels with those who could clinb on top
and those who couldn't on the bottom Mst of the changelings, except those
whose very formnade it inpossible to clinb, were at the very top. Sam was
startled to see sone apparently nornal human ki ds around there playing, and
there were in fact quite a few who | ooked |ike very sun-darkened but otherw se
whol e Akhbreed. So not everybody here was in an asylum Perhaps they were staff.
On the side opposite the bl ocks of pueblo dwellings was an adobe barracks

buil ding, stables, and other signs of a small mlitary outpost, conplete with
two uniformed soldiers standing guard outside the barracks building. They wore
the sane bl ue-and-gold uniforns that the wagon train had expected and was al nost
fooled by, only this tinme clean and w thout bloodstains and bullet holes in
them They looked a little hot to wear, but kind of com c-opera snazzy, too.

The main residence, however, was a knockout. It was huge—+t was nearly

i mpossi bl e to say how huge, but Sam's ol d two-bedroom bungal ow back hone woul d
have fit inside the main entry hall alone. Even though it, too, was the pink
adobe, it | ooked nore |ike a grand hotel than anybody's house.

It went up and out at all sorts of angles, with really high peaks and roofs
rising at steep angles and then com ng down straight. The whole thing was like a
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geonetry |l esson, with every shape represented but the triangle as king. There
was | ots of glass, too, whole walls or roofs of it, and what | ooked |ike
greenhouses. It was an exotic yet nodernist design. The nagazi nes back hone
woul d go nuts over it, Samthought. Even the girls were suitably awed. "That's
the bi ggest dammed house | ever seen," Sheka said in a whisper. "This guy nust
be the richest grafter in the kingdom No wonder he don't mind livin' out here."
Sam coul d appreciate the thought. Sanitariumor not, she'd gone from absolute
bottomto this in a very short period of time—and in the nick of tine, too. She
felt like Dorothy suddenly at the gates of the Enmerald City. She deserved one
like this, one break at least. She and the girls by rights should have been
captives in sone crininal lair right now Instead . . . Jeez ..

There was a sudden dark thought. They were here, by luck and good fortune, but
where were Charl ey and Boday? Who woul d be hosting themtoni ght, and under what
condi tions?

A bare-breasted young Akhbreed worman wearing a red-and-yellow fl owered skirt
cane out fromthe main doors and wal ked down to them She | ooked very normal,
physically, which was a relief to the two kids, and she flashed a big smile akin
to an official greeter's for the tourists.

"Hello," she said cheerily. "I amcalled Avala. Medac said you would be com ng.
The Lord Covernor is busy now, but | will see to you if you will just follow
ne. "

"l am Susamm, but nost call nme Sam These are Rani and Sheka."

"I am pl eased to neet you all," responded the wonman, sounding sincerely |like she
meant it. "Conme this way."

They entered the house, now feeling nore than a little self-conscious, although
none of the people about paid themany notice to speak of. The entry hall was
enornmous and full of hanging plants and covered by a great angled skylight and
really did seemnore |like a fancy hotel than any hone. O course, Samthought,
this was nore than a honme, it was sort of the state capitol building as well,
and naybe even a bit of a hospital and hotel at that.

Rani and Sheka stuck very close as if they were afraid that sonme of the people
goi ng about their business around them would attack them or even touch them

Most were Akhbreed "nornmal," if that was the right word for it, but, here and
there, there were sone of the odd-looking, even bizarre changelings and sone
Akhbreed who were mai ned or disfigured, and nore than a few who | ooked not |ike
victims but rather people of different racial types, sone rather bizarre or
exotic. Colonial races, here apparently on an equal footing. Wat was grotesque
to the two girls was somewhat reassuring to Sam Here, for the first tine in
Akahl ar, were people of both the master and subject races, changelings, and
people with disfiguring or debilitating defornmities who would have little chance
to be nore than beggars in a city |ike Tubikosa, all mxing with apparent ease
on a nore or |less equal basis. Maybe this duke had the negatives of royalty and
the rest, but in sone ways he certainly seenmed a visionary, even a

revol utionary. Here was the dreamthat Klittichom pronised to buy Akahlar with
bl ood, only realized by a nmenber of the established order

That did give her alittle twinge of worry, though. Duke Pasedo seened very much
the type of man who might be on the side of the horned wi zard and hi s m nions,

if not openly at |east secretly. Samcouldn't help but have a nagging worry that
in spite of all this she nmight well have wal ked into the front door of the eneny
that sought to kill her.

They were led alnost inmmediately to a wing of the building that was obviously
used as sone kind of transient quarters. The rooms were fairly large and
generally resenbl ed a hi gh-class Akahlar hotel, with |arge feather mattresses
and pillows, a dressing table, night stand with cold running water, and what
appeared to be a shared toilet. There was even a small bal cony nook just out a
gl ass door, with a table and two chairs | ooking out on the canyon area. The
finish was adobe, as were all the buildings, but it felt sound and fairly cozy.
No bat htub or shower was provided; as was the usual custom there would be a
common bat hhouse for that, usually one for each sex, although as casual as they
were around here it might be coed |ike the | ower-class places she was used to.
The room next door interconnected through the shared toilet, and Sam got one
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roomand the girls the other. The pair seened to be delighted by the room and
bed and Sam | ooked at her own enviously. Still, first things first. "W haven't
eat en—+saybe for days," she told Avala. Curiously, she felt nore dizzy and weak
than hungry, but she knew what had to be done to get any sense of nornalcy.

The worman nodded. "I will have something sent up to you all. It is between
normal nealtimes here, but | amsure we can find sonething filling. I will also
have one of the housekeepers send up sone clothing now that | have been able to
see you and know what is required. Please just relax and remain here for now.
Al that you require will be sent up to you, and after a day or so, when you are
fed and rested once again, | amsure My Lord the Duke will wi sh to speak with
you all. If you have any needs or requests, just push the button by the door
there. That will ring a bell and bring soneone. Tell themto ask for Avala."
"You have been very kind," Samtold her. "Thank you."

The worman kept smiling. "It is nmy function," she responded enigmatically, and
left.

They were as good as their word and even seened to have anticipated their
arrival. Wthin just a few m nutes a man wearing a sarong of sorts brought in a
large tray full of snmall sandw ches, fruits, raw vegetabl es, and cakes, then
anot her appeared pushing a small cart with two carafes of wine, a pitcher of
dark beer, and another pitcher of fruit juice. Sam appreciated the juice touch;
she had never really gotten used to a society where the kids drank wine with
meals just like the adults, although it didn't seemto do them nmuch harm

The two girls nostly nibbled, though, as if their systenms had becone unused to
food, and even Sam had a tough tine, although the food wasn't at all bad. Even

t hough they'd passed out for God knew how | ong on the rocks, none of themfelt
as if they had had any real sleep in weeks. She forced themto eat what they
could by badgering, but it was clear that they were still very tired and stil
had borderline shock, both physical and nental, and she had little trouble
pressing themboth to go back and get in bed. They were out in mnutes, and she
stood there, again |ooking at themand feeling guilty. She |liked them-napst of
the ti me—but she had no right to drag themthrough this. Not anynore, if this
Duke could help at all.

She went back into her room and closed the door and sat down, trying to think
The transition had just been too sudden, too great. Fromthat horrible night to
fl eeing across a scorched desert |andscape to |osing everything including the
only ones in this world that nmeant anything to her, and now, suddenly, this. She
started nibbling again on the sandw ches and drinking sone of the beer

Maybe I'min shock, too, she told herself. How would |I know? It nust have been
sonet hing, since she felt oddly drained, washed out, alnost distant from herself
and her circunstances. Maybe one day there would come a tinme when she could just
unbottle it all and cry it out for two or three days, but not now The |ess she
want ed duty and responsibility and all that the nore she seened to get. Al that
time she had dreaned of Akahl ar back hone, and many of the dreans were scary,

she had still loved it because it was distant; romantic because it was just
sonet hing from her imagi nati on. Now she was here, and it was real, and it wasn't
very romantic at all. Powerful people were still trying to kill her, and every

time she found sonmething at |east confortable it had been snatched away. Now
even Boday and Charley were out there soneplace, separated from her. She hoped
they were still alive, still okay, but if Medac couldn't find themor they
didn't blunder in here, what then? She would be entirely on her own.

But if they were okay, how could they have m ssed that big stone nonolith with
the inperial seal on it? Boday could read the thing, and they'd be nuts not to
head for here.

So she was on her own. Now what? This place should feel confortable, but

sonet hing about it felt threatening and she couldn't pin it down. If it were a
threat of sone kind, what could she do about it? There was no place to run, no
pl ace to hide

It's growing-up tine, she thought nervously. No nmagi c denon, no Charley, no
Boday. Nobody but ne. And |I'mnot even sure who | really amor who or what | can
be. Dam it, it's not fair!
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She felt a little giddy all of a sudden. Wthout really realizing it, she'd been
drinking the beer as she sat there, munching on the contents of the tray, and
then she'd had sone of the wine. It was only when she tried to pour a refill and
not hing cane out that she realized that it was all gone. There had been a

consi derabl e anobunt of food and drink there and she had gone through it al

wi t hout even thinking. And, the fact was, the aches had subsided, the nausea she
had been feeling had gone away, and although she felt very tired and a little
bit drunk she felt, physically, far better. She made her way over to the bed,

pl opped down, grabbed a pillow, and was out like a |ight.

She was out cold, but only for a couple of hours; it was just getting dark
out si de when she awoke, feeling remarkably cl earheaded and not hal f-bad. Usually
booze had a terrible effect on her, and quickly. Maybe after all this tine in
Akahl ar, where they drank nostly beer, ale, or wine with nmeals due to suspect
wat er, and her added wei ght had increased her tol erance, she thought. \Vell,
somnet hi ng good had conme fromit.

Much of what went in got processed fast, though, and she was on the toilet for a
fairly long time. After, she felt oddly fam shed, and decided to check on the
girls and maybe find out about dinner. She was surprised, but not yet worried,
to find the girls' roomenpty. As far as she knew, they were guests here,
refugees as it were, not prisoners. She went back into her roomand to the sink
and | ooked at herself in the mirror. The sun had certainly taken its toll; she
was tanned about as dark as she could ever renenber, but she kind of Iiked the
effect. If you were gonna be fat you should | ook Italian or sonmething |ike that.
Her hair was a rat's nest, but there was an advantage to keeping her hair short,
even though she knew that fat faces tended to | ook better with long hair. Al

you needed was a conb and brush, which they'd provided, a part in the mddle,
and you | ooked socially presentable. She needed a bath, or maybe a coupl e of
hours of hot soaking, but until she found out where it was and when it was
avai l abl e there was no sense in wishing for what she didn't have.

Only then did she notice that sonmeone had been and gone while she slept. The
remants of that first neal, what little she'd left, were gone, and there were
clean face cloths and other things on the snall dresser. There were a coupl e of
outfits, one beige and one cinnanon, made out of the stretch-type material that
seened very comon in Akahlar. They were cling-type two-piece outfits that woul d
do nothing to disguise or support her giant jugs or nmask her spare tires and
blinp ass, but they would fit and they woul d be reasonably confortable and,

unl ess you had customtailors on the prem ses, were about the only choice when
faced with soneone with a | ess-than-average physique. There were al so sandal s of
the extra-large and extra-wi de variety and a pair of ankle-length soft skin
boots with turn-down tops. She was familiar with the type; they | ooked decent
and woul d spread for wide feet, but they didn't have nuch give and had little
support inside. They were a bit long and not confortable, but even though the
sandals woul d feel better they'd | ook tacky. She had the distinct idea that this
was nore casual evening wear. She decided on the beige. Considering her tan, the
ci nnanon woul d just make her appear still naked.

There was al so a snmall pack of cosnetics and some nminimal jewelry that didn't

| ook very expensive or fancy, but she passed on them She'd never felt any
particular need to use themin the past, except when trying to hunor Charley
back hone, and she didn't really feel any need for themnow The right earrings
m ght have hel ped set off her face a little, but the first and last tine she'd
had her ears pierced was when she was fourteen and she wasn't about to do it

her sel f.

At last she felt as ready as she could be—but for what? Al dressed up and no

pl ace to go, she thought suddenly. Well, when in doubt ring the bell. She went
over to the button just inside the door and pushed it. In about a mnute there
was a soft knock, and she opened it to find a tall, thin, niddle-aged man there
wearing the usual sarong. He didn't say anything, so she said, "I was told to
ask for Avala."

He stared a nonent, then pointed to his ears and his mouth. Wth a start, Sam
realized he must be deaf. She |ooked up into his face and said, very
exaggeratedly, "Ah-va-lah." He nodded, held up a hand that said, "Wait," and

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...ewinds%202%20-%20Riders%200f%20the%20Winds.txt (21 of 138) [1/19/03 4:12:33 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewi nds%6202%620-%20Ri ders%200f %20the%620Winds.txt

wal ked on down the corridor.

Lip reading nmust be real fun with a nultitone | anguage where how you said

sonet hing was as inportant as what you said, she thought. For that matter, how
had he heard the bell? She | ooked out and down the corridor and saw a smal | desk
there, and then | ooked up at the outside of her own room and the other roons on
the hall. They all had lights over the doors and little switches |ike doorbells
next to them So that's all the "bell" did—flashed the light |like a stewardess
call button and kept flashing until he sawit and cane and turned it out.

Aval a canme in another mnute or two. She was still bare-breasted, but the
patterned skirt she was wearing was nuch fancier, her long hair had been neatly
conbed and hung on both sides of her shoul ders, she had sandals on, and wore a
kind of lei around her neck nade up of big, pretty pink and gold flowers with
greenery linking them Sam found the whole effect very attractive.

"Hel l o, how do you feel now?" the wonman asked her, always with that cheery
sm | e.

"Fine. You've been alnost too good to ne. I'mfeeling hungry and | need a | ong
bath, but "Il survive."

Aval a gave a slight chuckle. "My Lord the Duke is very busy right now, but we
can go to the staff dining room Later on | will show you the public areas of
the residence and you can bathe as long as you |like. The springs that cone out
here are hot mineral springs, so we have many bat hhouses that are nmuch better
than just tubs."

The staff dining roomwas a |large area, nicely styled, that was basically a
buffet. You got what you wanted, picked a seat al ong communal tables, and ate
what ever you wanted and as nmuch as you wanted. There were sone areas that nade
speci al provisions for physical abnormalities, and while they weren't being used
then Sam wasn't sure she wanted to see what would fit in those types of seats.
There weren't many in the dining room Wile dinner was up now, the bulk of the
staff ate at particular tinmes on a schedule and the roomtended to open early
for "guests" |ike Sam and various senior staff nenbers who did not fit the
regul ar schedul e.

"Where are the two girls that cane in with ne?" Sam asked as they gathered the
food, which | ooked and snelled tremendous.

"They found you asl eep when they awoke and rang for ne nmuch earlier," Avala told
her. "We have a nunber of children here and children's facilities, and we al so
wanted themto be | ooked over by our treatnent staff to nmake sure they had no
ill effects fromtheir exposure. You will be | ooked at as well, when you feel up
toit."

"Any time after a bath," Samtold her, feeling somewhat at ease. The state of
medi ci ne in Akahlar wasn't all that good. There weren't any doctors as such, and
a lot of trust was placed in alchem sts, mmgicians, and a host of people who
were nothing nore than civilized and pretentious witch doctors—although sone
knew their specialties and sone of their oddball charnms, herbs, rituals, and
potions really worked. The trick was, without real standards, finding the good
fromthe charlatan. Still, these people had gone through a | ot and seened to be
in decent health, at |least as healthy as they could be considering the state of
t hi ngs.

She was amazed and a bit enbarrassed by her appetite, and a bit disturbed that
she was only partly aware of how nmuch she was eating until it was done. She'd
put on the fat herself in that year with Boday, but the denon in the Jewel of
Omak had cursed her to keep it until she got to Bool ean, but had assured her she
woul d have what ever energy she required if needed. She considered that. She'd
just been through several days with little or no food and had nanaged, in spite
of her weight, to ride great distances, hike, clinb rocks, swim and in general
do the sorts of things on a sustained basis that she m ght have expected one in
far better shape to have nanaged. Now her body was demandi ng paynent. The curse
was insisting on being naintained.

That nmade it a little easier, really, since it renoved the guilt. Wat the hell
if | gotta be fat why not enjoy it? she asked herself, and did not skip dessert.
The question of guilt settled, she turned her attention to why she felt leery
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about this place in spite of its wondrous appearance. The staff was one reason.
They all seened eternally cheery, even the ones w th handi caps or

di sfigurements, yet fromjust listening in the dining roomshe found that they
talked little anong thensel ves and general | y about inconsequential things or the
events of the day. The problemwas, how to get some information without seemni ng
to.

She turned to her conpani on and gui de. "Wre you born here, Aval a?"

To Samis surprise, the young woman shrugged. "I amsorry, but | really do not
know," the guide told her. "I have been here, on the househol d staff, doing
various things as long as | can renenber."

"And before? Your parents? Brothers and sisters?"

Aval a shrugged. "I do not renenber. They say | was found, |ong ago, wandering in
the desert, unable to tell themanything. | do not even renenber that. It does
not trouble ne. | am happy here and performi ng a useful function."

So even the "normal" hunmans around were actually wards. Still, the way the guide
and hostess was so satisfied and apparently not even curious about her past
enough to wonder about it bothered Sam A spell, or potion, or even sone

Akahl arian therapy? It was inpossible to say, but fromthe sinilarity of the
staff it was probably one of the first two.

As Sam was shown around the palatial estate, sone judicious questions brought
out that Avala had no concept of the world beyond the canyon here, and no
interest init, either. She was interested only in what concerned her life here
and totally uninterested in anything outside of this cloistered |ife. Either she
was linmted in her nental capacity, which didn't seem obvious or even likely, or
the way she was was the way she was supposed to be or maybe conpelled to be,

al t hough she was unaware of it. O course, there was a possible innocent

expl anation as well, since she seened neither overworked nor exploited in
particul ar. Suppose she had been found wandering in the Wastes, and suppose she
hadn't had amesi a but rather trenendous shock. Sam herself woul d never forget
being tied down and gang raped, and she knew that the horrible scars she would
have to live with inside were alnost certainly nagnified in Rani and Sheka no
matter how they were hiding it now Suppose that kind of fate, but sustained
over a very long tine until the mnd just broke, had been Aval a's? Suppose the
choice was to leave her in a living nental hell or w pe out everything? It would
fit the apparent philosophy of this place.

The Eneral d Sanitarium of Oz.

The baths were quite nice; natural bubbling hot springs were allowed to flow
into chanmbers. It was sort of |like a nature-nade hot tub and it really hel ped
the aches and pains. Then clear water rinsed you, and you felt both cl ean and
rel axed, although if you stayed in the bubbling mneral baths too |ong you had
the nmuscle control of a wet noodl e.

When she got back up to the roons she found Rani and Sheka there, and she had to
confess to herself that she was sonewhat relieved they had i ndeed been out doing
just what Avala said they were doing. They had seen the "exam ners"—no big
deal, Sheka assured Samand then they had been taken in tow by sone girls their
own age and shown around sonme of the outside of the place and even played and
got to be kids again for just a little while. They were quite happy about it,

al though Rani let slip that they had thrown a fit when the first set of

exam ners had been nen and that wormen were then substituted. "l just—ean't—tet a
grown-up nman touch ne," Rani said, alittle apologetically. "I knew that all the
men we saw today were just being nice or polite, but | just couldn't handle it.
Not yet. Maybe not ever. | just keep seeing those—those—aninals."

"Me, too," Sheka agreed. "One of these days |I'mgonna find a place with no boys
at all, not even tontats or stallions, and no freaks, neither, and that's where
I''mgonna live!"

Sam si ghed. "I know it was tough and | know it's going to take a long tine to

learn to live with it, but you both know that those evil men who did that to us
weren't normal nmen. They were vicious, no better than aninmals, and they got what
they deserved. And you're also going to have to learn that these 'freaks' are

j ust people who had sonet hing bad happen to them sonething they could no nore
control than catching a cold, only lots worse."
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"That's all funny, comin' fromyou," Sheka said acidly.
Sam stiffened. "Wiat do you nean by that?"

"Well, | never saw you nmekin' friends with no nen, and you're sonething of a
freak yourself. | nmean, you didn't just live with a girl, you married her."
Now what the hell do you say? "You're a little young to explain that, but don't
think I don't |ike sonme nen—ice nen—er won't in the future. I nay not want to

have a romance with them but | don't want a romance with nost women, either
It's normal to be a little afraid right now These are all strangers, nmen and
worren alike. | admt | mght be alittle nervous for quite a while al one wal ki ng
down a street with strange nen about, but I'Il do it because | have to. And
don't forget their | eader was a worman. "

"A dammed changeling freak!" the girl retorted. "Like the ones crawling all over
this place. | don't think I'lIl feel better until we're out of here."

"Well, you'd better get used to it and nake the best of it, because we're stuck
here until they can make arrangenments to get us not only away from here but
safely out of Kudaan. | asked about it and they are generally supplied by a
caravan that conmes through every week to ten days, and one was here only a few
days ago. It also suits nme to stay for a bit until | can get sonme word on

Charl ey and Boday. Either way we'll go with the caravan and then we'll see a
certain navigation conpany and cl aimour free passage, resupply, and insurance
and be on our way. Al right?"

Sheka sighed. "All right, all right." Sam | ooked over at Rani, who was |ying on
the bed face up, staring at the ceiling, a rather odd expression on her face.
She | ooked, in fact, |ike she was going to cry, but was repressing the tears.
"Rani —+s there anything el se wong?" "No. It's all right."

"Conme on. Tell me. It mght help and it can't hurt." Rani sighed. "lIt—t was one
of the girls we were with today. Her dad cane over for her. He—for a nonent—+

t hought he | ooked—ael |, |ike, Daddy." And then she did start to cry, but just a
little, for Sheka's sake.

Sam shook her head and said what conforting things she could. Dam it, they
didn't just have one whamy, they had two, and the loss of their parents and
brot hers was perhaps nore devastating than even the brutalizing, since it was
those very people who could have hel ped them over the ugliness. Sam got them
into bed and turned out the |ight and went back to her room She felt alittle
like crying herself at this point, but at least it wasn't over her own probl ens
this tinme. Sonething like this would knock the self-pity right out of you

The next day, Sam ate a prodigious breakfast and then was off for her own trip
to the exam ners. They seened a bit gun shy after the girls; they provided a man
and a wormman for her, the man well up in years, gray-haired and cherubic, the
worman nmaybe in her forties and with a real professional |ook and air.

They introduced thensel ves as Hal omar and G ra; he was a healing nagician, she
an al chem st. They gave her a surprisingly thorough physical, even using a
primtive formof stethoscope, and they wanted bl ood and urine sanples. Sam
didn't like that part—she knew that body sanples were useful to black magic here
and that giving sone of your own free will was al nost putting your life in

anot her's hands, but there was little choice.

Hal omar did nost of the physical, but it was the womman, G ra, who took the
sanpl es and al so sat down to ask sone questions while the magician took notes on
a worn pad.

"Your nanme is Susama Boday," she said nore than asked.

"Yes. "

"That is a married form but both names are fem nine."

Sam shrugged. She had decided not to give excuses or |ong-w nded expl anati ons

anynore. "Yes, | have a legally registered statenent of union at Tubi kosa. My
wife is still mssing sonewhere in the Wastes."

"Hmm ... It takes courage to do that in a strict place |ike Tubikosa. | can see
why you were leaving. | take it that you are confortable with it, though, and

that you have no sel f-doubts about your nature and orientation.”
O course / have self-doubts, you asshole! And |I'm decidedly not confortable
when |'mput on the spot like this and forced on the defensive like |I'm sone
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ki nd of Sheka's freak!

"Yes," said Sam "She's also an al chemist, by the way. Want to fool around?"
The al chenmi st started slightly, then realized she was being baited and regai ned
her cool composure. Still, partly to help his colleague, Hal omar decided to step
in.

"Were you aware that you were under sone rather strange spell?" he asked.

Sam nodded. "It didn't put on this weight but it keeps it on."

"Ah! So that's the basis. It was quite conplex. You should be careful, though

It is very strong, and it woul d take an Akhbreed sorcerer to lift it, and even
then with difficulty. You can't keep any wei ght off at the |level you were when
it was inposed, but you can still gain, and what you gain if kept over any
period of tine will becone part of the curse and will stick. Your height is
sevent een point four krils and your weight is a hundred and two and a fraction
hal g. In other circunstances we woul d say that was dangerous."

Sam di d sone quick nental cal cul ations. She knew she was around five one—she'd
al ways been dammed short—-and a hal g she figured once was about two and a half
pounds. Jeez—two fifty-five, and that was after days of starvation and exerci se!
"So how am | supposed to keep it there?"

"Exercise daily and vigorously," he told her. "All you can. It is all you can
do. Your heart is surprisingly strong, your lungs are noderately clean, and your
bl ood pressure is surprisingly normal for one of your weight. Considering all

you' ve been through, | would say that was incredible. Exercise will certainly
hel p. "

"Your periods—how are they?" the wonan asked.

She shrugged. "I used to have 'empretty bad but they' ve been nild and just
spotty since | gained all this weight. | guess that's the one bright spot init.
My | ast one was two weeks ago, nore or less," she added. "I haven't exactly been

paying attention to the calendar." And the denon who stuck ne with the weight

al so shut down the egg factory, so | haven't been too concerned about it, she
added to herself.

She realized what they were asking for—she had, after all, been a victim of

mul tiple rape—but aside fromthe fact that it was still a little painful down
there she didn't think there were any | asting physical problens fromit. It was
nmore the extra layer of fear and anxiety it put into her in even nornmal, casua
circunstances that was the real scar. She had never given nuch thought to
wal ki ng al one, even in the evenings, even in the rough district of Tubi kosa
where they'd lived that year, but now she found it inpossible to consider
wal ki ng anywhere al one that wasn't brightly lit and didn't have peopl e around.
Finally, they asked her about future plans, and there she decided to be very
circunspect. She had a reasonabl e idea by now that these people had no idea of
who she was and that she was being hunted by sonebody inportant, but she didn't
want to find out whose side they were on fay letting anything slip. She had an

i dea that the magician could tell truth fromfal sehood, but linmted truths would
ring no bells.

"I wish to find ny conpanions, if possible," she told them "Whether or not they

are found, though, I will continue on. This curse was a product of a nagic
charm no longer any good even if | still had it, produced by a sorcerer to the
northwest. | was assured that he or one of his associates could lift it if | got
there. "

They nodded, and the al chenist then asked, "And then what?"

"Huh? | don't understand."

"Suppose you get there and the curse is |ifted—what then? Do you have fanily,
tribe, or profession to call upon?"

It was an unexpected and sonmewhat di sconcerting question since, indeed, she had
none of those. How best to answer?

"I amtold," she said carefully, "that anyone who triggers this curse can be
assured of some enpl oynent by the people who can renove it."

"Hrph!" said Hal onar. "The sort of way these things work, | wouldn't want to be
the object of such a curse. You could well wi nd up being research subject for
new spells or worse. And the children? How will they be provided for?"

She shrugged. "I have al ways nmanaged to fill ny needs. | admt | would like to
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see them safe and secure soneplace, but unless | was absolutely certain it was
in their best interests | amprepared to do whatever it takes to raise themto
adul t hood. "

They | eaned back and whi spered to one another too low for her to hear. Then Gra
pi cked up a pi ece of paper—a formof some kind—and slid it to Sam "Please read

this and sign it and that will be all, | think," the alchenm st said pleasantly.
Sam | ooked at the pictographic witing, no two characters alike, and again felt
enbarrassed. "I'msorry—+ know ny native tongue but | never learned to read
Akhbr eed. "

The paper was withdrawn. "That is all right." Gra paused for a nonent,
thinking, then said, "You are in surprisingly good health considering your

ordeal. It is customary, after a physical approval, that our guests here do sone
work in lieu of paynent, if they are up to it. Wuld this bother you?"
"No," Samreplied. "In fact, | was feeling kind of guilty about taking all this

with ho way to pay it back as it was. Wat sort of work?"

"W have sone wi de agricultural holdings here, making the desert bloomin the
only part of the region where it can be nmade to bloom In this we not only nmake
oursel ves self-sufficient in food and cloth but also experinment wth new ways of
growi ng things. This is spread out along the river and is planned so that

sonet hing i s al ways being harvested and sonething el se planted. Now we are
harvesting enu groves in a small valley about nine leegs fromhere. It is

physi cal work but requires no special know edge or skills."

Sam nodded. "Sounds fair, | guess."” She didn't really like the idea of hard

physical work but, what the hell, it was only for four or five days and she owed
it.

"Very well. I will have Avala outfit you and take you there. Aval a herself began
with us there and she knows it well. Thank you."

Sam got up, then shook hands all around, and G ra showed her to the door where
Aval a was waiting outside. "Susana has volunteered for the picking crew. WII
you see that she gets there and gets what she needs?"

Aval a bowed slightly. "OfF course. Cone, it will be good to get out in the air
for a while."

G ra watched them go, then shut the door and went back over to her coll eague.
"She is sonething of a survivor, but toughness is not a good neasure of her best
interests," Hal omar not ed.

"I was thinking the sane thing," Gra agreed. "She is illiterate, w thout
famly, tribe, or skills. By her own adm ssion here she lived entirely as a
housekeeper for her missing mate who is, or was, both artist and al chem st and
sufficient to be a provider for both. Her sexual orientation nmakes it unlikely
she will settle in any conventional fam |y schenme, and she is hardly the type
for courtesan work. The best she could hope for would be sone sort of nenia
job. Qtherw se, she'll be a social outcast anywhere. She certainly has a | ow
sel f-image; even with her weight she seens to go out of her way to nake herself
| ook plain and unattractive. If there weren't the matter of the curse the

deci sion would be sinmple."

Hal omar nodded. "I agree, particularly in light of the children. Even in the
best of circunstances those children woul d have no future with her, a fact even
she tacitly acknow edges. But those children are torn up inside, as you well
know, and have no anchor in famly or in law. At best they would w nd up of
necessity being slipped sonme potion and working as whores to support Susang,
whose background is in that seamier side of life anyway. Their hurt and

prejudices are deep. | do not think Directors were wong in fearing that
eventual ly they might suicide wthout support and a stable famly life. As for
Susama's curse, | said that exercise will control it and she is surprisingly

healthy as she is."

"Yes, that is why | thought imediately of a field worker. It is good exercise
and is sonething constructive she can do. Aval a knows enough to nake certain she
gets the potions that will ease the strain and aid the transition to real work."
"And precondition her as well. | believe we would be crinmnals if we |et those
children go off with her, but unless we also take in Susanma it would be very
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difficult to do."

"Yes, | thought the sane."

"If she were to have her nenories and personality pernmanently erased and a
newer, sinpler one built," Hal omar suggested, "she would fit in perfectly as a
permanent field worker—planting, picking, and the |ike—and get heavy daily
exercise to boot. Wth the aid of sonme careful guidance and hypnotics or spells
she could alnost certainly be reoriented sufficiently to be happy in a

het erosexual relationship. O course, we've already agreed that erasure is the
only hope of saving those children."

The al chemi st sighed. "Exactly ny thinking. W have done it so many tines before
with poor unfortunates that it would not be at all difficult to handle gently
and unobtrusively, but we woul d have an enbarrassi ng, even awkward, situation if
then her mate walks in. In that instance, it could be quite—difficult—for the
Duke. "

"W coul d cover," responded the nmagician, "but it is best to play it a bit
cautiously. It is five days until the next caravan—Crims, | believe, which is
a good choice, since Crimwon't care or ask questions one way or the other. I|f
neither or both of the nmissing pair are located within that tine it's safe to
assunme that they never will be. You and | both know this country, and the
additional tinme will give us an opportunity to test her in this role wthout
committing anyone. O course, the final decision is Hs Gace's, but | wll
recommend treatnent on the norning five days fromtoday if the conditioning
tests are satisfactory and nothing el se devel ops."

"Five days seens nore than safe," Gra agreed. "I'll wite it up for the
Directors and H' s G ace today."

3
O Brigands, Scoundrels, and Sl aves

Boday stepped and suddenly froze, her face a mask of revul sion. She | ooked down
and said, disgustedly, "W are still followi ng them Perhaps we follow too
closely. The horse dung is still very fresh."

Charl ey suppressed sonet hing of a giggle. She | ooked up and around and saw a

| arge stone nonolith with carving and a fancy seal on it. "See, M stress—the way
goes in two, and what is that?" She hated the deneani ng Short Speech but it was
all she had. Boday knew no English and Charley's nouth sinply wouldn't form
Akhbreed. She was only thankful that her ear for |anguages and |iking for nusic
al | oned her to understand—nost!|y—what was being said. To be in this position and
effectively nmute was inconvenient; to be essentially deaf would be intol erable.
Boday fini shed wi ping what she coul d agai nst the dry grass near the river and
came up to look. "It appears to be an Inperial seal," she said, narveling. "It
says that there is a Governor's residence down there. Difficult to believe in
this desol ation that anyone woul d bother with a Governor."

"Does Mstress think they mght go there?" It was a real hope.

Boday si ghed and thought about it. "There is nore fresh dung going straight, and
we know now that it is nost certainly the riders with all our bel ongi ngs and
horses and perhaps Susama as well. This is too far along. Wiy woul d they have
cone here instead of waiting for us? No, the evidence points to them being
captured by the riders. They go slowy because of their extra | oad anyway. Boday
is thinking! Ah! What we nust do is followthe riders for now, while there is
still daylight. If we fail to catch up with them at least sufficient to see if
they do or do not have Susama and the girls, then we will return here and beg
the Governor's help."

"M ght he not help now, M stress?"

Boday shook her head. "No, any Governor of a place like this is either in deep
disgrace or he is the ringleader for all the crimnal bands in the area. W

m ght well be forced to himout of sheer hunger or desperation, but until we
must Boday would like to avoid it. There is no sign of any recent horses save
those we follow, so it is unlikely that this Governor's people found them and
took themin, but it is quite likely that they had their hands in the raiders
who attacked the trains. If so, one good |look at you, ny little butterfly, and
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you wi Il quickly meet your horned pursuer. Never mind that he will then see
through the deception. That will sinply nmake ny Susama the obvious target and
our own fates will be nost unpleasant. No, while Boday could happily eat one of
her m ssing horses, she is tough, she can do w thout for now W know where this
place is now W can always fall back on it as a last resort."

Char |l ey nodded, seeing her logic. This was the Kudaan Wastes, for Pete's sake!
Who woul d a Governor govern, and why? But an Akhbreed nobl e who had both

of ficial standing and crimnal connections out here, with no other authority
around, would be an ideal ally for Klittichorn. Damm it, if they just didn't
think she was Samthis would be all suddenly very sinple!

So they continued on, noving well past the cutoff, although Boday noted that
here and there breaks in the rugged | andscape showed di stant groves and
greenery, and nore than once they passed small, expertly engineered gates |ike
the tiny locks of a miniature canal |eading to under the trail culverts that
obviously sent water to that far-off but |ush-Iooking region. They were too far
for Charley to see the groves, but the irrigation canals were unni stakabl e and
she took Boday's word for the rest. Wwoever that guy was, he was snmart and he
had snmart people working for him too. The odds were that the comunity over
there was entirely self-supporting, but that nade it doubly dangerous. They
woul d be their own nasters, paying only lip service to any central authority,
and open to all sorts of influences.

After a while, Boday | ooked up, studying the vegetation that covered the river
bank, and pointed. "Boday is starved!" she exclainmed. "And, |ook! Some of these
trees and bushes have ripe fruit! They nust be wild offspring of those farns,
carried here by the w nds!"

"Mstress, we fall nmore back if we eat," Charley noted in the only way she

coul d.

"Bah! You can see that this canyon runs a very long way, and it is too late in
the day for anyone to think of clinbing out, so they are not going to clinb out
today. They, too, nust eat, nust nmake canp or reach a destination. If we do not
eat ourselves we will be in no condition to do what nust be done later."

There was no arguing with that |ogic, although Charley couldn't help but wonder
what the hell they could do if they caught up to the riders. At |east back at
the rock arch she'd had guns and a well-arned and wel | - staked-out ally above,
and she'd had eyesight well enough to use them Wat were they going to do? Take
on all those arnmed and dangerous guys with rocks?

Much of the fruit was overripe, but enough was still good or at |east edible
that they couldn't really conplain. Charley managed to polish off two
medi um si zed al u, which was a | avender-colored fruit shaped Iike a bottle that

| ooked inside a lot |ike pink apple and tasted nore |ike a super-sweetened pear
The two of them stuffed her, although she'd eaten next to nothing for nore than
a day. She hadn't had nuch of an appetite since taking on this courtesan | ook,
but she knew that she should be hungrier after this kind of fast and exercise
than she was. Still, she felt neither sick nor particularly weak or dizzy and
she was probably less tired than she shoul d have been, so perhaps she was
worrying too nuch. She was nuch nore afraid of |osing her eyesight than starving
to death, anyway.

Boday ate well. That had been part of Samis problem back in Tubi kosa, really.
Boday was the kind of person who ate all the good things in huge quantities and
then conpl ai ned that she could never gain any weight.

After a while, though, Boday picked up a last alu and got up. "Cone, little
butterfly! W wish to see if we can catch them before ni ght, although Boday
would kill to just sleep for ten or twelve hours!"

The shadows were getting long and the sun | ow before they got close. Boday put
out a hand and stopped Charl ey. "Habadus!" she hissed. "Lots of them™"

It wasn't a word Charley knew, but the root indicated sonme sort of bird. She
couldn't see but so far, but she strained at the sky and thought she coul d see
sonme kind of dark, blurry novenent. "Wat . . . ?"

"Carrion-eating birds. This is not good."

Vul tures! They were sonme kind of vultures, these habadus. G ant suckers, too, if
she coul d nake out anything of them
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Fol | owi ng Boday's | ead, they inched forward, a bit off the trail and using what
cover they had, until they could see just what the big birds were feedi ng upon
Charl ey had a sudden fear that it was going to be very faniliar bodies, and she
al nost didn't want to know for sure.

You could snell the death fromhere, all torn and rotting in the sun. Boday
checked the whole thing out carefully, then stood up. "Cone. There is nothing
left Iiving here except the birds, and even though they are as bhig as you are
they will flee us. They have no stomach for living things." She paused a nonent,
then added, "Well, at |east their Tubi kosan rel atives do not."

Thanks a lot, Charley thought sourly. There was cross-pollution, particularly of
vegetation and birds, anong many of the worlds of Akahlar, but there were

vul tures and there were vultures

Bet ween t he fl apping of enornous wings and the birdlike cries of protest, they
wal ked anong the scene of carnage and even Charley could see the very gory
details and found them si ckeni ng.

Two dead horses, but no sign of the others. Lots of human bodi es, though. Six,
all male, stripped as naked as could be, their bodies and heads ri pped open and
mutilated, the blood nerging into drying pools nearby. It was inpossible to tel
what danmage had been done by the birds and what by the attackers, but it nmade no
difference in the end.

"No bridles on the dead horses, no saddles or packs, the nen stripped cl ean
These are the ones fromwhomwe fled, little one. There is no doubt of that. And
one of those poor horses is the very one Boday was riding! Pity. They were
attacked suddenly, massacred, and stripped clean of everything of even the
slightest value or use. If any had gold teeth they nost certainly do not now.
Boday is surprised they didn't skin them too."

Charley felt as if she was going to be sick. "Sam. . . ?" she nmmnaged, noving
out of the midst of the carnage.

"No. Rest easy, ny pretty one! Boday will know if Samdies. W are |inked by
potion and spell. No, since only the nen died, it is probable that she and the
others were taken by the attackers." Boday was suddenly very clinical and

deli berative. "The bl ood and condition of the bodies put this at at |least two
hours ago. The attackers, they were very efficient, | think."

Charley was away fromit. It hel ped, but not nuch. "Does M stress think

t he—governor—di d this?" She was begi nning to have confidence enough to attenpt a
few needed words, as badly maul ed as they m ght be.

"No, hardly, pretty one. They had our horses and probably their own since they
woul d need to bring weapons and such. None of the nen appears shot. Arrows,
spears, that son of thing. Not the sort that professionals would use, and if it
were this governor, as Boday presunes you were attenpting to say, they would
have passed us on the way back. Nor were these the governor's nen, Boday woul d
wager. They had on plain black uniforns, not blue with gold, but they were
uniforms all the sane and thieves and scoundrels do not wear uniforns. They were
army, but not this army. That was why they were attacked. The attackers had
license to do what they would with invaders and how coul d this governor
conpl ai n?"

"Yes, M stress, but-where do they go?"

"Good question,"” Boday admitted. "Not back or there would have been a rea
racket. Not east, because that would take theminto this governor's donain and
they woul d probably at |east have to share the booty. West is the river—far too
deep here for horses. So—we continue!"

Charl ey nodded sadly and they got up and | eft the scene of carnage, none too
soon for Charley's taste. It seened to inspire Boday, though. She kept
nmuttering, "Boday w shes she had sone charcoal and paper. Such inspiration she
is getting fromall this! Such violence, such suffering, such travails she has
al ready undergone! If this keeps up nmuch |onger, Boday will ultinately be
acclainmed the greatest artist of her tines!"

Yeah, Charley thought dejectedly. If the great Boday lives to paint it. At |east
| don't have to worry that she's one of those artists who goes crazy. She was

i nsane before we ever net her.
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The canyon was grow ng dark, the shadows long, and still they hadn't come upon
anything still living except for a few insects and sone distant birds circling
high in the ever-deepening blue sky. It was hot and quiet, so quiet that only
the sounds of their own novenment and the rush fromthe swift-flowi ng river broke
the stillness in the land and air.

Suddenly the rocks to their right erupted with forns and fierce cries. Before
ei ther wonan coul d even see who or what was there they were overtaken and pushed
roughly to the ground. Boday gave a good struggle; as two pinned her arns she
managed to twi st and kick another in the groin, tw st away, and start in
fiercely on her attackers. Charley had no such skills and reflexes and not mnuch
strength left, either. They had her quickly pinned facedown and then her arns
were roughly brought behind her and tied with sone strong, tight cord, and
sonmeone el se pulled on her hair to nake her face cone up and then slipped a
noose over her head.

They had to work hard for Boday, but there were too many of them and they were
too strong for her in the end, and she suffered the sane fate in the end.
Charley tried to |l ook up and see just who or what their captors were, but once
she caught sight of themshe didn't want to | ook anynore.

They were as ragtag a bunch of filth as she'd ever seen; snelly, dirty, in torn
and runpl ed cl othing, and not a normal -1 o00oking one in the bunch. There were
eight of them all well arnmed and tough as nails. One was huge and hunchbacked,
his face contorted, and he snorted and dribbled fromhis twisted | ower |ip.
Charley instantly dubbed hi mthe Hunchback of Notre Dane even if he didn't |ook
much like a football player.

Anot her was tall, nmuscular, with a tremendous, flow ng bright red beard and
nasty, close-set eyes above a pug nose, but he wal ked real funny and his arns
and hands—wel |, they weren't normal. Thick, blue-gray and shiny, the arns

termnated in a really nasty-looking set of |obsterlike claws.

The others were no better. They had all been human once, but all now had very
different and i nhuman parts to them One was a sort of cyclops with weird hands
that had three thick, curved fingers |ike a claw rmachine at the fire carnival
Anot her had tentacles growing fromhis back, and still another had a face that
woul d have | ooked better on a toad. In fact, after seeing themall, the
hunchback | ooked very normal and conforting indeed.

Redbeard with the claws was obviously the | eader. Wth both wonen tied and held
down, he wal ked slowy up to them and | ooked each over

"Well, now, this is a pretty catch, and all decorated nice and fine like, they's
gi ft-wapped or sonething. W the hell are you, girls, and what in the nane of
the Nine Dark Hells are you doin' out here stark naked?"

Boday managed to |l ook up. "Do you really think the designs are pretty? You are
obviously a man of good taste to appreciate the handi work of Boday!"

Charl ey groaned.

Redbeard turned to her. "And who might this Boday be?"

"She who speaks with you is Boday!" the artistic alchem st responded proudly,
totally disregardi ng her circunstances.

Redbeard | ooked a bit taken aback by her attitude. "All right, Boday, so who

el se be you and why are you here?"

"W were flooded in a wagon train disaster, then taken by brigands who had their
fun with us, then escaped to here only to be split up running fromthose dead
men back there who stole what supplies we had. We seek our conpani ons whomt he
men in black captured.”

"These conpani ons be nen?"

"No, of course not! A young wonan and two snall girls."

"Weren't no females with that crew, " Redbeard responded. "Your friends probably
wound up in the clutches of that bastard crazy Duke. W got your horses, though,
and your booty, and now we got you. Both of you now get up and shut up! W's
goin' for alittle walk. Them s good nooses on your pretty necks, now, so don't
make no sudden nobves or you'll strangle yourselves. Now, we don't want'a kil

you or damage them pretty bodies, but Hooton, there, he's an expert at the

sci ence of the noose. Alittle jerk just so and he can shatter your voice boxes,
and we don't need your voices. And any real trouble and he's got a way of fixin
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them so you don't strangle all the way but just a little, so's you don't get so

much blood to the brain. | seen "emafter a few hours of his treatnment. You
don't have enough sense left to renmenber what clothes was and you m ght needs
sone help feedin' yourself, but your bodies'l| be just fine. So—shut up, do what

you're told, and no tricks!" Shit!, Charley thought sourly. Back into the fire
again, and this tinme getting farther and farther from Sam Dam! Damm! Damm! Wy
didn't we go to that governor? Damm you, Boday! The horses were about a half
mle farther down the trail, held a bit off the track and upwi nd so that they
hadn't made a sound. Their own horses and the | one narga were anong them stil

| oaded with stuff. Four nore ragtag and defornmed nasties held them waiting. It
seened that Redbeard sinply couldn't conceive of six uniforned men with no
protection just marching in here, particularly past the Inperial Governor's
turnoff. He'd been convinced that nore were follow ng behind, and he wanted to
make very sure what he was up against rather than risk fleeing with the | oot
with soldiers in hot pursuit. Now, though, he felt his wait rewarded in a

di fferent way.

Nei t her Charley nor Boday was allowed to ride; Redbeard didn't trust them even
naked and tied, on the backs of their own horses. They wal ked al ong at a steady
pace, trying to adjust so that those strangely tied nooses didn't have nuch
chance to tighten up. The gang nade all sorts of |lewd and |ustful coments about
thembut did not try to touch themor in fact do much of anything to them
Clearly Redbeard was an authority to be feared.

They reached a point where the river bent slightly, and two riders cane forward
and stopped at the water's edge, checking for sonething unknown. Then they rode
right into the river, the horses sinking only slightly into the water, and cane
up on the other side with their riders not even wet.

"Now you, ladies, and don't slip," Hooton said in a | ow, nmenacing tone. "R ght
at this point it's right shallow with just sand and nmud and snall rocks there at
certain tinmes of day like now Oher tines it's a killer. Just go on across."”

It was an unpl easant bal anci ng act, shallow though it was. The nud and rocks
were slippery, the nmuck just under the surface felt just awful, and while it
wasn't all that bad for Boday, tall as she was, it wasn't all that shallow for
Charley at just alittle over five feet tall. She felt tense, and the noose
pulling at her throat all the way, and when she made it to the other side she
gave a gasp of relief.

The others now foll owed without any trouble, and then the whol e group turned not
farther up but rather to the left, back the way they'd conme. They went back down
per haps a thousand yards, then reached a rocky outcrop that seened so solid that
it blocked passage along that shore. A rider reached up and did sonething that
couldn't be seen in the gloom and the rock seened to shift and the earth to
shake a bit, and when it was done there was a narrow passage revealed in the
rock itself. It wasn't w de enough for nore than one horse and rider at a tineg,
single file, and it seened to go on for an eternity in near-total darkness.

They energed for a nonment, the lack of river noise neaning that they were now
well away fromthe river, and the last man in the gang rode through, then
stopped, and again did sonething that caused the sane runbling and the fissure
to close with a nasty-sounding finality. It was a good way to escape if you
needed to block pursuit, Charley realized. Even if you were tricked and they
tried to follow, they'd be crushed along the way. Still, the nmere fact that
Redbeard had waited showed that they didn't want to have to rely on that trick

I gnorance on the part of their enenies that the passage even existed was far
better long-termprotection than just using it as a nmeans of escape.

They went down a bit into the rocky junble of the Kudaan | andscape, hurrying a
bit because of the growi ng darkness. Here and there they shouted sone strange
words and were answered by others, showing that this trail was well guarded.
Charley's heart sank. Even if, sonehow, she escaped this crew, how the hell
woul d she ever get away, elude all of those guardi ans who knew the territory
perfectly, and survive? These were dangerous nen; fugitives holed up in the
Wastes and living a different and primtive kind of life beyond the reach of any
law. Men with no place to go, nothing to |lose, and with nothing at all to hold
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t hem back.

Now, at last, a great glob of total darkness |oonmed ahead, and they suddenly

st opped. Hooton, the toad-faced one, slid off his horse and canme up to them
"Now you just walk right in front of ne," he told them "and keep your neckwear
sl ack. "

It was a tunnel of some sort—-no, a cave. There was a blast of cool air comng
fromit, and as they entered they descended, although they couldn't see a thing.
Hoot on, however, could, and he kept giving them quick directions.

"Turn left. That's right. Ten paces forward, then |l eft again. Fine. Now ahead
until | tell you to stop. Now—+ight turn."

It went on for sone tinme, nade no easier by the fact that sone of the nounted
horses were ahead of them and | eaving the usual horse droppings.

Wthin several mnutes, neither Charley nor Boday had any idea of where they
were or how they'd gotten there. It wasn't nmerely one cave, it was a network of
i nterlocking caves going off in all directions including down, and between the
darkness and the differences in the dark tunnels only one who knew exactly where
he or she was and, perhaps, could see or read the hidden markings, would find
their way in—er out.

Suddenly all was noise and light. It was the lights of thousands of torches

rat her than anything in nature, and the reverberant cacophony of great nunbers
of people and animals. The scene seenmed to go on and on below them Charl ey
could see only the lights but the noise and snells were overwhel ni ng. She
realized that they had now entered sonme grand cave on the order of the Big Room
at Carl sbad Caverns or even bigger. A giant cave, far underground, that held not
tourists but a town.

This, then, was the outlaw capital, the seat of the unholy of the Kudaan Wastes.
No wonder the worst could hide out here! No power could find such a place except
by treachery, and the systemdidn't really care enough to even attenpt that sort
of thing anynore.

They nmoved now down into it, into a throng of people, aninals, changelings, and
creatures, the discards of Akahlar. Boday was entranced by the vision, so nuch
so that she seenmed to forget her own situation. The cave was enornous, and it
seenmed to go off in the distance a trenendous way. On the floor of it were
bui | di ngs, marketpl aces, bazaars, a tremendous |ife energy that knew no day or
night; a town with fewlaws and fewlimts that was a continual now, w thout
regard for yesterday or tonorrow.

They, however, could not explore it. Wen they reached a central square, Hooton
turned them abruptly and |l ed themto a squared-off building that seenmed nmade
entirely of glass that was inches thick. Two guards, huge and sonewhat pigli ke,

nodded and grunted and then gave way, and a jaillike door was unl ocked and
opened. Hooton then carefully renoved the nooses, untied their hands, and while
they were still rubbing their raw wists they were rudely shoved inside, so that

both of them | anded sprawing on a hay-strewn fl oor. The door clanged shut
behind them and .the sounds of the great room becane terribly nuted.

"That swi ne!" Boday hissed, and nanaged to roll over and come to a sitting
position. "Are you all right?"

Char |l ey groaned, then managed to sit up and nod, feeling her neck. God! It stil
felt like she had a rope around it! She tried breathing hard through her nouth
and tried to get hold of herself. Then and only then did she take stock of the
cubi cl e.

It was snmall enough for her to see all of it, if a bit blurry, and beyond she
could see the lights and activities of the city beneath the ground. It wasn't
very bi g—raybe six feet by six feet, give or take, filled with a rotting straw
floor that, when you dug down in it, led to an unpleasantly sticky cold stone
floor. Over in one corner was a foul, rusted chanber pot, and in another a clay
jug of water that had a bit of scumon top. Boday went over to it, frowned,
stirred it with her finger, then tasted it.

"It seens all right," she said dubiously, then sighed. "And it is all we have."
Still, she stared at it. "As an al chenist, Boday woul d suspect that this (water
i s somewhat drugged. Still, she is dying of thirst, and what difference can it
make now anyway?"
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It was a practical, pragmatic statenent and Charley couldn't disagree. They both
drank it, and even though it tasted flat and m neral -heavy, it was what they
needed.

The door opened, and Hooton was there again. "lI've nade all the arrangenents,"
he told them then put a basket down. "Here's sone food. It ain't much but it'l]I
keep you going. Best nmmke yourselves confortable. You'll be on display here

until the next slave auction, and that ain't for three days yet. There's a bunch
that saw you conme in got real interested in you. Ain't too often we get

full-bl ooded Akhbreed down here." And, with that, he closed the door and the
noi ses agai n faded.

Charl ey sighed and went to one of the walls. Transparent. There were al ready
sonme people out there |ooking at them Sizing up the nerchandi se. Not just nen
and hal f-nmen, either. There were some wonen out there as well, but fromthe

| ooks of them even Hooton would be an inprovenent. She tried to i magi ne the kind
of woman who'd do well as an equal in a society like this. These | ooked the
part. The one with the westler's nuscles, purple nmakeup, spiked green hair, and
| eather outfit |ooked just Boday's type.

She went over to Boday, who was ignoring the outside traffic and checking the
contents of the basket.

"Slightly stale bread, noldy cheese, sone slabs of sone sort of neat that m ght
not poison us, if we can stand to chew it and our teeth are strong enough for
it. Not nmuch else. And the anphora ..." She uncorked it and sniffed it. "Ugh!
The cheapest wi ne inaginable!"

Charl ey had not been able to tolerate neat since she entered this life and this
| ook-al i ke existence, but she was far too hungry not to eat her share of the
rest, including the wine. It was bad, barely drinkable, but it dissolved the
bread enough to nmake it edible. The cheese wasn't so bad—all cheese snell ed
yucky anyway—f you just scraped sonme of the nold off with your nails first.
The wi ne was, however, definitely alcoholic to a nuch hi gher degree than she was
used to. Inalittle while she felt |ight-headed, even a bit silly, and,
sonehow, not so horribly down anynore

Boday, who usually had a high tol erance for al cohol, was feeling it alittle
bit, too. She got up after a while and pressed herself against the wall. "Boday
feels like she is at the zoo," she muttered, slurring her words a bit, "but
sonething is wong. The people they are on the inside of the cage and the
animals are out there looking in!" She seened to find this thought funny and
began chuckl i ng.

The chuckling was contagi ous. For sonme reason the comment struck Charley that
way as well and she started |aughing. Then she went over and started nmaki ng very
graphi ¢ obscene gestures and noves to the crowd. This kept up for a while,
until, finally, both wonen just sank down in the straw and, within m nutes of
one anot her, passed out.

There was no telling how long they slept; there was no way of telling any sort
of time in a place like this. But fromthe way every bone and nuscle in their
bodi es ached when they finally awoke, they had been out a very long tine. The
worst part, Charley thought to herself, was that she felt |ike she hadn't slept
at all.

There was anot her basket of the sanme just inside the door. No telling how | ong
it'd been there, but it was clearly what they got until they ate it and needed
anot her.

Boday nmade her way, crawling, to it and settled down, back agai nst the gl ass,

| ooki ng gl assy-eyed. "Boday feels like shit," she nuttered wearily. "All of the
energy, the fight, has gone out of her. Wat is the use of fighting anynore,
anyway? She is sick of fighting, of running, of worrying. There is no escape.
They can do what they want with her."

Charl ey was al nost startled to hear Boday voi ce her own depression, as deep and
despairing as the slight drunk had been manic. It was over for them and

sonet hing inside her just didn't care anynore. She felt so weak and snall and
hel pl ess that she had no choice but to accept fate.

"It is the wine, you know, or perhaps the water," Boday noted in that stil
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down, detached tone. "Not that what we feel is not the truth, the result of al
that has gone before and all that is. It sinply builds on that. Ah-Boday sees
you do not fully understand. She is an al chenist. The caves here, they nust grow
a hundred different kinds of fungus. A minor potion, really. You drink it and
for a while you have no worries or fears or inhibitions. Then it goes the other
way, and the rest of the tine you are passive, fatalistic, without real strength
or will.

Just a way to see that we performnow and then for the custoners and ot herw se
do not fight or resist or try and nmake trouble."

A potion? Charley stared at the anphora. The troubl e was, while Boday was naki ng
sense, sonehow it didn't really matter to either of themthat they knew What
could they do but accept it? She no | onger cared anynore.

Hel I, inside her was another, sinpler personality that was probably a | ot nore
useful here. Hell, three words in English would bring up a spell that would
bani sh Charley fromher nind and bring forth Shari, an ignorant, servile,
willing slave who could only think in the few hundred words of the Short Speech.
Hel I, she al ways wondered what woul d happen if she herself spoke the three
sinpl e words al oud, but she'd never tried because then there'd be nobody who
woul d know how to bring Charley back. She wondered now if that even nattered.
Still, she could bring up that part of her wi thout any spell. She'd had | ong
practice at it. You just relaxed, put everything out of your mind, and began to
think only in the servile Short Speech. Mstress, | be Shari. How nmay Shari
serve Mstress . . . ?

So easy, so tenpting, so worry free. So dammed cowardly.

The hell with it. Not yet. There was plenty of time if it became really
unbearabl e, but, until then, where there was life there had to be some hope of
sonmething. If only she had a real command of this |anguage! At |east Boday had
sonmebody to bitch to.

They had to have slept a very long tine, since there were only two nore "neal s"
and one nore, and better, sleep before they cane for them Wen they did, they
didn't bother to truss themup or chain them or anything. Charley guessed they
al ready had proven that, at |east for now, they weren't the suicidal type, and,
down here, with this crowd, what the hell were they going to do and where could
they go, anyway? The crowd was |i ke sonething out of a bad horror novie, with
shouting and screaning figures dressed nostly in rags or patchwork stuff and
many | ooki ng and soundi ng only vaguely human. They were pawed and pushed as
their guards made way for themto wal k through to the nmarketplace, and it was
pretty unpleasant. There was al nost a sense of relief when they made this little
platformin a kind of square surrounded by broken-down stalls that was clearly
the center of comerce, such as it was. The crowd was jovial enough, but sonmehow
both wonen felt nore |ike the unwel come guests of honor at an execution than the
obj ects of an auction.

Far back in the crowd, an unassuming figure in a full brown robe, |ooking rmuch
l'ike an out-of-place friar, stared at them then did sonething of a double-take
and stared sonme nore. The cut of his robe nmarked himas a magician, but its
color and design did not denote high rank. He had a pudgy, boyish face, although
he was nore stocky than fat, and runpled, thin brown hair to his shoul ders that
conpensated only slightly for his massive but natural bald spot atop his head.
He was there al nbst as an afterthought; captives and slaves weren't of any rea
interest to himunless they were sonebody inportant. In fact, he hated this
crowd and woul d have tinmed his visit differently had he renenbered about this,
but here he was, and as he'd needed to purchase sone essential charns at the
bazaar he wasn't about to go back and nake a second, later trip. This would be
over soon enough.

At first he'd thought the two wonen an odd pair. The tall one with all those
tattoos over her body was at once nean-|ooking and singularly unattractive; the
smal | one, though, |ooked so frail, a courtesan far from her el enment, helpless
and afraid.

That courtesan | ooked dammed familiar. That |ong hair and those eye tattoos took
away fromit somewhat, but he was know edgeabl e enough to see through them and
overlay the famliar on her feature and form Yes . . . Trimthe hair and
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restyle it, renove the tattoos, add naybe fifteen or twenty halg to the wei ght

By the gods, they've captured one of Bool ean's sinulacra! Perhaps the very one
Zanofir had spoken of when he was through here!

Suddenly it all nmde | ots of sense, but what to do? He couldn't deprive this nob
of their show, that was for sure. Halting the auction at this point was out of
the question, and he certainly had little with which to outbid those here.

Cal ming hinself, he got control of his thoughts and knew that there was no tine
to do anything here and now. The best he could do was to note the buyer and then
get that information back to Yobi as fast as possible.

You could tell the Gand Auctioneer in an instant. For one thing, he was cl ean
wel | groomed, and dressed in a fine togalike garnment and shiny | eather boots and
definitely had a ot nore than nost of this nob. For another, he was clearly in
his elenment in front of the crowd and very much the busi nessnan. He was
acconpani ed by a woman who had once been beautiful, but her face and her silver
hair told of a life where fate had been | ess than kind, and while she was cl ean
and wel |l dressed herself she wal ked with a pronounced |inp. As she cane up to
the platform Charley could see that the woman had two fingers mssing on her

|l eft hand, and a small brass or copper ring through her nose. She also carried a
smal | book and stylus with her, and propped herself to one side of the platform
The Grand Auctioneer cane up to her and said sonething that the crowd noises
made it inpossible to hear, and she nodded. Then the auctioneer nounted the

pl at f orm

He turned, faced the crowd, and with exaggerated hand gestures pl eaded for and
men finally achieved a | evel of quiet.

"Al right, all right!" he said in a penetrating, professional voice that seened
to cut through all noise alnost as if anplified, yet not shouting at all. "Now,
we don't have nmuch today, but what we do have is well worth the wait. | know
nmost of you can't afford either of mem but you can sit there quietly and droo
and pretend you are. The serious bidders and their agents to ny right, please.
Let them through! Thank you, thank you!"

About a dozen people made their way to the designated spot. Al were better
dressed and obviously nore affluent than the masses in the crowd, although many
were as strange in, their own ways as the rest here. Myst were nen, but a few
were wonen, and perhaps two-thirds of themalso wore rings in their noses.

"Ah!" said the Grand Auctioneer with satisfaction. "All set? Very well, then
You' ve seen this pair on display now, so you know pretty well what you're
getting physically." He turned to Boday. "Do you have a nane and any skills to
recomend yoursel f?"

She glared at him Boday al ways expected to be recogni zed, even here.

"You see before you Boday, the greatest alchem cal artist of the age, and one of
her finest creations!" she bragged.

The crowd roared, nostly with [aughter, which seened to infuriate Boday even
nore. She glared at them and they seened coll ectively taken aback at the glare.
"There you are!" the auctioneer told the cromd. "An alchenist and artist of the
body. Two for the price of one, |adies and gentlenen! A slave such as this can
be nost useful! Can | have a starting bid, please?"

Charley stared out at the crowmd in wonder. Whay were they all here and naking so
merry at ms? These were the poor, the m sshapen, the dregs of this underground
society. Looking at the real bidders, it was clear that even slaves of such
peopl e woul d be better off than nost of this |ot.

And then it hit her. That was it, wasn't it? These were the |osers, the dregs of
the | owest society of Akahlar. The accursed and m sshapen, w thout hope, without
anyt hing nuch at all.

But they were still better than sl aves.

So long as there were slaves in this society, they were not the | owest, not the
bottom of the ladder. So long as there were slaves there was al ways sonebody to
| ook down on, sonebody so you could always say to yourself, "Well, | may be at
my rock bottombut at least I'"'mnot a slave." And if the slaves were pure
Akhbreed, so nuch the better. She and Boday represented to these peopl e that
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whi ch had shut themout and cast themout, and just to see themsold into
bondage was a sort of vicarious revenge.

The auctioneer was going well now, occasionally going fast enough to make a
singsong chant in nunerical units, although units of what wasn't clear. Surely
money as such nmeant nothing to these people; there had to be sone alternate

val ue system here that was represented by the nunbers.

The bidding slowed at el even hundred and fifty, and the aucti oneer began
cajoling the bidders, alternately flattering and insulting them trying to get
another bid. It was now like pulling teeth, but he got another two hundred and
then started his close.

"Thirteen fifty . . . once! Twice! Three tines! Sold!" He pointed to a huge pale
man in a white toga whose head was shaved and who | ooked al nost |ike a nmarble
monument. The man had a ring in his nose.

Boday was told to step down off the platformand stand by the woman with the

| edger, and the auctioneer brought Charley front and center

"The girl speaks no Akhbreed!" Boday shouted to the auctioneer. "She knows only
the Short Speech but understands nmuch. She is Shari, a courtesan.”

"Ah! You hear?" the Grand Auctioneer asked the crowd. "No need of breaking in
this one. A courtesan, schooled only in pleasure and service. A beauty if there
ever was one here. Never before have we had a jewel like this to sell! Wwo needs
a hub when you can have this one forever at your beck and call? How rmuch am |

of f ered?"

Charley felt a sense of unreality about it all. The whole thing had nore of a
dreanlike quality to it for her, and she felt a curious intellectual detachnent
fromthe proceedings. She was curious to see just how nuch she'd go for in
whatever it was they were using to pay.

The answer was a lot. In the first mnute she'd passed Boday, sonewhat to
Boday's clear irritation, and the bidding was still quite spirited. Wen it
passed two thousand virtually all noise ceased except the auctioneer's chant.
When she went above twenty-five hundred the auctioneer was tal ki ng about a "new
record" for any individual

She felt a curious thrill at that, even though she knew she shoul d be ashaned of
herself for feeling that way. Wat's happened to me in this world? she wondered,
nmore amazed man upset in spite of it all. Yeah, | wanted to be senior class
presi dent, prom queen, college coed, and then found ny own cosnetics busi ness
and nake a mllion before | was thirty. And | ook at me now First a high-class
hooker who finds she likes it, then, standing here, nentally charged up at how

much people are paying for nme! Have | changed, or didn't | just know nyself
bef ore?

"Sol d!' Three thousand one hundred, a new record by far!" the auctioneer
decl ar ed.

She | ooked over, hoping to see the same buyer as Boday, but instead it was a
smal |, ugly character in a black robe and hood standing two away from Boday's
new naster. It was hard to tell if the buyer was nale or fenal e or naybe

sonet hing el se

She was | ed off the platformand placed next to Boday as the auctioneer wound up
his pitch, pronised big deals in affordabl e nerchandi se and booty at the auction
the next day, then stepped down hinself. "Mke way! Mike way! Comi ng through
Successful bidders please follow"

Boday shrugged and | ooked at Charley, nmen the two foll owed the auctioneer, then
the two buyers, and finally the woman with the | edger book. They went across the
square, through the crowd that was now straining for one | ast glinpse but was

al so beginning to break up, then down a narrow alley between two stalls and to a
door hal fway through to the next block. The auctioneer took out sone keys on a
big ring, opened the door with one, then walked in and they followed.

"You two sit on the divan there in the anteroom" he told themin a cold,

busi nessli ke tone. "No tal king or noving around."

The other three now entered, and he closed the door and went over to a desk,
while his fermal e assistant took a chair to his right. The two buyers stood in
front and were not offered seats.

"You have full paynent?" the autioneer asked them
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"I have a draft bill, open," said the big man with the shaved head in a
surprisingly soft and high voice. "Your client may redeemit at ny master's
place any tine after it is registered.”" He reached into a hidden pocket in his

toga. "I also have a draft for credits at any establishnent you choose in the
nane of yourself, so there is no problemwth the fees."

The auctioneer nodded and | ooked at the small, hooded one. "And you?"

The little one produced simlar papers. "Pretty nuch the same, but the ampunt is
hi gh enough that you will have to dun the seller for your fees."

The auctioneer sighed. "Irregular, but, then, a percentage of that . . .1'lI
take the bill. The seller is Lakos in both cases, as you probably know Best he
not get his hands on this until he has settled with me. | understand that won't
be difficult. He nmade quite a score otherwise in that raid. I'mselling nuch of

the rest tonorrow. Yes, these will do. You may clai myour nerchandise. Vica—give
themreceipts and final bills of sale.”

"Yes, Master Arnos," the gray-haired woman responded, and for the first tine
Charley realized that all of these people except the auctioneer hinmself were

sl aves as well —the | edger woman with the |inp belonging to the Grand Aucti oneer
and who knew whom t hese two bel onged to? Who—er what ?

The auctioneer went back to them "Go with these agents,"” he told them "Do

what ever they say. Do not mistake the fact that they are slaves as sone sort of
|icense. They are bonded to their nmasters and have the power to do anything with
you that they wish as if they thensel ves had bought you."

They both nodded and got up and went back out into the alley with the two
strange slaves, but they didn't go far. There was a snall arcade just before the
next street and they were led into it and immrediately into an establishnment that
clearly sold unusual mnerchandi se. Fromthe burners and dolls and strange designs
and odd bric-a-brac both knew they were in a magician's shop.

It occurred to Charley that she'd actually seen little magic in this world
beyond her own change into a senbl ance of, or naybe an idealization of, Sam and
Sam s own sumoni ng of the storm Al nbst everything she'd seen had been drugs
and chem cal s and maybe hypnosis, really. Oh, sone of themdid all sorts of wild
things, like grow a foot of hair in mnutes or nmake you fall in |l ove or stuff
like that, but it wasn't anything she was sure couldn't be done back hone by
sonme smart sonebody. These ki nds of shops with all the magic charns and

i ncant ati on books she couldn't read and that kind of thing just hadn't | ooked
like nore than scans, and this junky place didn't | ook any different.

The proprietor, though, was sonething of a surprise. It was a wonan, dressed in
a brown magician's robe, perhaps fifty or so, with very short gray hair and deep
lines in her face. There al so seened to be sonething odd about her eyes and her
head nmovenment, but it was hard to tell for sure. "Yes?" she asked them

The big man pointed to Boday. "She's enslaved to Janoni ca. The ot her one bel ongs
to Hodanoc. Both require bonding."

The nmagi ci an nodded. "Very well. You have sonething | can use for each of then?"
The little one in the black hood and robe pulled out what | ooked to be a small,
irregul ar stone and handed it to the magician. The big man reached in and
renoved a tiny box like a ring box that contai ned what appeared to be hairs. The
magi ci an exam ned both and nodded. "These will do fine. Wait here, and send the
smal |l one back first. Wrking fromanimate relics is far easier."

"l know, but Janpnica don't give no relics to nobody," the big man with the
soft, high voice responded

The magician smled knowingly. "I understand." She pointed at Charley. "Cone,
little one. In back."
Charley hesitated, then followed, still in that sonewhat detached state. The

back of the place was a real ness, making the actual store | ook organi zed. There
were all sorts of things around, nmaking it | ook part chemical |aboratory and
part junk shop. She watched while the nmagician went into a drawer and took out a
box containing a nunmber of snmall bronze-colored rings. For the first tineg,
Charley felt sone panic. Ch, no! You ain't putting one of themup ny nose!

The magi ci an worked qui ckly and professionally. She took the hairs and put them
into a small metal bow, then began to add several other unknown substances,
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stirring and heating the nmixture until it was a dull and sickly green paste. She
then wal ked over to Charley and before the wonan could say or do anything, the
magi ci an reached out, grabbed Charley's right hand, and she felt a sudden sharp
sting.

"OM" she said, and tried to pull away, but the magician was surprisingly strong
and had clearly done this a ot of tinmes before. Charley's hand was pull ed over
the mixture, and her thunb squeezed enough so that two drops of blood fell into
the bowl and green scum—and it sizzled. Wen that happened, Charley was rel eased
and stepped back, sticking her thunb in her nmouth to stop the bl eeding.

Now t he magi cian took the ring and put it into the mixture, and nore heat was
applied, but this time the nagician closed her eyes and began to wave her hands
over the bow and chant sonmething in a | ow tone over it.

Suddenly there was a crackling and then a strange white |ight, about the size of
the magician's thunb, appeared in the center of the bow and began to pulse a
bit, bulging in the center. As Charley watched, the little thing noved, going
‘round and 'round the bow in lazy circles, each one a bit smaller than the one
before, and as it did the sickly liquid seemed to be pulled up intoit, as if
the pulsing white energy were sone sort of straw bringing that crap up to sone

i nvi si bl e nout h—and naybe it was.

In less than a minute there was nothing left in the bow but the ring, |ooking
good as new. The little energy thing winked out with a zappi ng sound, and the
magi ci an nodded to herself, turned off the heat, and renoved the ring fromthe
bow and put it aside, perhaps to cool. She reached over, found a snall gourd,
uncorked it, sniffed it, then nodded and handed it to Charley. "Drink some of
this. One or two swallows, anyway."

Charl ey hesitated and wouldn't touch it, and the nagician understood.

"I ama magician, not an alchenist. Unfortunately, nobst nagic involves pain of
one sort or another, and the last step is painful. Can you understand what | am
sayi ng?"

Charl ey nodded, but didn't |ike the message.

"I't will be done either with or without your drinking it. You have no abnor nal
auras about you. | could freeze you where you stand with a sinple spell but then
you woul d feel everything. Two swallows of this and you will feel very little
pain for just a few m nutes. Go ahead."

Charley drank it. It wasn't at all |ike the alchenical concoctions—agi c potions
tasted |i ke nedicine. She handed back the gourd and the nmgician put it back on
the table, then picked up the ring. She turned and faced Charl ey, very close,
and suddenly nmade a sign of sonething with her left hand. Charley saw the right,
the one with the ring, nove up to her face and she tried to step back, but she
could not. She was frozen stiff as a board.

There was a sudden sharp pain, |ike sone needl e bei ng shoved through her nose,
but it was danmpened down al nost inmediately and she felt only a nunbness there.
The nagi ci an nmade the reverse of her previous notion and this tine with her
right hand. Charley could nove again.

"The spell now holds you but you are not yet truly bonded," the nagician told
her, taking on the sane clinical manner as a doctor explaining a treatnent to a
patient. "It is quite |loose and you will soon get used to it but do not allow it
to be renoved. You renenber that little bit of pain you felt? If you renove it,
that pain will be back, in full, and it will not go away over tine. The spel
conpel s obedi ence. At the noment, because you are not yet bonded, it conpels
obedi ence from anyone at all, instantly. Stand on your right leg only!"

I medi ately Charley found hersel f standing storklike on one | eg. She hadn't

t hought about it.

"Al'l right, put it down and stand normally. Don't worry, you' re not at
everyone's mercy. In a nmoment Hodanoc's slave will touch your ring, and since he
is bonded by the sanme spell you will then be attuned to it and will obey only
those with the same spell. Once brought before Hodanpbc, he will touch the ring
and it will recognize himas the controller and then you will be obedient only
to him Control is transferable, but only by a naster's conmmand. |f the naster
di es, control passes to his or her nearest of kin. It enslaves only your body,
not your mnd and soul. Accept it. Even a master cannot free you. Fromthis
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poi nt on, you, and soon your conpanion, will be soneone's property for the rest
of your lives."

That was a very chilling thought.

"Stand there and do not nove," the nagician ordered. "I will fetch the slave."
The little one in black entered, and when he | ooked at her she could see an
oddl y obl ong face, huge, round nose, and beady little recessed eyes against a
small nouth and lantern jaw. On him the ring in his nose was barely noticeabl e,
and she coul d understand i mmedi ately why he liked to wear the hood all the tune.
He reached out and touched the ring in her own nose, and she felt suddenly a bit
dizzy. It cleared al nost i mediately, though, and he | et go.

"Good," he said in athin, reedy little voice. "Now hear and obey our master's
commands. Until you are bonded you shall obey all who are bonded to our master
as if any of us were he hinself and no others. You shall harmno one, not even
yoursel f, unless ordered to do so, nor cause another to suffer harm You shal
not be out of sight of another bonded to our master or our naster hinself at any
time until you yourself are bonded. You shall undertake no action on your own

wi t hout permission. Slaves, even those above you in rank, wll always be
addressed as equals. Al others will be addressed with high respect as superiors
no matter how low their station. But only Hodanoc shall be addressed as Master,
and only Hodanoc and those bonded to himor designated by himshall be obeyed.
These are the orders of our master Hodanoc. Hear and obey."

Well, she didn't feel any different, except that her nose felt funny, for al

t hat .

"Now, follow ne," said the little man, and she found herself turning and
following himby a few steps back out to the front of the shop and then back-
out into the arcade, past Boday but unable to stop or signal or say a word.
Charley found herself fixated on the little nman, always keeping himin sight.
Sonewher e back there Boday would be getting the sane treatnment for her master
and boy! Wuld she ever hate that!

Charley didn't like the situation, but sonething deep down inside her |iked that
i mmge of Boday. It was about tinme that sonebody who turned |ots of poor,
trusting girls into mndless sex nmachines without a qualmgot at |east a taste
of her own nedicine. There was sonme snmall neasure of justice in that.

For Boday, maybe, but what about her? Who or what was this Hodanbc, anyway? Wat
was goi ng to beconme of her now? A courtesan to the |ikes of Redbeard's crew,
maybe? God, that was repul sive to think about! Now she was being |l ed away to a
strange place and people, severing her last link with anyone or anything in
Akahl ar. No nore Sam or even Boday, to fall back on. And, unlike Sam nobody,

| east of all Bool ean, even gave a damm about her

Hodanoc lived well in the exile conmunity, and he had good reason to be a mmjor
pl ayer in the underworld. It was said he'd been a general in the arny of

Masht opol , assi gned as comuander of the Inperial GQuard, one of the highest
honors a soldier could attain and one of considerable political as well as
mlitary power and influence. He was of royal blood, but untitled, and those
usual |y becane either soldiers or magicians or other top secul ar positions of
aut hority.

He had, however, overreached hinself at |ast, as such people sonetines do.

I mperial succession often had less to do with who was firstborn than which son
of the king was the nobst cutthroat politician, and alliances for such things
were fornmed early. The seven wives of the old king had borne himtwenty-nine
children, of whomfifteen were boys, and of whomsix were well into their
twenties when the old boy passed away. Hodanobc, with visions of a conferred
title of Duke or Lord and perhaps a cabi net post, had picked and backed the son
who appeared the strongest, and he'd chosen wong. H's boy had not taken into
account just how insane Warog, the Inperial Sorcerer, was, and when prom sed
magi cal support did not nmaterialize for anyone's side, it was over

Barely escaping the purge that inevitably foll owed a new ascension to the
throne, but smart enough to have hedged sone of his bets just in case, he had
fled to the Kudaan to reorgani ze and perhaps, one day, return in force and teach
those bastards a bit of a | esson
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In the nmeantine, he and sone of his loyal staff had set thenselves up fairly
well in the Wastes, using his influence with his bl eedi ng-heart cousin, Duke

Al on Pasedo, the Governor of the region, to broker between the outlaw and
legitimate el ements. The outlaws |aid off Pasedo's own estates and people, and
i n exchange the Duke, via his cousin, transferred some products he had that were
worth nore than gold in the Kudaan Wastes.

Hodanoc, former General of the Inperial Guard, was now the fruit-and-vegetable
ki ng of the underworl d.

It was a somewhat humiliating position for him but it gave himgreat power and
i nfluence. Hi s underground estate was in a fairly large cavern of its owmn with
its own underground water source, and by harnessing sone of that power he had a
wat er-driven el evator of sorts that could take himand his people up to the
surface, where his main house was built of and into the rock but was al so open
to the outside

He proved to be a tall, strikingly handsone nman in his fifties, with gray-black
hair, intelligent brown eyes, and a trimgrayi ng noustache and goatee, who

al rost al ways wore his full general's uniformaround the place. He ran it |ike
it was his headquarters and he was still in the arny, too, and all but slaves
called him"sir" or "Ceneral." He also had the military man's mani a for order
and cl eanliness, and while his household included sonme who were either not quite
human or very strange, in his free staff he played no favorites.

Charl ey wasn't sure she'd ever be confortable with this slave business, but she
was becom ng accustoned to it and had accepted it. There was no use resisting,
anyway, and she knew that she could be far worse off than this. She no | onger
even thought about the ring in her nose and was only absently aware of it. She
di scovered, though, that its magical properties were quite strong. Once you were
given an order, it stuck

She had relative freedom of novenent around the place, subject to a few areas
whi ch were forbidden to her, but there was no way she could |eave its clearly
defined boundaries. She had to work hard to get a bunch of Akhbreed phrases
correct, because she was required to ask perm ssion of whoever was in charge of
her to do nost anything, including taking a bath, taking a walk, eating

sonet hing, or even going to the bathroom It soon went from being resented to
being automatic, and it sure as hell kept you in your place.

She had thought that for the noney he'd paid—n good credits, as it turned

out —she woul d be his personal courtesan, but that wasn't the case. In fact,
after that first brief tinme when he'd touched her ring and she had been bonded
to his will, she'd seen himvery little and always froma prostrate position as
he passed. She had wondered at first why a man |ike himhadn't had a fam |y, but
the constant conpani onship of young, good-l|ooking junior "officers" around him
some of whom were gorgeous, told the story.

She was not for himor his boys, but rather for various others who cane and
went. All were Akhbreed, many were ol der nmen, and she got the distinct

i npression that nmost of themwere old friends and potential allies still within
the royal structure. The General still had sone power, and maybe even eventually
sone hope of a coneback. Kings had been known to be assassinated in these | ands
by brothers and cousins and the like.

Charl ey was anbival ent about these liaisons. In one way she | ooked forward to
them because there was very little else for her to do, and she did nostly enjoy
it, although a few of these guys were really kinky. But they were also active
big shots in Mashtopol; as such, they could hardly be aware of the Storm
Princess and the search for ones who resenbl ed her, and that made each new
liaison a potential threat as well. She just kicked into Shan node as nuch as
possi bl e and hoped that the personality obscured any sense of the familiar.

The probl em was, though, it was nostly boring. She'd be brought out a couple of
times a week to "service" VIPs, and the rest of the time she was just, well,
left. Her lack of any command of the |anguage precluded her maki ng any cl ose
friends or confidants or even having soneone reasonably friendly and secure to
talk to. Her restriction to the i mediate grounds nade it inpossible to try to
contact Boday or even gain any know edge of what was going on in this crazy
worl d. Nor was she expected to do anything but be handy if the General needed
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her for a guest.

She did get to wear sone exotic and sexy clothing for a change, play w th nmakeup
and jewelry and all that, but there was only so nmuch of it and nobody seened to
think she required any nore.

If she could just get down to that underground town once in a while she felt
she'd be okay. Go through those exotic bazaars and shops and all that. She

woul dn't need noney; shopping was far nore fun than buyi ng anyway. The answer,

t hough, was al ways the sane. She was far too valuable to risk in that city of
scoundrels and ruffians, and the Master wanted no harmto cone to his property.
The tough and the ugly went to town, but never wearing the Master's precious
gens. She was a one-of-a-kind possession, and, to Hodanoc, that's all she was.
Worst of all, her vision had continued to deteriorate. She spent as nuch tine as
possi ble up on the surface in the open air of day because she could see there.
Dar kness was total for her now, and even within the house she needed a bright
light source to see anything nore than dimy, and then only strai ght ahead. Her
peri pheral vision was shot to hell as well. The househol d knew of this, but
didn't much care. You didn't have to see to do what she was there to do.

She was growing nore and nore tenpted to see if she could summon Shari and | eave
her permanently in place and in charge. Shari, perhaps, could handle it,
enpty-head that she was. Charley, though, was hanging on through force of will
but it was beconm ng harder and harder to hope for anything.

Unable to effectively comrunicate with her peers, she was essentially nmute,
unable to really nmake friends or join the slave subculture. Her future was

| ooki ng pretty damed bl eak. She was beginning to believe that she woul d spend
the rest of her life in this godforsaken place, lonely, mute, blind, and

ensl aved.

4
Sonme Failures to Communi cate

Enu was a purplish fruit that tasted |like a nelon but grew on trees about ten or
fifteen feet tall. The picking was tricky, since you could not pick themunti
they were alnost ripe but if you guessed wong and the fruit grew too large to
remain on the tree and fell to the ground it was useless. It was al so somewhat
messy, since the trees needed a near-constant trickle of water gotten to them by
a small but expertly planned network of irrigation ditches and canals and it was
muddy right along the trees themnsel ves.

The only rem nder that this was not a totally normal farmor grove was the
presence of armed uniformed soldiers riding back and forth. They woul d seem
menaci ng but they barely paid any attention to the pickers; their concern was
keepi ng the pickers frombeing rudely interrupted by deni zens of the WAastes who
m ght want anything fromstealing fruit to stealing them

The picking technique was to take a small wooden | adder and a basket, plant the
| adder firmy, then go up it with the basket right into the tree itself and then
pick the fruit. Due to both the heat and the nud, nost pickers opted for what
was basically a panty for the females and a jock strap for the nales, a thick
bandannal i ke headband to catch perspiration, and a pair of work gloves to
protect the hands in the actual picking. Basically you wal ked al ong an
irrigation ditch in the nmud until you came to the first tree in a row not being
pi cked, you planted your | adder, went up with your basket, then | eaned and

squi rmed and picked what fruit was there, often going down to enpty your basket
into a collection basket—there were many spread evenly out al ong the work
area—and t hen back up again, perhaps on the other side, until you picked it

cl ean. Then you went to the next tree not being picked and did the sane.

Each pi cker was assigned a quota of trees that he had to pick before the day was
ended based upon his physical abilities or handi caps and done, fromthe | ooks of
it, fairly enough. Few really needed a quota; the pickers all seemed quite happy
doing their work and proud of it as well; they conpeted agai nst each other to
see who woul d exceed their quota and by how ruch

It wasn't hard but it did wear you, and that was where the makuda cane in.
Makuda was sone sort of potion guaranteed to do no physical harmthere were even
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some pregnant wonen out there—that was, nonetheless, a pretty good stinul ant
that al so quenched thirst and hel ped retain body noisture. You could get it
anytime you needed at the collection bins, and Samdefinitely felt the need
after less than an hour out there on that first afternoon. Living so long with
Boday, she had no real qual ns about such potions, not when they were obviously
m xed to such a conmon and positive purpose.

And the stuff really worked. Not only did she feel the aches and pai ns vani sh,
but she felt very energized, willing to work, and nmuch nore confortable. It also
tended to lull the nind a bit, so grunps and conpl ai nts about working and
worries of all sorts, seenmed to fade and you found yourself concentrating on and
even enjoying the routine. She felt herself through the afternoon al nost nerging
with the other pickers into a collective consciousness in which nothing el se
really mattered and there was an instant conradeship, even though the pickers
were the usual settlenent assortment of men, wonmen, and, well, whatevers.

Wien she rode back in on the carts with them she had done a reasonabl e
afternoon's work and felt fairly satisfied as she saw the nargas pulling carts
of the fruit along with them and t hought, Sonme of those are nine, picked by ne.
As she nmade her way fromthe worker's housing area back to the residence,
however, the drug began to wear off and she began to feel her tiredness and all
the aches and pains of the day. All she wanted now was a soak, sone food, and

sl eep. Aval a, however, had sonething different in mnd.

"My Lord the Duke wants you to have dinner with himthis evening," she told the
tired refugee. "He always wants to neet anyone new who cones here."

She groaned. "Ch, | don't knowif | can! |I'mfeeling every damed enu right now.
I"'mso tired | mght fall asleep in ny salad."
Aval a gave a wy smile. "It can be a bit hard until you get used to it and your

muscl es get built up," she admitted, "but My Lord Duke knows this. That is why
toni ght, when you have worked only part of a day, and not |later on. There is a
potion simlar to makuda that will give you energy and ease your aches but | eave
you with a clear head, and if he keeps you late you will not have to work
tomorrow. Conme, | will help you get clean and dressed, and then you will see."
The potion was slower to act but very effective. By the tine she'd finished her
bath and felt reasonably clean and presentable, she also felt very good, al npbst
as though she'd just gotten up. She hoped that this stuff didn't wear off very
qui ckly, either.

The outfit wasn't nmuch—ust the top fromthe cinnanon stretch suit and a
patterned long but slit skirt that sonmewhat nmatched and the boots, but it felt,
well, civilized after spending the day nostly naked in nud that tended to bake
on.

The governor's quarters were upstairs, where the adninistrative offices were

The whol e wi ng was rustic-1ooking but very nicely appointed, and you could tel

i medi ately that you were in an upper-class area by just |ooking at the quality
of everything and the perfection at which it was maintai ned. Never before had
Sam been at this social and econonic |evel on Akahlar, and it was inpressive.
Aval a I eft her at the top of the stairs, and Sam was surprised to be net by
Medac, who was actually wearing a pair of trousers and boots, which | ooked

i ncongruous on a man with wings and no arns.

"Hell o, there," the winged nan greeted her. "I am happy to see you | ooking so
wel | ."

"I't's drugs,
refuse. "

He chuckl ed. "I understand they had you in the enu groves. Yes, | have watched
them from above. | wanted to, well, caution you a bit, before we go in. | have
seen how tol erant you are of changelings and | think it is npost admirable, but I
wi sh to prepare you for ny nother."

Sam s eyebrows rose. "Your nother?"

He nodded. "W were returning in a caravan fromone of those silly cerenoni al
visits, to foster goodwill and all that, that menbers of the royal famlies have
to suffer through fromtine to tine. It was in Gyatil, one of our own | ands,

not a day from hone and safety, when a changewind hit. It was sudden

unexpected, and brutal. W had Mandan cl oaks, of course, but you are supposed to

she responded. "I'mdead tired, really, but | could hardly
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have sone warni ng and seek the | owest point, then huddl e beneath themuntil the
Navi gator signals all clear. That is fine advice if you have warning and can see
it coining, but we were very near the point where the wi nd broke through into
Akahl ar from wherever such winds originate. W barely had tinme to get on the
ground and pull the cloaks over us. It was in heavy grass on uneven |and, and no
one had ever warned us about the true force of such a storm The Mandan cl oaks
are very heavy, but they nust be just so. Mne was |unpy and had an openi ng. The
great winds cane straight at us, and ny cloak actually lifted up as | was
facedown and the wi nd went through, under, before falling back down on top of ne
again. | tried to reach up without |ooking up and bring it down but by that tine
I had no arms. | was fourteen, and the nmere sudden realization that the w nd had
gotten me caused ne to screamin panic and terror."

She nodded. Al though she'd only seen one changewi nd, and that in a vision, she
coul d i magi ne the scene.

"My nother was in front of ne, facing ne, and she heard ny terror and coul d not
stop herself fromlooking out to see what terrible thing had happened. Her face,
and neck, were totally exposed. Each wind is different but it tends to have its
own, uni que, consistency. She will be present, not only because it is duty but

al so because | cannot feed nyself in any sort of polite surroundings. She cannot
speak, but her mnd is still the sane. | would not |ike her hurt."

"Don't worry. | worked with people far nore bizarre today than any | had ever
dreaned about and had no trouble. The nen who attacked us and conmitted those
terrible acts on us—they were Akhbreed. Their |eader was a changeling, but they

were what we would call 'nornmal' on the outside. Inside, they were hideous, evi
monsters. | do not judge people on how they look. I will not enbarrass you or
your nother." | hope, she added to herself.

He smiled. "I thank you for that. Now, conme with ne if you will."

They wal ked down a long corridor filled with portraits and anti ques.

"I amcurious," she said to him "Just curious. Only part of you was exposed,
and yet you were changed in nore ways than just wi ngs. Holl ow bones, and
apparently whatever was needed to allow you to fly and have enough energy and
strength to do it."

He nodded. "That is the nature of the wi nds. Consistency, of sorts, is always
preserved. No one is ever left who is not put together as a functioning being,
no matter how rmuch or little the exposure or where it is, although only the
exposed areas are radically changed. Al though ny nother has no wings, internally
we are consistent beings. Were it not unthinkably incestuous, we could actually
mat e and produce simlarly structured creatures that would either be her way or
m ne. |npossible for us, of course, but there are actually sonme very snall

races, the products of the winds, that breed true. Ah! Here we are!"

Two guards uniforned in full mlitary dress stood at the | arge wooden doors and
opened them for the pair as they reached the entrance. Inside, there was a | arge
rectangul ar paneled roomwith a long table at its center capable of seating six
on a side and one at each end. There were candel abras Iit on the table, and the
chairs were lined with satin. It was very regal, and Samfelt decidedly
underdressed, although sonmewhat relieved that only a few places were set.

The Duke clearly sat at the head of the table; Medac showed Samto one chair to
the Duke's left and apol ogi zed that he could not pull it out for her. She
under st ood.

Al nost i mredi ately the Duke entered fromthe rear of the dining room followed
by his wife and one other man who m ght well have been an aide to the Duke. The
Governor hinself was a strikingly handsome man, the kind of man who seens to
grow even nore handsone and di stingui shed as the years go by. He had thick,
curly gray hair and a bushy but perfectly groomed gray noustache, and a rugged,
aristocratic face and bearing. He was the kind of man who could command
attention anywhere, and in any crowd.

So would his wife, but not for the sane reason. It was difficult to say what she
had | ooked |i ke but not a bad bet that she had been a perfect match for the
Duke. Even at her age, which was probably not that nuch | ess than her husband,
she had a strikingly good figure and a formal dress that fit perfectly. The fact
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that the head that now sat upon those sl ender shoul ders was that of a huge,

fal conlike bird of prey enphasized the tragedy of the famly.

Sam stood silently as they entered, and rem nded herself that no natter what she
must not stare at the Duchess. Idly she wondered how you greeted a Duke. Did you
kiss his ring or bow or curtsy or what?

"Pl ease, please! Be seated!" Duke Al on Pasedo said in a friendly, |ow baritone
that matched the appearance perfectly. "W do not stand on cerenony here unl ess
we have to. It is one of the fewtruly bright spots to living out here." He saw
his wife to her seat and made certain that Medac was al so seated. Samrealized
that the chairs were all designed to allow the wi nged man sone confort so |ong
as he kept his wings in. Then the Duke took his place and the other man took his
next to Sam

The stranger was fiftyish, balding, with thick glasses, and his face showed
signs of weathering and wear.

"I am Al on Pasedo, and this is nmy wife, the Duchess Yova, and the gentlenman to
your left is Kano Layse, the Director of the Refuge we have established here. MWy
son you al ready know. He is quite adept at spotting and guiding those | ost and
in need to our establishment. But, cone! Let us eat, and then we will talk."

It was a hell of a nmeal, even if Samdidn't know what half of it was and had
never tasted the variations of the half she did recognize before. If nost of the
staff were refugees, as they seened to be called here, then one nust have been a
mast er chef. Food was served by a team of two nen and two wonmen who picked up

di shes from wi ndows into the kitchen hidden behind decorative screens and then
brought themto the table. The servants had the usual evening dress of the house
staff, but their skirts and sarongs seened to be of very high quality, their
flower garlands fresh and exotic, and they were both nmade up and i mracul at e.

The Duchess took no food herself, nor drink, either, but spent the tine cutting
and t hen hand-feedi ng her son. Medac seened to have outgrown any enbarrassnent
for the situation, since he was in fact helpless in such a dining room and Sam
suspected that what that falconlike head could eat, and howit ate it, would not
be suitable for polite conpany.

The Duke controlled the talk, which was |ight and generally directed at her

"You are not froman Akhbreed hub," he said casually, "although you speak the

| anguage quite well. Were you born a colonial in Tubi kosa?"

"No, Your Grace," she responded, figuring out the proper formof address. "I am
not native to Akahlar at all. | am one of those people who—dropped in, as it
were, to nmy very great surprise."

"Ah! Fascinating! And yet you speak Akhbreed so well. It is a horror of a
tongue, in spite of its versatility as a |anguage. Deliberately evol ved,

suspect, because even the snmartest colonial can't master it on his own unless
raised with it. Tell nme, howdid you learn it so well?"

"Sorcery, Your Grace," she responded. That was no lie, although it wasn't the
conpl ete truth.

"Ah, yes. 1 renenber ny staff saying sonething about an Akhbreed sorcerer's
curse. That explains it. Usually the only ones fromthe Qutplane who can |learn
our tongue are natural sorcerers thenselves. But the better sorcerers can endow
it, to their own purposes."

He very suddenly dropped that line to Samis relief. She did not want to have to
lie or admit that in fact she was allegedly sone natural kind of sorcerer and
that was how she knew the | anguage and why she was such a pri ze.

There was nore small tal k, and then the Duke asked, "Is your home world like any
of ours that you have seen?"

"Not really, although people are people, it seens, both good and bad and even
indifferent. We had far nore machines, for exanple. Flying machi nes and even
personal machi nes that replaced the horse."

The Duke nodded. "I have heard of such worlds. That is one of the pities of

Akahl ar, you know. We could build flying nachines, but with the kind of
conditions we have and our instabilities we would never be able to get them or
any ot her hi gh-speed conveyance where we wanted it, or be certain that conpl ex
mechani cal contraptions woul d obey the sane m nute physical and chenical laws in
one place as they did in another. Even communication is a problemhere. W could
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have a systemthat m ght work inside this building, for exanple, or perhaps

t hrough the whole conplex, but it would always have static and interference. As
for any distance—+t is inpossible. The shifts and constant changes in our
borders cause inpossible static. Still, there is nuch to be said for the old,
tried-and-true ways. Slow and clunsy at tines, perhaps, but also reassuring no
matter where you are. And they keep our weapons devel opnent, our arnies, on a

| evel that does not assure total destruction."

"Where | cane from.they could destroy the world with a push of a button," she
responded. "It always hung over us like a cloud."”

"Exactly ny point! Single-shot guns and cannon and swords and the |like are nore
honorabl e, and far easier to control. The argunment for super weapons is always
that they will stop wars. But, tell nme, did they stop wars and conflicts in your
wor | d?"

"No," she had to admt. "They stopped the really big wars but not all the snall
wars. "

"Yes. And in Akahlar the big wars are inpossi bl e-the sane conditions | spoke
about prevent them and the equality of the kingdons maintains stability. W,
too, have our little wars but w thout any threat of a global one. Wo, after
all, could conquer thousands and thousands of worlds? And what conqueror could
be safe if he did not? No, the drawbacks here are the sorts of dungs that make a
pl ace like this necessary."

"Your Grace neans the intol erance of the different."

"Yes, exactly. We already have to deal with thousands of races, many of them
only renpotely what we think of as human, but each is, after all, the natura

deni zen of his world. You would think that with so nuch variety there would be
little trouble in at least tolerating the different, the unique, the ones and
twos of a kind. But the sight, the existence, of one who was once Akhbreed
terrifies them It is not Iike one who is born different—that is natural. But
the thought that one of their own could beconme so alien a creature, that touches
a basic fear in our society. The systemdiscrinm nates agai nst anyone who does
not neet the basic standards. Not everyone is that way—+ was never that way—but
a few rational thinkers have no way to change sonething which is deep in the
fears of a people and their culture and society. One does not need a changew nd
or a curse, either. Those two girls you have with you are a fine exanple."

Sam nodded. "I don't know how to handle that, really, Your Gace. In ny world
they woul d get guardi ans, the state would provi de hones, and they would inherit.
Here—they are outcasts, even by their own."

"Exactly. Mnors cannot inherit here, and unmarried femal es have fewer property
rights. Your systemis far nore hunmane, or so it sounds to ne, but the rigidity
of this systemis its true curse. They do not have to change, therefore they do

not. I would not wish the suffering of nmy famly on anyone, but | often believe
there was sone purpose to it. | had noney, position. | could shelter them unti
I could arrange to nove here and gain this appointnment. | could afford to seek

out |ike-m nded, progressive thinkers who were frustrated by the system and
bring themhere. If crimnals and traitors could find refuge here, then | saw no
reason why good, decent unfortunates could not as well. Here there is no reason
for ones like your girls to be sold to brothels or turned into chattel, or for
people crippled or mainmed to wind up in the gutters and back alleys. Here those
afflicted with curses and those unfortunates who were caught in changew nds but
not nentally deranged could find sone peace and purpose.”

She nodded. "It is nice here, and the people are very friendly and seemto not
m nd the differences. The feeling of security here is very reassuring,

consi dering what | have been through."

"A refuge,"” he responded, sounding pleased. "W provide not only security but a
decent life."

They were finally through the sunptuous neal, and the Duchess stood up and
cocked her bird's head at the Duke, who said, "You may |leave if you wi sh, ny
dear, or remain. Please, by all neans, do what you wi sh."

The bird' s head nodded, and the Duchess wal ked out that back entrance to the
di ni ng room
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"So, they tell nme that you are off to get this sorcerer's curse lifted," the
Duke remarked casually. "Tell me honestly—s your heart in that? Do you really
want to go to a foreign Akhbreed sorcerer and beg for favor? Truthfully, now "
She sighed, and deci ded that honesty was still the best policy. "No," she
responded. "It is just sonething that is forced on ne. From what everyone says
about these sorcerers, even though they nmaintain the systemthey are as
dangerous as the change wind."

"Mre," the Duke replied seriously. "Far nore. The changewind is terrifying
nmostly because it is random It is a thief that cones in the night and steals
all that you take for granted, but it is an honest, capricious, randomthi ef
with no malice and no thought, no motivation. It just is, a force of nature. One
with the power of an Akhbreed sorcerer cannot help but go nad fromthe sheer
power at his or her comand. But their madness has thought, direction, and al so
shows no nercy. Even the best of themis dangerous, unstable, psychopathic. W
are their playthings, not human beings to them if they decide to play. Only the
changewi nd keeps them hunble. It is its place in the schenme of things, |
bel i eve. For even the greatest cannot control, deflect, or even defend hinself
agai nst a changewind or its effects. There is sone suspicion that the sorcerers
thensel ves foster and pronote this insane policy of destroying any people who
becone victins of the changewi nd, because they have no power over those victins.
Qur own sorcerers, should they be so inclined, could turn ne into a frog or a
mani ac or a nonster with a single spell. Yet they could do nothing to ny wife or
my son. |If any Akhbreed sorcerer is ever destroyed, it is by the product of a
changewi nd, for their power ends there and only anot her changew nd can affect

t hem "

That was sonething to think about. No wonder they killed them when they coul d!
The Akhbreed rul ed by the power of their sorcerers and naintained their system
and their position by virtue of that power. The changelings, then, would be the
only things other than the wi nds thensel ves that the Akhbreed | eaders woul d
fear.

They wapped it up with sone nore small talk, nostly about her and the refuge,
and she had the sense to know that it was over. The Duke stood up, and so did
the Director, and so she and Medac did as well, and the Governor said good night
and the two departed out the back way. It was only after they had gone that Sam
realized that this Director hadn't said nmore than a few words the whol e evening.
Perhaps it was just that when the Duke wanted to talk you didn't dare not |et
himtal k.

Medac escorted her back to the head of the stairs. "You did quite well,” he told
her. "I want to thank you for it."

"I did nothing at all. Your father is a charm ng man."

"Yes," the winged man replied with an odd tone of voice. "I often wonder if I
was not fortunate to becone a changeling. | cannot inagine nyself taking his

pl ace or having the ability to make so many hard deci sions." He sighed. "Well
good ni ght and good | uck on the work the next few days. | hope your future

bri ngs happi ness and peace of mnd."

She was charmed by that. "Thank you. | don't know where |'d be or even if I'd be

alive without you and your father. But | nmust go now. That potion is wearing off
and | want to nake it to ny bed before | collapse."

Medac wat ched her go, nmen sighed, turned, and wal ked back by a different route
to the living quarters. As he expected, his father and the Director were in the
study, talking aninmatedly over cigars and coffee. They both | ooked up when the
wi nged nman entered.

"Ah, Medac! Cone, relax and join us/' the Duke invited. "I want your input on
this. First, has there been any sign of this Boday or her friend?"

"Not really. The rebel band that was anbushed and massacred just east of here
shows that a strong band of marauders was in the area about the sane tine. The
two women did not turn in here, which suggests that they were tracking the
rebels, either out of fear that their conpani ons had been taken or out of sone
sense of bravado that perhaps they could get back their horses and bel ongi ngs.
Two naked, defensel ess wonen definitely did not do that to the rebels, and there
were signs of a considerable nunber in the attacking band. There were no wonen's
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bodi es found, and they did not double back, and they did not nmeet our own patro
com ng fromdownriver. The inescapable conclusion is that the same band that hit
the rebels captured them They are probably not dead, but are al nbst certainly
beyond caring by now. "

The Duke nodded. "I feared as nuch. Any luck on identifying the band? | do not

| i ke anyone operating independently this close to our |ands here, although they
appear to have only hit the rebels and not anything or anyone of ours. That
inplies at least partly a political act."

"Yes, but that's probably why | can pick up nothing of inportance. Ch, | have a
few details. Tracking down the horses and the booty was not difficult, but it
was al ready through many hands and they were very cl osednout hed about it. They
had hoped, | think, to get away w thout paying our 'tax,' as it were."

"I also don't like any of Klittichorn's hordes in ny canyon w thout ny know edge
or permssion," the Duke grow ed. "They had a small arny in the region. Still
do, | suspect. Brazen bastards."

"They are beginning to nove off and away now," Medac told him "You know,

wonder if there isn't a connection there. They put out the word that they woul d
pay a trenendous sumto anyone who brought them a sl ender young wonan with a
superficial resenblance to the Storm Princess. Do you suppose that perhaps this
Susama's young friend m ght have been that one? If so, we know what's happened
to them"

The Director stirred for the first tinme. "Interesting. Your Grace, that m ght
explain a lot. A double. Aliving duplicate of the Storm Princess, perhaps an
exact duplicate, born and rai sed on another world. Sonebody |ike Bool ean, who
has been crying for years about Klittichorn's threat, m ght go after such a one
in order to nmake a switch or train her as a conbatant. Those powers are uni que
And the great stormthat did in the train but also did in the raiders—+t m ght
be! "

The Duke scratched his chin. "And this Susama?"

"Cobviously a friend, probably sucked al ong when Klit-tichorn or Bool ean or
whoever opened a hol e and dropped the doubl e down. That woul d explain the
interest around here, all the events, and even why an Akhbreed sorcerer woul d be
interested in themand give them | anguage and a curse."

"But it was Susama who was cursed, not the other,"” Medac pointed out.

"Yes, sir, but who knows what powers, what resistance she might have? But if she
were loyal to her friend, then curse the friend."

The Duke sat back and sighed. "Logical. And the fact that Klittichorn's nen are
now wi thdrawi ng fromthe area can have but one neaning. And that neans this
Susama is nost certainly alone and stuck here. She'd have no chance of even
getting that curse renmoved now. She has no future, gentlenen. She's without
funds, has no famly or tribe or anyone to fall back on, is bright but
illiterate and has no neani ngful skills."

"She al so has no self-esteem"” the Director pointed out. "You could see that by
how she presents and carries herself. She'll wind up desolate, alone—+'d say
there is a better than ninety percent chance that she would do away with

hersel f."

"l don't believe there is any reason or nercy in waiting," the Duke said. "Even
if her friend shoul d sonehow mracul ously come into our hands we woul d have
different uses for her than nmerely a reunion with a friend. You have our

perm ssion to incorporate theminto the refugee programinmredi ately."

"I will set it up for tonorrow norning, Your Grace," the Director replied

The Duke | ooked over at his son, who seened to have a di sapproving | ook on his
face. "You still have bad feelings about this. Consider, nmy son—+f we left it up
to her she would refuse and cling to a fantasy, a dream She is soneone truly
wi t hout hope or future and she is insisting on junping into an abyss. Wuld you
gai n her permn ssion before you saved her from junpi ng?"

Medac sighed. "I see your point, Father. It's just, well, she was different and
|ikeable. Totally without any reaction to ne or Mdther or any of the others
except curiosity."

"And that will not change. That is the nature of this place."
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When she first awoke she had, quite literally, no nenories at all, nor any

di rect means of thought, although she was curious and aware, as a small baby

m ght be aware. Then they began talking to her, not as before but in the peasant
vul gar dial ect of Mashtopol Akhbreed speech. As she heard each word and phrase
and thought she understood it, as if it were being witten indelibly inside her
mnd, and within a few hours she could think quite clearly in the Akhbreed

t ongue.

She | apped up everything they told her |ike a sponge, accepting it
unquestioningly at face value. They had found her wandering | ost and al one out
in the dangerous, hot, endl ess desert and had taken her in. She was now a part
of a great comunity under the | eadership of Her Lord the Duke, who was kind and
wi se and provided all things for everyone that they woul d ever need or desire.
Al'l the people worked for the conmon good, and each had a vital role in keeping
everyt hing goi ng. Each had a function which, when added to everyone else's
functions, created a common, just society in which all were absol utely equal

Al'l products of the community were given to the Duke, the w sest and npbst just,
who then redistributed themso that all received according to their needs.
Beyond the conmunity was only desol ati on, danger, and death. The Duke protected
the community fromit, and kept it safe. The community was a |oving, sharing
famly of which the Duke was the wi se, kind, and all-powerful father. Al

t houghts were towards the comunity's good; no one was above the good of the
whol e, and no i ndividual should ever put himor herself above or bel ow the
group. All were brothers, all were sisters, and all were essential parts of an
i ntegrated whol e.

She wanted to bel ong; she wanted to find her place, her function, and to
contribute. She felt safe and secure within it, and wanted no part of anywhere
el se.

She was startled to find that she was a girl, although she would have been
equal ly startled to discover she was anything but. It was a strange face and
figure that stared back at her in the mirror, but she accepted it. Everyone told
her how cute she was, how her big breasts were so desirable, how | ucky she was
to be so cute and | ook the way she did, and she accepted that as well.

They told her that her nane was Msa, and although it sounded strange she
answered to it afterwards because it was the only nanme she had. Then they told
her that her function would be to work in the fields, planting and picking and
tending the community's inportant food, and she thought that was wonderf ul

Then they brought her to a long three-tier adobe conplex and she clinbed the

| adders to the top level and then went into one of the "roons" in the center. It
was a one-roomaffair, with two sets of bunk beds on opposing walls, a worn but
serviceable rug with pretty designs on the floor, oil lanps, and at the rear a
| ong dresser that took up the entire back wall and contained areas for each of
the occupants' clothing and personal effects plus sone crude wooden stools and
mrrors.

Water was rationed but there was a conmunal bat hhouse two bl ocks of apartnents
down. There were al so comunal toilets there, but nostly you used a bedpan-type
gadget and roommates took turns enptying it and sanitizing it each day. Hunman
solid waste was not to be discarded; it was placed in community bins and then
bl ended with other things and spread in the fields, so that what was needed by
the land was given back to it.

Her roomates were girls near her own age, all products of the system and true
believers init, all lifelong field workers. They enbraced and took to her as if
she and they had known each other all their lives, and it was fromthem she

| earned the rest of what was necessary to be | earned.

She made a concentrated effort to nodel herself after themin all things; to
talk like them act like them think |like them until in a very few days it was
i mpossible to tell the new fromthe old. They tal ked and gi ggl ed and pl ayed
silly games and conpared the various nen around and everythi ng was open and
shared. Mostly, of course, they worked—+ong, hard days, but nobody ni nded or
conpl ai ned because everybody had to work to keep the comunity whole. Wt hout
them the community would not be fed and the groves would die. They were vita
and that nade them proud.
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What little they had they shared freely. There was no lying, no cheating, no
stealing, no thoughts of deception or shirking work or duty. There were al so no
questions. None. The entire world, its rules, and your place in it were clearly
defined. It was the way it was, that's all. You couldn't change anything and you
woul dn't want to, because it was good the way it was. She |liked field work
because it wasn't the sane all the tine. After a tinme of fruit picking, you

m ght do a tour elsewhere in the irrigation system ass-deep in nud naking sure
just the right water went where it was supposed to, and next you nmight be

pl anti ng behind a narga-pulled plow, know ng that what you planted you would see
grow and thrive and bear useful things for the community. Honest mni stakes, even
carel essness, were never punished; instead you felt terrible about it and
everyone worked to reassure you and to teach you so that you did not nake the
sane m stake twi ce

And the work grew easier with tine; she needed less to drink, felt hardier and
nore confident, and finished without aches and pains and tiredness nmuch of the
time as her nuscles grew and her body conditioned itself. She grew no thinner,
but her arns and | egs began devel oping a hell of a set of nuscles. It was not
sonet hi ng she was consci ous of, but it was noticeable in her neck and shoul ders
and when she flexed her arns.

Far fromfeeling self-conscious about her weight, she relished it as a
reflection of power, the way a westler took pride in bulk, and no other girl
had breasts so enornpus; and because she could | ose no wei ght the effect of
nmuscl e devel opnent in her neck and shoul ders had the effect of pulling the
breasts up and thrusting themout firmy so that there was little sag. She
called them her "nelons"—and she liked to flaunt them never so nuch as during
Endday, the one day of the week where they worked only half a day and threw a
grand comunal party and cel ebration that lasted well into the night. Then she
woul d don her one fine patterned sarong and the traditional flower necklace and
dance with the best of them They took to calling her Noma Ju, which literally
meant Big Tits, and she didn't mnd a bit, taking it in the playful spirit that
it was used.

She did, however, allow her roonmates to do sonething of a makeover on her

There was a magi ¢ potion you could get froma friend or a relative of a friend
who worked in the residence that woul d nmake your hair grow at a miracul ous pace
and t hey procured enough of the weakened fornula to allow her to growin a
matter of weeks hair just bel ow shoul der | ength, which set off her face and nade
her | ook nmuch better. Al the other girls had their ears pierced, so she did,
too, even though it hurt, getting small rings inserted on which you could clip

| onger ones for special occasions |ike Endday Festival; and she started taking
sonme care in her appearance outside of work and even in the way she wal ked and
tal ked.

She found herself nost confortable around the women but the men seened attracted
to her and she did tease thema lot. Virtually all the Akhbreed peasant wonen
were | ean and nuscul ar; her nore padded form and | argest attributes hangi ng out
there seened to turn sonme fol ks on. She found that she liked to be kissed and
hugged and fondl ed but she didn't ever let it get too far. Al though sex was

rat her casual anobng the peasant conmunes, a pregnhancy neant an obligatory

marri age and for sonme reason she just could not bring herself to take the risk
And there were the dreans. Strange dreans, sonetines, of another person, another
pl ace, in sone nagical royal castle. A strange wonman with a deep voice that was
cold, eerie, aristocratic, and a fearsone nightnmare figure in crinson robes and
horns on his head. She felt that, sonehow, these dreans were of the evil around
the community, the evil fromwhich they said she'd escaped, and so she did not
tal k about these dreans with anyone. Perhaps they were sonehow shadows from her
past, but she did not want to know any nore. At |east they were not conmobn; she
had experienced only four of themso far, and she could live with that.

Still, she was happy, very happy, and content, and she had no questi ons.

Up in the residence, however, where the peasant folk virtually never went and
held in sone awe, there were questions.

"This is a high desert," Duke Pasedo grunbled. "It has al nost al ways been so and
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it stretches out for nost of the continent. It rains for perhaps an hour every
two or three years, and often |l ess than that, and the |land and the system our
system is based upon it. And yet, in two nonths, just two nonths, gentlenen, it
has rai ned heavily four tines! Four tinmes! Sonme of the crops are in danger, the
irrigation systemis a shanbles in many places, and al ong the canyons there are
now many | andslides. | want to know how this can happen. What is causing it?"
The Director sighed and shrugged his shoul ders. "Your Grace, these things
happen. Sone shift, sonmewhere, causes freak occurrences of all sorts of weather
You renenber several years ago we had that freakish cold and actually a bit of
snow over the night."

The Duke slanmmed his fist on the table. "That is one incident. This is nmore of a
|l ong pattern. My son has watched these storns, since | feared they night be
Sudogs or sone other sorcery, but they appear to be just storms—but |ocalized.
Very localized, and with no apparent source of noisture. It rains only on us! It
collects fromnowhere, rains, then dissipates. That is not natural, gentlenen.

Not natural at all. Wen you begin to get such nagical stornms, can the
change-wi nd be far behind, attracted to this very spot? Can you inmagi he what a
changewi nd would do to this place, all our dreans? Yes, | see you are about to

assure me that we are adequately protected, but the land is not! The river and
canyons are not! The balance is delicate here."

"W are doing what we can to find the cause,” the Director assured him

"Possi bly a changew nd deflection fromsome point. W will need to find it to
see how or even if we can deal with it, though."

"I want the cause found. | want it stopped!" the Duke ordered.

Duke Pasedo was not the only one becom ng aware of the phenonenon. Wen strong
powers are exerci sed anywhere, those nost sensitive to those powers grow aware
of mem and with each passing incident the |ocation and then the source grows
nore and nore apparent.

Klittichorn, who liked to be known as the Horned Denon of the Snows although he
was no denon and his horns were nere ornanents, was troubled. Several tines now
hi s concentrati on had been broken by a sense of activity somewhere far off. He
liked it |east because it was coming froma region where it should not be. The
only one who had crossed t hrough Mashtopol had been that courtesan girl, and he
had forces | ooking for her and he knew at | east where she was not.

Was it someone new, someone he'd missed in spite of his best efforts? O had
that son of a bitch Boolean drawn himoff with a decoy?

No, that didn't nake sense, either. If the courtesan was a decoy, then the rea
one woul d be well away from Mashtopol by now and in another direction. Hell, it
had been over two nonths since the showdown with his trusted agent Asterial,
Blue Wtch of the Kudaan Wastes, and all it had done was have her trapped in a
net her-hell with some nutty denon Bool ean had cornered and coerced into service.
That had been a major blow, since she was the only really trustworthy one with
any real power he'd had there. Damm! Wth thousands of worlds it was pretty
dammed difficult to cover everywhere with quality peopl e!

That silly Duke with the nessiah conpl ex m ght have nabbed the real one, but he
sure as hell wouldn't hold on to her. He'd play Bool ean of f against himfor the
best advantage and fast. But there had been a split-off somewhere. The courtesan
and that lunatic artist were missing their friend, the other one who' d fallen
through. What if that one had | ost her mind and perhaps had fallen into the
hands of some of the crooked characters out there? Hell, she could be sone kind
of m ndless slave or bound by all sorts of nasty spells sonewhere in the Wastes
wi th neither she nor whoever had her even aware of her nature.

Coul d she be the one? Could he have been a sucker, maybe still a sucker? That
ot her one had been reported a tub of lard wed to a | esbhian |oony, hardly the
sort, and yet ... |If the duplicate were ever physically transfornmed her

ef fectiveness woul d cease, yet would putting on all that weight qualify?

He sl apped his forehead. Shit! |'ve been a double-dyed idiot! 1 could do battle
with a great sorcerer or a greater soldier, but | keep getting taken in by that
bastard of a con man! Qutsmarting himwas like trying to find the escape cl ause
in a Satanic contract!

But if the other was a decoy, then the nagic worked by the first m ght be out of
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dreans or enotional periods, not conscious acts. If she was still in the Kudaan,
that neant that Boolean didn't have her, either. He turned and shouted,
"Adjutant!"

A man entered and bowed. "Sir?"
"l have reason to believe that Bool ean's suckered us again and that the girl
we' ve been chasing is a decoy. The one we want is the fat one, and | think she's

under sonebody's control and still in the Kudaan. Sooner or |ater sonmebody is
going to notice the sane things | have felt and find the source. | want her
found first!"

The Adjutant |ooked thoughtful. "It won't be easy. Sone of our patrols got
massacred in there the last tine, and if we take an arny in they'll just go to
ground and all we'll have is another Chief Sorcerer and perhaps a king as an

eneny. To have any chance in that hole will require magic."

Klittichorn nodded. This fell ow was a dammed good man and he'd |l earned to rely
heavily on his mnd before going off half-cocked. "Yes, yes, | agree. And Sudogs
aren't going to do it. W can't maintain themlong enough there. W shall need
Stornriders."

"But they thenselves will cause sone of the same disruptions as she would," the
Adj utant pointed out. "And how are we to find her? A fat girl the sane height as
Her Hi ghness isn't nuch to go on."

Klittichorn was thinking hard. "Their energy will be of a different sort. Still,
you are right. Wthout a description all the spies on the ground and Stornriders
in the air would be usel ess. And who knows what she | ooks like by now, within
the limts? We'll just have to put people in there and wait for the next
mani f estati on of stornbringer power. Wth the riders present it should be quite
easy to localize it. That could possibly take weeks, but if Bool ean hasn't found
her by now | think at |least we start even. Better than even, since he has
nothing like nmy forces at his command. "

"As you will, sir. Should |I call off the ones hunting the artist and the
courtesan?”

"No. For one thing, we can't be sure of the decoy. If they are anywhere close to
making a run for it and need a diversion, it's just |ike Bool ean to arrange
sonmething like this to draw us off. Besides, if we nmss this tinme the artist

will give us another chance. They foolishly married one another back in Tubi kosa
and that invoked a spell. They are linked until the death of one of them

whet her they know it or not, and it has certain, other attributes that ni ght
prove useful just in case."

"As you wish, sir."

"And, Adjutant ..."

"Sir?"

"W cannot afford to allowthis to drag on. One or the other and quickly. W are
reaching the point where limted and theoretical tests are of no further

benefit. The conditions under which a full-scale operation will work are quite
preci se mathematically and do not occur every day or week or even nonth. W nust
show our strength to retain our allies and gain new converts, if not through the
denonstration that we could actually win then through fear of our disfavor. |
should not like any wild cards out there, as it were, conplicating matters, no
matter how renpte the possibility."

The Adjutant bowed. "W will do all that is possible, sir; of that | assure
you."

The sorcerer chuckled. "This is Akahlar, where nothing is inpossible!"

Heat shinmmered off the desert floor and nade the air dance in strange new
patterns, distorting distance and rippling the few shadows. The small caravan
made its way slowy and deliberately across the floor, follow ng no road but
only the experience of its Navigator, who sat then on a horse wal king slowy
besi de the | ead wagon.

He was a big nan; not nerely tall, although he was certainly that, but broad and
tough, a nmountain man's physique. He had a broad-bri med white hat, creased in
the mddle, and wore |ight, al nbst cream col ored buckskins that showed his
perspiration and the grit of the trail but also helped reflect the heat.
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H s face was broad and weathered, his hair and full beard | ong and strawberry

bl ond, nmaking hima striking figure in any setting. His odd, steel gray eyes,
protected sonewhat fromthe glare by swatches of black dabbed on beneath them
scanned the horizon, alnmpst as if they sensed sonething not quite right. He
reached down and took out his binoculars and | ooked again, then put up his hand.
"Hold up!" he called. "Break but stand ready! W have a rider coning and |'d

rat her neet anybody out here on the flats where they got no place to hide."

Di stances were deceiving in the desert, but this rider was clearly very cl ose.
The Navi gator frowned, wondering why he or one of his crew hadn't seen the rider
I ong before now It was alnost as if both horse and rider had naterialized out
of the desert shinmer. He didn't like that. It nmeant either a sorcerous enemny or
an enissary froman old friend who was about as wel cone news as the sorcerous
eneny.

The rider approached to about a thousand feet of the caravan but then halted,
standing there shinmrering in the heat as if sone bizarre apparition, waiting.
The Navi gator agai n | ooked through the binocul ars, then sighed, and shouted,
"It's all right. I knowwho it is, although | don't think I want to know what
it's about. Full break and at ease. |I'll be back in a few nmnutes.” Wth that he
spurred his horse onward to neet the newconer.

The closer he got to the rider, the nore epheneral the vision. It was a man, or
sonething like a nman, astride a great black horse, but it was curiously fiat,

al nost two-di mensional, and there were streaks or breaks in the vision that
monentarily showed the desert beyond. Horse and rider alnost nmerged into a

bl ack, streaking thing, but if you | ooked sharp you could see details, including
the fact that the horse was standing not on, but slightly above, the desert
floor.

The Navi gator canme very close to the apparition and stopped.

"Hello, Crim" said the dark rider, in a voice that was both ordinary and yet
unnatural, with a slight echolike reverberation init.

"I figured it was you," the Navigator responded. "You always |iked to do things
the dramatic way."

The dark rider laughed. "It is the only fun | get sonetines. | have an urgent
problemthat only you are in a position to help nme solve."

"So what else is new?"

Again the laugh. "You are always one of the best | can turn to, Gim in spite
of your lack of any particular fear and respect for such as nme. You have heard
the runors concerning the Storm Princess?"

Crimnodded. "Lots of 'em and lots of activity as well. | can't say | approve
much of the friends she has and the conpany she keeps."
"Nor do |, although from her point of viewthey are the only ones who woul d keep

conmpany with her so long as she persists in her prideful ambition. Klittichorn
plays on it, and the nilitary minds attracted to them know how to use all that
power. | have spent years trying to convince the others to listen to nme, but to
no avail. My colleagues in the other capitals believe that | amattenpti ng sone
sort of power play nyself, or are too nad to care. The kings will unite agai nst
a conmon foe only when they personally feel threatened, and their minds are

bei ng expertly poisoned against nme. | admit that | underestimated them or,
per haps, overestinmated nyself. He is a great and cautious organizer and | am an
opportuni st. W were always that way. Now, perhaps, | finally pay for our

differences, but it is not just me."

"You really think true enpire is possible here?"

"Perhaps. Perhaps not. But it will not happen in spite of all their dreans, for
Klittichorn is not interested in enpire. He has an even grander design than
theirs, and it could destroy all humanity everywhere. At the very best, it wll
elimnate civilization and nost of the population of all the universes, not just
those of Akahlar, in a formof devastation that would repel even himif he could
see it. But he is blind to consequences, which is a conmon failing of his type.
He is growing, Crim but | can still stop him Wthout the uni queness of the
Storm Princess both plans are dooned to failure. | found others in the Qutplane.
So did he, of course, but he killed them | brought mne here, but they were
ill-prepared for Akahlar or too easily recognized by Klittichorn's agents. They
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have ne effectively boxed in, and I amrunning out of options. | believe | know
where ny nost prom sing prospect is, but | dare not go to her nyself or show any
direct interest in her. This would be sensed."

Crimwas intrigued. "Another Storm Princess? Huh! Think of that. And not far,
take it?"

"On your route. You recall the disaster that befell Jahoort's train?"

"Yeah. About three nonths back. He was a good man."

"Jahoort carried one of mine anbng his train, and another who precisely
resenbl es the Princess. My doi ng—epportunistic again. It's worked fairly well,

al though | doubt if the young |ady without the powers is exactly enanored of ne
or her role. | had arranged to separate them farther on, draw ng off
Klittichorn's people, but they were split in the disaster, or its aftermath. My
peopl e nmade the nost thorough search of the whole region that has ever been nade
and could not find her. | believed she'd suffered sonme sort of injury to the
head or fallen into one of the wild powers of this place. | would have known if
she were dead. She has no real control of her powers and | have sensed her. It
has already rained four tines in the past el even weeks on our august Roya

Gover nor. "

"The Duke? But why woul d he have her? | heard nothing about any survivors com ng
in and |'ve been through there tw ce since Jahoort's wi peout. If he didn't know
who she was he'd have put her with me or one of the others who cane through, and
if he did he'd be trying to bargain her to either you or Klittichorn while
keepi ng her buried. But he wouldn't hold on to her for this long. She's too hot
to hold, even in this place."

"There is a third possibility that never occurred to ne until now, lulled as

was by the sane |ogic you just used. Wiat if she was injured, perhaps in the
head, and was found by the Duke's people? O, possibly, what if she just kept
her mouth shut and pl ayed poor little |lone survivor? The Duke is a collector of
injured aninmals and stray cats, as it were."

Crimwhistled. "He'd give her one of their patented amesia potions and she'd
join the crowmd. If she wasn't on staff or anything | m ght never have seen or
heard of her. Those peasants won't hardly speak to an outsider. That neans
she'll have a new identity, maybe a new personality, and she won't renenber

anyt hing of what she was. And they're al nost never alone, particularly the
wonen. "

"The process is al chem cal ?"

"Yeah, | think so. They might use spells if they need to—they got a couple of
pretty good magicians on the staff—-but 1'd guess it was al chemical. Their own

concoction, though. And it's permanent. | never heard of a rel apse.”
"There is no such thing as a permanent potion if it leaves its taker alive and
physically intact. | can deal with it, even fromhere, but first we will need

her away fromthat conmune."”

"You don't know what you're asking! First | told you howit's nearly inpossible
to get one alone. One of 'em coughs and everybody in the group wi pes their nose.
And what if you could, and get out of the canyon district unnoticed—al so no nean
trick, by the way. You know he's got a small arny there. You'd have a dull-eyed
i gnorant peasant girl fighting Iike hell and probably so mad and so scared that
Klittichorn's nmen would only have to | ook for the pernmanent noving rainstorm and
that would be ne."

"You haven't heard the half of it. In order to nmake the decoy believabl e and the
real one be overl ooked, | took advantage of a situation she brought on herself
and rendered her permanently quite fat. She is very short, and she al nost
certainly weighs at | east a hundred hal gs."

"Ch, great! Forget it! Klittichorn will just have to destroy civilization,
that's all. It's inmpossible."

"I am an Akhbreed sorcerer, and not w thout power and resources. This is

Akahl ar. Nothing is inpossible here."

"Then get yoursel f another sucker. This one val ues what he has."

"But you have unique qualifications of all those available, not the |east of
which is that you speak English like a native and that is her own old native

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...ewinds%202%20-%20Riders%200f%20the%20Winds.txt (53 of 138) [1/19/03 4:12:33 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewi nds%6202%620-%20Ri ders%200f %20the%620Winds.txt

tongue. | don't nake that the primary qualification—+the last tine | did the
bastard turned traitor on me and wound up cursed—but you are the only one

trust because | know of your distaste for Klittichorn."

Crimsighed. "I'lIl need a lot of help, and a lot of briefing as well. And

still need convincing. Wat are you offering to spring her?"

"Nothing. Not a thing. She is of no value to me nmerely 'sprung,' as it were. |
need her here. The first one, anyone, who delivers her here, alive and
physically intact, will gain the ultimate. One wi sh, and no funny busi ness about
the terns and conditions. Anything within the power of an Akhbreed sorcerer,
Crim Anything. But it's all or nothing."

Crimstared hard at the. shadow i ke horseman. "Wat's that sort of hovering
there? Atree |inb? You son of a bitch, you're riding in some nice park or
forest all shaded and confortable and I'msitting out here in the niddle of a
desert hot enough to fry neat! You want her that bad, you ask the inpossible,
you give all the help and charms and information and everything el se you have
and you deliver three w shes."

"Two and it's done. One for you and one for Kira. Any nore haggling and ||
make it a nore open offer to others."

"Al'l right, you bastard. But for that price you could just walk up to the Duke
and get her."

"Per haps, but he could not get her safely to nme. And, of course, | cannot grant
the only wi shes that Pasedo would be interested in anyway, since even | cannot
alter what a change wi nd has done. Nor could |I trust himif he knew her value."

Crimsighed. "Very well, but this won't be easy. It'll take sone tine to figure
out howto do it at all. I'll give you a prelimnary list of what | think I"'Il|
need and soon. I'monly a few days fromthere now and we'll canp tonight at the
river gorge. Take it up with Kira tonight at the gorge in the cool of the
evening. If she still agrees, we'll make a good stab at it."

"This is the big one, Cim Plenty for any whomyou take into the plan, although
of course the nature of the girl and ny notives will be between us al one. Let
the others wonder. But anyone who betrays us will find no refuge anywhere."
"Yeah. And we won't nention nmy reward, will we? Even the npbst trusted people can
be tempted to knock ne off and claimit thenmselves. No skin off your nose but
plenty off mne."

"Agreed, for now. So |ong as you have and control the girl. If you |l ose her |
reserve the right to broaden the offer. Now you are broiling and | have dallied
| ong enough, so go, get a drink and make your time. Al this riding fatigues
ne. "

"Ckay, you bastard. 1'll see about your dirty work. At the gorge, tonight."

"At the gorge tonight," the strange dark rider echoed, then it turned and rode
of f.

Crimwatched it go, away fromhim out into the desert, until it was one with
the rippling air. Only then did he turn and make his way back to the caravan,

but he only idly gave the "ready to nove out" sign with his hand. He was al ready
beginning to fornul ate plans—ot details, but a broad outline.

Some of this would require subtlety, and that was nore of a Kira specialty.
Still, you couldn't dreamof a greater reward, but by dam they were going to
earn every bhit of it! And if Boolean had to be squeezed and sweated a little bit
in the process, all the better

5
O Sl avery, Decoys, and Shadowcats

Conug, the chief slave adm nistrator of the House of Hodanoc, did not like to
disturb his Master unless it was absolutely necessary. For one thing, the
General often took out his irritation on the slaves closest to him although he
regretted it later. Wen you' ve spent hours in pain or are bleeding from
terrible wounds, a sincere apology isn't all that appreciated.

Still, this had to be done. He knocked on the door of the Master's study, then
wai ted patiently.

"Yes? What is it?" Hodanoc snapped irritatedly.
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"Comug, Master. A thousand apol ogi es, but there is soneone here who demands an
audi ence with you."

The door had not opened. "Did you say denmands? Wio is this who demands anyt hi ng
of me?"

"A magician, Master. Third Rank by his garb. He says his name is Dorion and that
he is an urgent nessenger from Yobi. It was because of this last that | dared to
di sturb you."

For a nmonent there was no reply. Suddenly the door flew open, and the Ceneral,

| ooki ng nore puzzl ed than angry, stood there. Cormug bowed slightly and just
wai t ed, being one of the few slaves who did not prostrate himor herself in the
Master's presence. Since he dealt with the Master on a day-to-day basis it would
be rather inpractical

"Yobi ..." Hodampbc nused. "Wat the hell does that crazy old bag want of nme?" He
sighed. "Still, she's Second Rank. It wouldn't do to piss her off without first
hearing her out. Very well, Cormug. Alert the House Magician and Security. If
they clear himl will see him but you can never be too careful about his type."
"Master, he is as he says. Several of the slaves have seen himbefore in the
bazaars and he is not conpletely unknown. He is a permanent resident and exile
and does often do errands for Yobi. Had | not already checked on this | would
never have allowed himeven this far."

The General nodded, subdued. After all, that was why Conmug was around in the
first place and held the position he did.

"Al'l right, then—show hi mup."

Dorion was not the sort of fellowto inspire awe and terror. O nedi um hei ght,
perhaps five nine or ten to Hodanoc's six three, he was stocky, a bit chubby,
with a pleasant, cherubic face that he'd attenpted unsuccessfully to harden by
growing a far too thin and wi spy beard and noustache. H s |ong reddi sh brown
hair was thin and stringy and had vani shed on top to a fair degree, giving hima
nmonkl i ke appear ance enhanced by the runpl ed wool earth-brown robe he wore. Hi s
deep blue eyes had that glazed | ook so common to mmgi ci ans, and whil e he noved
with confidence it seenmed as if he were seeing by sonme nethod other than the
usual sight. He had one of those brassy magician's baritones, though, which in

i ncantations and spells might well sound commandi ng and authoritative but which
in normal conversation often sounded either insincere or shrill.

Dori on bowed slightly. "Your Excellency, | bring you greetings from Yobi of the
Sarcin Caves. | amDorion, fornerly of Masalur, a humble magician surviving here
by doing services for others."

"An errand boy, you nean," the General responded, uninpressed. "Very well—you
asked for nmy time and while | cannot spare it at the nmonment | amwlling to
grant an audi ence, so have done with it and di spense with the flowery and
meani ngl ess rhetoric if you have not |ost your capacity for speaking plainly."
Dori on gave a weak smile and shrugged. "Very well, then. Soneone inportant to
Yobi was waylaid first by some rebel force that tried to penetrate the river
valley and then in its aftermath was taken by raiders from Shorm They were
brought here, auctioned to the high bidder, and enslaved. You were the high

bi dder, Excellency, and you have her. Yobi wants her back."

The General's eyebrows rose. "Indeed? You nean that pretty little whore?"
"Courtesan, Excellency. She is of some inportance to Yobi, although | do not
know the reason for it. Very inportant. Yobi understands your expense and is
willing to be quite generous to regain her."

"The expense is irrelevant. She is a possession, part of my collection here. She
was dear enough to buy in the first place; now you have added value to her. |
collect, sir. | do not sell my collection.”

Dorion cleared his throat a bit nervously. "Excellency, you know full well that
whil e Yobi is of necessity banished to this place she nonetheless is a sorceress
of great power and, in fact, sone influence anong the Second Rank. Wile she
rarely gets involved in the affairs of the Kudaan, she can offer things of great
val ue, and she is of the same sort of mind as Your Excellency regarding those

t hi ngs which she considers hers by right."

The General had to stifle a grin. It was the nicest and pl easantest threat he
had ever received.
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"And you, Sir Magician, know full well that the girl is bonded to ne by bl ood
and relics. | amnot saying that you couldn't take her, but if she violated ny
will and left these grounds even involuntarily and could not get back she woul d
simply die and | eave you with nothing. Your Yobi m ght break that spell but only
with full rituals, and she woul d never survive to get to those rituals. An
attenpt on ne is also fruitless. | amprotected fromnuch by powers as great as
your Yobi's, and even if you succeeded in a nore conventional way | have no
heirs. Upon ny death ny slaves will destroy all this, and then thensel ves,

al t hough even they do not know this. W have nothing further to talk about."
Again the magician did his nervous throat-clearing. "Unh, pardon, Excellency, but
as a hunble mddleman | can but see two sides of equal will and determ nation.
You are a soldier and great |eader. A thousand pardons for bringing this up, but
you exi st outside your natural elenent here, in the Wastes, in relative confort
of exile | admt, but not as you would wi sh or should be. Wth Yobi it is
different. She is no longer purely Akhbreed by the one power none can withstand.
But neither is she retired. Are you truly content being retired here in the
Wastes? If so, we can go no further."

The General sat back in his chair. "Just what do you have in m nd?"

"As | am sure you are aware, \Warog, the Inperial Akhbreed Sorcerer, is now so
mad that he is beyond nmuch of this world and, as is the eventual fate of al

such powers, has becone obsessed with the next world. It would take very little
to push himconpletely over and renove himfromthe scene, but so wild and
insane are his tenpers now that only one of the Second Rank can even dare
contact him Hi s acolytes are ruined as successors by this, so should he decide
to seek First Rank status his position would becone vacant. The nunber of Second
Rank sorcerers capable of assuming the post and interested in it are quite
limted. Should the successor be friendly to your own interests, it mght fill
in your one mssing factor. O, of course, it mght well be soneone ininmcal to
your interests, in which case you will enjoy a permanent retirenent."”

The General stared at him "Let ne get this straight. You' re saying that Yob
can push old Warog out of the picture and put a friendly young new fellow in the
post who might be dissatisfied with the current political arrangenent? |s that
what you're saying? And all that trouble and work for a nmere little whore?"

"I am but a messenger but | believe Your Excellency has at |east a basic grasp
of the nmessage."”

General Hodanoc sighed. "Well, first of all it brings up a sense of disbelief.
find it next to inpossible to believe that Yobi or anyone else could pull it al
of f. But assumi ng against ny better judgnent and belief that this could be done,
it brings up the question of just what nmakes this piece of fluff worth such
work. You face nme then with a problem sir. If | give her to you, | nust take on
faith that all you say can and will be done. Not doubting that the old girl
thinks she can do it, belief and acconplishnment are two very different things. |

know that well. It is why I'mstuck here. On the other hand, you have
denonstrated that | own sonething of great value. If she is of great value to
your mstress, then she is nost certainly of great value to others. | believe

shoul d see who else is offering sonething for her, then, perhaps of nore certain
val ue. "

"That would be a nistake, Excellency," Dorion warned himin the sane casual tone
he'd used up to now. "One of your greatness should not nake two grave m st akes
inalifetinme. This is the business of sorcery, not practical nen. Not nerely
Yobi but other high-ranki ng Akhbreed sorcerers are involved. Your protections
come fromWarog in better, earlier tines, and they are form dable, but to have
nore than one of the Second Rank angered at you . . . Well, it would not be a
clever thing for so brilliant a man to depend too heavily on those protections,
particularly without Warog in his prine to back themup."

The General stood up straight. "You dare threaten me in ny own house, in nmy own
lands, in ny own office?" he roared.

Sonetinmes the power of nmgicians stens not only fromtheir supernatura

abilities but also fromtheir sinple, nonmagi cal craft side. Having renpbved a
small vial froma hidden pocket in his robe sleeve, Dorion deftly uncorked it
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wi t hout dropping that cork and even as he spoke to the General he turned the
vial over and let its powdery contents fall to the floor of the office. The vial
was then recorked and replaced in its hidden pocket, all in a matter of seconds,
all in plain view, and all, thanks to nanipul ative skill alone, wthout the
General seeing any of it.

"I do not threaten, Excellency, nor does Yobi. But this affair goes far beyond
your own anbitions and interests, and involves the nost powerful of people. |

came here, unarmed and w thout rancor or malice or any evil intent, to convey to
you an honest offer. My part is as an honest nessenger only and that | have
fulfilled. By your |eave, Excellency, | will return and convey your sentinents

honestly and truly to those who sent nme. My part is now done."

General Hodanbc was having a hard tine controlling his tenper, but he felt he
dealt froma position of power in this matter and the cool er part of his mind
told himthat it would not do to harmthis insolent bastard. That would create a
pretext for imrediate retaliation by Yobi, and right now he needed tinme, both to
find out just what was so inportant about this girl and to prepare defenses

agai nst whatever nagic mght ultimately be directed his way. He was of the
Akhbreed bl ood royal, and even as an outcast and exile with a price on his head
he had certain special rights and access by virtue of that bl ood.

"You tell your mistress | demand to know exactly why this girl is inportant and
to whom and then | might discuss the matter further," Hodanoc told the
magi ci an. "I make no promises, though. Now-get out of here!l | am about to issue
orders that if you are ever on ny estate again you are to be killed on sight,
and even your precious little whore will drive the knife into you if she sees
you! "

The nagi ci an bowed, touched his forehead, then turned and wal ked out of the
office at a brisk pace. The threat to his personal safety didn't bother himvery
much, but it was best to be out of this place as quickly as possible

f or —ot her —reasons. Hodanoc wasn't the only one who knew of the nystic bond that
m ght be sumoned by one of the blood royal, and how rmuch time it woul d take,
nor could Yobi afford to allow the General even enough tinme to start an inquiry
on the girl. The General now believed hinself in total control of the situation,
and it was tinme to disillusion himby illustrating his one najor m stake.

Back in his office, Hodanoc tried to think things through. Assunming that even a
smal | amount of what the fellow said was true, this little bitch was of sone
maj or inportance. Why? Perhaps she carried information in her enpty little head
even she did not know. A courier whose recorded dispatch could be extracted only
by one knowi ng how. That woul d explain the foreign soldiers chasing her, but it
didn't add up. Yobi would hardly need a courier to send and receive any sort of
message. Those top sorcerers just sort of transported a part of thensel ves and
tal ked securely and directly.

A sacrifice, perhaps? She was quite pretty, but hardly a virgin and not of nuch
use in that regard. Perhaps the daughter of soneone inportant, bound to the
courtesan life as a runaway, whom Yobi had been asked to find. That made the
nmost sense. Sonmeone very inportant, since she'd be a pariah to the bulk of the
popul ati on considering her current state.

He needed nore information. He had a slave, Pocasa, who was a pretty good
artist. A good, faithful drawing of this girl would be of great use, perhaps
with a lock of that long hair for nagical and al chenical analysis. Many of the
troopers stationed at Duke Pasedo's were of his old guard, and they were handy
go- betweens. Yes, that was the way to start.

"Comug! CGet in here! | have sone work for you!" he shouted at his |oudest, which
was very |oud indeed. He expected an i nmedi ate response, and when not hi ng
resulted he tried again, "Conug! Attend ne! Anyone out there—attend nme!"

He got up from his desk, suddenly aware of how still the air seened in the

of fice, and how deathly quiet everything had gotten. The office was well
insulated fromthe rest of the estate but it wasn't a sealed room There were

al ways di stant noi ses, shouts, muffled sounds and vibrations that one never paid
any attention to until they were not there—and they were not there now

Suddenly the entire floor of his office seened to vibrate as if in an

eart hquake, and he nade for the doors and tried to open them but they were
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seal ed shut as if welded to the frane.

He turned and there was the sound of breaking wood as the very floor in front of
his desk seened to heave and push upward. Realizing instantly that the magician
must have |l eft sonething he m ssed, sonething that guided a nore powerful nagic,
he made his way quickly around the edge of the office to a snmall cleared area
and stepped within it, then made a few nystic signs. On the floor, barely

noti ceabl e unl ess one | ooked for it, was a true pentagram created at great
price by a master mmgician, and sealed with the ritual he perforned.

The tinbers gave way with a horrible crash and up, into the room rose a strange
and dreaded-looking figure. It was quite large, larger in all ways than the
General by far, and it wore a broad black robe that seened to conceal sone great
and gross i nhuman body atop which sat a cow ed head. Long, ancient fingers with
sharp knifelike nails reached up to the cowl and threw it back, revealing the
face of an inpossibly old woman, a skull's mask covered with skin and punctuated
with nore winkles than there were stars, nostly covered with dull purple

bl ot ches and topped with only remmants of |ong, w spy snowwhite hair. The | ong,
br oken beakli ke nose sat below two blind eyes, yet the head and eyes fixed

i medi ately on himand the toothless nouth twisted into a caricature of a wi cked
sm | e.

"Ch, | see you know you've been naughty and have fled to the corner," the
creature croaked in a voice that was high and cackling. "And, oh, ny! Wat a
clever little pentagranml But, then, you always were ninety percent brilliant,

weren't you Hoddy? It's the other ten percent that's nmade you a professiona
failure."

Hodanoc was not inpressed. "Well, well. The great Yobi herself, who it is said
has not left her cave in a century. This is an honor, even if it is a bit hard
on the floor."

The sorceress thought that was uproariously funny, and cackled over it for
several seconds. "Ch, ny, always good for a |laugh at that! Cone, cone—you
expected sonething like this, didn't you? W are a lot alike, really. Both of us
were big in our chosen fields, both of us nade one big m stake, and both of us
wound up in this asshole of a world. The only difference is that | do not make
such mistakes twice. You seemto be bent on self-destruction.”

"This display of theatrics is inpressive but you knowit will do you no good,"
he responded confidently. "The pentagraminsul ates ne fromyour power and your

presence, and even if you should kill nme it wouldn't get what you want. And | am
not afraid to die. | ama soldier."

"Ch, can the macho man bullshit, Hoddy! W're not amateurs, you and |, and |I'm
no third-rate shaman who thi nks she can scare the big, bad general with a | ot of
denmoni ¢ show and tell. The last thing I want is you dead, although |I can't be
absolutely sure that it won't result. How s your heart, Hoddy?"

She reached into the folds of her robe and brought out a snmall, grotesque wax

figure and held it up to him
"Look famliar, Hoddy? Ch, | know you brave soldier types only play with toy
soldiers, but us girls, now, we get to play with dolls. Seens like a silly and

impractical thing unless you're going to be a normie, | admt, but dolls have
their practical sides in a lot of areas."

He stared at the doll a little nervously. "I assune that is supposed to be ne,"
he managed, trying to remain confident.

"Ch, it is you! | promse you that!" she responded with a cackle. "It has a bit
of your hair and a bit of your nails and all that. No blood, but, then, | don't

want you dead."

"That's inpossible! All of ny relics are destroyed or protected by spell and
handl ed only by ny bond sl aves!"”

"Except once. Bl ess you, dear, for being a total paranoid! You insist that every
sl ave be relic bonded. That's smart, if you have a nagician who can control an
energy denbn on a regular basis, but such ones are rare since those denpbns can
ask a nasty price. But, you see, those denons can still be bargained with. They
take your auric materials in with the relics. Not all is fused. Just |eave out a
hair here, a single small clipping there, and pretty soon you have enough to do
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some real nmean stuff."

"Karelia—the bond nagician," he sighed. "But that's inpossible! She is held by a
Second Rank voluntary spell. She cannot betray her trust w thout destroying
hersel f!"

"True, true. But she's only Third Rank, dear. She's not the one who betrays such
as you. No, it is the denon who betrays, by not digesting one tiny little
particle and i nstead depositing it very nicely nmy way where it can do the nost

good. | was dealing with that denon sprite before Karelia's grandnother was
born. | have priority." Yobi sighed. "So, let's get down to business. You give
me the girl, and | forget all about this encounter.”

He stared at her, defiant. "You can kill me with that thing, perhaps, even in

here, but you cannot make nme bend to your will!"

Yobi shrugged. "But, dear, | wasn't talking about killing you. Oh, no. Suppose
just pinch one of these cute little feet here ..."

General Hodanoc screanmed in pain and dropped to the floor, suddenly holding his
right foot. Anxiously, grimacing, he pulled the boot off and reveal ed a crushed,
bl oody nass where the foot had been

"You see, dear? It's not nice to be inpolite to old ladies," the sorceress said
sweetly. "Now, what's next? The other foot, perhaps. Then the right arm then

the left. Then we can start on creative anatony. | wonder what woul d happen if |
pi nched right here in the groin where the two | egs neet the body . . . ?"
In terrible pain, nad as hell, but ever the pragnmatist, he gasped, "No, no! A

good sol di er al ways knows when his cause is lost! That's why I'malive here

i nstead of dead in Mashtopol. You spoke of a deal "

"Deal's off, doll. I told you we were a |lot alike. You know you woul dn't offer a
nice deal like that again after sonmebody turned you down and then put you to al
this trouble."

"I paid thirty-one fifty for her! At least | demand a refund!"

Yobi held up the doll and went into a nocking version of the auctioneer's chant.
"How much am | offered for a foot? An arn? How about the pride of the nale? Do |
hear a thousand? Two?"

That got his tenper going and she suddenly realized she'd overpl ayed the scene.
"Bitch! Do what you will! If you bring her to ne | will order her to destroy
hersel f! You cannot stop me, and | will followin death no matter what torture
you first nmete out!"

Yobi thought fast. "Very well, General. I'lIl give you thirty-five hundred, a
more than fair profit on the deal, and 1'lIl also fix both your foot and the
floor."

H s hatred al nost overcane him but he saw a way to sal vage his honor and bring
things back to a nore even keel and nmake the best of the situation

"Not enough. | want the doll as well. And spells of protection so that ny body
and ny hone can never be so easily violated again."

She realized the opening and took it unhesitatingly. "Deal. But you forget all
about this girl. Forget she was ever here, that you ever had her. Tell any
guests who sanpl ed her that she died or was killed and dismss it. Betray the
bargain and the spell that seals it will becone undone. Tinme will curve, and we

will be back here, as we are, and | will hold the doll. Be true toit, and it is
done. "

"Al right. I will send for the girl."

"No need," said the sorceress. "I can handle that."

Charley was up top, on the surface and outside, just lounging in the sun and
daydream ng about people and places far away, ignhorant of all that was taking

pl ace. Suddenly she felt dizzy, and the whol e outdoor scene seened to blur, the
heat of the sun to vanish, and in a nonment she was inside a strange room

behol ding a strange and terrifying sight. First she spotted Hodanbc and started
to drop to the required genuflection position, but then she first felt, then
turned and saw, Yobi just behind her, and even though the sight was terrifying
the other automatic part of her slave programmi ng took over. Soneone was hurting
the Master. Attack!

She rushed at the sorceress, but Yobi sinply put up her palmand Charley felt as
if she'd run into a brick wall and then fell to the ground, stunned. Still, she
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could not violate her standing commands and started to pick herself up,
searching now for a weapon to use

"No!" Hodanoc shouted. "Leave the creature alone and conme to ne!"

She i mredi ately stopped, all standing instructions overridden, and turned and
came to him O, rather, she tried to. Wen she reached a certain point on the
floor very close to himshe found herself unable to nove anot her step

"The sl ave bond can't nobve across the pentagram dunmy," Yobi noted, forgetting
her spirit of reconciliation for a nonent. "Have her bend down."

"Kneel and lean in as far as you can," Hodanoc instructed her, and she did so.
He noved, painfully, and then reached out and touched the ring in her nose.
"Thy bond is transferred by nmy free will," he intoned. "That is Yobi. You will
obey her as M stress as you have obeyed ne, and bond as she instructs. You are
now her property, not mine, and all prior instructions and |loyalties to ne are
cancel ed. Ooey Yobi."

She felt dizzy once again, and then fell back a bit, but she also felt as if
sonet hing of a weight had been transferred fromher mnd. She no | onger regarded
the man in the uniformas anyone special or unusual

"Grl! Stand, turn, and face ne!" Yobi instructed, and she did so with a sudden
t hought of Here we go again!

"Your former Master and | have sonme last-mnute details to cover to seal the

bargain. You will leave this place when | tell you, exit in the | ower cave
| evel, and at the boundary you will seek and find a magician in brown robe. H's
name is Dorion and he will introduce hinself as such and then state that he is

fromnme. You will go with himand obey himand no other as Master until we can
nmodi fy that spell of yours. Now-go!"

She found herself wal king to and then out of the door to do as instructed,

cl osi ng the door behind her

Yobi turned back to Honmadoc. "Now, | fulfill ny end of the bargain. | keep ny
bargai ns, General. | expect you to keep yours. The nonetary part will be on
deposit in town within the hour." Wth that, she lifted the cow back over her
head and began a chant, gesturing as she did so.

It was suddenly as if everything had been placed in reverse. Yobi sank into the
floor with an odd sound, and the floor itself cane back seam essly to its
original state. Hodanoc found the pain in his foot suddenly gone and | ooked down
to see it whole, although he still had to put his boot back on. He did so

qui ckly, then got up, unsteadily, and nade his way out of the pentagram and over
to the desk. It was another couple of mnutes before he could get conplete hold

of his senses, and then he | ooked down. On top of the desk was the small, crude
dol |l that Yobi had been hol ding.

He wasted no tine in finding a copper bow and then sonme lanp oil. Placing the
doll in the bowl, he poured the lanp oil upon it and then used a flint to ignite

it. The blaze was sonething fierce but |ocalized, and when it was done there was
nothing left in the bow but a puddle of nelted wax and sone bits and pi eces of
things, charred and burned beyond recognition. That hold on him at |east, was
now gone.

But his pride had been wounded by the encounter, and he was very bitter. Nobody,
nobody, did this to him Particularly in his ow hone and in his own quarters!
First he would arrange for his protections and be ready for any retaliation,
although it would take a bit of tinme. No nore ninety percent here. Then, one way
or another, he was going to find out just what was so val uable about that little
whore, and then he would use all the influence he had to make certain that any
val ue she m ght have would accrue only to him

Dorion waited for her just outside the boundaries of the nmain cave of Hodanoc.
She canme swiftly, and he couldn't help but get sonething of an erotic charge
just watching her approach. Her every nove was unconsciously erotic, and he had
never seen sonmeone so totally sexual before who was a real person and not sone
sort of denpnic succubus a good magi ci an knew to avoi d. She was wearing a beaded
outfit; the lower part hung on her hips and fornmed a nulticol ored beaded |oin
covering in front, and another el aborate set of beads shaped and highlighted but
didn't really conceal her breasts. Qherwi se she was naked, and m ght as well
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have been anyway for all the good the beads did.

She stopped just at the entrance to the cave, the first tinme in weeks she'd been
even a few inches outside of Hodanoc's territory, and began | ooking for this
magi ci an.

Dorion stepped fromthe darkness of the cave and approached her. "I am Dorion
acting for Yobi," he said, sounding a bit nervous. "Cbey ne as you would her."
"Yes, Master," she responded in a really soft, |ow, sexy voice.

For the first tine Dorion realized that she would have to obey anything he
commanded. Sonebody |ike that was conpletely under his power . . . God, he was
so turned on, he only wi shed he had the nerve to take advantage of it.

"Take ny hand and conme with nme," he instructed. "W have a very |long wal k and
we're going to have to take the back ways to avoid running i nto anyone we don't
want to neet. | amtold that you can understand but cannot speak Akhbreed. What
tongues do you speak?"

"English, Spanish, and the Short Speech, Mster," she responded.

"English, huh? Well, we have sonmething in comon. |'ve never been able to nanage
to speak English so anyone el se can understand, but | can understand it pretty
well. So you speak English to me and | will speak Akhbreed to you and together

we night understand each other. Al right?"

She felt alnost a flood of relief. Sonmebody who understood her! "Yes, Master,"
she responded in English

"You are fromone of the Qutplanes, | guess. Brought here by Bool ean?" he asked
as they began to walk in what | ooked to her to be total darkness.

"Yes, Master. Al npst two years now, | guess, although | have no way to judge the
time." She didn't like admtting that—there was no way of knowing if this guy
was a nice fellowor if he was one "of Klittichorn's boys. That thing in
Hodanoc's office wasn't reassuring. That Yobi |ooked like a horrible version of
the creature who had captured the others and al nost gotten her as well after the
flood. However, there were certain default conditions as it were built into the
sl ave spell. Al could be countermanded, of course, but they existed unless that
was done. The first was total unthinking obedi ence whether you wanted to or not,
of course. The second was an automati c subservience to anyone who coul d order
you around. One did not speak unless spoken to and one answered just what was
demanded—and absolutely truthfully. You couldn't lie, cheat, or steal sonething
froma controller unless told to do so, and like a planet in its orbit you
needed your controller as the planet needed its sun. There was no runni ng away.
It sinply was not an option

It was because of this that Yobi had been forced to act so quickly after Hodanoc
had turned down the initial offer. She hadn't been able to afford even a
questioning of the girl by her then Master, or it all would have conme out.

It was quite a wal k, and, again, she couldn't have retraced it if she tried, nor
did she figure out how the magician knew the way hinsel f, but eventually they
energed outside and relatively high up in the nountai nous crags of the Wastes.
Fromthat point it was a narrow trail that wound around the top of a ridge unti
eventually it entered a cave originating in the floor of the rock itself and

| eadi ng down a bit.

The place stank, kind of Iike the way Boday's |ab had often snelled in the old
days. Lots of odd odors and unpl easant fragrances, which identified it as a

dwel ling of either a magician or an alchemist. There were several small chamnbers
and then a main one which | ooked, to put it bluntly, a ness.

A central pit was in the chanber, in which nuch was obvi ously cooked, and over
which a kind of netal web was built on which could be sat |arge pots and bow s
or fromwhich you could hang kettles and tureens. There was a pot of something
on, simrering, and fromits | ook and snell Charley prayed to herself that it
wasn't dinner.

Most of the rest of the cave was taken with shelves filled with all sorts of
boxes, gourds, glass jars, you nane it, as well as apparently enbal ned bats and
i zards and such and even a shrunken head and skull or two. There were also
books—ots of books, all huge and old and nol dy | ooking. The only area of the
wal I's other than the entrance not so covered with bric-a-brac had an old and
faded patterned rug hung on it right down to the ground.
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"Not exactly confortable |ooking, | know, but it's a |ot better than nost
sorcerers' lairs," Dorion noted. "Just sit on the floor there. I'msure Yob
won't keep us waiting long."

And she didn't. The rug suddenly flew up and the great sorceress entered the
chanber, revealing an ancillary cave beyond that had to be her private quarters.
Al t hough Charl ey had glinpsed her back at Hodanoc's, it was not under the best
of circunmstances, and part of the sorceress had been stuck below the floor, as
it were, out of immediate sight. She had not, for exanple, realized until now
just how large the old one was, or how totally inhuman were her |ower quarters,
obscured as they were by a specially designed black robe. The face, though, was
easy to renenber. It kind of |ooked Iike the wicked witch from"Snow Wite,"
only without the redeem ng qualities.

Yobi | ooked over at her with eyes that seened glazed and blind, yet Charley knew
she was getting a thorough exam nation on several |evels.

"Shit!" the sorceress nuttered. "All that trouble and all we got was a decoy. |

t hought you were better than that, son.”

Dori on | ooked surprised. "A decoy?"

"Sure. Any fool can see that she's got Boolean's trickery witten all over her
aura. How the hell did you wind up looking Iike the Storm Princess w shed she

| ooked, child? You can speak English. |I have been forced to |l earn the
foul - soundi ng t ongue. "

"It is along tale, Mstress, but it is as you say. The sorcerer Boolean did it
by renote-control magic."

That struck Yobi as funny. "Renote-control nagic! Wonderful. Well, speak, child.
Tell us who you really are and how cane you to this point. Take as nuch tine as
you Wi sh—we are in no i mediate hurry right now "

And, in general detail, Charley told themthe whole story. O how she'd been a
friend and schoolmate to this rather odd girl in her own world and | and, and how
quite by accident and by not believing in this sort of magic she had wound up
getting sucked down to Akahlar with Sam She told how Bool ean stepped in to save
themfromKlittichorn in the journey, in the process revealing hinself as an
active eneny of the horned sorcerer and naking hinself a target. How they'd been
pi cked up and then betrayed by the nercenary Zenchur, but not before Boolean's
magi cal device had caused her to appear to be an identical twin of Sams.

And she tal ked of being sold to Boday, who gave her the beauty as well as the
mar ki ngs of the blue butterfly and changed her into a true courtesan, and how in
rescui ng her from Boday's cl utches Sam had unt hi nki ngly grabbed and nade Boday
drink a love potion that nade the alchenmical artist fall nmadly in love with Sam
And how Charl ey had volunteered to raise the noney for the trip to Bool ean by
actual ly being a courtesan, and how Sam had grown fat and | azy and donestic
under Boday. And, of course, howthey' d finally nmade the noney to get there not
by selling herself but by creating and selling the patent to wonen's

under garnments common back on their world.

How, then, they'd been attacked, and Samis use of her power to sunmobn storns to
save themat the cost of a flash flood that had destroyed the train and killed
many, with nost of the survivors being captured, raped, and tortured by others
of the gang led by Asterial, and how the denon prisoner of the Jewel of Orak had
eventually saved themall. And, finally, how they had becone separated and wound
up where they did.

Both Yobi and Dorion listened intently, occasionally nodding but only rarely
injecting a question to clarify a point they didn't understand. \When she was
done, she knew that her life, and Sanis, were now squarely in the hands of this

pair.

Yobi was silent for sone tine, thinking it all over, and then she sighed and
said, "Well, now we know where we stand, anyway. |'mafraid |'mgoing to have to
get this Boday as well, which nmight be easier or tougher depending on Janpbnica's

mood and whether or not she's really of use to him He's a trader and he buys
and sells everything, unlike Hodanbc, who's a dammed col |l ector. The gods save us
all fromcollectors! He does not use relics, however, so it'll cost, dam it."
She sighed again. "Fromwhat you tell ne, you should have been the one and not
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your friend. You have the spirit and tenperanment for it. But, we nust deal with

what we have, not with what we want. In the neantine, | sense that much troubl es
you. | would like to know what, one at a tinme, please."
"Well, Mstress, | do not like being a slave."

Yobi cackled. "Wy, we are all slaves, child! W only kid ourselves if we
pretend ot herwi se. Wiy, Akahlar itself is a source of nassive power and wealth
and nearly limtless resources, yet ninety percent of its people are at

subsi stence level toiling for the few. The ones that are |l eftover are subject to
nmonar chi es and governnments in which they have no say even when sonme of those
governnents pretend that their citizens do have sone say, and under a series of
religions that oppress themeven nore. Wars and revol utions are always fought in
the nane of the di spossessed but always seemto really be about which side of a
small elite shall be the oppressor. | envy you if you were born and raised in a
different sort of place where this is not true. It must be strange indeed."

"M stress, ny |and val ued personal freedonms and |iberties, although nost of ny
worl d was as you say."

"I ndeed? So your land was rich in a poor world, and so nere citizenship in it
made you a nenber of the elite. Sounds |ike the Akhbreed here. Oh, there are
poor Akhbreed, of course, but even the poorest in the hubs and colonies is
better off than the average of all the thousands of races who inhabit the worlds
they loot."

She wanted to protest that it wasn't really like that, but slaves weren't
permitted debates with their controllers. But she renenbered the visions of the
m grant workers, the illegals from Mexico, who worked the fields in the

Sout hwest, and t he huge popul ati on of Mexico just out of sight of the tourist
villas and fancy hotels. And how nuch say did anybody have in an el ection,
anyway? Anybody could run, but only the ones with people and nobney and party
support stood a chance. You got to pick between two people who were basically

pi cked for you. And the seany underworl|d nei ghborhood of Tubi kosa where Boday
had |lived was not unlike that in any major city back hone, nor, in fact, did

pi mps and prostitutes |ack for business. Maybe it wasn't so great after all, but
it was confortable. And, for over a hundred years anyway, they didn't keep

sl aves.

"What woul d you have done, or thought you mi ght have done, if you' d stayed

i ghorant of all this?" Yobi asked her, giving her some clearance for an answer.
"Graduated from high school and gone on to college," she responded. "Mst wonen
aren't chained to fanilies and child-rearing there because of easy birth

control. | was going for a degree in chemstry, with the hope of getting into
the cosnetics industry."
"I ndeed? Wonderful liberation, that. Learn all that so you can better your

fell ow woman by meking her | ook prettier. Lots of nobney, no conmitnents, total
pl easure-seeking off the job. Perhaps an occasional march or donation to ease
the consci ence now and again. So long as you can live well and have fun, what

the hell. I've got nine and that's all that matters. If you' ve got the brains,
and the talent, and the connections, and not nany scruples, anyone can becone
parasitic royalty. |'msurprised you don't all die young of pleasure potions and

venereal disease. Or don't they exist, either?"

"They do, M stress. Drugs, alcohol, and nmany kinds of VD. One was around when |
left that was always fatal. It was scaring a | ot of people. | have worried about
whet her such things were here as well."

"Of course they are, you ninny! You don't have to worry about those kinds of

di seases, though. Wat alchemy can't create here mamgic can eventually control,
or, if such a disease is created in the changewi nd, as has happened, the
Akhbreed nmove to-sterilize—t. You're imune to the hundred or so venerea

di seases we have now, so don't worry about it. That's what nakes courtesans
worth so much. OF course, the general population isn't so lucky, but it keeps

t he popul ati ons under control and in check. But even the highest of the Akhbreed
can becone addicted to the pleasure potions. That's Janpnica's real trade, and
why he'd pay so nuch for an al chem st slave. And that's Hodanoc's hope for
eventual |y controlling Mashtopol. Addict so many of the pleasure-|loving and
decadent royalty and the bored novers and shakers that he will enslave themin a
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way just as effective as he enslaved you. Do not feel so bad. That ring tells
the world that your situation was forced upon you and not self-inflicted, and
there is no dishonor in that. | sense you have a question on it anyway. Go
ahead. "

"Then—M stress? It is pernanent? | can never be free?"

"Ch, no! It's a conplicated ritual and a real pain in the ass but any Second
Rank sorcerer and even sone of the Third Rank can undo it if you have the
Master's perm ssion. Finding one that will undo it, however, not to nention a
Master willing to |let you go, is the trick. Pardon, ny dear, but there is no
percentage init. Don't look so crestfallen. You haven't exactly done very well
on your own up to now or you wouldn't be under such a spell. Your value was, is,
and remains as a decoy. Klittichorn m ght suspect, but so | ong as he does not
know he can't take you for granted, and that neans he nust try and hunt you
Your value is to lead themaway fromyour friend—w thout falling into their
clutches, which you both have very narrowy escaped doing up to now. However,
before we can make use of you we nust first locate and redirect your friend.
Since this Boday had the audacity to trick your friend into that marriage spell

she is essential to the task. | fear your friend has fallen into the clutches of
Duke Pasedo and is even now happily and ignorantly picking berries sonewhere
many | eegs fromhere. That we will have to determ ne. But you have other

probl enms and worries. Speak."

"Mstress, | amstill trying to nmake peace with nyself over what this world has
made ne. "

"A decoy?"

"No, Mstress, a courtesan. One who sells her body. In ny world it is considered
the | owest thing a wonman can be."

"And you are bothered by the fact that it sinks you | ow?"

"No, Mstress. You see, |-+ spent over a year at it in Tubikosa, and | liked it.
| fear that there is sonething wong with ne that | did not suspect. That |
woul d rather be a whore than a warrior or a queen or have ny own business."

Yobi shrugged. "Many queens and sorceresses have done pretty good jobs. Qthers
have been | ousy—just like the nen. W are what our destinies nmake us. To be
otherwise is to be mserable. Mst people are mserable. If you liked it, then
there's no shame in that. Spend little tinme thinking of what other people denmand
that you be and pl ease yoursel f. Consider—would you rather be a slave and
courtesan or would you rather have fantastic power and look like me and |ive
forever with this!"

Wth that Yobi pulled away the draping cloak, and what was reveal ed nade Charl ey
sick to her stomach. The body was huge, bl oated, and deforned, a pul sating and
pul py creamcol or |ike sone sort of enornous nonster insect larva or worm and
bits of slinme and old skin hung to it or noved slightly with the pul sations.

Yobi replaced the cloak. "The Second Rank sorcerers are about as free as you can
get in this or any other place," she told the still stricken-looking girl. "The
things | can see, the kinds of things | can do, stagger even ny inmagi nation

I"ve lived six hundred years and |'ve seen and done npbst everything. Pretty soon
the nmadness creeps in, and you begin to think and act like you' re sone sort of
god. It happens to all of us sooner or later. And you begin to chafe at even the
m nuscul e, neager limts still inmposed on you. Your ego cannot accept them

First Rank or nothing! And eventually you dare, and you |l ook in those places you
dare not look and try those things you dare not try. The last barrier is the

changewi nd, and you go against it. |I was lucky. | managed to pull back with only
this to remind nme, and retaining—perhaps regaining is a better word—at |east a
hair of sanity. But, sooner or later, | know !l wll try again. It is inevitable.

If one nust live forever then one nust gain and grow, or death is preferable.

But —Aot yet, not yet."

Yobi sighed, then suddenly snapped out of it and bent down and | ooked at
Charley's face closely. "How are your eyes, child?"

"M stress, | was always nearsighted, and lately | have been so that ny vision is
quite poor. In the past weeks it had gotten progressively worse. | can no | onger
see anything except what is directly ahead, and wi thout the sun or a strong
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light like your lanterns that | now face | can see al nbst nothing. | have been
quite frightened of it."

The sorceress nodded. "You stood there, helpless, watching a

knock- down- and- dr ag- out between a true denon prince and Asterial. There
are—radi ati ons—nvol ved in nost nmagic. That is why all magicians have very poor
eyesi ght and Second Rankers are all blind in the conventional sense. It is
unavoi dable. But nost in the magic arts have other neans of sight that are not
only as good, they're quite a bit better and nore revealing. To be a decent
magi ci an, though, you nust be born with the talent and al so with an apitude for
mat hematics. It's quite precise or you don't survive long, which is why
magi ci ans are often powerful but rarely creative. You have no magi ¢ of your own
to speak of and without that even a mathematical wi zard woul d be hel pl ess. Yet
the dosage you received was probably quite intense. No, mnmy dear, we nust find
some nagical alternative for you. There is no way around it, but there are
things that can be done."

Charley's heart sank and she was as depressed as she had ever felt at this.
There was no way around it. She was being told that she woul d al ways be
soneone's sl ave, and, worse, even than that, a blind one.

"Boday is crushed by this!" the tall, tattooed woman grunbled. "First they make
her a slave—a slave'.—-and set her to work in a happy-potions factory—nae! A great
artist! Hovering over what is no nore than a soulless assenbly line!"

Yeah, well, at least you're not blind as well, Charley thought dejectedly. Oher
than Sam the only thing Boday ever thought of was Boday.

"And now they bring her here and duck both her and her finest creation into this
mol dy slinme pit," Boday went on, oblivious as always. Charley had hopes that
Yobi or Dorion would command her to silence at |east but when there were just
the two of themthere weren't any limits on that sort of thing.

Two gray-robed acolytes, a nman and a worman never introduced and so referred to
only as H mand Her, entered and hel ped them out. Yobi, it appeared, had quite
an operation here, and nore people than had been i medi ately apparent. Sone were
students unable to apprentice to a Second Rank sorcerer in the hubs; others were
exiles like Yobi and nost of the others here.

Bot h wonmen were now stood straight up and had water dunped on themin great
quantities until the last vestiges of the goo was off. It had been worse for
Charley than for Boday; for Charley they had prepared a sort of nud pack of the
stuff and let it set and harden over much of her face.

Not that it had really mattered, except for the feel and the snell. Charley
hadn't been at Yobi's two days before she woke up one norning on her mat and
thought it was still conpletely dark. She had not seen a single thing, not even

i ght and darkness, since.

It had been so gradual up to now that she had sonme suspicion that the sudden
col | apse of her eyesight was |ess natural than Yobi's doing, but she could not
be sure and there was no way to ask and get a strai ght answer anyway. She
resented it, but she could understand it. Yobi had wasted no tine in having H m
and Her begin training as a blind person. It was frustrating and boring and
maddeni ng, particularly since, with the slave spell, she couldn't take a break,
couldn't give up, couldn't even conplain as it went on and on, but it was now
payi ng off. Wen you are ordered to walk you wind up wal king with very cautious
confidence after a while. Balance was nore of a trick than she'd thought it
woul d be, too, but she managed. You felt your way al ong the cave walls and you
menori zed where anything that mght trip you up was, and you |l earned to use your
ot her senses, and your feet as well.

Dorion entered the nmud chanber and | ooked them over. He was still having a
terrible nental problem over Charley, whom he was beginning to have wet dreans
about, but there was just sonmething inside of himthat couldn't take that kind
of advantage of anybody. If she was willing, that was one thing, but the
mast er - sl ave rel ati onship made that tough to figure out for real, and sonehow
actual |l y having her woul d make himfeel |ike a rapist.

"We've found your Sam" he told them "Yobi's set to break her out of the

al chemical traps she's fallen into and Bool ean's set her up with sonmebody who's
totally trustworthy, but we don't want to spring her conpletely until you're

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...ewinds%202%20-%20Riders%200f%20the%20Winds.txt (65 of 138) [1/19/03 4:12:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewi nds%6202%620-%20Ri ders%200f %20the%620Winds.txt

ready and underway. The trick is, we want themto chase you, but we don't want
themto catch you. This is step one. Boday, your work is beautiful, but it's a
beauty that is nade to be seen. Frankly, the pair of you wouldn't |ast an hour
in any hub with those tattoos, so off they cone.”

Using a thin razorlike instrument, H mand Her worked first on Boday, whose body
bel ow t he neck was covered and thus was actual |y easier. Making sure not to cut
the skin, they made a series of incredibly delicate incisions, and, thanks to
the hours of soaking in the preparation, they then were able to peel off the
tattoos fromher body in segnents. It was quite bizarre; they came off, |ayer
upon |l ayer, like decals, nost fully intact, and while Boday was | ess than

pl eased with the whol e thing she was somewhat nollified that they actually laid
the designs on a paper form and nanaged to preserve nost of them The result,
when done, was not that bad, since Boday had natural brown skin.

Charley was nore of a problem partly because the designs were so delicate and
intricate with few solids and al so because she was naturally |ight-skinned. Her
exposed skin had turned a dark brown with all the sun and exposure, but the
tattoos had bl ocked the rays fromwhere they covered, and now she stood there,
mercifully unable to see the result, with the designs somewhat etched in outline
in light skin against the otherw se suntanned conpl exi on

Wth Dorion they always had a certain ambunt of freedomto speak, within linmts
and subject to cutoff, of course. Boday | ooked over Charley and said, "Boday
likes it. It is a fascinating abstract."

"We'l'l have to fill it in with dyes, I'mafraid," Dorion noted. "W want
uniformty. W'Il also have to do sonething with the hair. It's been

al chemcally | engthened and stabilized, but I'mafraid knee-length hair is not
only a sure giveaway, it's not practical in the circunstances. The object
remai ns the same—+each Bool ean in the shortest possible tinme, but by a route
totally different than the one your friend will take. Perhaps curled a bit, dyed
a lighter color, and tunbling a bit over the shoul ders. Boday, we have a
different but no less effective set of ideas for you. I know you won't |ike them
but you'd Ilike Klittichoms Stornriders |ess."

Boday thought a nonent. "Permi ssion to ask a question, Master?"

"CGo ahead."

"Boday cares not for herself, Master, but—-how is her darling Susama and what new
curses does she bear?"

Love potions conquer all, Charley thought with amazenent.

"Heavi er than she was, but a lot nore nuscle. That curse kept her wei ght up,

whi ch is good—she's nearly unrecogni zable as a twin of the Storm Princess—but
she's been doing heavy farmwork. She could probably lift the both of you and
possi bly a horse. Her hair's shoul der-length, and thanks to a tough potion she's
amesi ac. That's what Yobi will work on. She's been quite happy, though, in her

i gnorance. And, well, it won't be certain until we see her, but Yobi's initia
spells, now that we have her |ocated, suggest—enly suggest, mnd you—that she
m ght possibly be pregnant.”

Bot h wonen gasped. "By whom Master?" Boday asked at last, a bit shaken

Dori on shrugged. "Wio knows? We don't even know if it's true. But if it is and
isn't just some byproduct of all those potions she was fed and the kind of life
she'd been leading, it nust be fairly well along, predating her current
situation."

"Those filthy rapists,"” Charley nuttered, then had a thought. "Or naybe it m ght
be that friendly wagon train crewnan she seduced out of curiosity. Poor Sam It
woul d be her luck to get knocked up the first time!" She suddenly caught

hersel f, remenbering that Boday didn't know about that one. Well, Boday didn't
know English, either. "Please, Master, do not nention that one to Boday,

t hough. "

Dorion | ooked puzzled, but didn't pursue it. Boday, however, was now deep in

t hought .

"Pregnant ... It could have happened to Boday as well just as easily, or those

poor little girls. One wonders what the product of one of those—ereatures—and
Boday woul d have been? A great primtive artist, perhaps, or maybe an animst."
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She sighed. "No, with that mixture it would probably grow up to be a critic.
What ever, Boday will consider the child as her own. Qur own."

"Yeah, well, it's just another conplication now W have to nove, and fast. The
word is old Horn Heart is getting set to pull sonething big. That's good in that
it'll get himout of his citadel, but it's putting a lot of pressure on us. As

soon as we get you two set up we have to nove. W've been sitting on Hodanoc

| ong enough anyway and it's been no end of trouble. W want to |l et himgo, have
himidentify Charley as the Storm Princess's double, and draw them here. By that
time you have to be |ong gone."

"Master, how can | do nuch of anything?" Charley asked himplainly. "I am blind.
Totally so. And, out there, totally defensel ess because of it. | was |ucky once
when | could see to shoot straight, but | didn't do really well with both eyes
going. Now ..."

"W are going to deal with that as well," the magician told her. "OF course it
depends on whether or not you |ike ani mal s—and whether any aninmals |ike you."

Wal king into the small roomwas a strange and unnervi ng experience for Charl ey.
Unable to see, unfamliar with the layout, she was nonet hel ess overconme with
sounds. Screechi ng sounds, scurrying sounds, barking, and mew ng sounds. Had she
not been comanded, and therefore conpelled, to enter, nothing that could be

of fered woul d have gotten her there.

"Not hi ng here should harmyou," Yobi assured her. "Pets, strays, nongrel s—the
ani mal part of the Kudaan underground. Castoffs, |ike ourselves. Sit for a while
on the floor cross-legged so you forma |ap and see what night |ike you."

She sat, but she didn't like all the inplications of that one. A nunber of the
ani mal s approached her, but she tried to remain calmand not show fear. She
remenbered that aninmals could snell fear

Suddenly sonething snmall and furry bounded into her lap and then tried to clinb
up her torso using sharp little claws. She cried out and recoiled and reached
out —and knew that she was hol ding a cat.

Not a big cat, certainly, although it was no kitten. It struggled for a nonent,
since her blind grip wasn't exactly the best, but then she relaxed and so did it
and she put it down in her lap and felt its formand started to pet it. The cat
purr ed.

"I't seems you have found a friend," Yobi noted. "That cat is a bit odd, very
much like all of us here. It often seenms to think it's a great tiger cat, taking
on that which it cannot hope to vanquish, and other tinmes it is a forlorn,
mewi ng sort demanding attention. It's a bit scruffy and scraggly, but it is a.
toncat through and through."

The cat seened to shuggle up to her, purring |loud enough to overcone the
residual noises in the room She found herself scratching its ears and stroking
it and she liked it. She'd never had a pet before.

"Atonctat . . . Mstress, what color is it?"
"Gray with black stripelike spots, dirty white paws. Very ordinary."
Charl ey nodded. A typical alleycat, which kind of fit. Still, one thing bothered

her. "M stress—+ like him that is true, but | cannot see how this helps me. |
have heard of seeing-eye dogs before, but not cats."

Yobi cackled. "Cone. Bring your friend and attend nme, and | shall work a little
magic with you."

Al'l had been set up ahead of tine; the braziers were going, there was incense
about, and Charley could feel heat fromlarge candl es. The big stuff.

"Bring your friend and yourself forward ten paces," Yobi instructed. "Then stop
and wait, but do not let the cat out of your grasp."

The cat, fortunately, didn't seemto want to go anywhere except to scratch sone
prinordial arboreal instinctive itch that made it want to clinb up on her

shoul ders and perhaps her head.

"Many of us use creatures well suited to giving us information, culled fromall
the worlds of Akahlar," the sorceress told her. "However, they require specia
handling in nost cases, or odd diets, or even controls of a sort you do not
possess. For our purposes, the cat is fine."

She began a series of chants and Charley could hear a | ot of sizzling sounds and
snel |l odd odors wafting through the cave. Suddenly the sorceress broke into her
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heavi | y accented but quite understandabl e English

"You shall have eyes once again, of a sort," Yobi told her. "There is al so room
in this equation for other attributes. Remain still. The cat will taste of you
and it will hurt for a nonent, but it is necessary. Do not nove or drop it."
Suddenly the cat twisted a bit and she felt sharp fangs drive into her upper
left arm It hurt, and she knew instantly that it drew bl ood and she began to
wonder just what was happeni ng when the cat began to |lick that bl ood from her
arm and fromthe wound it had nade.

"M x, match, mate," said the sorceress. "The cat has becone a faniliar and
shares your blood and a small part of your soul. Half in shadow, not in |ight,
link ye two!"

Charley felt a sudden and unconfortable hot flush, which took a few nonents to
fade. She began to see inmges; strange outlines and bizarre shapes and forns
unl i ke anyt hing she had ever seen or inmagined, and, sonehow, she was seeing them

with her eyes. They were brilliant, dazzling, occasionally scary, as they
briefly turned and twi sted and for a nonment here and there seened to be not
merely colored electrical |ines but shapes both nonstrous and, sonehow, evil

They turned, they danced around her, reaching out, as if trying to touch her or
even cone inside her, and she was powerless to recoil or defend herself. Then,
in a sudden flash that seened to release all the brilliant and eerie colors at
once, all was dark again, but only for a nonent.

Then, slowly, incredibly, she began to see inmmges in her mnd, visions that were
quite dimat first and faded in and out but which began to take on greater
solidity, until at last they were quite clear, if very strange.

She saw the central cave of Yobi's conplex, but not with her eyes, nor how her
eyes would see it. The imges were devoid of color, but infinite in their gray
shadi ngs, and they were al so sonewhat distorted, |like the fish-eye lens of a
canmera, which showed an enornous field of view but showed things in perspective
only in the center, and only a bit farther out. Fromthere the inage curved out
like an inverted mrrored glass, elongating and distorting the i mges. Still,
she coul d see Yobi now, and the snoky braziers, and all the rest, the candles
monentarily smeared the view, and if you focused on themall else was dark. The
focus was general rather than on anything specific, but if sonmething noved, even
the snoke or candle flanmes, or Yobi herself, the vision instantly | ocked that
moving thing in at the center of vision. It took sone getting used to.

Suddenly the i mage shifted, and she saw a gi ant human face and neck. Her face,
but not as she had ever seen it before.

I'"mseeing what the cat is seeing, the way the cat sees it! she realized
suddenl y.

"Yes, that is true," Yobi told her. "You and your cat friend are |inking
together in a nunber of ways. There is a price, for every so often he will need
a drop of your blood to renmain active and alive and you nust give it. But that
will keep himw th you, inseparably if need be, no matter how far he may roam
The blood link will allow you to see through hi mwhenever you w sh, even if you
and he are not touching, although always fromhis point of view, of course. It
will take sone getting used to. It's not as good as eyes, and you will still be
blind, but you will now be able to see what you nust."

The cat was now | ooking at Yobi's craggy face, as if also understanding the

wor ds.

"There is a side effect here that | did not negate, although it is a m xed

bl essing and curse," the sorceress continued. "Wile you hold the cat, your

t houghts are open. Anyone fairly close to you, say as close as | amnow, will be
abl e to understand themas if they were spoken, regardl ess of |anguage. You will
thus be able to comuni cate with anyone anywhere in Akahlar, which is nore than
nost can do, but you nust be cautious. Your thoughts will be an open book to
anyone | ooking at you or to anyone you are |looking at or interacting with. You
will have to learn to control your thoughts while you hold the famliar. | added
that curse, for that is what it is, to enable you to communi cate nornmally, and
as a possible salvation should you be captured by the eneny. They will know

i medi ately that you are the wong one."
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That was a strange and unnervi ng concept, but at |east she didn't have to al ways
hol d the cat.

"Those—those shapes, Mstress . . . Wat were they?"

But Yobi didn't answer, and there was no other way to know.

Charl ey sighed. "Well, then. Well, we nust have a nanme for you if we are to be
so close, nustn't we? Half in shadow. . . That's not just a spell, it's me. Al
right, then, Sir Shadowcat, you and | will have to be very, very careful."

The cat purred.

6
Split Personalities

The great gorge was one of the nost spectacular places in all the Kudaan, al nost
a fourteen-hundred-foot sheer drop to the rushing river bel ow, unbridged and
uncrossed. Mre than one animal had snelled that water and run to their doom

pl ungi ng over that sheer cliff so that by the tine they reached what they craved
fromdesert wanderings they no | onger needed it.

To the west was the high desert itself; the river that ran far underground

t hrough stronger, tougher rock and only here, where the rock changed to the
softer sedinentary variety, had its great tunnel been extended all the way to
the surface, carrying away the collapsed material in the channel it dug over the
eons, slowy enough so that it did not get dammed up but rapid enough to cause
the i npassabl e chasm

The caravan stayed for the night just beyond the canyon, expertly limting the
animals so that while they could have food and what was | eft of the wagon they
woul d not or could not wander off too far in the wong direction

She enmerged fromthe Navigator's wagon and | ooked beyond the canpfire to the
starry darkness beyond. She wore only a thin, light robe tied at the waist,
which was all that was required in the desert. It could get chilly here on
occasion, but not tonight. Tonight she could al nost sense that it would fal
frombroiling to nerely hot; nore confortable but not exactly perfection

Kira was perfection, or as close to it as a worman could aspire to. Wthout
makeup, jewelry, or any aids, just as she was, she was al nbst a dream wonman. The
figure on her five-foot-two frame was perfection, perfectly bal anced and shaped,;
her face an idealized, alnost angelic one, the lips just right, the nose
perfect, the enerald green eyes large and dark, the features giving just a hint
of a playful, kittenish quality com ng through the beauty. Her hair was thick,
lush, with a natural body beyond the need of nore than a regul ar washi ng, auburn
with natural streaks of a dark blond, cascading down fromher face, framng it
perfectly, ending just below the shoulders. She noved with a natural catlike
grace that was no studied affectation but sinply a part of her, as totally
femnine as Crims big, nuscular frame and swagger was so nasculine. The word
sensuous seened invented for her

The trail crew saw her, and nodded, but then went about their work. Kira was one
of themin spite of her appearance, and while they appreciated her beauty she
was not hing unusual to them

She went over to the canpfire and took a snmall anpunt of wine in a gourd cup and
a coupl e of pieces of sweetbread and ni bbled on them not feeling very hungry.
She was thinking, and waiting.

She felt, nore than saw, himconme. There was a charmthey had, one that allowed
Bool ean to know where they were, and it seened to have a sort of two-way effect.
The feeling wasn't absolute; it had nore than once played themfalse, and it was
none too certain if it was Bool ean or sone other power fromits tingle, but she
was confident now. She put down her neager supper, got up, and wal ked out from
the fire, out towards the gorge.

She felt sonmeone suddenly beside her, although it was quite dark, and she found
a rock and sat pertly onit. "So," she said, in a soft, nusical voice that could
charma tyrant. "Now we shall talk."

"A pleasure to speak with you again, Kira," said that slightly hollow voice
agai n, the voice of Bool ean sonehow both here and faraway. "I confess to
preferring you to Crimeven though | feel nore at a | oss around you."
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She | aughed. "I thought the great Akhbreed sorcerers were beyond all that."
"Some of them are, maybe nost of them" he admitted. "Those who are have ceased
to be human. Power can do that to you if you're not careful. Qur kind of power."
He paused. "You have considered the proposition?"

She nodded, even though it seened a futile gesture in the darkness. "Crim
prefers the nore direct, fighting approach, which he is so good at," she noted.
"But the mark of a great warrior is knowing when not to fight. As for nyself, |
could not even Iift his sword, and the recoil fromhis guns would be as
devastating to me as to whomever or whatever | hit. Crimis correct on one very
big point, and that is no amount of force short of a total assault will get her
out of there if she's in there under the conditions you surmse."

"Stealth, then."

"Caution, certainly. But the ideal method is extortion, if | had something to
use, which | do not. We need the help of higher-ups in the Duke's entourage,
that is definite. Access to themthe nen, certainly—+s no problemfor nme, but

bot h cooperati on and security cannot be secured by the basic nmethods. No, | wll
need sonething to trade, and with the entourage the nagicians and al chenists are
the nost vul nerable. A sanple of the potion used, | would think, would sinplify

matters a great deal ."

"I mrensely, even though analysis fromthis distance is going to be rough. It
will keep me fromfalling into traps and naking serious or irreversible

nm st akes. "

"I thought as nmuch. And we will need sonmeone who can give us access to the girl.
Finding her by hit or miss in that place m ght take forever."

There was a thoughtful sigh in the dark. "So we need sonething for each. A spel
that any good magi ci an m ght covet, particularly one of the sort that one who
woul d spend his or her life there might value nore than loyalty. The sane in the
chemistry departnment. The first one | can conme up with fairly quickly, although
| hate to give it away. It's a good one, and should be earned. Still, this is a
prize for which the rules must bend. How about a spell that would regrow
anput ated |inbs?"

"Perfect! They have nuch need of it and it will rmake themgreat in their little
domai n—and help a lot of unfortunates in the process.”

"The one | have in nmind is conplicated as all hell and not very fast. It reads
the genetic code and then slowy regrows what's missing over a fairly |long

period, but the results can still be spectacular. Al right. But al cheny . .
That's tougher. They're apparently pretty dammed good at that already, so the
obvi ous probably isn't needed. |I'Il have to give that one sone thought and

per haps sonme research.” The sorcerer paused a noment, then said, "All right, so
we use bribery. Now how the hell do we control the girl if she's been turned
into a pea-brained grape stonper? Wth her build she'd probably be great at
that."

"Surely if we can get to her there is sonme sort of sinple hypnotic—=

"Yeah, yeah," Boolean nuttered, still thinking. "But nost of those are potions
and | don't want to add anything that night conplicate matters. | wish | had
anot her equi val ent of the Jewel of Orak. That was dammed useful, but it also
took nme years. You don't trap denobns every day. Your best bet, if possible, is
to nake sonme solution to that part of the bribe paynment. They know what they're

dealing with better than we do. I'Il try sone backup, but it'll be risky. Mybe
theirs will be, too, but it'll be educated, not ignorant. The next step will be
getting her out of there. She is not exactly unobtrusive." "So you told Crim No
way to lift that?" "It was denon inposed. |'d need her physically present to see

what it did and how and they're tricky little bastards. Besides, it wouldn't
matter even if | could. Once that thing's lifted she won't be any different. If
she wants to be thin again she's still going to have to lose it. Any kind of
spell that mght restore her mght also inpair her. These things are all
interrelated. Now if |I'd had that weight put on by spell, or even the denon,
it'd be a different story, but it's all hers. They don't check you nuch, do

t hey?"

"On the way in it's pretty thorough,” she told him "They want to nake certain
that we harbor no surprises or are under no conpulsions. Qut is usually pretty
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casual, but even if there are questions | think we can deal with it. Oice we are
away, though, we shall have to restore her and | think we nust break with the
caravan. It would not do to draw attention to ourselves by not keeping to
routine. It's going to be rough and overland."

"By now she can ride very well, and she fights when she has to. Don't sell her
short because of her size or her |ooks. She's kind of weird, though, even when
she's nornmal. Most girls dream of growi ng up and becomi ng princesses; she's got
a shot at princess and she desperately wants to be a fl oor scrubber or grape
stonper." Quickly, but in as much detail as he coul d—er knew-he described Sam
and her past in Tubi kosa, sparing no details. Wen he finished, he added, "Now
I"l'l show you the last vision | had avail able of her fromthe Jewel of Omak."
There was a slight spark and Kira felt her forehead tingle, and suddenly in her
mnd there was a full, three-di mensional vision of Sam ani nated, even speaki ng.
"l can understand her |ow aspirations,"” Kira commented dryly. "The others | see
there with the painted bodi es?"

"The tall, skinny one with the design riot is Boday. | told you about her. The
other one is Charley."
Kira gave a |l ow whistle. "And this Sam should or could |ook Iike that! | can see

the resenbl ance, alnost |ike sisters, but you cannot really see the potential of
one in the other."

"I know. Part of that is attitude. Even when she | ooked |ike that she thought
she didn't. You don't have to psychoanal yze or cure her of her hangups, just get
her to nme in one piece."

Kira gave a faint smle. "That will be a nost interesting challenge."

Medac Pasedo did a low, lazy circle in the sky and then descended towards the
caravan that had pulled in and nade a basic canp near the supplies building just
down fromthe Governor's Residence. The nen would stay in the residence guest
quarters tonight and sleep on real beds and eat decent food.

Crimwat ched the big man land on the run and then slowto a stop, get his |and
bearings, then walk over to the train. "Hello, Medac," he said, using no
formalities. When the Duke's son had been changed by the winds he had forfeited
all titles and clains automatically; legally he was | ower than a conmoner,

al though here in his father's domain he was certainly a privileged person, a

hi ghborn. To Crimhe was neither the creature the Akhbreed consi dered hi m nor
the near-deity that the people of the refuge regarded him but nerely an equal
"Crim it is good to see you," Medac said sincerely. "Did you have a hard trip?"
"Only the Kudaan, as usual," the Navigator replied. "If you all weren't here I'd
skip this whole place, frankly. Ovens are for cooking, not for living. About the
only good thing about Kudaan is that it dries up nmy sinuses and any cold | might
have and keeps ne from catchi ng another for weeks. Even di seases know better
than to live here."

Medac did not |augh, although he also was not offended. "I love this place," he
said softly. "It has a beauty and an isolation that becones a part of you. But,
enough! W have gone through this many tinmes before. Wat did you bring?"

"Sonme of the latest fashions of Court for your nother and her |adies, and sone
nice trinkets here and there for the rest. Mrack coffee, which is the best as
you well know, and the usual shopping list of chemicals and crap for your

al chemcal staff. 1'Il be glad to get rid of those. Two of those jugs break and
m x togther in a bunp and you wind up falling madly in |love with a cactus and
becom ng a joyous pincushion when you enbrace your |ove."

The wi nged man | aughed at that one. "You are a little bit crazy, Crim"
Crimglowered in nock nenace at him "All us navigators are mad, sonny. Ain't ye
heard? We gi bber around canpfires and how at the nmoon and all that stuff. If
you ain't crazy you wouldn't be doing this kind of thing, delivering all sorts
of nice stuff to fol ks but never enjoying any of it yourself."

"You love it. You wouldn't do anything el se and you know it."

Cri m nodded solemly. "Case for madness proved, sir. Only a madman would | ove it
and do nothing else." He cocked his eyebrows and dropped his joking tone. "Now,
anything | shoul d know before we get all this unloaded and | pay ny respects and
| et these characters have some fun?"
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"Not hing that would concern you. We have had a few visitors in and out, sone
unexpect ed. One who showed up just yesterday was Zanofir."

Crim suddenly tensed. "Zanofir . . . here. 1'd like to have a real close private
talk with that little bastard. He never just drops in. Wuat's he want?"

"My father involves nme in everything concerning the refuge, but nothing beyond
it, which is how!l want it," the wi nged man responded. "From what | hear,

t hough, he's working as a ground nman for a certain sonebody fromup north and
his rainy girlfriend. They want sonething, |'msure of that. There have been
presences around—dp there." He | ooked skyward. "I've felt themrather than seen
them and | think they're nore powerful after dark, but they're there."

Crimwas suddenly quite grim "You make sure you steer clear of any of them

son. They don't care who or what you are. Interesting that Od Horny's stil

| urking around here, though. Guess he got frustrated when they used sonme of his
patrols for vulture feed a while back, so they needed some heavy artillery."

"I have charns to keep us from neeting."

"Don't depend on no charnms, boy," the navigator responded firmy. "They're okay
so long as you aren't in the way or considered an obstacle, but no charmwl|
keep them off you if you get between them and what they're after." He sighed.
"Al'l right, thanks. You happen to know where that npustachi oed nmouse is right
now?"

"In the residence somewhere. He |likes the mineral baths, you know. He usually
takes a | ong one before dinner."

Crimgave a slight grin. "Thanks, son. | owe you one."

The Navi gat or went back and hel ped supervise the unloading, while |ots of beefy
menbers of the staff were ready with carts or to tote boxes to where they

bel onged. It took awhile, with a break for lunch, but Crimseened quite

busi nesslike. It wasn't until they were just about through that he turned to his
trail boss and said, "I'mfeeling a bit sore today, Zel. | think I'min the nood
to take one of those mneral baths." Wth that he wal ked off and up into the
Governor's Residence

I f Zamofir had been any thinner or slighter of build he would have ceased to

exi st. He conpensated to sone degree with foppishly styled long curly hair and a
waxed moustache that canme out several inches on both sides and curled up into
perfect rolls at the ends, and by dressing in a nornally flashy manner. He had a
long, thin face and a proni nent Roman nose and woul d never be taken for

handsonme, but he certainly was unm stakabl e.

He called hinmself an "expediter," and that was what he was. He was never
directly involved in anything, but if you wanted or needed sonething that was
immoral, illegal, or fattening and paid hima fee he woul d nake certain that
Supplier A got what was required to Custoner B. It mght be drugs, human cargo,
bl ack magic, bribes—you name it. If you needed a crimnal gang to attack a riva
and put them out of business without any possible links to you, see Zanmofir. |If

you needed soneone assassi nated, well, he knew a nunmber of free-|lance assassins.
And if you needed slave girls, or beefy eunuchs, or your boss turned into a
toad, well, he always knew sonebody who knew how to do those things. And yet

not hi ng was ever done directly by him and his "consultant's fee" was a natter
of public record. He was a businessman, a nan who sol d advice. You could never
prove that sone theoretical discussion of crinminal activities was ever linked to
t he act ual

And now he sat there in Governor Pasedo's bubbling, soothing nineral bath, eyes
closed, just relaxing and enjoying the experience and concerned at the nonent
only that the tremendous heat and humidity would wilt his noustache.

Suddenly sonething struck him and he felt hinself pushed violently underwater
and held there by strong, powerful arms until he thought his |lungs would burst.
Then, nercifully, the pressure ceased and he broke for air, coughing and

gaspi ng. "Wio dares do this to me?" he screanmed shrilly between chokes

"Hell o, Zanofir," said Ctrimin a light tone. "Long tine no see, but not |ong

enough. "

"Crim How dare you . . . !"

Two strong arnms canme down again but did not push. "Shut up, little man!" the
Navi gator grow ed. "lI'm going to say one nane to you and then | better get a
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real convincing story fromyou or the next tinme | won't let up. The nane is
Gal | o Jahoort."

"I + don't know what you're tal king ab—=

Suddenly he was dunked back under the water, and this tine it was a very cl ose
thing. Wien he was rel eased again, strong arnms gripped himlike a vise.

"Now you listen, you little notherfucker. You know dammed wel| what happened to
Jahoort because you were there! | know you were there. Public record, after all
You al ways do things on the record, don't you, shit licker? A whole train gets
turned into nush and who just happens to be on that particular one? None other
than Zanofir hinself."

"I had nothing to do with that! It was a flash flood! You know that!"

"Yeah, and | suppose that Asterial behind a perch with a fucking

hundr ed-round-a-m nute automati ¢ gun and a whol e team of cutthroats working for
her and trying to take over the train was just so nmuch hot water too, huh? Wy I

ought' a—

Zanofir felt the pressure and the anger and screamed "Wait! Hold it! Al right,
all right! Yes, | was on that train. | always travel that way, since | am al ways
traveling in ny business and | amno Navigator. | had no know edge of Asterial
or the raiders until they appeared, | swear it!"

"Uh- huh. And you just happened to survive that disaster that killed like
three-quarters of the people and animals and you just happened to wind up in
Asterial's canp with her friends and then you just sat there kind of nice and

proper and watched themtorture and rape and kill a | ot of your fellow survivors
because it was no skin off your big nose."
"Yes! | mean, no! They pulled ne hal f-drowned fromthat place and took nme with

them 1'd done business with them before and they recogni zed me. What could | do
but watch, CrinP Pick up a stick and beat themall to death? |I could do nothing
but survive and keep back, that's all! They were mad, Crim The difference

bet ween ne eating and sleeping and riding out with themand w nding up nyself on
that torture pile was a word, a gesture."

Crimstared hard at himand cursed under his breath that tine was running short.
He was sort of enjoying this, and there wasn't anything even the mghty Zanofir
could do about it. If the Navigator's @uild ever really even thought that
Zanofir had deliberately aided that train and one of their own to doomthere was
no place in all Akahlar to hide and the dying would be horribly sl ow

"They're all dead, Zanofir," the Navigator said nenacingly. "Even Asterial, if
not dead, sure as hell isn't anywhere where she can do harmto Akahl ar anynore
One little courtesan girl and a dying old man shot to pieces did it. But, of
course, they make a hundred of you in backbone al one. And, now, here you are,
alive and ugly as ever. How d you get out of there, Zanofir?"

"Asterial zapped the sniper and she had the girl under her control, but nobst
everybody el se was dead and with magic around | didn't want to be there no
matt er what happened. Wile Asterial was preoccupied | slipped out and around in
back of the wagons, |oosed a horse, and wal ked out of the light. Didn't get on
and ride for ten mnutes. Even then, | only had on a dammed sheet and was ri di ng
bareback in the dark. | alnost died before | reached friends." He paused a
monent. "But-how did you know | was even there, let alone that | escaped?"

"Two survivors. The gutsy courtesan and the nutty painted al chem st. They nade a
report to a Navigator and it didn't take |ong before that report was
everywhere—and with your nane in it."

"Those two. Not the fat girl and the two kids, though?"

"Why do you want to know about thenf"

Zanmofir, still being held, tried to shrug. "Just curious. | didn't knowif they
made it or not."

"Yeah? And it's not because you're |ooking for themfor a certain horned w zard
and acting as the point man on the ground for a horde of denobn sky riders?"

"l know nothing of that. Just curiosity—+ swear!"”

Zanmofir was so convincing it wasn't hard to see howthe little guy survived in
his world of evil.

"You're violating your own rules, Zanofir. Never be directly involved. That's a
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good policy. It's kept you alive and free and untouched."

"What do they nean to you anyway?" the little nman wail ed.

"They were passengers and they're still Conpany and Guild responsibility unti
they're found, gotten safe if they can be, and settlenment is made. Now, if |
find out you're actively |ooking for them for sonmebody else, then |'mgoing to
think that naybe they were what the anbush was all about. And if | think that,
and you were on the train, and now you're actively involved in this, then I'l
have no choice but to spread the word. There won't be anypl ace to hide. Even the
Duke depends on the Guild and the Conpany, and naybe now I'I| bring up those

m ssing passengers with H s Grace even though | wasn't going to bother. But when
I heard you were here, and then | see your interest, well "

Zanofir's eyes grew wide as he realized he was between a rock and a hard pl ace
here. Clearly he had already tentatively broached the subject to the Duke, and
gotten no positive response, but it wasn't sonething that could be undone. And
if the Navigators got the idea he'd caused the death of one of them. . . hell,
even the nost corrupt and evil of themheld to a code concerning that.

"I didn't know about Asterial," he said slowy and sincerely. "I didn't have
anything to do with Jahoort's death. Yes, |'mlooking for her now, but that's
separate. The price being offered is ... irresistible, Crim You' ve bent as many
laws and flaunted as nuch authority as anyone. I'Ill split it with you, Cim"
The big man was conscious of the clock and knew he could not remain. Still he
said, "No. Not this tine, Zanofir. Not for me, not for you. | have only your
word on Jahoort and this now | ooks real bad. And | don't care what the price is
or why, if you have anything to do with finding this girl and turning her over
to Klirtichorn's bunch there isn't a Navigator in Akahlar who will believe you."
He gave the little man a violent shove into the water, letting go this tinme,
turned, and wal ked out of the baths.

Zamofir, bruised and shaken, waited until the big man was well gone before

pai nfully clinbing out of the bath hinmself. He lay there on the floor for a
monent, breathing hard, |looking up at the ceiling. Dam it, he hadn't had
anything to do with the destruction of that train! But Crimwas right—f Zanofir
found the fat girl and turned her over to Asterial's ally, who woul d believe
that? He woul d have to risk the honed one's wath and resign. It would be a
terrible thing, but better a chance of quick, angry death than sure and certain
slow death later on. No reward was worth that certainty .

"Kira, my darling!"

Duke Al on Pasedo went to the door personally and kissed her hand, then drew her

cl ose and hugged her. "It is so good to see you so radiant!"

Kira smiled that man-killing snmile. She was a stunner tonight, in a stunning
sparkling burgundy slit dress and matching heels, golden jewelry and nade up
just right.

"You're just an old snoothie, Your Gace," she responded with a | aughing tone.
"You would swear we didn't neet like this every three nonths or so."

"Ah! It is because it is so seldom You are the only one | have ever known who
tenmpts me with lustful and unfaithful thoughts at the nere sight of you
Cone—sit! We have a special neal in your honor tonight and we will sanple our
finest vintages and our best |iqueurs."”

"l doubt if Your Grace would still love ne in the norning," she responded a bit
playfully, then allowed her chair to be pulled out and then herself seated.

The Duke always outdid hinself for her visits, and she thoroughly enjoyed them
too. She knew, too, that in his own way he was a man of great internal honor and
woul d keep his lust platonic. Not so the other nales in the overly |large
entourage that always dined with them She was the object of every nman's lust in
that room and every wonman's envy and she knew it and she |oved every furtive

gl ance and inattentive gaffe that situation caused. Even the Duchess kept one of
those cold bird' s eyes of hers always on Kira, not at all pleased with the way
her husband acted when the beauty was around.

So far none of these people's fantasies had been fulfilled. Not that she was
averse to a bit of sex when she was in the nood and really wanted the man, or
when it was to her advantage for other reasons, but until now that situation had
not come up in the Duke's refuge. The only really good-1ooking man in the court
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was Medac, and that smacked a bit of kinkiness. The others were the average
dirty old nen.

Toni ght, though, she didn't brush off Director Kano Layse's cl unsy
under-the-tabl e passes at her leg, and she paid himfar nore attention than she
ever did, to which he responded by getting very, very hot in his pants. Layse
was, after all, the Director, and he was al so what Akahl ar called a physician,
al though that term here neant nore "heal er" or "nedical magician" than anything
el se. He was, however, a better adm nistrator than magician, which was why he
was Director. Better to have a man who could run things and understand what the
smarter, nore talented, nore powerful ones bel ow hi mwere doing and talking
about than to have your best mmgi cian wasted on adm ni stration.

The evening went quite well, and there were songs and poens and | ots of gossip,
and she never once brought up Zanofir or the fat girl. She didn't knowif
Zanofir had really been involved in Jahoort's debacle or not, and she didn't
really care. Crinis anger and suspicion were real, but the major purpose was to
convincingly renove the conpetition's nan on the ground. If Zanofir was here at
all for that reason, then they were just in time, and tine was what Crinis
fearsone expl osi on had bought. The nmere fact that Zanofir, officially a guest
and holding talks with the Duke, had skipped the banquet was evi dence enough
that, at |east for now, the ploy had worked

One of these days, though, she was going to stick a stiletto between the little
man's ribs and twist slowy, or Crimwas going to snap that bobbi ng neck, and
therein rid Akahlar of at |east one source of contagion

At the end of the festivities, when they were going for the door, she whispered

to Layse, "Director, | should like to speak with you privately. WIIl you wal k ne
to ny roon®"

"Delighted,"” the nagician responded, certainly neaning it. They nade their good
nights to the Duke and the others and wal ked out and down the hall. It wasn't
until they were in the quiet of the residence wing and in fact in front of her
door that she said, "Director, I'mafraid a bit of a problemhas arisen and you

are the only one who mght help. Wuld you mind coming in for a mnute?"

The Director, who clearly had a totally different line of thought in mnd that

i ncluded that invitation, responded, "O course."

She sat in the chair facing the mrror and he sat on the bed, the only other
place to sit. She kicked off her shoes and began renovi ng her makeup while

wat ching himin the corner of the mrror

"Director, I'"'mafraid Hs Grace is in a very awkward position, one that wll
cause himcertain enbarrassnent and perhaps far nore."

" Ch—what ? Yes?"

"About three nonths ago, a certain young wonan wandered i nto here who was under
the protection of an Akhbreed sorcerer, and was m staken for just another poor
injured girl needing help. She could not tell about this because she did not
know whomto trust."

The Director was now partly listening, even though it was hard to keep his eyes
off her. "The fat girl with the two children.”
"Yes. | am happy we do not have to play ganes,
dress.

"That scoundrel Zanofir was al so asking about them that's all."

She sighed. "Then we do play games after all. | amnot a patient wonan—Kano.

Unli ke Zanofir and his enpl oyer, we know she is here. | was sent—ahead—+to see if
sonet hing could be done to keep disaster frombefalling this nice place."

His voice was trenbling, but he replied, "I will not betray ny Duke even for a
night with you." She stood up and the dress fell away. "Ch gods!" he al nost
sobbed.

She reached for a robe and donned it, although taking care not to conceal very
much, and perched down next to himon the bed and gave hima seductive pout.

"My darling Kano, there is no betrayal here. There would be to Zanofir and his
crew, but not to nme. You see how it is. The sorcerer Bool ean knows. |If we can't
settle this, then he'll have to contact and neke public demands of and enbarrass
the Duke, and the Duke, to retain his honor, will have to deny it all, and then

she added, while | oosening her
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the full fury of an Akhbreed sorcerer will be brought on all within and this
will all be destroyed. No nore refuge. No nore governor. Nothing but all the
changewi nd victinms who survived wandering the ruins. And even honor and
reputation will also be crushed, for her nmate is still alive and will | odge a
formal inquiry with the Kingdom"

Sex wasn't off Kano Layse's nind, but it paled before the vision she was so
softly and gently painting, a vision he could

fully accept when he heard the nanme of the sorcerer involved.

"CGood | ord! Wwhat can be done? You know Hi s Grace can never adnit to anyone
what was done, even though it was an honest mistake made out of conpassion and
not hing el se. No! If this were true surely she woul d have told us."

"Uh-uh. You renenber that train that she was fron? The one that got attacked and
finally destroyed? They were after this girl. Just her. To kill her. You think
she coul d just wander in here, ignorant of the Duke and the nature of this

pl ace, and trust anyone? Better to just |eave and then contact the sorcerer."

He was sweating now, and he nodded, absently. "But-she got the strongest potion
We—we knew she was fromthe Qutplane, so it was full treatnent. Absolute
obliteration and hypnotic conpul sions to conform?"

"Bool ean says that there is no such thing as a potion that magi ¢ cannot undo."
"Yes, yes. In the strictest sense that's true, but this fornmulation is powerful
because it goes to the heart of the affliction, as it were. The pain, the

| oneliness, the fragile ego and poor self-image . . . Qur diagnhosis was correct,
damm it! She wanted to forget, wanted to becone soneone else, to be loved, to
feel inportant, needed, for herself, and she didn't care if it was on the |eve
of a base peasant. If she had, she would have devel oped differently. Many of our
staff here had the sane potion and all began as base peasants, but they could
not find happiness at that level, so we allowed themto rise until they were at
the level that nmet their basic inner needs. Not her. She |oves the conmunalism
the tribal identity, the basic life with few demands and no responsibility. And
the | onger she's been there the nore thoroughly she's becone one of them"

"I't is no longer her choice—t was never her choice, which is part of her
problem | suspect—nAor yours, nor mne, nor the Duke's. The freak rains that have
been doing so much danmage here will continue and increase in seventy."

Hi s head snapped up and he stared at her. "She is the cause of mat?"

"The magnet that draws them anyway. Klittichom has Stornriders above, just
waiting for it to happen again, and you have not had a nightnare as bad as the
Stornriders running roughshod through this place to get at her. She cannot
remain, and if you give her to Klittichorn then Boolean will destroy this place
in his fury."

He was thinking now, all thoughts of an assignation gone. "But how do | know you
are fromthis sorcerer?"

She got up, went over to an old, weathered | eather saddl e pouch, runmaged
through it, and withdrew a snmall piece of paper. On it was a conpl ex

mat hemati cal fornmula, witten in the Akhbreed characters. She handed it to Layse
wi thout a word and he stared at it for nore than a minute and his nouth dropped
slightly.

"Do you know what this is?"

"I can't nake sense of any of it," she admitted, "although it is in ny hand. But
I know what it is."

"But there is sonmething nissing! A variable not provided!" "I have it. And you
shall have it if we can work sonet hing out."

Hi s hands trenbled as he held the card. "This is the highest |evel of Akhbreed
sorcery, far beyond anything | essors could nanage. But-—what woul d you have ne
"do?"

"W need the girl, and we need a neans of getting her safely and quietly out of
here when we | eave at dawn the day after tonorrow. A sanple of the potion and
what ever records you have on her would al so hel p. Renobve her and you renove al
threat to the Duke or this place. She never was here after all." He nodded. "I
can pull her after work tonorrow to the clinic for a nedical check. It's
routine, although she's not really due as yet. We could keep her on a pretext,
sedat ed perhaps. The nost obvious way to have her voluntarily go would be a | ove
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potion, but that would have to be conpounded—we do not keep any here—and |I'm
afraid of howit nmght nmate with the present alcheny. It might cause even nore
dire personality changes, particularly in conbination with that spell of |ega
mati ng she already has. MId, transitory hypnotics m ght not give you enough
time, since they wear off unevenly depending on the individual. Only a strong
hypnotic, one requiring an antidote, is sure. She would be an autonaton,
requiring that you tell her everything to do, without thought. And if you | ost
the antidote, she would remain that way unl ess you returned here, since all of
our preparations are proprietary.”

"That will do," she told him "I've had experience with that sort of potion
before. But can her mnd be restored?"

"It's only been three nonths. The potion does not actually erase—there is no
known way to do that w thout damaging a |lot nore, actually turning an adult into
a nmental infant. What it does is block access to any past nenories. The new
personality is built by sinply being in and around what you want themto be.
Access is by exposure. She has been around only peasants of our sort, so she was
able to retrieve and use all the words and phrases and such that they use and
she hears. Then she adopts that culture, that belief system that nbde of

speech, that way of life. The longer the period that this lasts, the nore
permanent it becones and the brain, not accessing the old information, begins to
stick it where it cannot be found, |ike nmenories of infanthood and fine details
of our past. The nore she wants what she has, the nore she is confortable that
way, the nore rapid and total the process of elimnating the past and its

know edge becones. Eventually, it is irrelevant and irretrievable."

"How | ong does that take?"

He shrugged. "It varies. There's the age—the less to forget the faster—and
various psychol ogi cal and physi ol ogi cal factors. Those girls who cane in with
her, for exanple. They're happy here now, they're placed with loving fanli es,
and they are nmuch better off. By now both are probably irretrievable. Your
girl—+ don't know. She's young, which works against her, but she's also fromthe
Qut pl ane, which nmakes it an unpredictable factor. You might well get ail, or at

| east nost, of the nenories back to one degree or another, but the
personality—that is a different matter. She had a very weak ego and sel f-image
before; she has a very strong one now. | can only guarantee she will be

different."

Kira nodded. "That's all right. | was asked to bring her in, not turn back any
clocks." She | eaned over and kissed himon the forehead. "You have been a big,
big help. I won't forget it."

He stood up. "I'Il need to have an alchem st in on this. W keep antidotes
around but none of the strong potions, for safety's sake."

She stood, too, went back to the bag and pulled out another small card. "I think
this will silence any al chem cal questions. | trust you to be able to fake any

convi nci ng reasons that mght also be needed."”

He | ooked at it. "Sone sort of chemical forrmula. Not ny line. Wat is it?"

"A conpound that can be made from common materials. It hardens and can be
colored and then nolded into flesh, and while there is no feeling | amtold it
wi || make the biggest scar | ook and feel like a tiny scratch—and it can be
permanent|y bonded to skin, even breathe |ike skin."

He gave a |low whistle. "Yes, that will be nost—helpful. But there is one nore
condition to nmy doing this for you."

"Yes?"

"Al'l of themupstairs saw us together, saw us | eave. The porter saw us enter
together. Pl ease—eould we just—pretend—that sonething happened here?"

She gave himher sweetest, sexiest smle. "It'Il be our little secret," she

whi sper ed.

"That's her?" Kira asked as she peered into the low and prinitive adobe clinic
used by the field workers froma safe office. Layse nodded.

The young wonan they were watching was the proof that both short and | arge coul d
be used to describe the same person. She was certainly quite fat, and no area
fromthe face to the hips, thighs, ass, stomach, and breasts had escaped excess.
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And yet she was certainly nuscular—+the arns took very little work to exhibit an
amazi ng set of muscles, and the | egs when they were tensed showed nmuch the sane.
Her face and skin were burned al nost black by the | ong periods of hard work in
the sun, and the skin also had an al nost |eatherlike toughness to it, as nobst of
the peasants had. It also seened that her |ips had been sun-bl eached to an
unnatural pale, alnost colorless point |ike her nails, but that m ght have been
just the contrast. At least sonmething in her ancestry had protected her fromthe
nmost dangerous horrors of this climate, at |least for now, but no one who had
been out that long could remain totally unaffected.

She had | ong, straight dark hair down bel ow her shoul ders, which did in fact
give her a nore inpish appearance and nake her | ook nore human. It was not well
trimred and curled up at the ends, but the sun had created an odd and shifting
pattern of light streaks in it that nmight well be white.

"Nobody grows that nuch hair in three nonths," Kira noted.

"A potion. It's a common one and harml ess, since if it doesn't work you can
always cut it again. It's one of a nunber of innocent things we allow themto
think they're stealing or lifting fromus that does no harm and nakes them
happy. The rest is natural, a consequence of spending over a thousand hours in
the sun. You can see it on the others, too."

She nodded. What a life, she thought sadly. Still, "She certainly seens bubbly
and out goi ng," she not ed.

"Yes. She was rather quiet and sonewhat withdrawn with us before, and | suspect
with everyone she didn't know well, but w thout pressures and with a | arge
tribal famly she's been quite extroverted and extrenely uninhibited. Physica
differences aren't a minus here, you see, and there's no pressure on her. She's
strong as a bull, too, which gives her conplete self-confidence. My peopl e have
seen her hold up the end of a wagon while a wheel was fixed for quite sone tine
wi t hout breathing hard, and at Endday she picked up a big, bruising fellow built
like a stone tower and head and shoul ders bi gger than she."

"How d you get her in here?"

"Slipped a snmall powder in the field drink today that gave her a nicely tined

case of the runs. The treatnent potion she'll be given as soon as the |ast of
the other patients |eaves is the hypnotic. It will cause some dizziness and
she'll be told to lie down. Then I'll disnmiss the staff."

She nodded. "We nust get her out tonorrow. Zanofir is certain to be around
somewhere, just nore circunspect, and we have our heavenly host to consider as
wel | ."

Layse went over and opened a snall case and renoved two seal ed contai ners, each
with a label onit. "This gold one is the antidote," he told her. "The marks on
it represent degrees of recovery. Half dose will represent the nore classic
hypnoti c trance, where the subject, is aware but suggestible. Al of it should
be swal | owed for conpl ete recovery, although she will go into a very deep sl eep
for a couple of hours while it flushes out the remmants. The light red potion is
about forty percent of the dose of the ammesia potion that she received. Don't

| et anyone drink it and particularly not her. That kind of dose on top of the
one she had woul d probably produce a childlike individual with no nenories, no
self to speak of. Basically an aninmal."

"Don't worry. We're not out to steal your fornula or use or abuse it. W just
want a neans of getting her back w thout harmng her."

"Where will you take her?" he asked, curious.

She smiled. "That is sonething it is better for you not to know " She | ooked
back out through the peephole. "I think everybody el se is gone. She's taken her
medi cine like a good girl and they're hel ping her over to a cot."

Layse nodded and was out the door. Tinming was crucial here; there was no sense
in having to convince the nmedic here that there wasn't anything untoward goi ng
on. He and Layse talked in aninated terns for a while, then seenmed very chummy,
and finally the medic picked up a file on his desk and handed it to the
Director, who went through it absently, then told the nan to go, he'd take care
of this.

The nedi ¢ | ooked uncertain for a nonent but didn't really want to argue for nore
work. It had been a long day, and he had staff privileges at the residence. He
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|l eft, and Layse sat |ooking through the file intently, alnbst forgetting Kira.
She waited patiently; no sense in showing up and then have the nedic or sonebody
conme back because they forgot sonething and see her

Finally he sighed, put down the folder, and notioned for her to cone in. She did
so, then | ooked over at the young woman who was out cold on the cot, dead to the
world. "Anything the matter?" Kira asked him "I saw you studying the folder."
"Medical history. Environmental adjustments were the first priority so we didn't
do much of one when she joined us, just the usuals to make sure she could stand
the work and was as healthy as she seened. There was supposed to be anot her one,
a nore thorough foll owup, a few weeks |ater but she seened to be adjusting so
well and the case load is huge, so it wasn't done. This was the first physica
she had. She's gained el even and a quarter hal gs, which sounds high until you

realize it's all nuscle and sone of it is fat into nuscle conversion as well. If
that's not allowed to go back to fat it won't be serious.
"Enough for nme. | only weigh forty-three nyself. Even Crim weighs only

ninety-two. It's a good thing we won't have to Iift her. Any nedical problens we
shoul d know about other than that?"

"Only one, but it is really going to conplicate your situation if you have a
very |long journey."

Her eyebrows rose. "Yes?"

"She's three nonths pregnant.”

That was a stunner. "Ch, greatl"” Kira nuttered. "Just what we needed. Does she
know?"

"l doubt it. If she underwent any norning sickness she didn't report it, and who
woul d notice any of the other mnor synptons out in the fields? It probably
won't start to show until the end of the sixth nonth, and who's going to notice
a bigger belly on her until it's well along? But it will weaken her, slow her
down, there will be biochem cal changes, that sort of thing."

"Yeah, but what you're telling ne is that |'ve got six nonths or less to get her
where she's going." She sighed. "Any idea whose? Sonebody here, perhaps?"
"Possi bl e, but doubtful. They don't usually take advantage of newconers here,
and it's normally a few weeks before there's any real social activity. From what
you say it's unlikely she had any earlier male trysts on the nove, so that

| eaves the rape."”

Kira sighed and | ooked at her. "Poor kid. No way to get rid of it?"

He | ooked a bit shocked, but recovered. "Un, not without lots of work and
recovery, no. Not safely, anyway, and the other, cruder nethods at this stage
risk infection, even possible death. If you take her tonight, either your
sorcerer has to cone up with sonething or she's going to have the kid."

The woman nodded. "Well, 'l let Bool ean decide that one." She turned. "Think
she's ready now?"

"Ch, yes. And the | oose bowels was a one-tine thing, really. Just a super

| axative. However, she'll have no bl adder control in this state, so renenber
that. Have her try going often.”

Kira turned and wal ked over to the unconsci ous woman. She had conme in directly
froma day in the fields and she was filthy and snelled |ike shit. There was no
way around that for now. "M sa, open your eyes, sit up, and sit on the side of

the bed." The eyes opened, but they were blank, as if still asleep, and she did
exactly as instructed.

"Now listen to nme," she said carefully. "You will hear only the sound of ny

voi ce and no other voice, so ny voice is all that you will obey for now.
Tonmorrow, a man will cone to you and say the words, 'I am Crim obey ne as
well,' and you will hear himsay that and then obey himas well as nme and hear

either his voice or my own but no one else's. Do you understand that? Answer."
"Yes," she replied dully, in a voice that was startlingly |ow.
"Al'l right, now stand up. You will follow ne, three paces behind ne, and

what ever | do you shall do until | tell you different. If | sit, you sit. If |
wal k, you follow. If | stop, you stop. Understand? Answer."
"Yes. "

Kira checked to see that she had the antidote and the sanple. "Does she have
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anything to wear except those filthy black panties she's got on?"

Layse shrugged. "Sorry, not here. Back in her room yes, but there's no way to
unobtrusively get to it now "

"Al'l right, all right, 1'Il have to nmake do. Getting out of here is the only
real priority right now, and putting sonme di stance between us and the forces
above. Can you put out all the Ilights?"

"OfF course, but it will be pretty dark if | do."

"I ama creature of the darkness," she told him "Still, there's enough residua
light fromother sources for her to see ne. Do it."

He killed the lights, and she waited for Msa's eyes to grow accustoned to the
dar k.

"M sa, can you see ne now? Answer."

"Yes."

"Then foll ow and obey."

Kano Layse suddenly had a thought. "Wait! Wat about the missing variable in the
f or mul a?"

"You have it now. It is on the sane paper as the rest of the fornmula. If we

| eave this jurisdiction the variable will fade in and be like the rest of the
ink. If we are betrayed, or caught while still in the district, the paper will
burst into flame. That is fair enough.”

Layse sat back down in the dark, disgusted. He had every intention of betraying
themon this. He felt like a traitor to the Duke in this matter, but that

formul a—when he saw it, and knew what it was—was, well, irresistible. Tonorrow
he'd go down to the |labs and start tinkering. In a couple of weeks he'd conme up
with it, and his star would really shine and his position would be quite secure.
But the price he paid still nade himfeel guilty. Creating Msa was the right
and noral thing to do; he was still convinced of it. And while restoration was
theoretically possible, he had never seen or done it, and no one he had known
could do it, either. The gods knew what poor M sa woul d beconme now.

Getting out of there had been the easy part, although finding a shipping crate
that would fit her without harm ng her was a real pain. The next norning, just
at dawn, Crim had the caravan put together and everyone was ready to nove. The
cases of the Duke's private w nes provided nice cover, and would bring a decent
profit at some point.

Crimwas not yet ready to feel safe, but as the mileage built up between himand
the Duke he began to feel a little bit better

They followed the river trail, as they always did, at neither a faster nor

sl ower clip than anyone woul d expect, but with an eye to the canyon walls and
particularly to side canyons and ol d slides which mght hide anbushers. Thanks
to agreenents between the wilder denizens of this area and both the Duke and the
Navi gators, there was generally little risk so long as you were known and
official and all that, but there was always the chance of newconers and sone of
the folks in this country were just plain crazy.

By nightfall they were canped at one of the safety zones, a canpground that was
agreed to be neutral territory of sorts and thus safe. It was only a theoretica
safety, of course, and they woul d have guards and spells and all sorts of things
for insurance, but in all these trips they'd never been hit anywhere in this
area. Anybody inclined to violate this place would al so be too afraid of Yobi to
actually do it. Only the crazy, and Klittichorn's bunch, might try it, and the
latter only if they suspected sonething.

They were about thirty miles fromthe Duke's now, a fair distance in these parts
but not really confortable, not when the Duke's son flew with ease over great

di stances by day and there were Stornriders about at night. The latter was not
strong without a stormfromwhich to draw energy, but they could see well enough
and if one could get a nessage off, they had a mstress who could whip up a
storm of any fury desired. And even though the canyon now was broad, nobody on
the caravan wanted to think about a real gully washer in the area.

Kira couldn't risk going out alone into this in search of who she wanted. Not
even rimwould be really safe in this place, not alone, or not particularly
with the girl.

They had checked on her fromtime to time. The crew knew better than to ask
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questions about such things; they all had hands in one shady thing or another
now and then. Every once in a while Crimwould clinb on the wagon, crawl back to
her, open the side of the crate, check her condition, have her eat and drink,
and, using a bucket as an ersatz chanber pot, have her go if she could as well.
They didn't catch that |ast need every time, and she was getting pretty gany in
there, but there was no way around it. To command soneone to hold it invited
forgetful ness, and you could cause a kidney to rupture or bowel bl ockage by

doi ng so

Now, Kira could only wait, although she decided to take the risk and attend to
one matter. She brought her obedi ent wonan to the river, and commanded that she
renove all clothing left and discard it and then bathe conpletely. "M sa" was no
work of art when she was done, but at |east she didn't snell so bad.

Everyone was fast asleep except for Kira and one other guard, both of whom kept
pistols on their hips and rifles at the ready nearby just in case, when soneone
came. It was the guard who first saw or heard or felt sonething, drawing on a
near-si xth sense born of long trail experience. Kira had expected sonmeone, but
not old Yobi herself, who never left her cave. Yet, here she was, with two very
i nhuman attendants, slithering in, long ears twitching, pulling herself with the
aid of two strong-I|ooking canes.

Kira | ooked over at the rather stupefied guard. "It's all right, Garl. | know
them and |'ve been expecti ng—soneone. "

Yobi came straight for her, and stopped when she saw "M sa" apparently asl eep
under a tree. The dark worman was hard to see in the shadows, but Yobi didn't use
the sanme sight as nornal people did.

"So," she rasped. "That is the source of all our nmachinations. My, but there is
little that hasn't been done to that poor girl. | see the denon spell, with its
i nhuman mat hematical insanity, and the marriage bond as well, thin as it is,
trailing like a spider's web. And the potions, |layered this way and that. The
hypnotic is easy, then the nenory one. Ch, ny! That's a nasty one, that is. And
under it all, what strange and unnatural power |urks! The threads that run
wispily to the north are firm Yes, yes, she is definitely the one, poor soul."
Yobi sighed and | ooked up at Kira. "Kid, this one's gonna be a real bitch to
do. "

Kira stared at her. "Do you think you can bring her back?"

"Not ne. Mster Smartass Greenpants, maybe, with nmy hel p. You have the sanple
and the antidote?"

"Yes, inny bag. 1'll get them"

"Bring that idiot sorcerer's calling stone, too. W' re gonna have a |ong night
here. "

"You think it is wise to do it here? This cl ose?"

"COF course it's not, you silly, blithering idiot, but if |I can't recover from

old Horny the Fart and his mnions as long as | need | don't deserve to still be
here! "

7

Stornri der

"The time has come to run swiftly and well," Yobi said to Dorion. "Just today
that little shit Zanofir is due at Hodanpc's. Once the noustachioed twit hears
the description of Charley and all that transpired, the full hue and cry will be
out. They will even cone to me to try and nmake a deal or sonehow threaten ne if
they think they can. I"'mpretty well invulnerable, | think, but they can cause a

| ot of trouble.™

"We've worked on the disguises pretty well," the magician responded. "It's a
delicate thing to figure out something that's effective but not too effective.
That crazy one, Boday, is also pretty good with many kinds of weapons, including
the whip and crossbow. Charley, of course, is nmuch nmore linmted, but she'll nake
it."

The sorceress nodded. "Yes, they are a strange pair, this Charley and her Sam
Charl ey has already overcone things that woul d have beaten many a | esser person,
but never have | seen such a determ ned and survival -oriented ego. She adapts
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incredibly. Already the blindness is sinply accepted as an inconveni ence and she
i s using her other senses nore and doing nuch with confidence—ncludi ng know ng
her limts. She uses the cat's vision sparingly, when she needs it, instead of
trying to make the animal substitute eyes. Yes, she is incredibly strong and yet
the irony is that she believes herself to be incredibly weak. Somehow her idea
isto be amn with a better tailor and nmore clothing options." The old one

si ghed.

"Now, this other one—this Sam" Yobi continued, "she's a real ness. Charley does
not understand that it is perfectly fine to enjoy being a courtesan so |long as
it was a valid choice on her part. Few nen have the courage that she showed in
tracki ng down Asterial and her whole gang in hostile country with only two
pistols. This Sam though—+'m beginning to wonder if the breakthrough will ever
really come with her. She wants to run and hide. She wants to be docile. She'd
be perfectly fine as a slave or sonme peasant. She wants to avoid al
responsibility and all pressures. Even if | can pull her back from Pasedo's

mental acids, | don't know if she'll ever have the will and tenperanent to take
on the Storm Princess. That is another reason for keeping Charley alive, Dorion
The only act of bravery and will, the assunption of risk and danger, was when
Sam rushed to save her friend. She draws strength and resolve from Charley. So
it is not just as a decoy that our girl is inportant. |I think she will be
essential in the ultimte battle.”

Dori on nodded. "I think I see what you nean. So how do we work this and who does
what ?"

"I, obviously, can go nowhere in the flesh, and | don't have an acolyte |'d
trust on sonething like this. |I've nmade arrangenents with sone various people

who owe ne in ways they dare not refuse my will to get themthrough, but they
will need a native guide and helper, as it were, preferably one with sone

magi cal talents, odd and arcane as those talents nmight be, and a full Akhbreed
citizen able to nove freely throughout Akahlar."

Dorion stared at her a nonent, then gul ped. "You nmean—ne?"

"Ch, good! |'m happy you volunteer. Saves ne the trouble of putting pressure on
you. "

"Hey, wait! |I'mnot—+ nean, damm it, Yobi! You know the limts of ny magic!
That's why | wound up here in the first place! I'min |ousy shape; |I'ma poor
shot and even poorer with any other weapons. \What the hell good would | be?"
"You're streetwise, as they call it in the cities. You think fast when you have

to, sweet Dorion, and you're basically trustworthy and with a strong sense of
honor that is al nbost nonexistent around here. That is worth nore than nuscle.
can conmand nuscl e, but never honor."

Dori on thought about it. "You nean—se? Alone, with those two, for all that

di stance?"

Yobi gave her cackling laugh. "Yes, indeed. |'mtransferring conplete control to
you, but their Master will be Bool ean hinsel f. That neans that even if soneone
shoul d get to you, they would be usel ess and al ways driven to Bool ean. Frankly,
I"d remove their slavery if | thought it would be productive, but Boday needs
discipline or she'll be nore hindrance than hel p, and Charl ey needs the sane
external discipline because of her beauty and her blindness. And so |long as they
have those rings no one is going to abduct or rmake off with them since they
know their prize is both usel ess and dangerous. Nor do | want her wandering off

| ost sonewhere, particularly out of fear. That's a very real possibility when
she di scovers, as she nust, that she is not exactly blind."

Dori on, whose eyes were also little use because of the nagical radiations of his
apprenticeship but who was of sufficient power that he saw, as Yobi did, by

ot her neans, understood what the sorceress neant. This kind of blindness shifted
the eyes rather than destroying them As Charley would di scover, there were nany
t hi ngs she coul d now see that before she either could not or could not see
properly, nor could any sighted person. But seeing on a magical plane often
meant one saw what one wi shed one coul d not see.

Dorion sighed. "All right. Wen?"

"Tonight. After dark. | have horses ready capable of taking you into Mashtopo
itself in just a couple of days. Fromthat point | have a list of contacts and
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met hods al ong the route that you nust nenorize. You'll have sufficient supplies
for the initial journey and sufficent noney along the way for whatever you need.
Si nce ensl avenent of an Akhbreed is technically illegal, although nobody really
cares, |'ve had papers drawn up showi ng themto be indentured under a spel
certified by a ranking sorcerer—the sort of thing everybody makes up to make
this kind of thing | egal and proper. Oficially, you and your superiors
performed a service of nmagic the price of which was indenture. That nmakes their
ensl avenment a consequence of their own free choice, and thus legal. Gad, how

| ove bureaucracy! You can conmit nurder and pillage so long as the paperwork's

right!"

He nodded soberly, thinking of the job. "All right, so what if we sonehow
manage, and | admit I'll be shocked if we do, to get themto Bool ean? Wat do
do then? | nean, |I'mnot exactly a stranger to Bool ean, and he wasn't too

thrilled with me the last tine | saw him™"

"All is forgiven and forgotten if you deliver them" Yobi assured him "After
that, it's up to you. You can transfer their control to Bool ean and get out with
a whole skin fromthis ness—and with a nice reward to boot—er you can stick it
out if you prefer and if you and Bool ean can stand each other for that |ong.
That's the other reason why it nust be you, though. O hers night be able to
shepherd themto the boundaries of Masalur, but you are fromthere and you know
the region better than any other that | have. |If anyone can sneak themin right
past Klittichorn's nose, you can."

"Yes," the magician sighed. "That is true enough. If | live that long."

Bot h wonen | ooked very different fromthe way they had | ooked in years. To
elimnate the butterfly design outline, they had treated Charley with a potion
that triggered the release of all nelanin within each cell and added it if it
wasn't there. The result was a uni form chocol ate brown conpl exion that suited
her quite well. The process could be alchenmically reversed but was ot herw se
stabl e, permanent, and self-renewing. Her hair had been cut to shoulder length
and given a great deal of curl, and it had al so been col ored a reddi sh bl ond
that contrasted greatly with her skin tone. She was still sexy and gorgeous and
all that, but she was no | onger obviously a courtesan but rather an Akhbreed
col oni al who probably had her hair dyed.

The physical disguise was a deliberate and subtle choice. There were a | ot of
pretty girls in Akahlar, but the blind blonde woul d not be recogni zed w thout a
very close inspection as one of the wanted wonen—but she woul d be renenbered
The object was really to be recognized, but too late to do any good and not
without a | ot of work.

Because she was "indentured" to a magician, she wasn't a free agent and thus
wasn't as well expected to live up to the |local dress codes. This was a relief
to her, really; it had been so long since she'd worn a |ot of clothes that she
wasn't all that sure she could abide a conplete and cover-all type outfit, and
she certainly had doubts that she could ever again stand to wear a pair of
shoes.

The clothing thing didn't bother her—she al ways dreaned of having the body to
dress lightly and sexil|ly—but she renenbered spendi ng many fond hours shopping
for shoes.

In point of fact, she knew that slaves were fairly common anong the Akhbreed
nobility and many others inportant enough and rich enough to afford to create
them 1t was sonmewhat ironic that the very colonial system nade themi nevitable.
Since none but Akhbreed could enter the hub cities, all non-Akhbreed were
excluded if you lived in a hub. But the | evel of obedience and service slavery
provided to feed upper-class egos was sinply too tenpting to ignore, and the
strictures of the society were such that if you didn't fall into the hands of
the crimnal elenent but were still outcast fromtribe and clan, you could w nd
up comrercial property. As erotic as Charley was, and blind to boot, there was
only one assunption possible as to what sort of slave she was, and she woul d
have to dress the part. Bare breasted, with the little beaded bottom she'd been
weari ng when taken from Hodanoc, and with a | oose robe of sem transparent
gauzelike material worn generally untied. To those were added dull bronze
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earrings, matching bracelets and anklets, and a thin necklace of braided chain.
Boday was still tall and lean, but she didn't took so exotic when shorn of her
el aborate nmass of tattoos. In fact, she really didn't ook all that bad. She had
nice curves, a tight ass, and surprisingly snooth skin, although without all the
artistic pyrotechnics her breasts |ooked rather small for all their firmess.
The absence of the tattoos caused such a dramatic difference in her that they
didn't feel they had to do nuch nore. The only thing they worked on was her
hair, although she hadn't forgiven themyet for not allowi ng her to dye it sone
ni ce rainbow colors. Instead it had becone thick, wiry, and incredibly curly,
and they had grown it out alnost to a nanelike stature. Through Shadowcat's
eyes, Charley was able to see at | east the basics and thought Boday resenbl ed
not hing so much as sonme National Geographic shot of sone African warrior wonan.
Wth her Mediterranean-type features and all those tattoos and straight, short
bl ack hair she'd | ooked very different; it took this to see the real Boday—nore
bl ack African than exotic Lebanese, for exanple.

Boday even adnitted that this was how her own natural hair had | ooked. She had
straightened it and | engthened it al chemi-cally before.

But if she could no |onger | ook so exotic, Boday was determnmined to dress that
way and had designed and hel ped nake nost of her outfit. It was kind of a
revealing | eather bodice with silver rivetlike studs, |long |eather boots with
fairly high heels, and a matchi ng headband. Charley thought she | ooked |ike
sonet hing escaped froman S & M porno novie, but, sonmehow, it suited Boday just
fine. The whip, and the |eather holster with its pistol, only conpleted the

i mpression. Charley thought that when Boday started to sweat and nove around a
lot in that outfit it was going to beconme very unconfortable, but the mad arti st
was not to be denied at |least this nuch unl ess conmanded to do so.

Dorion dressed in a nud-brown cotton outfit that matched his robes but was a
nmore conventional shirt and trousers, along with a broad felt brown hat with a
crease in the mddle. He had his robes and his magi c paraphernalia with him but
the regulation outfit wasn't practical for a | ong horse journey. Neither, of
course, was either outfit the two wonmen were wearing, but right now that
couldn't be hel ped. The first object was to get themthrough the tightest
squeeze, which was Mashtopol, with the place surely swarning with Klittichorn's
agents. Once through the bottl eneck, they mi ght be able to change not only
clothing styles but a | ot el se—perhaps night be forced to do so.

"I want to get a fewthings clear at the outset," he told them "First of all,
keep the abject slave stuff for the public, when strangers or any others are
around. When it's just we three, you can dispense with the Master stuff and just
talk to me pretty much as you would anyone el se. Feel free to make conments and
ask what you need. If | get sick of it |I can always just order you to shut up,
so don't abuse it."

He | ooked at them and at the horses and knew he really didn't want this shit

but, sonehow, he was stuck. Well, he'd been the one who'd started all this

rolli ng—even though she wasn't even die real Storm Princess double, dam it!
"Now, Charley, | know you've been practicing but you re not going to be great as
a free rider and you know it," he continued. "Your horse is old friends with the
other two. It'll follow ne, and that's where you'll be—ust behind nme. Boday,

you' re behind Charley and since you' ve got the weapons it's up to you to use
your own judgnent unless | counternmand it specifically. Don't wait for an order
if an attack or real threat appears, and nake Charley's protection your first
priority. Renenber, | have sone magi cal powers and they've gotten ne this far
alive and whole, so Charley's the one who needs your help. If | need it, "Il
yell |oud enough. Understood, both of you?"

Charl ey nodded, as did Boday. Charley was a bit fascinated by sonething that
hadn't been so until now, but which was both inexplicable and intriguing. She
found that, sonehow, she could see Dorian—ot w th Shadowcat, with her eyes. Not
really him but an odd, wiggling glow ng shape that was nostly deep reds but
occasional ly showed or flashed other colors as well. This against the eterna
gray not hi ngness was di sconcerting; she could not see Boday or any of the

| andscape or the horses at all

There were, however, a few other things in view An odd yellow sh glow froma
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poi nt about eye level and off to the right—borion's saddl ebag, nmaybe, with the
magi ¢ stuff in it? And Shadowcat —Shadowcat was a snmal| deep | avender fuzz. She
sent her mind to the cat's, and saw, froma very | ow perspective, that Dorion
was where the deep red was, and that there was certainly a horse where the

yel | ow cane from

There was al so a curious wispy light red string, alnost |ike a single strand
froma spider's web, that continually twi sted and turned and seened to go off
into the distance. She realized suddenly that it cane from Boday, but what it
was and where it went was a nystery. Boday herself was in no way visible-but the
wi spy strand hel ped | ocate her

She was still blind for all practical purposes, but she began to realize that
the radi ations that had taken her sight had perhaps given her another, stranger
one. Was this, then, what the nagicians and sorcerers saw with their own eyes,
or did they see clearly what she saw as only bizarre and pul sati ng shapes and
colors? It didn't matter, but it was at |east sonething she didn't have before,
and it would allow her to keep Dorion in sight no matter what the |ight. She
could not use the magic, but she could see it, and sonehow that gave her a lift.
They hel ped her on her horse and she settled in like the |ifelong horsewonan she
was. \When they were down on the ranch nmany ti nes when she was but a girl they
had used their famliar horses and closed their eyes and tried all sorts of
ganmes and tricks that way. This wasn't so bad, as long as you didn't have to
gallop for your life.

They had nade a sort of sling for Shadowcat, which the cat had taken to right
away. Cearly there was sone magical thing now residing within or controlling
the cat, for he was quite loyal and willing to subnmt to a nunber of

indignities.

"I amsurprised that Mstress Yobi did not cone to see us off,"’
t aki ng advantage of the new freedom of speech

Dorion chuckled. "M stress Yobi is pretty dammed busy right now, and part of it
is maki ng sone arrangenents for our future security—f we get that far. W' ve

al ready del ayed too long and it's going to be tight. One of Klittichorn's agents
is right now a guest at Hodanbc's, and it won't take that little noustachi oed
son of a bitch too long to put two and two together."

Charl ey's head cane up. "Mustachioed? Is that the word | understood in

transl ation? Can this one you speak of be called zZanofir?"

Dori on | ooked surprised. "You know hi nP"

"The spinel ess swine of a nud denon!" Boday spat. "He was with our wagon train
and then with the animals who tortured and defiled us! How nuch woul d Boday | ove
to get his balls in her grasp and squeeze hard—f he has any balls."

"He's a free-lance scum” Dorion told them "Expensive, though, careful,
effective, and, nost inportant, he stays bought. The Horned One has offered him
a bundle for you two and your friend, it's said, and he'll work like a denon to
find us. If they've given hima bottonm ess noney account, as they probably have,
he can be a pretty nasty eneny, although, as | said, he's careful. He nust have
slipped up on that wagon train business, because he al nbst never gets close

Boday not ed,

enough personally to get caught in anybody's hands." He sighed. "I'mnot too
worried about here to Mashtopol. | know this territory well and fewwill dare
risk Yobi's wath. But pray that your new | ook fools themin Mashtopol. It's so

dammed corrupt we can't count on anybody or anything."

Ri di ng by ni ght and sl eeping by day nmade the journey much easier, since they
didn't have to contend with the hot sun, but they could never have done it on
their own unless they'd stuck to the road. Dorion, however, seened to know every
back trail and crack and crevice, and seened to see as well in the dark as Boday
did in daylight. Charley envied himthat kind of second sight.

She |iked Dorion, too. Ch, he was chubby and he got out of breath in a hurry
when he had to do anything energetic, but, what the hell. So he wasn't M ster
Wonderful with the body of a barbarian and the head of a Greek god. He seened a
pretty nice, |evel headed guy, and it both inpressed and sonmewhat puzzl ed Charl ey
that, with them subject to his every whim he had taken no advantage at all of
that situation. She wasn't sure about Boday, but she sure as hell wouldn't have
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m nded a therapeutic fuck or two in the wlderness. She began to wonder if the
magi ci an m ght not be as gay as Hodanoc.

Still, when you can't even see the sights and you're strung out in a line so
conversation's pretty limted, it gets pretty dammed boring pretty fast. Charley
began to i magi ne herself, as she sonetines did, going back hone at this point.

It had been so |ong, and she'd gone through so nuch.

H, Mm H, Dad! |I'mback! | found a career | really like as a high-class
hooker. I'mblind, and, oh, yes, |I'mnow black, and I'ma slave girl who dresses
like a porno belly dancer, but other than that, everything' s just fine. Ch, |

al rost forgot. You renenber my best friend San? She got real fat and narried
anot her wonman .

Their parents' sense of |oss would still be there, of course, and naybe she and
Sam had their faces on a mllion mlk cartons, but there was no goi ng back. Not
now. The trouble was, it remained to be seen whether or not there was any rea
goi ng forward, either.

Thi s whol e period, both the dull sameness of Hodanoc's place and the nore active

but still strange and isolated tine at Yobi's, had left her for the first tine
with a lot of tine for introspection, and she had come to sone concl usi ons about
herself while still westling with others. Part of it was this last stay with

peopl e who knew both al chenmy and nagi ¢ and who had taken away sone of her nental
props by separating what was really her fromwhat had been inposed upon her

Many coul d be nade into courtesans, for exanple, by the kind of alchenical magic
Boday used to wield, but fewtruly enjoyed it. The distinction, in purely

Akahl arian terns, was between what you did and what you were.

For exanple, she realized that she really Ioved nmen. Not in the sense of being
het erosexual ; it was a nobre enconpassi ng, even generic sort of love. Oh, she
liked those cute little asses and there were sone that were sinply gorgeous, but
it wasn't just that. She liked themyoung, old, tall, short, fat, thin—you nane
it. She couldn't explain it, but she knew what her ideal was and she missed it.
That wasn't alcheny; it was deep

And she | oved sex. Not just the screw ng, although that was the hot fudge on the
sundae, but all of it. She had liked it the first time, back hone, but it had
scared her as well, perhaps because she had liked it so nuch and it had

dom nated her fantasies and daydreams. Now she couldn't get enough of it, not
anynmore. It wasn't enough that she got off; she had to give as well as get in
equal ampunts. Now, having done it so much with so nmany, there were no
inhibitions left, only a deep craving. Sonething that had al ways been there had
been | oosed by circunstance and now here it was.

She began to understand what Yobi had said to her. It didn't nean that she
wasn't smart, or that she didn't want independence and control of her own life.
She was proud of that rescue operation, and if she could sonehow get this ring
out of her nose she'd be overjoyed. She didn't want a husband; she wanted twenty
years or nore of one-night stands that would nake her also wealthy and totally

i ndependent of others.

She wasn't gonna let this blindness hold her down, either. She m ssed her sight,
sure, but it was only one sense and not the nost inportant. She was al ready

| earni ng qui ckly how nuch she could do. Alot of it was just plain commpn sense,
like putting your thunmb inside a cup where you want the fill line to be and
pouring until it reached that point; others were trial and error, or just doing
things a bit slower and nore cautious than before.

She |i ked Shadowcat, and appreciated what he could do for her, but she was
sparing in using him Dorion, after all, understood English, which | eft Boday
out rather than her, and she'd much rather talk to Dorion than Boday anyway, SO
she didn't want that tel epathic thing unless she needed it. And when the cat was
let free to roam she discovered quickly how you didn't really want to see what
he was doi ng. The first nouse and insect kills kind of cured the ronmance right
out of her. But it was convenient to be able to | ook over a canpsite and
menorize it, or to check on things when she had to. But she was determ ned from
the start not to use himas a crutch

Bl i nd, she could saddl e and unsaddl e a horse and ride with confidence. She could
prepare her own food and drink to a fair degree on the trail, and she could
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attend to her own personal needs. She nanaged her own sl eeping bag from
unpacking and setting it out to repacking her gear. She woul d rather have her

si ght back, but she wasn't about to give up living because it was |ost or wallow
in self-pity waiting for it to sonehow mraculously return. It would be nice to
have it, but it was sonething she could live wthout.

Per haps this Boolean could restore it, although they said that nost all
magi ci ans and sorcerers lost real sight so if they could get it back they woul d.
Dorion was a bit vague on it, admtting that his eyes were shot and yet he could
see with remarkable clarity better than he had with them He was not blind, but
his methods were those of sorcery denied to her

The strange things she could see puzzled her. Wiy was Boday nonexi stent save for
that odd and fragile red strand, and the horses and the | andscape a seanl ess
deep gray, but Dorion this strange, fuzzy red blur and Shadowcat that |avender

bl ob?

"Your eyesight, like mne, has been shifted, not canceled," Dorion told her. "It
is very hard to explain to a |lay person, but you can read a lot into the shapes,
colors, and types of patterns you see. You are seeing perfectly well, but in

di mensi ons beyond the capability of nornmal eyes to ever see. It is like being in
a haunted house and being able to see the ghosts but not the house they haunt.
Still, if you could see fully into those other dinensions you would probably go
mad. Only that which is in this world but gives off radiations into the others
is visible, and that's for the best. Some things of the magical world are best
not seen, but you m ght see them Be prepared for it, but control yourself as
well. It is better to see those who would do you harmfromthat realmthan to be
at their unseen nercy." On the third day they rejoined the main road very near
the border of Mashtopol, but Dorion decided to canp yet again in the Kudaan
before going through. "Best we nove still by night, at least for a while," he
told them "and be fully awake and al ert going through there."

"Boday does not understand what risks there mght be," the artist noted. "Surely
this pig Zanofir is behind us, and after all this tine those still alerted for
us nust be nere hired hands and ruffians, not the sort who will keep a steady
wat ch or be difficult to fool."

"Yeah, perhaps,” Dorion responded, "but it's best to take no chances. Zanofir
has birds and ot her neans of communication that are far faster than we, and he
has access to a magi cal network with near-instant comruni cations. W have to
assune that they're expecting us. Fromtonorrow until we're clear of this place
we're going to have to depend .on all aspects of the disguise, including our
cover."

"You nean the slave business," Charley said, nodding.

"Yes. You will have to be total slaves and act the part at all tines, even when
it seenms as if no one is around. Charley, you're going to have to be the slave
girl Yssa, the total and uninhibited sex slave who's al so subservient and docile
tony will—and nmute unless | say otherw se or unless we need to be alerted to a
danger, since you can't speak the |anguage. And you, Boday, will be Koba, and
you will have to be different. Do not use your nane at all except to answer
"Koba' if asked what it is. If you nust speak in the third person, then use
hunbl e and sel f-deprecating terns like '"this unworthy one' and 'this hunble
slave.' | know that will kill your ego but it's essential. You are our defender,
a warrior slave. |If anybody asks too personal or specific questions just tel
themit's not permtted for you to answer or that your past |life has been w ped
out. In all cases you are ny slaves and there will be no references to others."
"Boday has spent her life seeking recognition,” the artist noted. "This will not
be easy for her."

"You don't have to be inconspicuous, but you nust eat, sleep, think, act the
part at all tinmes,"” he told themfirmy. "Only if we are di scovered and unmasked
are you on your own, using your own discretion. And | will have to treat you as
my slaves, too, acting ny own part. 1'll apologize later. | never liked this

sl ave business, and |'munconfortable with it."

"Use us as you nust," Charley told him "and don't worry or feel guilty. W have
al ready been through so nuch, and what you ask nme to be is a role |I very much
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enj oy playing."

The Kudaan exit station was unusually crowded, with a nunmber of tough-|ooking
men about, nostly arned, and to no apparent purpose, but both the officials and
the nmen spent nost of their time |ooking at Charley and not very much | ooking at
the docunments or anything el se. She gave them a good show, |ounging sexily on

t he saddl e and doi ng of f handed obscene things in a playful way. They woul d
remenber her, all right, but not a one of them seenmed to entertain the slightest
t hought that she was anything nore than she appeared to be. In fact, you didn't
have to read ninds to know pretty nuch all the thoughts those guys had.

She couldn't see them of course, but she didn't have to. The comments and the
sounds and the panting and the many attenpts to bribe Dorion for alittle while
with her said it all.

Shanel essly, she loved every minute of it. In a way, this was a different kind
of power and no less real for all that.

And beyond the gate was what |ooked |like a great yellow wall rising from ground
|l evel as far up as the eye could see. It | ooked anazingly solid, and inposing.
"Each null zone has a shield like that," Dorion told her. "It is a great shield
of an Akhbreed sorcerer, and it prevents any but Akhbreed from going through it
to the land beyond. In that way all non- Akhbreed, all changelings, all the ones
who don't fit the definitions, are prevented fromever noving fromworld to
world. It's not absol ute because you can't ever be smart enough to wite a spel
that covers everything, but along with the entry gates it keeps things so
manageabl e it may as well be inpenetrable to all others."

Maybe not as inpenetrable as they think, Charley reflected, renmenbering that
when she'd first entered this world there had been a centauress hiding out in a
cave within a hub itself. But, as Dorion had said, nothing couldn't be beaten,
but that centauress was hiding out and woul d have been killed instantly if

di scover ed.

For them the boundary was paper thin; they passed through it with no sensation
at all and went into the null zone itself, and that was sonething el se again for
her. She could not see the ever-present thick white mst, but she found she
could see the nassive spurts of energy that had previously | ooked |ike

occasi onal sparks here and there. It was a forest, a fairyland of col or and
light and constantly shifting patterns, and there seened to be a kind of
yel l owi sh rain connecting it to the unseen cl ouds above.

As they entered and passed through it, they interacted with it, causing the area
around themto becone intensely nore active and to constantly change col ors as
well. This was the beauty and wonder of the magic sight. Qutlined against the
darkness of her conventional blindness, it was breathtaking.

There was no nmagic to see beyond, in the hub itself, but far off in the

di stance, she couldn't guess how far, there seemed to rise a single pencil-thin
beacon of brilliant gold, like a searchlight beacon breaking the night.

"That conmes fromthe city," Dorion explained. "It emanates fromthe roya
Akhbreed sorcerer hinself. W're going to avoid that and try and stick to the
borderl and, although we can't avoid sone civilization. Al roads really lead to
and fromthe capitals, and the crossroads are intended for local use only and
we' |l have a very crooked path to foll ow because of it."

Dorion worri ed about Boday, no natter what the commands, but he wondered about
Charley. He was the first to adnit that he never really understood wonen, not
even if they were six hundred years old and built like a cross between a crone
and a slug. Charley was bright, resourceful, adaptable, everything—and yet he
got the very strong inpression that if she were free of him of the ring, and of
all obligations she'd becone a full-tine professional whore, a seller of her
flesh. She wasn't just acting back there; he had the distinct inpression she
woul d have been delighted had he taken any of those nmen up on their offers. Yobi
had said as nuch and had seened to find nothing wong with it. You never argued
with Yobi, but it sure as hell seened wong to hi msonehow.

Both Charl ey and Boday were relieved to reach the Mashtopol entry station
Finally, at last, the Kudaan was behind them wth its nerciless heat, its
strange deni zens, and its bizarre risks. It had taken so long to get through it
that it was only by great luck and a hairsbreadth that they'd not wound up
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spending the rest of their lives there.

The duty officer at the entry station found both wonen fascinating, but he was
al so far nore officious and nore steadfast in his duties.

"I ndentures, huh? Permanent ?"

"Yes, sir," the magician responded. "Neither originally to ne, though. | was in
the service of a great sorcerer who saved the tall one's people froma denonic
attack and got her because the old boy outgrew his need for servants. The other,

well, you see her. | had to pay a high price in spells and services to talk her
owner out of her, as you m ght guess, but you can see why any price was good
enough. "

The duty officer |ooked at Charley and nodded. "Yes, | can see why you would

want her, but not why anybody'd sell her."

"She's blind. That made her inconvenient to her old owner, but there's no
problemw th what | wanted."

The officer tsk-tsked. "Too bad. So pretty. Wat about the cat? W have to check
on all animals, you know. "

"I have it on the docunents here. The cat is mne and used with sone of ny
magi c, but it's just a cat. The girl took a real liking to him though, and he
to her, so they stay pretty well together when I don't need one or the other."
The duty officer sighed. "All right, sir. Al in order. Big festival in the city
the end of the week, you know. Lots of folks in town, so you m ght have trouble
finding roons if you haven't already booked them Also, this tine of year,
there's a lot of the bad elenent creeping in to take advantage as well. Been
sone girls disappearing here and there, and some nurders. You watch your pair
there, sir."

"I will," he promised. "But in Koba's case they better watch out for her."

The officer stanped the docunments, and Charley wondered just how easily those
things were forged and just how few were real that came through these stations,
anyway.

"All in order, sir," said the duty officer, handing back the papers to Dorion
"You're cleared for as long as you wish to stay, exiting either here or at the
Nort hwest Gate. Have a pleasant stay."

Dori on thanked himand remounted, and they were off into Mashtopol. Charley, in
fact, felt suddenly very rel axed. Wen they had gone about a mle inside the hub
city, Dorion stopped and drew t hem cl ose and gave Charl ey perm ssion to speak
this once, since she seened dying to anyway.

"Master, there is no danger here to us," Charley noted. "Could we not take a
roomw th a bath and perhaps purchase nore useful clothing? | should like to
feel and snell the life of a city after all that time in the Kudaan."

"Sorry, no, it's not that easy. W have problens,” he told them "I just didn't
think of it, but if Zanofir tal ked to Hodanbc he knows you both canme in together
and that you were both auctioned and enslaved. | don't think the word's gotten

here yet, or that officer would have taken us on sone pretext, but it's sure to
draw the wolves in a day or so. There's not nuch open country but we're going to
have to stick to the side roads if we can stay out of any real civilized areas.

They' Il have all the gates covered, and the odds are good they'll have the nulls
covered sonehow as well. Wth everybody drawn to this city festival we m ght
make it across okay, but we might just face a fight in exiting. I"'mafraid your
bath and city feel will just have to wait."

For two days they travel ed through the outer periphery of the Mashtopol hub

wi t hout nmuch incident. There were sone curious farners and some negotiations for
overni ght canping rights, but clearly they were keeping well off the main drags.
There was also a lot of curiosity and sone very high-noral -tone comentary about
the two wonen; the conservative farnmers and snmall-town types weren't at al

anxi ous to have those kinds of wonmen around, and they were forced to buy what
they needed and nove on fast—which suited themjust fine.

Shadowcat was delighted with the region, where the rodents were very tiny and
apparently pretty stupid and the bugs were big and crunchy. She | et himroam and
have sone fun, knowi ng he would not stray far and that sonehow his link with her
woul d call himback if they needed to pick up and nove. She was even getting
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used to the occasional tiny prick he might make to get just a small bead of her
blood to lap up and renew that |ink. He was good to take it unobtrusively and
take only the minimumrequired, and while it stung for a second it heal ed over
ina mtter of mnutes, alnobst as if when he | apped up the bl ood drop he sonehow
al so undid the hole.

And maybe he did. This was magic now, in a | and where the difference between

bl ack and white nmagic was strictly in the notivation of the magician. If the
magi ¢ of Akahl ar had any coloration, it was gray.

But the land was not rife with nagic, even though the locals thought it was, for
she could see magic if nothing else and, aside fromthe magic in or attached to
her conpani ons, there wasn't much here.

It was a pleasant |and, though, for all that. It snelled of flowers and new nown
hay and the sun was confortably warmrather than broiling hot, and when on the
second day they ran into a brief shower it took an order by Dorion to get either
woman to take shelter. It had been a long tine since they had seen rain or felt
it fall on them and it was wonderf ul

Here was the nagic that all could see and few ever did. The sound and snell of a
gentle rain on field and forest were true magic and life and full of prom se and
wonder .

By the third day out, even Dorion was beginning to think he was being overly
paranoi d. No secret agents were about, no attacks had been nade, and there was
no sign of any real pursuit. It was only because he was beginning to rel ax that
Boday, in particular, got worried. Wen things went too well in Akahlar, you'd
better watch out, sonething was lurking there ready to bite you

"W will have to exit by night through the fence," he told them "I don't want
any record of us exiting at any exit station along here. There will be patrols,
but it won't be any big deal | don't think. Once in the null, though, we'll have
to be patient and pick and choose with care. If | do a Navigator's trick and
force a world on ny own at this point, it'll be noticed by everybody and they'|
have a perfect trail. W're going to have to sit and wait out there and hope
sonet hi ng decent cones up that | either know or can handle and cross at that
point. If we can cross a colonial wedge undetected and cross fromthere into
Quodac, there is no way they can find us except by luck. If Klittichom had
enough agents and wealth to cover all the possibilities he'd be in charge

al ready, and Quodac's officials aren't nearly as corrupt as Mashtopol's. Quodac
means a breather, and then we can plug in to sonme of Yobi's nuscle." They
approached the border with little trouble, but Dorion didn't want to cross at
any point close to civilization. He suggested that, after dark, they nove a
consi derabl e di stance fromthe gate along the border until the |and would no

| onger support the horses without having to turn inland or force theminto the
nul | zone.

It was an eerie sight for Charley, who could see all along her left side the
enornous power and energy of the null while all el sewhere was dark nothi ngness
to her. They rode for about thirty minutes, and then Dorion called a halt.
"Construction equi pnent here," he explained. "They appear to be building a fence
conpl etely around this region. Wonder why?"

He got down from his horse and wal ked over to it and examined it.

"Huh. Copper wire. Looks |ike enough on that one reel to run fromhere back to
the exit station. Insulated fence stakes, odd post fasteners . . . It's as if
they're going to run sonething through the wire and they don't want it grounded.
Very odd. Ch—you two can speak freely now. Pretend time is done."

Boday junped down and | ooked at the stuff all laid out there. "Clearly it is
nmore than a mere fence," she noted. "Boday has seen small areas for security
that are electrified with materials such as this. They would kill anyone who

touched them Could that be what they are doing? Al though it begs the question
of who they woul d be doing this against."

Dori on nodded. "Yeah, that's a real question, all right. Alot of the hubs have
fencing, but it's nmostly to keep aninals fromwandering in. It's easier and
cheaper to barrier the small section of overlap with the colonial worlds than
entirely ring a hub. Besides, where would they get the kind of power a fence
like this would require? They can barely power the central district of the
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capital with what they have."

He thought a nonent, then nused, "But if there was a very |l owlevel charge, a
trickle, of any sort of energy, even a bit of the null bled into it if sonebody
figured out how, then it would be enough to close a circuit. It wouldn't keep
anybody in or out, but you'd know when your border was breached, and roughly
where. Yes, |I'lIl bet that's it. Probably just a test section now, but nobody
goes to all this trouble to prove a theory. | wonder who or what they're
suddenly afraid of."

"Does it matter?" Charley asked himinpatiently. "Let's get sonmeplace where we
can cross out of this place and begin to relax and maybe have time enough to
sleep in a real bed and—take a bath ..." She added the last less wistfully than
reverently. She knew how she had to | ook and she knew how her hair felt and she
certainly knew how everybody snelled. These Akahl ar people didn't seemto take
too many baths, but that was an area too gross for her to conprom se, and gross
was the word for all of them by now.

Dorion thought it over. "Well, here's as good a place as any, although who knows
how |l ong we're going to have to wait out there until a world we can live with
comes up? If we go any farther north we'll hit the exit station area, and if we

go south we're going to probably wind up cutting holes in their nice, shiny new
fence that isn't even ready yet. That would sure tell them where we exited and
give themsonmething of a lead. Al right-here it is. Boday—aount up and stay
behi nd Charley as usual. W're going across!"

They went in; Dorion in the | ead, Charley al nost slipped once as the horse tried
for a decent bal ancing act, but she hung on and felt the horse suddenly |eve
out and speed up as they went out onto the null

She liked the null because she could see it, and, nore to her surprise, she
seened to al so see the sky, although it | ooked kind of weird, |ike sone trick
phot ography or sonething, the swirling clouds outlined in dimand unnatura

col ors and hues and crackling with a dark, denonic energy.

Shadowcat, in his harness and perch, gave a sudden yow that woul d wake the
dead, and Dorion whirled and yelled, "Stop! Turn around and head back for the
bank! It's a trap!"

Charley didn't react at first; the denon cl ouds seened suddenly to take on a
shape, and then out of those clouds, or perhaps of the clouds, a giant and
horri bl e vision forned.

The giant was outlined in hellfire; a great pterodactyl with hollow, burning
eyes and a nouth that seened filled with flane. The rider was even nore
terrifying, outlined boldly in whites and crinsons, a gigantic figure who rode
the flying beast as confortably as they did horses. The Stornrider was easily
ten or twelve feet tall and proportioned to match, and there was a senbl ance of
arnor in the magical energy outline, and of a helmet with visor up inside which
burned deep crinson flane out of which two dark, denonic eyes peered.

She didn't need any nore encouragenent. She couldn't see the hub itself but the
very lack of vision was enough of a visual cue. She kicked the horse and let it
t ake her back.

The great giant screaned at them its cry echoing off the |and and piercing
their very souls as it did so. Charley could only hang on for dear life and pray
that she could rmake it back before that thing could single her out and its

tal ons take her.

Clearly, though it was a creature of sorcery, this was no invisible nonster to
anyone, cursed with the magical sight or not. Boday tried to keep pace with
Charl ey and keep her on the right track, but she turned, watching the great
Stornrider on his giant pivot, turn, and start to dive in towards them and she
reached for a gun, turned in the saddle, and, certain she couldn't niss

sonet hing that big even at this distance and under these conditions, fired.

The bullet found its mark but it had no effect, cutting right through the
fearsone apparition as if it did not represent anything real

An incredibly deep, resonant mate voice filled the air wi th nocking | aughter
Furious but frustrated, Boday watched Charley's horse nake it to the edge of the
hub once again and scranble up that short but irregular |edge. The horse
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slipped, and Charl ey suddenly found herself thrown, falling into the m st and
hitting the soft, nobssy ground of it hard. She nanaged to get up quickly,
adrenal i ne punpi ng and maski ng any pain or injury, but she was shocked,
confused. Turning, she watched as the great horror swooped down on her, perhaps
only seconds away.

Suddenly she felt herself being picked up and hel d agai nst a horse, then bounced
as the horse made it up the side of the hub to the ground above. She felt

sonet hing touch her, sting her thigh, and there was a rush of air and a fou
stench, and then suddenly she was dropped onto the dirt of the hub

Boday was breathing hard. "Hurry! Do not delay! W shall find your horse |ater,
but, for now, conme up with nme and get away fromthe edge!"

But Charley just lay there, hurting, unable to nove. She | ooked down at her
thigh and saw it shining a burning crimson, the same as what had been inside
that creature's arnmor. Her |eg was suddenly nunb, paralyzed, wthout feeling or
the ability to nove except for the burning.

She could only sit there and | ook out and watch the horrible thing finish its
circle and conme in close again. There was nothing she could do, no place she
could run, and she just watched it conme closer, ever closer—ntil it was
virtually at the hub border

Suddenly the rider pulled up, and the giant and rider remai ned suspended in the
air just a few feet away fromthe border, the great flying creature's w ngs
going gently up and down in an apparent attenpt to keep it mere.

Charley abruptly realized that for sonme reason the thing couldn't cone in.

Per haps the sanme power that kept out the colonials and the nasties prevented
even this formfromcrossing into one of their sacred hubs.

The two deep, burning eyes fixed upon her

"The power of the storns in a null is great," said the Stornrider in that |ow,
resonant bass. "Because of the nixing of the air nasses and the constant shift
in access to the colonial worlds it is always turbulent. Even now forces
obedient to nme have cut off access and soon will be closing in on you from al
sides but this. You cannot wi n. You cannot escape. Rise and cone to ne!"
Charley felt will in her burning leg, but it wasn't her will. It tried to stand,
tried to force her into notion, but it was sinply not enough

Suddenly Boday was there, pulling her back fromthe edge, pulling her back
behi nd cover.

"I have fifty nen who have no norals or scruples at all and whose reward is
great when they bring you to ne," the Stornrider chided them "They also do not
care for the lives of your conpanions. You cannot cross except through ne, and
your pitiful weapons nean nothing to a prince of the clouds."

Dorion came up beside them crouching low "Damm it, he might be right," the
magi ci an nmuttered.

"What is that thing?" Charley asked, scared.

"Stornrider on a giant. Creatures of the Inner Hells, beyond Akahl ar where no
humans may exist. They can cross, though, into our existence if there is
sufficient energy and if they are called by a sorcerer, and they very much want
to cross into here."

"I't's that horny bastard again, isn't it? He brought that thing in!"

"Yeah. He's got sonething going with them It's all tied in with the sane pl ot
sonehow, if we knew what it was. Never nmind the history | esson now, though.
don't think he's bluffing about those nen, either. Dam! | shoul d have thought
of this! Their powers are |essened in daylight."

"Enough to get across through it?" she asked.

He paused. "No. Not that |essened. Damm! | wish | could think!"

"You are a mmgician, oh mghty Master," Boday said sarcastically. "Can you not
divert it so that we mght cross?"

"I"'mnot that good a mmgician! Besides, the cure might be worse than the

di sease. "

Charley felt sonething furry brush agai nst her and | ooked down to see the
shining | avender fuzz that was Shadowcat. The cat went to her burning | eg,
climbed on it, and seened to rest there. She felt a sudden tingle and watched as
the cat began to take on sonme of the crinson coloration of the magi cal wound. It
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was incredi ble, but, sonmehow, Shadowcat was absorbing the spell, restoring her
| eg!

She began to think furiously. "Look, didn't you say that the fence they were
bui |l di ng was nostly copper? To conduct sone nmagi ¢ energy?"

Dorion stared at her. "Yes, but what of it?"

"How was the fence wire stored?"

"On a big reel. That's the only way they can handle it.'
i nterested.

"Hol | ow core?"

"Yeah, but it nust weigh like lead."

"How far are we fromit?"

He | ooked out. "About a hand. Wiy? What are you thinking of ?"

A hand was around 125 feet or so. "Sonething inpossible, probably. If if you
could turn that copper wire coil and nmount it sonehow on a spindle so it'd turn,
and if you could pry off the end frominside and fix it to sonething iron here,
inthe hub . . ."

Dorion's eyes lit up. "I think | see! Yes, it's worth a try!" He turned and
explained it as quickly as possible to Boday. "Stay here," he ordered. "Boday
and | will go see."

There were several reels of the stuff at the work site, and the two of them
could barely nove the snmallest one on its side, but they nmanaged. Boday | ooked
around at the rest of the work site and the tools and equi pnent there, found a
nunber of things, and began to inprovise.

"Ha! Not a nere winch, a sculpture that shall enter into | egend!" she nuttered,
and began to assenble a very strange-|ooking device frombits and pi eces of
boards and equi pnent she found |ying about.

The activity took time, and did not go unnoticed by the Stornrider

"What is this? A fence of magic, perhaps? Effective, to a degree, but hardly a
good defense against bullets and knives and swords | should think," he noted.
"Silence, pig!" Boday shouted back at him "Boday is creating and she detests
critics enough | ater on; she cannot abide them | ooking over her shoul der as she
creates!”

The Stornrider seened sonewhat taken aback. "She is truly mad," he nuttered,

al nrost to hinself. "But this avails you nothing."

Dori on suspected that he might be right, but it took less than fifteen m nutes
for Boday to conme up with what might just be a workable wi nch—+f they could keep
the dammed roll on the spool or even |ift it on there in the first place.
However, after failing for a few mnutes to convince Boday that decorative
carvings and shaping of the edges into artistic forns was a |uxury they coul dn't
afford and finally comandi ng her as a slave to obey, they nanaged w th great
difficulty to get the reel up onto the spindle, which sagged just a bit but
seenmed to hol d.

Boday fed out several yards of the wire while Dorion reached in with a knife and
finally found an end piece; then, with a knife and with Boday steadying the
reel, he got enough out to be nanageabl e.

He was begi nning to get

The artist |ooked at the inner end. "You will have to hold that down and firm
When this reel turns, it will want to pull that end back up into the reel."
He nodded. "I'mgoing to loop it around this iron fencepost and then jamit into

the works of the bonding device here. It nust weigh a thousand halg. If the wire
is tied and the post wedged firmy enough it should hold. Can you shoot such a
stiff wire, though?"

"Boday woul d prefer a cannon, but she will nanage. See, she has already taken
off at |l east two hands of wire, and that is about as far as the crossbow will

reach with any accuracy. Still, we shall have to bring himin a bit."
He nodded. "I'Il get Charley and the horses. Either this works or we're going to
be in deep trouble. |I think I can hear riders in the distance now. "

Shadowcat had sonehow conpl etely absorbed the evil fromher | eg. She had sone
feeling again, and nmanaged, sonmewhat wobblily, to stand. She reached down and
pi cked up the cat, who seened all in with the effort.

"Don't you worry, Shadowcat. You just earned whatever you want fromne," she
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told him

Dorion cane, startled to see her standing. "It's done—+ think. Boday nmay be
crazy but in her owmn way she's a real genius." He paused for a nonent. "So are
you," he added softly.

She handed himthe cat. "Here. | don't know if that bastard can understand
English but the last thing we want is for himto read ny mnd right now Bring
me around until | can see himand he nme, and pray that Boday gets the idea. Be

ready in a flash, because that might be all we have. Even if this works, who
knows what' || happen?"

He sighed. "Yeah. Nobody's ever even hurt a Stornrider before in all this time."
"Yeah. |1'mcounting on himknowi ng and believing that, too."

Wth the magician's help, she stepped out from behind the rock-and-bush cover
and saw the edge of the null and the great, fearsone, hovering shape that
wai t ed.

Boday had the crossbow rigged, but she was still too far away to be effective.
"Over here! Towards the sound of Boday's voice!"

Charl ey shifted, and, keeping just a few yards in fromthe edge, she managed to
cautiously nove towards the fence |ine where Boday wait ed.

After what seenmed like an eternity, she felt and heard Boday behind her. "Good
enough, but you will have to bring himin," the artist whispered.

"I have to admit | amcurious,"” said the Stornrider. "Just what has all this
been about? Do you think you can sonehow sting me with that crossbow and sone
puny wire? Sticks and stones can't break ny bones for | ama creature of
sorcery!" he nocked. "And that hal f-baked magician of yours is no match for ne
no matter what nagic he intends shooting up that wire."

"Yeah, well, if you want it, conme and get it," Charley said in English, and

wal ked slowy towards the edge of die null

"Ah! The bait for ny trap! Conme, cone, then, ny pretty one! Conme to nme and try
your worst. Here, mad one, | will nmake it easy for you!"

Wth that, the Stornrider slowy noved down and in, until he was perhaps twenty
feet, no nore, fromthe hub's edge. Thunder runbled oni nously and Charley coul d
see the energy fromthe null stormtransferred not to rain or nmist but to the
Stornrider, energizing him naking himnore and nore solid.

Suddenl y Boday bolted past Charley and went right to the edge. "Very well, sir!
Try this stick!" she screaned at him ainmed, and fired the crossbhow.

Boday didn't allow for the wire that was suddenly shooting out and she felt a
sudden sharp pain in her back that knocked her over and sent her tunbling down
into the null itself, screaming curses. In the sane tine that it took Boday to
fall, the arrow struck lowinto the Stornrider's giant.

The | aughter stopped abruptly, and there was a sudden, piercing screamfromthe
giant. Instantly, creature and rider were turned into a giant ball of flame |ike
a mniature orange sun, and what happened next was so fast that Charley could
not followit. It seemed as if the sun raced towards her, and she fell on her
face and felt a burning sensation and then there was nothing but a terrible
crackling sound and a nonstrous roar of thunder so close it rattled her eardruns
and knocked her sensel ess.

Dorion was out in seconds with the horses. He didn't wait for Charley to
recover, but picked her up and sonehow got her on the horse, where she sat,
stunned and confused, only hal f-aware. He |l ed the horses and their |one rider
down into the null, stopping just inside.

Boday was still cursing, and he hel ped her up. "Are you hurt?"

"Boday's ears are stuffed with cotton!" she screaned, although it was no | onger
necessary to do so. "She is bruised and sore and perhaps hurt, but not as much
as that flying son of a bitch!" Unsteadily, she nounted the sanme horse as
Charley and held on to her. Dorion |led the procession, with Charley's horse
carrying only a dazed and very tired Shadowcat out into the null mists.

The riders were now very close, and sone could be seen in the distance. There
was no tine to waste and Dorion knew it. No matter what, they had to ride |ike
bl azes across the null and hope that something decent cane up before the riders
caught them
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8
A Chase Down Menory Lane

Yobi held up potion up, studying it. "Interesting stuff," she muttered in her
raspy voice. "There's sonme real creative people there."
Kira gasped, horrified, as the old witch suddenly drank a small portion of the

menory-erasing potion. "No! Wait!"

A toothless grin spread over Yobi's face. "Smooth . . ." she whispered. "Good
stuff. Oh, don't worry, ny dear. | just want to see what it does and where it
goes. I'min perfect control of it. It's a foreign substance by ny spell and
will."

They waited for what seenmed interminable mnutes in the darkness.

"Fast," said the witch. "They nust have put it in her norning breakfast juice or
somet hing. It'd knock you over before you knew what hit you, and nmen it goes for
the jugular, as it were. Forces the victimto cooperate with it, it does.
Fascinating. It sort of gets to know you. Then it finds your |owest conmon
denoni nator, as it were, and allows those feelings and inpulses to remain while
it blocks all nonessential nmenory, anything keyed to 'self.' It appears to
actual ly di spl ace, even replace, certain chemcals or enzynes in the brain
itself. It has a very long life and it doesn't get thrown out as a foreign

i nvader, but eventually it does wear out, but not before the new pattern is
reinforced and there's been sonme rewiring, as it were. It establishes Msa as
the mind, the identity, then it wires in a whole new set of connections so that
only those things relating to 'Msa' as 'self are referenced. By the tinme it's

| earned 'Msa' and worn away, there's no connection with the old self. Needed
menor i es—+anguage and the |ike, comon sense about not sticking your hand in the
fire, all that—are duplicated as new'Msa' information and then the old
references are replaced by the potion. Wen it wears away, there's no nore
connection to the old. Fascinating."

Kira nodded. She didn't follow all the nechanics of it but she got the genera
idea. "In other words, whatever they tell her she is when she wakes up i s what
the potion takes as true. It then takes whatever the new personality needs from
the old and cuts off the rest. It alnost sounds alive."

"No, no, nerely a wonder of nodern chenmistry, ny dear. Dangerous, too. You could
make an arny of devoted, soulless killers with the same stuff. | hope AOd
Hornass hasn't got hold of this." She sighed. "Well, it's gonna be rough. The
tricky part is that the only thing that's holding any of her to her old self is
the potion. We can get rid of the potion easy enough but then we'll just be
stuck with Msa. If we leave it we just get M sa because it's blocking. The
worst part is, we can't wait. There's been danage done now, and every day that

passes does nore. | hope the m ghty Akhbreed sorcerer who bills hinmself as
nearly a god can figure a way around this 'cause | sure can't. The only reason
we got any crack at it at all at this stage is that marriage spell, which only a

magi ci an's court can fully dissolve and provides a connection of sorts with the
past, and the link to the Storm Princess. But even they wouldn't matter if she'd
been there anot her couple of nonths. Better call out the gods on this one!"
"I"'mafraid I'll have to do," cane a pleasant man's voi ce, sounding slightly
hollow with a trace of echo. It came fromeven further into the darkness, and
fromno clear fixed source

" '"Bout time you showed up, Smartass," Yobi comrented.

"I was here. Your analysis was just so interesting | didn't want to interrupt.
Kira, give her half the antidote and let's bring her up to a trance state.

can't deal with a zonmbie and, frankly, that mental blankness only nakes that
potion's work easier."

Kira got it, poured to the measure in a small cup, then went over to the
apparently sleeping fat girl. "Open your eyes, take this cup, and drink all of
its contents," she instructed.

"M sa's" eyes opened, she took it, and drank obediently. Wiile they waited for
it to circulate through the system Bool ean di scussed the probl em

"It appears that we have to take what's left in there and replace that potion
wi th somet hing equally good that doesn't block. If we can, then she may be
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m ssing parts of her old self, sone permanently and others tenporarily—the
brain's pretty good at finding alternate routes if given half a chance and sone

ti me—but she'll be basically back. You have the formnula?"

"I think so," Yobi told him "Here—eatch!" Blue-white sparks flew from her head

into the darkness, yet did not illum nate anything around them

Bool ean whistled. "Ww No human mi nd ever worked out sonething that conplicated
onits ow, |I'd bet on it. This was devel oped sonewhere in the upper CQutplanes,

out where they have very big conputers for our nasty-m nded people to use. It
coul d take nmonths to break this sucker down and understand what's doi hg what!
We're going to have to try sone desperation patches, slow and easy, trial and
error, and see what we can get. The only way we're going to break through is for
her to do it herself. Maybe try and convince M sa that she needs this
information. Well, let's see what we can do. Kira, open her up to us."

Kira knelt down. "M sa, listen to ne. Just after | say your nane again, you wll
hear two other voices. Hear both voices, answer, and obey themas you would Crim
or ne."

"Yes, ma'am" canme the slightly slurred response.

"M sa—now. "

"Hell o, Msa," said Bool ean gently.

"Hello, sir," she responded, not sounding as bl ank as before she had the

anti dot e.

Bool ean al |l owed Yobi to repeat the process, then asked, 'Wwo are you, Msa? Tel
us about yoursel f?"

"Ain't much t'tell," she responded. "W be peasant girl. W helps t'plant things
‘n help "emgrow so's they gives t'fruit and stuff, and then we hel ps pick'n
pack '"emso's folks can eat and drink and wear good stuff. It be hard work but
when we sees the seeds b'conme the trees and give th' fruit we feels real good
like magic, alnost."

"Do you ever think you'd want to do anything el se?" he asked her. "Maybe be on
the staff or even sonebody inportant in the Duke's office?"

"Nay, we be happy. For somithin' else y'gots to get th' schoolin' 'n |earn al
that readin' and witin' shit. And we's borned t'do what th' gods nade us t'do.
Ain't no bad thing to grow stuff. W wasn't neant t'be but what we is, an' ain't
no shanme in bein'" no peasant. W's proud of that. If we don' do it then som body
got to or there ain't nothin' to eat."

"What about your personal life, outside of work?" Yobi asked her. "Wat about
boyfriends? Wuld you like to get married, have children? Tell us the truth,
now. "

"Ch, we got lots'a frien's. Th' boys they always tryin'" t'fuck us, 'n we guess
sonetines we'll let "em 'cause y'got t'have kids if y'can, y'know. Truth is,

t hough, we don' get hot 'n juicy with th' boys. Dunno why, but we ain't th' only
girl what feels like that. Ain't no big deal, nohow, though. W take th' boy
‘cause we gotta 'n the girls 'cause we wanna and it's all right."

"There's not enough access to her old self for that to be a factor," Yobi noted
clinically. "It's got to be the marriage thing that's hol ding her."

Bool ean thought a nonent, then asked, "Wuldn't you like to have riches, all

that you needed? Fine, pretty dones and a fancy place to live and servants of
your own and the finest foods and wi nes? Maybe use sonme of it to help others?"
The fat wonman thought that one over. Hypnotized, totally honest, she was giving
very plain responses wi thout consideration for her audi ence.

"No, sir," she responded. "W guess themthings mght be nice f'r themthat
needs 'em and we likes th' pretty things, but we thinks a lot of "emis not so
good as horse shit. They don't really do nothin', ain't good f'r nothin' 'cept
givin' the lords 'n | adies ways t'show off to each other. Anybody cares nore
"bout how they look than how they act ain't worth shit nohow, 'n all the pretty
shit won't make a pig a lord, sir. W's just as soon work a good day 'n be
friends with them what does, too, 'n get what we really needs in pay. Ya owns
stuff ya got to worry 'bout it 'n keep it 'n try' n be better'n the rest and we
don't wants that shit. Horse shit's an honest thing. Ya give it to the ground 'n
it gives itself to th' plants and th' plants gives ya food. Ya eats the food and
ya gives the shit back. And if y'don't want nothin' but friends 'n food 'n work,
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ya don't wants nothin' nobody else got. An' any friend who's friends 'cause of
what ya got or what ya work at or how ya look ain't no real friend nohow "

"My God!" Bool ean exclainmed. "She's been turned into a saint!"”

"We're getting sone threads,"” Yobi noted. "Want to go for nore?"

There was silence for a nonent, and then Bool ean asked, in perfect, clear,

Ameri can-soundi ng English, "But you're nmarried to a wonan, aren't you, Sanf And
what about Charl ey?"

She did not react, and instead | ooked very confused.

"Looks like the English is cut off, Boolean," Yobi noted. "She's stil
under st andi ng good Akhbreed, but clearly her mnd-set is such that she doesn't
believe it's her place to speak or think except in that peasant garbage. She has
gone too far."

"She can't," he responded firmy. "There's not enough tine left and | need her
They' re pl anni ng sonething big, Yobi, and within the year. Sonething horrible. |
haven't quite gotten exactly what—not the full-scale thing at this point—but
sonething so terrible it scares the hell out of even their own who have hints of
it. They've just about stopped their small testing, and that neans preparations
for sonmething nore anbitious. |'ve got to have her!"

"Then you've got to be drastic,” the witch responded. "You have to give her
sonmething that will force a break through that block."

"I know, | know. | was just hoping we could undo w thout doing nore to her than
has al ready been done." He sighed. "All right, then. Kira, | want you to put the
little amul et of mne you carry with you around her neck. That will establish a
direct link here. Maybe |I can jolt her out of this."

Kira, fascinated by all this, did as she was instructed. The small, green gem
was an ordi nary-looking stone set in a rather drab setting and fixed to a thin
brass chain. It wasn't intended to |look |ike very nuch, but those who had it, or
simlar stones, throughout Akahlar were those who had either done Bool ean a
service in the past or were known to be trustworthy or nercenary enough to cal
upon i f needed.

"Ah! Now | see you, little Msa Susanna Sam" Bool ean whi spered. "Now | can
truly deal directly . "

She felt a series of soft blows inside her head, and because of the potion she
could do nothing and could not resist.

You are married already, Msa! said a voice.

"No! "

Yes! Look at your hand. See that mark there, the witchmark? See the thread
flowing fromit, out and away into the night? You nust believe what | tell you
You nust believe all that | tell you. You are married, and your nate is worried
and wants to find you. You know it is true! Now, who is your mate? Wat does
your mate | ook |ike? Wiat is that name?

Flashes . . . Intermttent, fleeting visions of a strange, tall, thin woman wth
short black hair and a painted body . . . The potion fought to suppress these

vi sions, but the belief command together with the reinforcenent of Bool ean's
will was nore man it could stand. This was now a part of Msa, required

i nformati on. A process began

"Boday, " she whi spered, sounding amazed. "W's married to a girl named Boday

Who is married to Boday? Picture the narriage. Were was it? Wio was there? Wo

i s Boday? Why does she | ove you? You nust answer ne. You nust find the answers

to these questions in your mnd! The questions and comrands cane fast, thick,

furious, conpelling.

"Susama Boday . . . is Sam Scene of her rushing Boday in sonme oddly

hal f-famliar setting, like a |laboratory only not, and when she was knocked down

feedi ng the pai nted woman sonet hi ng, sonet hi ng

"Artist . . . Alchemist . . . W is married to an alchemcal artist . . . Boday
Love potion ..." It was like a brick wall that first crunbled in only a

spot or two, revealing only a tiny part of the view, but the nore viewit

reveal ed the nore it began to crunble.

"He's a pretty powerful bastard at that," Yobi noted approvingly.
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How? Why? All pressure, all commands, no let up. "Save . . . Save—Shar-lay ..."

Visions of a pretty girl with artwork around her eyes and on her beautiful body

like an azure blue butterfly . . . "Friend . . . Best friend . . . Nanme was
Shari. Yes, but also. . . Char-lee. Charley."

Renenber. You nust renenber. Charley, Boday, Sam. . . Fill it in. Break it

down. Renenber . . . remenber . . . renenber!

Things began to fill in quickly now, as her new personality was now told to

want, even require, that information. There was too nmuch, far too nuch. She

couldn't sort out the details, or nake sense of it all. It was also being

filtered through the Msa personality as the controlling one, and eval uati ons
were being nade involuntarily as the informati on was accessed or copied to where
it could be accessed. This Sam was parasitic, unhappy with herself, unsure of
anyt hing. But she was Sam but she didn't |ike Samvery mnuch, either

"Qui ckly!" Bool ean snapped. "The rest of the antidote! Al of it and now"

Kira poured it, praying she wouldn't spill any of it, and said, "M sa—take this
and drink it all, to the last drop!"

It was an automatic gesture, and Kira held her breath when it | ooked as though
the girl was going to spill it, but she obeyed, al nbst absently.

Suddenly her eyes opened wi de and she stared out not at them but at sonething
beyond that only she could see. The cup, enpty, fell to the ground. "Ch! Oh!
Oh!'" she said, and then collapsed in a dead faint forward and lay there silently
on the ground.

"I"'mnot sure what we'll get when she wakes up except a wonman with a headache,"
Boolean told them "but that's as good as | can do by renote control, as it
were. It's crazy, though. The npbst whacked-out part of her was the only way in
that | found. If she'd liked boys, if she hadn't gone along with Boday in
getting that thing fornalized, it mght not have been possible. If we had to
actually break that stuff down and find an antidote there would have been
nothing left at all to grab and hold on to. | owe you one, Yobi, for your

anal ysi s, your insight, and for keeping the Hellhounds off. | already owed you
for the other two. |If Boday had died out there, then the spell would have broken
and that woul d have been that."

"You bet you do," said the witch. "And one of these days when the tine is right
I"I'l collect. For now, screw ng that madman i s enough of an excuse."

"I dare not risk remaining any longer," the sorcerer told them "Already, even
with Yobi's excellent blocking, they know | amroam ng the ether and they're
trying to track nme."

"If you're so all-fired powerful why don't you just will yourself here?" the
witch wanted to know.

"Because it would invite a power down that canyon that even | am powerl ess

agai nst and would finish us all," the sorcerer responded. "Wy the hell do you
think I'mstuck here? In my own hub, | have power to draw on and acol ytes to
marshal . Qutside of it, |I'mjust another Akhbreed sorcerer no stronger or weaker
man the others. Qur side's losing, Yobi. It's weak and fragnented while

Klitti chomgrows stronger and bolder. This girl isn't a pawn, she's a |ast,
desperate chance."

"Go, then," Yobi responded. "I'Il get themat |east on their way."

You coul d sense al nost i medi ately that Bool ean had gone, even those without any
magi cal powers of their own |ike Kira.

The pretty worman | ooked at the witch. "Wat did he nean by that, old one? What
are they planning in the cold north? What is it that even ones such as yourself
and Bool ean fear it? And how does she fit? The Storm Princess has great and

uni que powers, but hardly of a world-shattering sort—er have | been nissing
sonet hi ng?"

Yobi cackled. "That's what's so slick about them ny dear. Klittichomis
marrying the sorcerer's power to that of such anointed ones as the Storm
Princess, each conpl ementing and aiding the other. You. know that the
changewi nds have been bl owing nore frequently and a bit nore violently of |ate
in certain parts of Akahlar?"

"Yes, but what of it? W have always had to live with themand in fear of them"
"The whole of a world is greater even than a changewi nd which affects only a
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small part of it," the witch explained. "Even the changewind is subject to the
forces that nmake up a world, its greater patterns of wind and sun, gravity and
centrifugal and magnetic forces. No matter how great a change the wi nds may
weak on an area, it is relatively small and the rest remamins and partly
recovers the danage. All the factors that affect weather and climte affect the
changewi nd too, you know. It even enters Akahlar through a conbination of
transitory weaknesses at that given point. Klittichorn, it is said, has found
that conbination. He can summon the wind, but he cannot control it. The Storm
Princess, however, can influence its local factors, its course, and even to a
degree its intensity and duration here. They don't even |ike each other, but
they need each other. Together, they have the potential to be a god of wath."
Kira nodded. "I can see it as a horrible weapon, but not what good it would do.
They still cannot determ ne what changes the wind will make, nor nake good use
of it except as a weapon of terror. In the face of it, the arnmies and sorcerers
of the Akhbreed kingdons could destroy Klittichorn and kill the Princess no
matter where they were if they tried to use the weapon as blacknail, and that is
all it is good for."

"Perhaps," the witch responded. "But | hardly think that the opposition is
stupid, nmy dear. The Princess's end is politics. Klittichorn sees the politics
as a neans to a darker end we cannot yet fathom but will know well to our
horror if he nanages to pull it off."

Sonet hi ng expl oded inside her head. She didn't understand it and it frightened
her, but she was helpless to resist it or to cast it out.

At first it was beautiful, like staring into infinite facets of the finest

di anmond, all colors shimering this way and that, the triangul ar shapes turning
and tw sting, but soon it was all around her, envel oping her, trapping her
suspended there in the mdst of chaos.

Suddenly, near her, there was a tiny black dot, also suspended, and the dot grew
into a long black Iine and the Iine suddenly turned and reveal ed the shape of a
man. No—nAot a man, but the shadow or outline of a man, all dark and featurel ess
and sonehow as thin as paper

She cried out and thousands of triangular facets seened to echo her cry and nmake
it something terrible.

"You are right to be afraid,"” said the figure, "but not of nme. | did not make
you or have a hand in the destiny you nust follow, but |I can help save you from
it if youll let ne."

"Go 'way! | want nothin' t'do with you!" she shouted, and the twirling facets
echoed and nocked her

"You don't really fear ne," said the shadow man. "I'mso thin that if | turn |I'm
not even here at all. | can't harmyou, and | have no wish to do so. You didn't

choose to be what you are, but you are what you are and you cannot change that.
From the nonment you were born you were set on a path that gives you no choice
but to followit or die, and only at the end can you gain your own freedom™
"What —-what do you want of nme?"

"Look into the center of the gemand see the source of your destiny," he told
her .

She | ooked, and as she did inages forned: clear inages, as real as if they were
there, although sonething told her that they were not. They could not see her,
but they were rea

A tall, gaunt figure in robes of sparkling crinson, who either had two cow i ke
horns growi ng out of his head or was wearing sone crazy kind of crown or cap
with them He was an old nman, and there was hatred and bitterness in the lines
of his face, in the glare of his cold eyes, in the way his small nouth tw sted
naturally into ugliness atop a lantern jaw.

"Behol d the one who calls hinself Klittichom the Horned Denon of the Snows,"
sai d the shadow man, "although he is no denon but a nman, a sorcerer of
trenendous power and | earning but wi thout wisdom A man from another world and
anot her culture whose intellect was so great that he becane al nbost godlike in
Akahl ar. He schenes to destroy all Akahlar, all its people, its cultures, all
its worlds, and all the other worlds as well. He does not nean to destroy them
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particularly, but he is beyond caring if he does—and he will. Everyone you know,
everyone you have ever known or m ght ever know, will be destroyed by this one
man. "

She was appal |l ed. Maybe it was magic, but, looking at him she couldn't help but
bel i eve what she was being told was true.

The view shifted. No | onger was there a crinson-robed sorcerer, but instead a
young wonman, perhaps no nore than twenty, a bit chubby but not at all
unattractive, with long black hair and in beautiful jewel-encrusted furs,
wearing a tiara surely nmade of pure gold encrusted with every great genstone
ever known. The girl was very different from anyone seen so far in Akahlar, but,
sonehow, she was also very, very faniliar.

"She is known only as the Storm Princess," the shadow nman told her. "Klittichorn
found her anong common stock in one of the colonial worlds. Mich Iike you, she
want ed neither power nor position, but she had it thrust upon her because she
was born different fromother girls and because sonethi ng happened to her that
changed it all. She was a witch and the daughter of a witch although she'd never
asked to be born that way. Her people farnmed the Iand in a place where the
mount ai ns kept the rains away and where no natural rivers flowed, and they did
so because of her nother. She was born with a gift; a nmagical gift, perhaps a
reward for some intelligence we mght call supernatural because we cannot
understand it or know it to an ancestor who did some service or nmade sone bond.
A gift passed down from nother to daughter—ene child, no nore, with the gift,
and always a female. A power beyond those of the Akhbreed sorcerers. For she
could call the storms, call the rains, and they woul d obey her. She al one could
sunmon the waters of life and tell themwhere to drop their nost basic gift of
liquid life, and in what anounts.

"And the child wanted for nothing that was truly inportant," he continued,
"because she and her nother gave the people of the valley the waters of life,
and they in turn returned a part of that bounty to them"

And she saw the place in the center of the facets; saw the beautiful, |ush
vall ey and the snmal| peasant village and farns that dotted it, and she

under stood just how rich and beautiful it was.

"And then the Akhbreed soldiers cane," the shadow nman went on, "and they
marvel ed at how they had m ssed so rich a place. The people had no arny and no
lords to protect them yet they resisted as best they could, and even when
easily subjugated they refused to recognize the soldiers' king as their lord and
to give nmuch of their bounty to himand his arnmies. And when the witch, her

nmot her, called down |ightning and struck down nmany of the army and turned their
canp into a quagmire so that the people of the valley could set upon them and

kill them those valley people rejoiced. It was a short-lived cel ebration
"For the king had nore soldiers alone than a hundred tinmes the popul ati on of the
val l ey, and nore cane, this tinme with sorcerers and mghty nmagic as well, and

they showed no nmercy. They were nore than nere |lightning or the creatures of the
storns could count, and they slew wi thout nmercy. The girl saw her own nother

sl ain before her eyes, and found herself captive to a sorcerer of terrible
power. He understood that she, too, knew the secret of the stornms, and he
coveted that know edge and took her. But, of course, there was no secret and
there was no know edge She was what she was. And the valley becane dry and
barren, as lifeless as stone, and she was the | ast of her people, and she hated
themfor it. Hated themall."

Tears canme unbi dden to her eyes as she saw what the valley had become and the
stains of blood still there after several years because there had been not hi ng
nmore to wash them away.

"By the tinme the sorcerer understood the girl's ignorance of her powers," the
mysterious one told her, "and knew that such powers were sonehow forbi dden those
who had all the others, Klittichorn had heard of her. So powerful was his nagic
that he was able to spirit her away fromthe very pal ace grounds of the king and
his sorcerer. He used her hatred, and fed it. He showed her the Akhbreed enpire,
with its subjugation of the races, its feudalismand slavery, its cruelty and
oppression. In his northern palace, in the |and of eternal snows, he crowned her
the Storm Princess, and convinced her that, together, they could end this
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cruelty, revenge her nother and her |and and people, and liberate all of the
oppressed. Many who were terrified of him nore terrified of himthan of
remai ni ng under the Akhbreed kings, rallied to her. They have now not one arny
but many armies, trained, hidden anpong the vast colonial worlds, waiting for the
call to liberation."

She under st ood what he was sayi ng, understood and believed it all, but she did
not understand her place in it. "She is good!" she shouted at the shadow man.
"Her dreans are noble and proper!"

"They are," he agreed, "but life is not that sinple. She and all her armes
cannot overthrow t he Akhbreed sorcerers in their hub citadels or hope to nmatch
the great armies of the rulers. She needs the power of true sorcery behind her,
and that Klittichom brings. He has convinced her that he shares her dream but
he does not. For if the power of the Akhbreed sorcerers is sonehow halted, and
if the Akhbreed thensel ves are destroyed, there will be no controls. Instead of
all hating the Akhbreed, the thousands of races will begin to suspect and hate
and then war with one another. And out of this chaos will cone the only
remai ni ng, untouchabl e source of great power, which will be Klittichom This he
bel i eves, but he, too, is wong. To destroy the Akhbreed and their sorcerers he
must | oose the terribl e changew nds thensel ves, the only things against which no
Akhbreed sorcerer has power. He will | oose themby the score and the Storm
Princess will guide them"

"lI's that—possi bl e?"

"Klittichomthinks so. She thinks so. He has sonehow nmanaged to summon nmany
smal | changewi nds to the places he commands, although howthis is done is a
nmystery, and she has managed to shape and turn them But those were small, and
one at a tine. To control great ones, all at once, and all over Akahlar—that is
sonet hi ng reason says cannot be done. Reason and experience also tell that such
an event, done all at once, would create such an instability that the worlds

t hensel ves woul d col | apse upon each other, that the changew nds woul d roam
unchecked and over vast areas, and none woul d be safe. Such wei ght al one nmi ght
draw all of creation down to the Seat of Probability and to oblivion. Al that
has ever existed, all that exists, and all that can or will exist will be no

| onger. "

"But —surely she knows this, or senses it!"

"She is a farmgirl the sane age as you; a peasant girl, really, with an

i nherited power she can w eld but not conprehend. Seven years ago she was

i gnorant that anyone or anything outside her valley and peopl e even exi sted.
Since then she has been a victimor a dupe. How can she know, or even
conprehend? Certainly she has seen the winds and knows the risk, but such is her
thirst for revenge and so skillfully has her hatred been fed that she would
prefer oblivion to inaction, which are the only choices she has. Those who
follow her blind thenselves to the risk for they see no other choice but eterna
subj ugation. They would rather risk the end of tinme and space and all within
than accept the pernmanence of their condition. Understand well that Klittichorn
is prepared for either event. He believes that should the end cone in such a
manner he will be left, alone, to re-create the universe, the one | one suprene
bei ng. Lord of Akahlar or the one true god. He feels he has nothing to | ose."
She was appal |l ed. "Can he-naight he really becone god?" That man, that ugly nman
with the ugly soul that showed?

"Perhaps. He is one of the strongest sorcerers ever known. Toget her, however,
the rest, even a relatively small nunber, mght defeat him But if they are
renoved, if the changew nd crunbles the Mandan castl es thensel ves and sucks the
very air fromthe shelters, then who is to say what he m ght becone? Either way,
the Storm Princess's dreans are holl ow and stand on no foundation. She w |l
replace a bad systemw th pure evil, or with oblivion for all. Not just

deat h—the nonexi stence of the universes!"

It was a terrible vision. It was worse than terrible, for it gave no hope. It
was a choice of |esser evils over greater ones and there was no way out.

"But why ne? What has this to do with ne?"

"Search those nenories that are slowy returning to you. Search within yourself
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as you gaze upon the face of the Storm Princess. You recognize her. You
certainly recogni ze her. Remenber back, renenber before you gained your weight,
remenber the face and formin the mirror. Remenber!"

A face, a form reflected darkly in some wall of glass in sone far-off place. A
strange vision, with storns all around outside, yet a great deserted vill age
totally encl osed

A face and formreflected in a window Her face. Her form

"My god! She looks a lot like ne . .
"No," responded the shadow nman. "She is you. The Storm Princess is you."

"But how can that be?"

"There are many worl| ds enconpassi ng Akahlar. Each is its own conpl ete and uni que
worl d. The people of those worlds differ, usually, in some major or mnor degree
from Akhbreed purity, but a few do not. The same is true in the vast Qutplane of
mllions of universes all stretching out fromhere. Al npbst anything possible has
happened in one or nore of them Gven that, it is not surprising that not just
one but many women were born in those universes who, by chance, are genetically
identical with the Storm Princess even if they have nothing in conmon with her,
not even genetically identical parents. It happened. One of the ones so born was
you. "

"But | had no power over stornms!" How did she know that? She coul dn't renenber

"No. But Klittichomworried about this, about such doubl es being discovered by
hi s enem es and brought here. The gift, or curse, of the power is keyed to a
particul ar person—the Storm Princess. But it is a power, not an intelligence. It
cannot tell the difference between you and so it endows you both with that
power. Once the way was opened from Akahlar to you the power knew you and of you
and it becane yours as well."

"I'f there are many girls, then let me be! Use one of them™

The shadow man si ghed. "There are—were—not nmany. There were sone. Klittichom
using the Storm Princess herself as the object, was able to seek them out ahead
of his enenmies and kill them They died, never knowi ng why or how Only a very
few were saved, such as yourself, and brought here by other powers. They were
not hi ng |i ke you—except physically, of course. Ch, they preferred the same
things generally and they tended to |like and dislike certain things and do
things in certain ways the sane, as twins mght, but they were products of
different parents, different worlds, different cultures. Like you, they were
subjected to the rigors and strange nmagi ¢ and powers of Akahlar. Most
succunbed. "

She was shocked. "They're all dead!"

"No. Some are. Ot hers have been changed by the change-w nds or by denonic
sorcery. Others have been rendered useless by falling into powerful and evi
clutches. You are the one nost likely to make it as of now. You are the only one
we know the |ocation of, and condition of. W did not choose you, and, frankly,
had we been able to choose we woul d have sel ected soneone different. W have no
choi ce, just as you have no choice. Klittichorn is hunting you. He has nore
difficulties here, in Akahlar, than he did in the CQutplanes because he cannot

| ocate you by sorcery. The presence of nore than one of you destroys the

ef fectiveness of all such spells. He nmust do it the hard way, as nust we. |If you
fail to reach the safety of Castle Masalur in the hub of that nane then you will
die, and others around you will die. It nmay al so be that hope to thwart
Klittichorn will die. If you succeed in reaching Masalur, and if you then are
able to aid in the defeat of Klittichorn—sonething not assured by your nerely
reaching the castle or even fighting—then, you will be free. There is no other
choi ce. There is no other way."

It was a sobering, flat-out statement. No choi ce, no other way.

"What do you want ne to do?" she asked, resigned.

"First decide who you are and what you want to be."

It was an odd comrent. "Wat do you nean?"

"Who are you?"

Who i ndeed? The question was in its own way nore unsettling than what had
preceded it. She wanted to be Msa, but she couldn't be Msa. Msa could not do
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this, could not stand agai nst such powers, and would only bring down horror on
her peopl e.

There was—anot her. Sam Vague nenories, disjointed thoughts, nmany grave gaps.
She renmenbered the Sam of Akahl ar, although still with sone gaps here and there,
but there had been yet another Sam before that and that one was hazy, strange,

i mpossi ble to focus.

Who did she want to be? That was easier. Both Sans had been unhappy. They had
reacted, never acted. Everything they had done they had done either to try to
conformto others' expectations, others' standards, never her own. They had made
fun of her low voice, her liking for sports and conpetition, her grades,
everything . . . That first Sam had rebelled, but in the wong ways. Constant
diets, to keep super-thin. But forget pretty clothes and cosnetics and all that.
Wear boys' clothes, take on a boyish nanner, talk tough and dirty, play

r ough- house.

But her body turned fenal e anyway and when the boys shot up she stayed very
short. To be with the boys now t ook sonething el se.

Sudden scene in the m nd: she and a boy naned Johnny out back of a bowling alley
after dark. They were both sixteen and had grown up pretty much together. He was
bi g, though, and she was short and slight. He nade sone passes. Scared but
curious, she responded. Fromthe way he acted it wasn't his first tinme, but she
knew what to do only fromthe romances and the soap operas. She liked the
feelings, the hugging and the kissing, but she didn't want to go all the way.
That was too nmuch. He had a different idea. He dropped his pants and reveal ed
his—his thing. It was big and stiff and enornobus and not at all |ike she'd

t hought they were, although she didn't really know what she had thought. And he
wanted to put it in her nouth, to suck on it, for god s sake! It was ugly and,
and, he peed out of it! She had been revolted. She thought she was going to
throw up. This wasn't like it was supposed to be at all! She'd run away from
him away fromall of them.

She could not put together the world or franme or |ife around that experience,

not even at the nonment renenber what a bowling alley was, but she could renenber
that, and she could still feel the revulsion. If that was what guys wanted and
what girls were supposed to do then she wanted none of it.

Scene: she and another girl, frightened, alone in a renote cabin soneplace. She
was scared to death. She clung to the girl friend—to Charley—the only rea

friend she had in the world at that tinme. And Charley had responded to her need
and they had nmade | ove and it had been wonderful, for a tinme. She knew that from
Charley's point of view it had been an act of conpassion, not love, but it

hadn't seened w ong.

Scene: Boday, who | oved her because she was the.first one the artist had seen
after inadvertently taking a | ove potion. Boday's sexual tastes were bizarre and
her appetite insatiable, but it was also secure. No worry about what her Sam

| ooked |i ke or sounded |Iike. The |ove and the strength were absol ute,
unquestioni ng. Sam had grown very fat and | azy under such |ove and security, but

she still was insecure inside. Because Boday's |ove was chenical, she could not
bring herself to think of it as genuine and so give sone of it back. Because
Boday was a wonman, it was, sonmehow, still wong. She was no dammed freak

Scene: on a big wagon train in Akahlar. She had conpelled by the magic of a
hypnoti ¢ charm out of jealousy, guilt, and curiosity, one of the trail hands to
make | ove to her and he had done his best. And she had felt little but

di sappoi ntnent. Not hi ng he had done was nearly as good as what she had gotten
from Boday, and the end for himcane all too soon and was not hing nuch to her
Scene: Tied down on the rocky ground as three ugly, brutish, foul-snelling nen
had at her, over and over, as she closed her eyes and tried not to feel the

foul ness ..

But M sa had been accepted. Msa had to conformto no standard in the refuge.
The nen had nade passes but that was okay and the girls had been earthy as well.
No one had made fun of her |ow voice or her fat or her |ack of know edge or
anything. So long as you worked hard and did your share it didn't matter at all,
and there hadn't been any guilt or shane or pressure, and she had enjoyed being
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fermal e and all that nmeant. Nobody had judged, and nobody had cared except one
equal to another

And the fucking Storm Princess was fat, too! Miybe not as fat as she was, but
really a chubbette. Charley was a lie, a "duplicate" nmade not to reality but to
an ideal and kept there by sorcery and al chenmy. She coul d never be Charley. Left
to her own devices the best she'd | ook |like was that Storm Princess! Mre, why
in hell did Sam ever want to be Charley? To be seen only as a body, a sex
object, a fly trap for nmen?

Her reflection came up to her in a huge facet and she stared at it. Okay, so she
was fat. But she was still kind a cute, damm it, and she didn't really fee
unconfortable this way. Confortable, that was the word. She was confortable and
she didn't give a damm what anybody el se thought. Sam had never |iked herself
but Msa had |iked herself just fine.

By god, she was gonna keep liking herself just finel!

The facets whirled, becanme |ess reflections than a mael strom and she felt
herself falling, falling

And suddenly she was aware that she was on her back on sonething hard and

nmovi ng, and that it was incredibly hot.

She sat up in the wagon and opened her eyes. It was odd; her mnd had never
seenmed cl earer, her senses never nore acute than now. That included the basics;
she was dammed thirsty, and starving to death.

She crawl ed out of whatever she was i n—a box of sone kind!—-and | ooked forward.
She was in a wagon being pulled by a narga tean in back she could hear the
sounds of one or naybe two horses, possibly tied to the wagon and wal king with
it.

The driver was a big man in Navigator's buckskins with a broad-trimred felt
cowboy-style hat on his head, and beyond the | andscape was unm stakably stil

t he Kudaan but back out in the harsh desert land far fromthe river

She felt distrust of Navigators. One—when and who?—had supposedly been her
friend and had tried to betray her. The nenories were kind of fuzzy, hard to
hold on to and nake sense out of, so she didn't try. Maybe it would cone back to
her, maybe it wouldn't. But for right now she was craw ing out of a box in a
wagon in the mddle of nowhere, stark naked and with a big guy the only human in
si ght.

He heard her but didn't turn around. "If you're awake and feeling all right,
there's drinkable water in the cask with the water sign on it and warmale in
the one with the nug on it. There's also hard rolls and dried trail meats in the
box just to the right of themwith the dianmond on it."

She junped, then caught herself. Uh-uh. No nore of this "poor little old nme"
bul I shit. She was naked, thirsty, and hungry and this guy could have done
anything to her by now but hadn't, so relax. The beer sounded great but not when
it was hot enough to take a bath in. The water wasn't nuch better but at |east

it didn't surprise, and the food wasn't exactly great but it did fill. Only when
she was done did she clinb forward to see what this new nan was |i ke and what
the situation was. She was still naked but it didn't natter to her. Let the guy

have his jollies if he was that way.
He was a big nan, well over six feet and with the | ook of one who is trim and

| ean but still had nuscles to spare. His face and hands showed weat hering and
evi denced hard work and that said a | ot about himas well. He was about as solid
and al |l -around masculine a man as she'd ever seen in real life.

"I'mCim" he said in a friendly tone. "And who are you today?"

"Il 4" mMsa," she responded. "But |I'm al so Susama and Sam and some | ong nane |
can't really remenber right now " Her tone and inflection was strictly peasant
and bottom class, but her grammar and general vocabulary and structure was nore
standard, sort of like a peasant girl who'd spent a fair anpbunt of tine as the
servant of sonebody high up. It was kind of fol ksy, but nobody woul d ever

m stake her for an aristocrat. The accent was strictly Mashtopol sticks—down
hone, way down, on the farm "lI'msort'a all mnmixed up inside ny head." He
nodded. "That's understandable. Hopefully it'll sort itself out over tinme. In
the nmeantime, do you know who | am and where we're headi ng, sooner or |ater?"
"l guess you're sonebody hired by the shadow man to bring me to him" she
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responded, then frowned. "Seens to ne sonebody el se dressed |i ke you was
supposed to do that a long tinme ago but he doubl e-crossed ne."

Gi mnodded. "I heard about that. Well, like nost of the independent Navigators
I have ny problens and ny hangups beyond the normal kind,' but that kind of
thing isn't one of them For one thing, |I'mbeing paid only on delivery and the

pay is so high nobody can outbhid it and be trusted. Bool ean nmay be as crazy as
the rest of 'em but he always keeps his word. For another, it's not just the
pay. There's no way |'d ever work for the other guy, and he's the only one who
really wants you other than Bool ean.™

"Bool ean." She repeated the nane. "Yes. | renmenber that name now. |Is he the
shadow man?"

"l have no idea, not having seen any shadow nen. He's usually either a voice or

a vision, though, so maybe that's as good as any. Hell, even his nane's a joke.
In the tongue he uses when he thinks, it's not a nane at all but a nunber
system Algebra, | think. Invented by an Qutpl aner naned Boole a |l ong tine ago.

I think he took it as a sort of private joke."
She stared at him "You know the Qutplanes? And the | anguages?"

"Well, sone. It just happens to be sone know edge | —acquired al ong the way, as
it were. You're fromthe Qutplanes, too, originally, I"'mtold."
She hesitated. "I—+ know that | am but | don't have no real clear nenories of

it. Just bits and pieces here and there, sone naking no sense at all."
He turned to her and said sonething that sounded |ike an ugly string of
nmonot ones. She stared at himand shook her head.

"You understood none of it?"

"Didn't sound |like nothing at all."

"That was English,"” he told her. "I was told it was your native tongue. We']I

try and work on it and maybe it'll cone back to you over tinme. It's a handy

| anguage to know when dealing with Bool ean. That's his | anguage. One of them
anyway. "

She sighed and shook her head. "There's just so much—m ssing. | renenber al
sorts of scenes, but they don't nmake no sense and don't go together. Kind a like
menories fromwhen you was real snmall. Sone basic shit, maybe, but no details."

"What do you renenber clearly?" he asked her, probing a bit.

"Well, all of bein'" Msa, that's for sure. Al but that |ast night when | had
the runs and went to the clinic. Ain't nuch after that, 'cept | can, well,
renenber a real pretty wonman, maybe the prettiest |1'd ever seen, and she was
takin' nme soneplace. That's about it. O did | dream her?"

"She's real," said &im "That's Kira. You'll neet her before too long with a
clear head. But is that it? Just Msa?"
"No, no. But the nore you go back fromthere the fuzzier it all gets. | lived a

while in Tubikosa. Along tine. Not in the straitlaced world of npbst of 'em but
in the entertainment district where them hypocrites snuck down to bl ow of f steam
and do all that shit they preached against. My lover's an artistic al chem st.
Creates beautiful girls for the courtesan trade. | renenber all that, too, only
it's alittle bit fuzzier. No dates or real order, just the whole thing sort'a
running together in ny head. AOd friend of mine was a courtesan. Me and Boday we
sort'a lived off her and doin' stuff for the other fol ks down there. She didn't
m nd none and that was the funny part—y friend, | nean. She's smart and she was
gonna be the big wheel, the queen of big business and all that, and she found
out she loved bein' a whore. Mst of the girls either hated it or had no choice
or were under drugs and all, but she really liked it. Crazy."

Crimshrugged. "Maybe. Maybe everybody's so busy trying to be what everybody
else tells themthey should be that they never have tinme to be thenselves. No

of fense, but it's the people who enslave and victim ze those girls that are the
real crimnals. It'd be a pretty victimess crime if only the ones who wanted to
do it didit and got to keep the profits. Nobody ever held a sword to sonebody's

throat and said, 'Go fuck a prostitute or I'll kill you.' They buy what they
want and need but for sone reason, |ike pleasing all the others, never can get
innormal life. It's not ny thing, but I can't condemm sonebody who does it for

hersel f and because she wants it. Problemis, you nostly can't keep the crooks
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out of it—and, of course, when you get past your prinme you haven't got much of
an ol d-age job."

"Maybe. | guess maybe | been so busy tellin' nyself that | don't nmuch care what
nobody el se thinks about ne that | kind a forgot not to do the same thing to
other folks."

"Do you renmenber even further back? Before Tubi kosa?"

"Not clear, anyway. | didn't have rmuch fun or nuch of a |life back then, | don't
think. It's like | said—-a scene here, a scene there, and sone funny nenories of
things that ain't in Akahlar or not the way | somehow think they should be. |

ain't tryin' too hard to remenber, truth to tell. | don't think I'd want to go
back there, sonmehow. | know where we're goin', sort of, and | know why | gotta
go and what | gotta do-sort of. | know |l got to go if |I can and | got to do

it—+f | can. And | want to find ny lover and ny friend. Any sign of 'enP"

"Ch, yes. They woul d have wound up where you did except they thought you were
captured by the rebel troops. They got captured by a witch gang who took your
friend for you and haul ed them off to their canp. Wth no word about you,

Bool ean wanted themto | ead the eneny away fromthe Kudaan, so they set off
ahead. If both they and we nake it, then we'll neet themin Masalur. Not nuch
hope of neeting up ahead of tinme, and | don't think we want to. The eneny
suspects the trick now and they're off hunting both themand us. If we link up
it'll be all the easier for them"

She nodded. "I guess so. | just, well, don't want to screw it up at this point,
not when | finally got nyself a little put together. The Msa in nme wants what
Sam had but doesn't want to be Sam if that nakes any real sense. Sam was such
an asshole. She didn't know what she had or what she wanted and | et everybody

el se do her thinking for her. Hell, she even lied to herself. |I'mdone with
that. You got to nmake the nobst of what you are and not waste it all tryin' to be
or dreamn' of bein' what you're not and can't never be. For the first tinme in
my life I'mdam happy to be what | amand | don't give a flying fart what
nobody else thinks. | can't free nyself fromthis job, and if | can't do it then
this is all the time there is, but while it is |I'mgonna make the nost of it. |
|iberated ny mind and now |' mgonna |liberate the rest of ne as nuch as | can."
She suddenly got up a little and | ooked out and around the wagon and to the
back. "Are we it? Nobody el se?"

Cri m nodded. "Just us. My train had to keep going on its scheduled route in
order to keep anybody from noticing and pointing a finger right at us. They're
al |l around, even here. They're |ooking, and many of the |ookers aren't human in
any way. Just be sure you don't nmake it rain. She has nobre experience with that
than you do and she's got a sorcerer right next to her to use that energy and
send things through."

"Don't worry about that," she assured him "But what about the pretty wonan? Are
we gonna neet up with her separate?"

He cleared his throat. "Uh, well, not exactly. Aw, hell, 1'd better explain the
whol e thing to you. In about four hours you're going to knowit all anyway."

She stared at him "Huh?" Fromthe | ooks of the sun that woul d be about sundown.
"What is she? Sone kind of vanpire or sonething?"

Crimchuckl ed. "No, although you' re not the first to suggest or suspect that,
and there are many, | think, who believe it. It began a while back now. She cane
here accidentally fromone of the Qutplanes, |ike you did."

"Ch, yeah?" She was getting very curious about this now.

"I didn't start out to be a Navigator. Wien | was very young, | worked as an
apprentice to a shady trader named Yangling. | had sone natural nagica

tal ent—that's where the navigating cones in—and Yangling had hi gh hopes for ne
as a tool, nmore or less. Then Kira quite literally fell into his hands—at | east
she was found, unconscious, near his place and taken to him by those who found
her. As soon as | saw her there | think | fell in love with her, even before she
recovered. | was assigned to find out fromher all that was possible, since
Yangl i ng had made ne study an Qutpl ane | anguage whi ch was her native and only
one. | spoke it poorly, awkwardly, and probably nade only a very little sense,
but she seened appreciative that | could speak to her at all and that she could
be somewhat understood. This was particularly inportant because the |anguage

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...winds%202%20-%20Riders%200f%20the%20Winds.txt (106 of 138) [1/19/03 4:12:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewi nds%6202%620-%20Ri ders%200f %20the%620Winds.txt

here was an illegal one. A nunber of the younger and newer Akhbreed sorcerers
had taken to using it as a sort of standard for some reason. It was thought that
some know edge of it mght prove useful."

She nodded. "All right, I'mfollowing this so far. Sounds kind a romantic."

"It was, in a way. W got to know each other quite well. She inproved nmy English
i measur ably, but she never could get the hang of Akhbreed. It's that sort of
tongue. She was a wonderful person, but tragic, too. She had not many nonths
before been in an accident that was not even her fault. It had broken her neck
and spine. She had sone jerky novenent, nothing useful, in her arnms and fingers
but not nmuch else, and no real feeling below that. That beautiful body was

usel ess and unfeeling and she was basically no nore than a tal king head."

"What little nmenories | have seemto show her pretty lively."

He nodded. "Anyway, Yangling was furious. He called in a bunch of top bl ack
magi ci ans he had on his payroll and they went to work on her. Didn't do any
good, though. Nothing short of a changew nd or sone terrible nagic would have
her nmobile. Wll, Yangling was nore interested in the fact that she could read

i ntercepted comunications fromtop sorcerers with ease and then | could
translate themto him They thought of changing her into an aninal, using a
curse of sone sort, but there are few animals that can read and speak in human
tongues and nothing was certain there. The changew nd option, if chance provided
it, mght alter her mind or her sanity. Yangling had a garden filled with erotic
statues, and with her face and body there was talk of turning her into stone,

her soul inprisoned, and ani mating her head only when her services were
required. | couldn't have stood that, and | told her enough that she seened to
just want to die. | had to do sonething."

"You got your own nmgici an?"

"Sort of. The bl ackest of the black, really. A grotesque figure who wandered the
mountains nere filled with hatred. No one dared seek himout, or could conceive
of wanting to, but | did. | offered to trade informati on—Aaany of the conpl ex and
totally inconprehensi bl e Akhbreed spells we had been intercepting. To ny
surprise, he agreed, although he said | would have to raise ny own denbn and do
my own bargaining. At that point | was ready for anything."

She was shocked. "You sold your soul to a denon for her?"

"No, no. That's for fairy stories. Denpons might |ike to eat you, for they hate
all humans, but they couldn't care | ess about souls. | did the ritual, scared to
death, and | raised the denon in the pentagramjust right. It was a horror,
worse than any nightmare i magi nabl e. There were only two ways to make hi m do
anything he didn't want to do, and one involved human sacrifices—this one of
children. That was sure, but | could never do it. The other was risky and

i nvol ved a way of threatening a denon with being trapped in the netherhells,

regi ons of nothingness between the Qutplanes. That's possible, but when a denon
i s doi ng sonething under duress, particularly for a human, he's not honorabl e.
This one basically gave ne one choice or it said it would rather spend eternity
in the netherhells—and you believed it. | took the choice, and while he was nean
he wasn't very bright. They often aren't. It's worked out."

"Yes? And the choice?"

"I wanted not just her body restored, | wanted a way for her to get out, to
escape becoming the inevitable courtesan or slave. W becane—fused, in a way.

Al that Kira was, is, is inside ne, inside not just ny head but all of ne, yet
it isn't a part of nme. | have her nenories but they're sonebody el se's nenories,
not mne. I'mstill the same as | ever was, and maybe a little nore. In sone
ways it's been quite—udseful. My command of English is absolute, and ny know edge
of CQutplane science and devices is inproved. Mre inportant, | understand the
fem nine outl ook, which is both a nmore simlar and nore different view of the
world than 1'd ever thought. | also know what attracts them and what turns them
on, what they want in a man. That's been—dseful. Not just in the way you think,
but in various dealings as well."

"But—+ saw her!"

He nodded. "It's nmy turn fromsunup to sundown. That's the way the curse works.
Then it's her turn. For ne, it's just going to steep, and she takes over,

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...winds%202%20-%20Riders%200f%20the%20Winds.txt (107 of 138) [1/19/03 4:12:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewi nds%6202%620-%20Ri ders%200f %20the%620Winds.txt

physically and nentally. Like me, she has all ny nmenories, and so she knows what
went on during the day—she will know about you and this conversation as | know
about | ast night—but she will not be me. She likes nen, by the way. Sorry.
Apparently nore now than before, and for the sane reasons | gave about wonen.
She's formally registered as a citizen of Holibah, the ki ngdomwe were in, which
t ook sone bribes and connections. This business seened perfect, since any kind
of permanent relationship with anyone is kind of out of the question for either
of us, and because she's sleeping all day and | sleep all night there is a
presence here who needs no sleep at all, which is quite handy, particularly out
here. In nost ways she got the better of it. She gets to be w ned and di ned and
romance nmen in the dark, and | get to do all the shit work during the day. | pay
a bit by not having a night |life and she pays by lonely nights standi ng guard at
four in the norning, but we are best at our appointed tinmes. Still, the joke is
really on the denon. It was going to keep us |lovers forever apart, unable to

ki ss or enbrace, but we are closer than if we could."

She whistled. "And | thought | was havin' identity problens!"

"No, no!" he laughed. "There's no conflict, I'mnot Kira and she's not Crim
Just renenbering what the other said and did isn't the sane as being them
Still, as | have her English, she's got ny native comrand of Akhbreed and ny

know edge of its people and its territory. And, there's an odd by-product. W
age only when we are 'alive,' as it were. Each of us is aging at half the rate."
He paused. "It's hard to explain, but when you talked | couldn't help thnking
that in a way that's what you' ve got to cone to grips with yourself. Sam doesn't
pop out at sunset, but she's still a part of you that you have to deal with.
You're not the Msa we saw last night. You're totally different. You're Samwith
a M sa outl ook and nmaybe that's not so bad."

She considered it. "Well, we'll see. | got to see this change, though, before
I"I'l believe it."
"You'll| see it. O, rather, you'll be around many tinmes when it happens. It's

very quick. But we, all three of us, luck willing, will be with each other for
quite sonme tinme. Months, probably. It's a long way to Masal ur."

"You're a Navigator. How cone we just can't go straight there?"

"Because the Earth is round. Al of themare."

"What? | don't see - . ."

"Akahl ar intersects with thousands of worlds, but the only commn points are the
hubs, the points of greatest force and power. The rest are conpressed around the
hubs and only intersect at certain randomintervals. But when they do touch,
they are worlds touching round worlds—so that actual point of overlap is very
narrow. Kudaan is a world, not a desert. This is the Kudaan Wastes, a |l arge
desert on the planet, but not all of the planet is this way by any nmeans. If we
go outside that narrow overlapping strip then we'll sinply wander the face of
Kudaan and never intersect a hub. The only way to go is along the strips and
through the hubs. W're being a little roundabout in our routing, but we're
still going to head for the border of Mshtopol and we have to go into and
through that hub to go farther. There are no short cuts, for anybody. At |east
there I have a nunber of contacts. We'll get you new identity papers—as M sa,
think, a colonial peasant of Kudaan whose services are bound to nme by your |iege
lord as a favor because |'m short sone experienced aninmal tenders. That won't be
citizenship or anything—you'll be little nore than a bound slave | can't sel

but that's about the only restriction—but it'll explain your appearance, ways,
speech, and the like."

"That's okay. | don't mnd."

"We'll probably play a bit with your appearance, too, just to nake it even
harder for them Maybe dye your hair and a few other sinple things. The rea

col oni al wonen of the Kudaan, as opposed to the refuge people, have certain

cul tural things about themand we want to be right just in case. They're
considered primtive and termnally crazy fromthe sun and because they
generally like to live in that sort of place. | wouldn't worry about the

di al ect —your class dialect is okay and there are probably dozens or hundreds
around just the dry continent."

She nodded. "Okay, but | want to keep nyself up as well. | don't want these
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nmuscl es to go, 'cause once they're gone | got an awful feelin' they'll never
conme back. I'mgonna lift weights and put nyself through a pretty damed hard
routine and stick toit. And | want sone training fromyou, too."

Hi s eyebrows rose. "Training?"

"You're a pretty big guy. | seen the swords back there, and the rifles and
pistols. | want to learn howto use a sword. | want to | earn how to shoot and
hit what | aimat. | want to know about and practice with just about every kind

of weapon and defense thing there is. If it's gonna be nonths, then we have tine
for sone of it. W ain't gonna be novin' all the tinme."

Crimliked the idea. "If you're really serious, | can run you through swords and
ot her heavy weapons every norning before we start out. Gve you as much as

can. Don't expect to be a master—you haven't the height or agility for it—but
maybe | can have you hold your owmn. We'Il do some horsemanship, too, and
everything else tine permts. Kira—she can teach you as well. Pistol shooting
is a close-range thing and she's good at it. She can also fence, which is

sonet hing | never had the control for, and she knows a nunber of ways for
sonebody relatively small and weak |ike she is to throw a heavy attacker across

the canp. It'll be frustrating for a while and it'll take practice, but if you
really want to learn it's a very good thing. If anything happens to me or Kira,
or if there's any kind of a fight, you'll be nuch nore valuable."

She nodded. "I was just thinkin' 'bout what you said about these worlds only

touchin' at narrow strips and us havin' to go through the hubs at the gates. |
mean, the eneny's gotta know that, too, right?"

He nodded. "And that's why we have to turn you into soneone else as quickly as
we can."

9
On Danger ous Ground

They had a pretty good head start but it was a very |long distance across the
null to the colonial boundary, far nmore than you coul d expect a horse already
wel |l traveled to nake with maxi nrumeffort.

Still, Dorion, Boday, and Charley did not have quite the pressure of an arnmed
mob after them Some had been cl ose enough to the border to see the Stornrider
destroyed or whatever they did to himand it had a major effect. There had been
no i mredi ate pursuit, and when the rest of the gang had gathered and been told
how the Stornrider had been defeated and possibly killed, sonething considered
i npossible up to then by anyone, there was a | ot of debate and hesitati on about
going after them Anyone who could take on a Stornrider and win had powerf ul
magi ¢, and what were guns and swords to that sort of power?

Still, nothing builds courage |like greed, and a few of themwere still game for
the chase no matter what. Perhaps they didn't believe the | arge nunber of

Wi t nesses, or perhaps they had little to live for unless they got a very big
score, but finally a half dozen nen broke ranks and galloped off into the null.
By this tine, however, the fugitives had built up a lead of nore than two nil es,
and Dorion, thinking as fast as he could, had angled themwell off the
straight-line path to the colonial boundary. He knew well that at some point the
horses were going to need a rest, and if they were out of sight then the nul
becane a fairly large place indeed to hide in, one also shrouded in dense
electrical fog and covered by incessant heavy clouds and occasional rain, and in
whi ch darkness was a great ally. Charley rode |like she had always ridden this
way, with confidence in spite of limted vision. In fact, her vision was far
worse here than it was back in the hub, since the nagic of the null spread out
al | around her and obscured sonewhat Dorion's own form It was fortunate that
his aura or whatever it was was a different and contrasting color, and that it
seened to float over the nmists. For a while, though, it was nearly too bright,
as Dorion took themfor a long stretch at right angles to the boundaries and
thus created the m st ahead of her as far as anyone coul d see, sighted or not.
Finally, after an interm nable nunmber of zigs and zags and a |l ot of all-out
riding, the nmagician slowed and shouted for themto stop

"We'll stop here and rest the horses,” he told them "Boday, stay on guard in
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case those bastards sonehow spotted us, or start this way. | think we can rel ax
for alittle, though. Feels like it's going to rain through here any ninute,
which will discourage them and cool off the horses, and we won't be easy to spot
in here until daylight."

Charley slid wearily off her horse. "I said | wanted a bath, not a storm" she
noted tiredly. "Still, | prefer anything to those nmen or that thing. It went so
fast | can't be sure what happened to it, though."

Dori on shook his head in wonder. "How in the world did you get the idea of
grounding it?"

She shrugged. "Well, you said they were gonna power the fence with sone kind of
magi ¢ energy, so when Boday said her bolt just went right through it | figured
the thing had to be nmade of some kind of magic energy. Magic energy, | figured,

had to work kind' a |ike regular energy—electricity and al | -because of the
fence. "

"You were nost certainly right," he responded, still not really believing it. "I
wonder why no one el se has ever thought of it, though?"

"Maybe ' cause nobody el se happened to have a mile-long roll of copper w re handy
when they nmet one," she suggested. "It's not exactly sonething you keep around
for the right occasions. W were dammed | ucky there to have it."

He nodded, nostly to hinmself. "Lucky—er sonething el se. Maybe that's why Yob

was fairly confident we'd make it."

"Huh?"
"Destiny. It is a difficult concept to explain to anyone not versed in the magic
arts and probability theory as well, but I'Il try and boil it down. Everything,

not just life but mountains and flowers and air and fire and water, is or
contains energy. It—you, nme, Boday—s a collection of mathematical equations
that make us what we are and who we are. Fromthe nonent we're born, perhaps
even conceived, this energy construct interacts with everything and everyone
around it."

"I can't figure if you're talking astrol ogy or genetics,
honestly.

"Neither. Both, sort of. But we each have a thread, a destiny, that we follow.

It is layered, fromprimal to inconsequential. Sone people just seemto be
natural ly lucky; others seemto always have a little black denonic cloud over
them causi ng themuntol d and undeserved misery. It is not dependent on
intelligence or courage or anything else, or its lack. That's why so nany rotten
peopl e get all the breaks and so nany good ones still suffer. Your destiny
pattern is randomly assigned by so many factors that one can only influence a
few of them Mgic is really an attenpt to alter or change sonme of those
patterns. The nore powerful the magician, the nore factors for nore people or

pl aces or things he or she can influence."

She thought about it and didn't much like it. "You sound like we're actors going
t hrough sonebody's script, only we don't know and can't really read the script."
"Well, it's not quite that bad," he told her, "but that is one way of |ooking at
destiny. You can change sone things, of course, and the fact that your destiny
is so conplex that no one can ever conpletely figure it out gives things a
certain anpbunt of spice, but basically the script idea is valid. Magicians can
read a few lines and directions of the script; sorcerers can read whol e pages or
scenes. But no one can grasp it all. The First Equation, which set all else in
nmotion and created the universes and all they contain or will contain, created
the conplexities of everything's destiny. If you believe that was the product of
an intelligence, then that is your religion. If you believe that it was random
then you're not religious. Religion has little really to do with magic for al
its trappings. Even the gods and devils and spirits are creations, |ike us, of
that destiny and not lords of it. Only the changew nd, being of the sane sort as
the First Equation, can actually alter those equations. It's the random factor
that keeps everything from becom ng scripted, so to speak."

She was fascinated, but felt a bit unconfortable at the idea nonetheless. "And
you're saying that it was our destiny to beat that thing and its destiny to die
or dissolve or whatever? That it wasn't chance or even sonebody's design but
destiny we just happened to show up where the wire was and | figured out howto

she responded
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use it?"

"Not quite. What Yobi felt, what the others might be |learning now, is that it is
your destiny to survive. You are a survivor, and probably your friend, too.
That's what attracted Boolean to your friend in the first place. In fact, it
makes sense. |If she's created genetically the same as the Storm Princess, then
the two probably share much of the primal parts of destiny as well, and the
Storm Princess is a true survivor. It neans that you will always have the neans
of a way out. It doesn't necessarily nean that you have the will to take it, but
it is there. Consider that flood that destroyed your wagon train as an exanpl e.
Most died, yet all three of you survived. The rest, for the nbst part, were
killed | ater—but not you three. You survived. You fell into the wong hands but
sonehow eventually fell into just the right ones. They do their worst against
you, and you are still going. You see? That is what Yobi could see. That is why
the copper wire was there, and that was why you had the know edge to put it

t oget her. "

"Dam!" she sighed. "And here | was feeling real good about how clever and snart
I was to come up with that."

Hi s tone softened. "But you were! I+ can't tell you how—inpressed—+ am To
have been so cool and cal mand anal yti cal under such pressure, to have put it

all together—t was brilliant. You are a very renarkabl e young worman. "
He said that sincerely, and she |iked the sound of it a |lot better than that
destiny crap. She was brilliant, he said, and brave, he said, and she was al so

every heterosexual guy's wet dreamto boot. What nore could you want? For a
mnute it mght turn your head and take your mind off the fact that you're
starting to get rained on in the mddle of literally nowhere, you have guys with
guns | ooking all over for you, you're effectively blind, and you're a hell of a
| ong way from anypl ace safe.

"Hey! Magician!" Boday called, and the other two tensed, wondering if she heard
sonet hi ng. "Boday caught your half of that discussion. Her destiny is unknowabl e
so Boday does not think about it. If one is ignorant of it, then what good is
it? But if you nmgicians can see even a bit of it, then why are we cowering here
in this shower afraid of a bunch of brigands? Wiy did we all wind up in such a
spot to begin with? Were are your powers? Wiy is it that you cannot whip a
spell up that would curse our enem es and protect us all?"

It was a fair question, but not one Dorion |liked talking about. He cleared his
throat nervously.

"Well, uh, it's true | know the stuff and it's also true | have a fair anount of
power, but nmy powers are a bit—edd—and restrictive," he replied unconfortably.
"So? | f those hordes of nmen show up now Boday can take only a very few with her.
She woul d need your nagic or all is lost."

He sighed. "I'd use it if | had to," he said carefully, "but not unless | do."
"Your power is not great?"

"Ch, it's great—potentially,"” he admtted. "It's just, well, unpredictable."” He

sighed. "All right, then, | guess | may as well tell you. It's control. Sone say
concentration. Sone have said |I've got some kind of brain damage or sonet hing
that makes it happen. O hers, well, they have been less kind. That's why | was
out there in the Wastes with Yobi and a few others. | was scared to get back

into civilized conpany where | mght do nore harm"”

Charl ey, too, was interested now. "Harn?" She paused a nonent, sensing his
enbarrassnent. "It's all right. W should know, and we won't tell."

He thought a nonent, trying to figure out the best way to explain. "I was born
the child of magicians and a grandchild of a great sorcerer,” he told them "The
power in nme is strong. And | know how to use it. Really, | do. That's what is so
tough about it. The ability to tap magic is inbred; you are either born with it
or you're not. But it's not enough. You also have to be able to use what great
power and energy you can draw, and that nmeans you have to have a trenmendous

mat hemati cal mnd. There are set spells, sinple things, that anyone with the
power can learn to do, even ne. And if you have the nmenory and years of study,
you can nenorize even huge spells and make them work. | know a couple but | was
never that good at rote nenory. | get bored too easily. An acolyte is one with

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...winds%202%20-%20Riders%200f%20the%20Winds.txt (111 of 138) [1/19/03 4:12:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20Changewi nds%6202%620-%20Ri ders%200f %20the%620Winds.txt

the power who can work the sinple spells. Third Rank knows enough of the big
ones to denonstrate it and get his or her ticket. Those are the craft ranks.
Second Rank, |ike the Akhbreed sorcerers, are nmathematical genui ses who can size
up a situation they've never been in before and create conplex spells in their
head and i npose them inprovising as they go. Me, | knew enough to reach Third
Rank, but just barely, but | can't help inprovising and it just doesn't work

right.”
Boday shrugged and Charl ey | ooked bl ank
"Look," he tried, talking to Boday, "you're an artist, | understand. |If sonebody

| earns enough to copy great paintings and scul ptures perfectly, they have
perfected their craft but are they artists?"

"Of course not!" she huffed. "Art is not something one learns, it is something
one feels."

"Ckay, so |I'ma barely talented craftsnman but | have the urge of an artist. |
keep inmprovising in spite of nyself, even with the sinple stuff. | had to take a
hypnotic drug to pass the Third Rank tests. Only | don't have the mat hematica
ability to build equations into infinity on the fly. Even if |I work 'emout, or
have tinme to, sonehow they don't stay that way when | use them™"

"You nean your spells don't work?" Charley pronpted.

"No, no! |'ve got great power, but no control. The nathematics is wong, or
fuzzy, or incomplete. The spells work, all right—they do incredible things. But
they don't do what | designed themto do or want themto do. Sonetinmes they only
half work. A spell to take us all to a desert island mght take us to a desert
instead. A spell to make us invisible or invulnerable might well nake everyone
but us invisible or invulnerable. No matter what | try or how careful | am it
goes wong. | work a spell and gold is transnuted to |lead. | once accidentally
turned a handsone young fellowinto a toad. Stock spell, but not the one | was
trying to do. Rather than try to undo it | decided on the usual renedy, got a
pretty girl to kiss him She turned into a toad, too. | ama danger and a
menace. |'ve been exiled by nany governnments for their and ny own good. Don't
you see, | don't dare use any magic if | can help it. Particularly when it

i nvol ves Mashtopol. | only hope Boolean will understand my service w thout
killing me first."

Charl ey's head shot up. "Bool ean? You know hi nP"

"All too well," Dorion adnmitted sadly. "How do you think I got to know English?
Several of the newer Akhbreed sorcerers are English speakers. For a | ong while,
before ny time, it was sonmething called Gernan but they're pretty well gone now.
Bool ean speaks English and German and a | ot of other |anguages, too, and not all
by spell, either, but he thinks in English and he's nobst confortable using it,
so everybody around himhas to learn it."

"There's a world of Akahlar, then, that speaks English?" Charley asked him
"That's why he does?"

"Uh-uh. There's thousands of tongues, and probably a few close to English or one
of the others, but none that really speak it. Bool ean and nmany of the others,
they aren't originally from Akahlar. They're Qutplaners, like you. Some of the
best are Qutplaners. They were born with the power but either never knew it or
were too far away fromthe Seat to really use or draw on it or sonething, but
they were whizzes at nmathematics and real geniuses. They get here and put it
together in a flash and do in a few years what it takes ones |ike Yobi hundreds
of years to attain. Bool ean says that it's because Qutplaners don't have to
unlearn a lot of the crap and nysticismthat we're brought up with. That they
have a different perspective. Maybe. How could | know?"

Charley's nind flashed back. Long ago, so |long ago now, in the nmamel stromthat
brought both her and Samto this place, Boolean had saved themfromKlittichorn,
had stalled the horned sorcerer to get them past and out of his clutches. She
hadn't understood Akhbreed at all at the time, not having Samis nysterious |ink
to this world, but she realized now for the first time that she'd understood

t hat exchange between the sorcerers. They had spoken in English

Bool ean—from t he Qutpl ane, maybe from her own world or one very nmuch like it.
And maybe this Klittichom too? Jeez! To be dropped here, suddenly, and find
that sonmehow you could learn to have godlike powers . . . No wonder they al
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went nut s!
Dori on was obvi ously unconfortabl e discussing his own magi cal past and abilities
and she decided not to press it. Still, it gave hima nore human di mensi on. He

was a pretty nice guy, and smart, and he sure had guts. His guilty secret, his
enbarrassnent, was actually kind of sweet.

Dorion sighed. "I think we've gotten wet enough,"” he told them "Let's nount up
and nake our way carefully over to the colonial border. If those guys didn't
spot us by now then they're not going to."

Boday nodded. "Still, if Boday was in their saddle, she would have nen riding up
and down the border area hoping to spot us, and if she couldn't prevent us she
could at |east signal the others to get into the sane world that we did."
"Right, and so we're still going to have to be careful," the nagician agreed.
"You can only take this destiny business so far. Maybe Charley will somehow get
t hrough, maybe destiny will take you in sight of the goal only to thwart you—we
can't know. But even if it's your destiny to reach Masalur, it mght not be

m ne. |'mnot taking any chances."

They rode along in relative silence for nore than an hour. Dorion had to bring
themin a bit; they had wandered so far north that they risked the true nul

poi nt, where they mght well fall into the void or into a netherhell. Only a
strip of each world was touching Akahlar, and all those worlds were round. There
was a point where the curvature of each earth rolled off and another rolled up
and on, and in that regi on many things were possible, none of them desirable.
Dorion thought of this, but his thoughts were nost of all on Charley. She was
unli ke any woman he had ever known, even for an CQutplaner. She was beautiful,
sexual | y uninhibited, alnost every nale kid's private fantasy. Only they were
just sex objects, not real people, and the beautiful and sexually uninhibited
worren he'd known were generally ignorant, dunb, broken in spirit, or had a screw
| oose sonewhere. Charley, though, really was brilliant, inaginative, and as
strong-wi | |l ed and i ndependent -ni nded as a queen or sorceress mght be. Slave
ring or not, nobody, particularly no man, would ever be her real naster, that
was for sure.

Hel I, he knew as much about electrical properties as she did, maybe nore, and he
al so knew far nore about the nature of Stornriders. He had seen and known about
the sane materials that she had suggested using, but it would never have
occurred to himto use them or that they were of any use except as a barricade
for a last stand. He, and probably Boday, would have stood and fought and died
back there, or at best been captured and held by an eneny too powerful to defy.
Not Charl ey.

She didn't need any nmagic, or regular sight. Her ow abilities were far stronger
than that. If she understood that, if she ever saw herself the way she was
instead of just a pretty girl with common sense, there was nothing she coul d not
do or have. The fact that she did not realize that her nmnd was far nore
exceptional than her body was the only thing hol ding her back

Dam it, he was falling in love with her and he didn't know what to do about it.
Hell, he didn't even have any real experience with wonen. It wasn't for |ack of
desire, it was just, well, he'd never exactly been handsone or athletic or had
the kind of personality that attracted wonen. Now, here he was—and, as usual, he
was a conrade, not a lover. He hadn't had much attraction before, he knew, but
now that she al so knew his terrible secret about his magic he felt he had no
chance at all.

They were all surprised to find the colonial border essentially peaceful and
undef ended, not knowi ng that only six of the snmall horde of gunnmen had gone off
in pursuit of them Still, crossing in this far fromthe entry station was not
without its risks. Roads were deliberately engineered so that they led only to
entry stations; people in general were not allowed to live close to a border or
have access to it in order to nmake it nore difficult for anyone comng in the
back way, and there was nuch use of natural as well as artificial boundaries to
make anyone coming in far fromthe gates very m serable.

Dori on was nervous. Knowing all this, he didn't want to take the first
reasonabl e world that cane al ong, but he was al so conscious that the | onger they
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remai ned there, poised at the boundary but still within the null, the nore
likely that someone would cone al ong. They mi ght hide, but not the horses, and
wi t hout the horses their chance of crossing a strange colonial world undetected
was much slimer.

Charl ey had al ways been fascinated by the ways the border changed—very abruptly,
as if it was a colored slide of sonme place that just faded out as another faded
in—but this scene was no | onger possible to enjoy. She could see only the energy
part of the null's mists and the fuzzy col ored shapes of Dorion and Shadowcat
and that wasn't rmuch. She got down off the horse and from her pack | ocated the
box with a preservation spell on it in which there was ground neat for

Shadowcat. The cat ate like a pig, and even though it wasn't that old she was

al ready running | ow.

The cat ate with his usual gusto, then crawed into her lap for a pet, oblivious
to the wet conditions. Wll, she was wet herself. The cat clinbed up so its head
was | ooki ng over her right shoul der, body linply down and held, and purred |ike
an outboard notor as she scratched and petted him

Charl ey was conscious of the curse of holding and stroking the cat by now It
was nice to be able to project yourself to anyone, regardl ess of their |anguage,
but having your forward, surface thoughts broadcast whether you were trying to
conmmuni cate or not was unnerving. It was inpossible to |lie under such
circunstances, and at |east once already Boday had becone offended by a stray
thought of Charley's. The trouble, really, was boredom which had allowed such
stray thoughts to creep in, and she found that the technique she'd devel oped
fromthose nights as a courtesan and refined further during her interm nably
boring stay at Hodanoc's helped a ot in both regards. She had two personalities
i nside her head, and by just relaxing she could push her real self well into the
background, al nost on standby, and allow the sinple courtesan Shari to assune
forward control. Shari didn't think very nmuch, and she was quite content to just
sit there blankly petting Shadowcat and awaiting sonme order or instruction

Dori on watched the slowy changi ng procession of worlds and tried to stave off
boredom once one cane up that was obviously unacceptable. High granite walls had
greeted their approach. The next two, at roughly twenty-minute intervals, were
bot h seascapes; vast stretches of salt water without |and or dock in sight. Even
land didn't nean nuch, really. The average world was three-fifths or nore
covered with water; it wouldn't do to step out into a fairly nice-looking place
only to discover you were on an island. That was a favorite of this particular
region as well —slands big and small.

In awy, it was a tenpting fantasy. Marooned, the only man on a tropical island
with two wonmen, one of whomwas Charley, and both with the enslaving rings bound
to him He knew it was egocentric and self-centered and didn't take the wonen's
interests into account, but, hell, it was his fantasy .

In the end, it wouldn't even matter to the scheme of things or the shaking of
events. It was the other one, this Sam who mattered. It was such a tenpting
thing, he and Charley, ronping naked in the surf of some tropic isle .

He was so lost in his own dreans that he alnost failed to notice the sudden
change in the colonial tableau. It was speeding up, taking on alnobst a blurry
appearance. After a minute or so he suddenly realized what was happeni ng and
junped to his feet.

"Mount up fast!" he shouted. "A Navigator's working on the border! That neans
that whatever cones up will probably have people and sone kind of civilization,
so we're not likely to get stuck in sone nonster-infested swanp or another
Kudaan!"

Charl ey suddenly snapped back to control, junped up, and with a little trouble
found Shadowcat's socklike carrier and slipped himin, then nmounted up. She was
getting very good at this now, she thought to herself with satisfaction

The view that suddenly came up and | ocked in | ooked quite pleasant but it wasn't
a hundred percent encouraging, either. A wide | andscape illumi nated by bright
moonl i ght lay before them covered with thick grasses going down to a white
sandy beach and a beautiful bay beyond with some dark areas showing a light or
two that m ght have been islands. The beach wound around the bay, and on both
sides there were | ow rocky nountains that on the right canme to a mmjor
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pronontory and on the left seened to stretch out into the darkness, a few snall
lights showing that it went for a considerable distance. That neant shoreline,
and the possibility that if this was an island it was a damed big one—and it
was possibly a main land mass. Hot, humid air struck them

"It appears to be the start of an ocean," Boday noted. "Are you certain that
this is the one we can use? W will have to cross that, you know "

He nodded. "We'll have to cross sone ocean anyway to get where we're going, so
it mght as well be where can see a lot of land. Mwve in now W don't know how
| ong whoever it is will be able to hold this position!"

They went forward, and suddenly the air seened very thick and heavy and there
was the snmell of salt spray in every breath and the sound of small but steadily
advanci ng waves striking the shore. Sonewhere ahead Charley could hear the
clanging of bells, possibly markers out in the bay itself or even beyond. She
just kept her eyes on the crinson blur that was Dorion

Now there was the feel of the horse in sand—fairly hard-packed, wet sand at
that, and she could both feel and hear that they were within the reach of the
waves thensel ves.

This was one of those tinmes when she was really hit by her lack of sight. They
were out of the null now, and all was just that deep gray with those few fuzzy
col ored snudges she'd cone to recogni ze as Dorion and ot her magi cal things.
They rode for quite sone tine at the water's edge, although at a slow pace to
keep the horses from col |l apsi ng. She wondered why, and finally shouted the
question out to him

"I can see the high tide mark, and the tide's conming in," he yelled back. "It's
vaguel y possi bl e that sonebody mi ght stunble on our tracks entering this world,
but even now the waves are totally w ping out our new tracks and our direction

If we can find sone place, like a shallow streamcut, to go inland with the sane
effect we'll do so and nake canp. W can do with sone rest and | think we can
risk a canpfire for sonme decent food. | think we want to explore our situation
in daylight."

He eventually found what he sought, and they nmade their way away fromthe sea,
al though not terribly far, the horses naking their way in the shallows of a
rock-strewn stream until he found a place with reasonable cover. The ground was
fairly hard, but the streamwater was fresh and drinkable, and the snall fire
woul d not be visible fromthe beach area and wasn't likely to be observed from
the bordering junglelike forest.

Charl ey barely touched her food; Shadowcat wandered out after they had finished
to explore the area, and she found herself basically wet and griny and

al |l -around m serable but, nost of all, she needed sleep. The bedroll wasn't the
nost confortable place on such hard ground, but it didn't matter. She was soon
fast asl eep.

The next norning she awoke feeling a bit guilty. She'd slept solidly and well,
not being able to share in the duties of being a canp guard which kept the other
two fromenjoying a long and uninterrupted sleep. It wasn't so nuch that the
blindness Iimted her activities, since she was learning to deal with that and
barely thought about it now, but the fact that it limted her useful ness in such
a situation to the others. She checked for Shadowcat and found himcurled up
sound asleep at the bottomof the bedroll and a little mffed that she had the
temerity to wake up and nove and spoil his confortabl e bed.

Boday saw her rise and canme over to her. "Boday has been exploring the area a
bit, and has found a | arge pool just inside the bush which the stream has dug
deep,"” she told Charley. "It would be breast-high on you, and it is a bit col der
than one mght |ike, but Boday thinks you mght want to use it as she did."
Charl ey di d—and how Charl ey did. Boday was right—the pool was fairly chilly
relative to the air, but the water seened clean and snelted okay and there was
enough of it. She might have |liked sone soap, and particularly sonme shanpoo, but
even as basic as it was it was wonderful. Sonehow it nade her feel hunman again,
even though she wondered if her hair would ever dry in this humdity. Not only
that, but she could wash out her really snelly, filthy clothes, although again
the drying would take tine. For a while, all she'd have was the
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never - bef ore-used cape, which was kind of sexy w thout anything under if a
potential nodesty-preserver. Any saddle sores that mght develop in the interim
had devel oped | ong ago; she was pretty toughened now to riding bare-assed in the
saddl e.

Dorion could not wake up without his thick, super-strong coffee that could be
snelled a ways off, so Charley had to wait until he and Boday had drunk their
fill of the filthy stuff before she could get the pot cool ed, cleaned, and boi
some water for her tea. Then it was tine for discussions on,what canme next. "W
must go east,"” Dorion told them "That's the only way to Quodac and that in turn
is the way we nust go. It's going to nean a boat, fromthe |ooks of it, and that
means finding civilization. The main road fromthe entry gate's got to be no
more than thirty or forty | eegs tops fromhere, probably closer. The odds are
good that if we can find it it'll take us to a coastal city or town."

"Well, aren't we gonna be a little conspicuous?" Charley asked him "Even if
they aren't on the | ookout for us, which they nmight well be, three strangers
showi ng up not even knowi ng what the world is called are gonna raise a few
eyebrows. At |east sonebody'|ll check and see that we didn't come through that
gate. And you said sonme Navigator called up this place, so they're likely to be
there waiting for a boat, too. They got to have heard about all the commotion

over us back there, and they'll put two and two together."

"I know." Dorion nodded. "Still, | can't wave ny arns and materialize a boat for
us with a know edgeabl e pilot aboard. | can try, but |I'd probably wind up with a
sea nonster working for Klittichorn. I don't think it's going to be as bad as
you say, though, and there's always the age-old nmethod of bribery." He sighed.
"Well, let's saddle up and see if we can find this town or port or whatever it

turns out to be. W can't know how to solve our problens until we find out what
the problems are." He thought a nmoment. "There were some |ights |ast night
farther on up the coast where we're headi ng. Not enough for a town, but maybe
some private dwellings, maybe even native. Just stay |oose and rel axed aad we'l|
see if we can find sonebody to give us the infornmation."

That sonmebody was a good two hours' ride away up the beach. It was a
strange-1 ooki ng shack nade out of native woods with the design | ooking Iike
everyt hing had been conpromi sed. Certainly the oddball |unps, deliberately
saggi ng roofs, and very snall additions sprouting out fromit nmade it | ook very
strange i ndeed.

Stranger still was the creature who peeked out curiously froma trap door in the
top of the dung as they approached and watched them cone up to the place and
st op.

It was totally hairless, a very pale green in color, with a | eathery skin and

wi de, sonewhat webbed feet that ended in very nean-1ooking claws. Its arns were
rather short and ended in hands with three gnarled fingers and an opposing thunb
that termnated in a sharp, spikelike nail. Although a tailless hunmanoid, its
face was nore reptilian than Akhbreed hunman, its nose just two indented nostrils
above a wide, flat nouth, its eyes bulging fromits head and covered with thick,
rubbery lids that barely noved. It wore sonme sort of necklace but no clothing,
and yet its sex was inpossible to deternmine just fromlooking at it. It did not,
however, seem afraid of them nerely curious.

"Uh-oh," Dorion said in a |ow tone. "Looks like this world has a very different
set of natives. Maybe too different. |'mnot sure that nmouth coul d form Akhbreed
words or sounds if it knewit. Still, no harmin trying."

"If it does not try and eat us," Boday responded nervously, putting a hand on
her pistol but not drawing it lest it provoke an attack

"Good day," Dorion attenpted, a bit nervous hinself. "Do you understand mny

t ongue?"

The creature stood there a nonment without responding, then et loose with a
string of sounds that were a cross between a hiss and an inpossible collection
of all consonants.

Charley couldn't see the creature and so picked up Shadow cat who dei gned
finally to l ook at the native. Even with Shadowcat's strange vision, the native
was somet hing of a shock, as alien a creature to humans as Charley had seen in
Akahl ar, even stranger than Ladai, the Ba' ahdonese centaur. Suddenly, though,
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she realized that she could conmuni cate—f one way. She stroked Shadowcat.

"Pl ease," she thought, directing it at the native, "I know you can read ny
thoughts with this spell although |I cannot read yours. W axe strangers in your
|l and and we are lost. W seek the main road and perhaps a place to get passage
west. |Is there any way you can help us? We do not know your | anguage, but while
you can understand ne we have no way of understanding you by speech, 1 fear. Can
you hel p us?"

The thing | ooked very surprised. It was amazi ng how nuch very hunan enotion cane
through that reptilian form although you never really knew if the reactions
meant the sane thing. At least it seened to understand and thought a nonent.
Then it turned, went back into its house, and returned a noment later with a
strange barbed spear, although it didn't seem nmenacing with it.

The creature | eaned over, snoothed sone sand, and began to use the spear point
to draw a crude design

"Amap! It is making a crude map for us!" Boday exclaimed. "How-primtive—the
style.”

Dori on got down to study the design, finally having to turn the other way when
he realized he was | ooking at it upside down. Yes, there they were, and there
was the coast, and there was a road or trail or sonething leading inland a bit
farther on. It appeared that this was sone sort of peninsula, and that the town
was on the opposite side and a bit before the point.

"I think I"ve got it!" he told them "If we can find the trail. Charley, thank
himor her for the help and let's be off. | can't tell fromthe sun how nuch
time we mght have left, and I'd rather be in a town used to Akhbreed travel ers
than in the mddle of a strange jungle by nightfall."

She did so, and they started off, |eaving the native standing there and watching
t hem go.

"At | east the | anguage barrier keeps us from bei ng asked enbarrassing
questions,"” Boday noted.

"True, but not fromthinking them" Dorion responded worriedly. "I hope after
this world we'll be able to keep in areas closer to Akhbreed types, though. Keep
a sharp watch, too. Renenber, we're Akhbreed and we aren't exactly the nost
popul ar folks in the colonies to the colonials no matter what our persona
opinions are. It was probably being legitimte and nice, but you can't tell when
one of themw ||l direct you right off a cliff."

Wiile the trail wasn't easy to find and wasn't really designed for people on
horses, they were able to spot it by going slow and havi ng Boday check out every
likely access, and they were able to use it single-file, although Charley had
sonme tough tinme avoiding | ow hangi ng branches and the |ike that she could not
see ahead of her and which were | ow enough to unhorse anyone not ready. Finally,
after falling off and getting bruised, Dorion took her horse as a | ead while she
clinmbed onto Boday's mount, riding behind her doubled up in the saddle. It
wasn't very confortable and nade her aware of her limtations nore than she

i ked, but she preferred that to breaking her neck or even getting pernanent
rips in her face and body.

The trail was a bit over eight mles long and sl ow going, but at |ast they
reached the downward sl ope and the jungle gave way rather suddenly to thick
grassl ands and a picturesque view of a second and snall er bay bel ow. The town
was easy to spot and not nuch; one main street, sone warehouses, a

t wo- bl ock-1ong row of facing buildings, none over two stories tall, and, nost
i mportant, a dock.
"Remain here and relax,"” Dorion told them "I can't see any sign of a train down

there and the place | ooks nore Akhbreed than what we saw on the other side, but
you never can tell about anything. If | go in alone at first | can get the |lay
of the Iand wi thout rousing too nuch suspicion. A magician can always trave

bet ween the worlds on his own, and without you two | won't stand out so nuch.”
He | ooked around. "1'd go back up close to the woods and off the trail and just
wait. Fromthe | ooks of the sun we've got about three hours to Sunset. A half
hour down, one or two in town, and then maybe three-quarters of an hour to an
hour back up here. You are conmanded to hide, wait, and nmake no contact with
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anyone until | return. Avoid contact unless it's forced, defend yourself in that
case if you have to, but avoid being seen. Understand?"

Boday nodded. "Yes, we understand. But it will be very inconvenient if something
happens and you do not return."

He thought about that "Well, | don't think it'll be that serious, but if |I don't
return by sunrise you are to consider ne dead and are to nake it on your own to
Bool ean by what ever nmeans you w sh. Your one overriding command is to reach

Bool ean. In that case you, Boday, will be the warrior slave Koba and you,
Charley, will be the courtesan slave Yssa, as before, and no torture, no spell
will prevail to get your true identity. And while you will do anything you nust
to reach Bool ean as fast and as safely as possible, you will not reveal the nane
of your Master, only that you nust go to him Understand?"

They both nodded. "Take care of yourself," Charley told himsincerely. "Don't
make us go off on our own again."

He grinned. "I don't intend to." And, with that, he was off and going down the
trail towards the town.

"Cone," Boday said firmy. "W nust get off the trail and hide ourselves." There
was no hesitancy or thought of disobedience in any way. Although they were quite
casual with Dorion, they were bound to carry out his comands.

They found a spot about a hundred yards off the trail that had a neans of
getting into what Dorion called the woods—+pre like a jungle, really. The horses
coul d be brought to cover, however, and still have sonething to graze upon, and
they would be able to nmonitor the trail w thout being seen

"Boday is unconfortable with this situation," she growl ed, sitting as guard just

behind a few trees and with a clear view of the inmediate trail. "She is an
artist, not a slave and a warrior, although there are many she would [ ove to
kill right now Still, she perseveres for the sake of her bel oved Susana."

It being still daylight, Shadowcat had no interest in being anything but a | unp,

and Charley disturbed himand then sat petting him nmeking a sort of
conversation possible so long as she watched hersel f. The distance to the trai
was much too long to carry her thoughts.

"You really nmiss Sam don't you?" Boday seened surprised and al so surprisingly
soft. "Yes. Boday | oves her. Do you think that anything el se woul d have brought
her forth fromher confortable studio, her art, and keep her going through al

t hi s?"

"But—+t's due to a potion. One of your own potions. You know that."

Boday shrugged. "What difference? One feels what one feels. Boday dreans about
her, thinks about her all the tinme. It is real. It is nowa part of Boday, the
nmost i nmportant part. Al those husbands, and all those |overs—rale, female, and
ot her—ever the years, and Boday never really |loved any of them nor felt any
love really fromthem either. It made her heart cold, her art surface and

cyni cal . Now Boday both |oves and suffers. One day she will create art that none
will deny is great and glorious and i mortal —+f she lives. The potion was

per haps part of Boday's destiny." She paused a nonent, reflecting. "You,
however. You have never |oved. You have lusted, as Dorion lusts for you, but
never |oved."

Charley was startled. "Dorion lusts after me? But he could take ne anytine he
wanted to! |I'd have to obey! Hell, he could have both of us if he wanted to, and
you know it."

Boday gave a slight smile. "Yes, but he is froma cloistered youth, and he has
never | earned how to approach wonen properly, nor read them as nost do when
they are just teens. Wat he did learn during that tine was a strong sense of
honor and propriety which is keeping himdull and nmiserable. His status as a
magician is the only thing that gives himany sense of self-worth, and he feels
flawed in that. Far worse when he has to admit it, worse yet when he nust admt
it to wonen."

Charl ey was stunned by this. "How did you figure all this out?"

"You are too young, ny precious flower. You may have had hundreds of nen, but
they were just a commodity to you, all the sane after a while. You m stake your
expertise on sex for expertise in people, but they are not the sane. Mst nen
see wonen nore as objects than equals; do not nmake the same mistake in reverse
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or you becone |ike what you hate in them Boday is close to twi ce your age, and,
she suspects, has lived four tinmes your lifetine. Boday knows these things."
Charl ey nmade no reply, but the words hit hone and were very uncharacteristic of
Boday. Perhaps she, or maybe all of them had m ssed sonething in the woman,
seeing only the flake. And, of course, that's just what Boday was accusing her
of doing. Seeing only the surface and never | ooking beneath. Her two-I|eve
personal ity she had nostly taken for granted as, |ike Boday's love for Sam it
was al chem cally induced. At |east, she'd been telling herself that all along.
But was she kidding herself, really? It wasn't nagic, it was drugs of sone Kkind,
permanent or not. Wasn't that really the difference between magi ¢ and al cheny?
Magi ¢ created and destroyed; al cheny only enhanced or depressed what was al ready
t here.

Now Boday was saying that nost, maybe all people acted on several |evels, the
public one being perhaps the best perceived to others but the least inportant in
terns of really understand-big the person underneath.

"You are |earning, ny sweet," Boday commented, and Charley suddenly realized
that while she hel d Shadowcat her inner nusings were basically public know edge.
Boday | ooked out and frowned. "It is growi ng dark now and there is no sign of
hi m Boday begins to be nervous. Each of these paths so far has led to a

bottl eneck that has spelled trouble."

Charl ey began to share the nervousness. "Wat happens if he doesn't come back by
dawn?"

Boday sighed. "W have our orders and we nust obey them First we go back across
the border. Then we use sone of the valuables in the saddl ebags and we buy

i ncongruous clothing and create for ourselves still other appearances, and then
we bribe our way across or hire aid or we nake it alone. |f Boday can get sone
al chem st's supplies she can change us yet again. W can do only that becuase we
can do nothing else. Qur free will is limted to inprovising how we carry out
our commands."

Charl ey knew that Boday was right, although she didn't relish it. There was
still along way to go and a |ot that could go wong.

Later on in the night someone did cone up the trail on horseback, and Charl ey
peered out and | ooked in the general direction of the sounds approaching from
bel ow. Boday was instantly at her side.

"It's Dorion," Charley said with sone relief.

Boday didn't know English but she coul d understand that rmuch. "How do you know?
There are clouds tonight and the noon is either hidden or not yet up. Boday sees
little. "

The dark, however, was the sanme as bright daylight to Charley. She groped for
the Akhbreed words. "Shari see Dorion nelagas,"” she tried, funbling for the word

for "aura" and settling for the one for "soul." She had stared at little el se
for quite sonme tinme now.

Boday was still worried. "I hope he is still in control of hinself," she
muttered. "Still, what could we do if he isn't? If he commanded us to surrender

to the eneny we would be forced to do so."

And that sunmed up their dilemm and their frustrations all at once. They were
subj ect to Dorion, and dependent on his own wit and i ndependence.

Dorion stopped at the top of the trail at the edge of the woods. "Cone out!
Bring the horses and packs!" he called. "I think we m ght actually have gotten a
break this tinme!"

Charl ey gave a nental summons to Shadowcat, and they got the horses and saddl ed
them packing up with a m xture of apprehension and relief. Charley worried when
they made then-way slowy out into the open because the cat had not yet shown
up, but suddenly there was a flying fuzzball of |avender junping up on the
saddl e, barely holding on with all claws. She hel ped himup and then stuck him
in his makeshift riding sling.

"Don't cut it so close the next tine,
need me as nmuch as | need you."

The cat reacted with typical indifference.

Dori on was patient but seened excited. "The town's an Akhbreed col onial town,

Charl ey warned the cat. "Renenber, you
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although it's got a fair number of natives working there," he told them "The
thing is, | ran into an Inperial courier down there who's sonebody | used to
know. Somebody | was a kid with way back when. He's the one who brought this
world up, by the way—earrying dispatches to Covanti. This is one of the fastest
pl aces to cross over, it seenms, which is why it came up."

Boday wasn't so certain that this was a good thing. "How nuch does this person
know?" she asked him "About what happened back there, that is? O about us? And
how trustworthy might he or she be?"

"He," Dorion told them "His nanme is Halagar. Wen we were kids we all |ooked up
to him He was a natural |eader type. The kind you adnired and hated all at the
same time. You know-he was stronger than you, better-|ooking than you, always
smarter than you. That kind. He's gotten older, just |ike ne, but he hasn't
changed all that nuch. As for what he knows—well, 1've never known himto betray
a confidence or an old friend. He might if he had direct orders, big pay, and
believed in it, but I don't think that's the case here."

Boday still wasn't so sure, even as they made their way slowy and carefully
down the trail to town. "If he is so Mster Wonderful howis it that he is a
mere courier?"

"Ch, couriers are highly paid and highly skilled," the magician assured her

"And you're on your own and pretty independent of bosses and the like. They

m ght have to be anywhere. He says he's taking it easy for now after sone
experiences that were a lot nore harrowing. He tal ks about being in the nilitary
but whose and where | don't know. | think he nmight have been a nercenary, and
ex-nmercenaries don't like to advertise that. Sonme folks think a nercenary can

al ways be bought."

Boday was clearly thinking along those lines as well, but there was nothing to
do but follow Dorion's |ead.

"There's a ship due in here tonorrow," Dorion continued. "It's a freighter but
it'll carry passengers as well. A few days' sail and we'll cross the null into
Covanti. When we do that we'll be buried enough that it'll be a |ot easier to

move, and we can rely on sone of Yobi's people to take the |oad off."

"Sounds good," Charley responded, sharing some of Boday's doubts but not voicing
them "Maybe too good to be true."

Dorion had apparently been tal king over old times with this Halagar in the bar
of the small inn there and carefully getting what information he could about the
town and the situation before figuring out a way to introduce and explain the
two of them Hi s cover story here was pretty close to the truth: that he had
been conned by an Akhbreed sorcerer into taking two fenal e slaves consigned from
one sorcerer to another

"He knows that there's a whole nob on the | ookout for three wonmen wanted by
Klittichorn," Dorion told them "but the general word is that one's short and
fat, one's-got a painted body, and the third resenbles the Storm Princess but
has the butterfly tattoos. Neither of you now matches any of those descriptions,
really, and if you just keep your slave personas fromthis point on | don't mink
anybody's going to associate you two with them?"

"That Stornrider did," Charley noted. "And those guys chasing us
"Not the sane. The Stornrider no nore 'sees' in the conventional sense than you
do—er | do, for that matter. The patterns he saw are invisible to those w thout
full magic sight, and | don't think he had nmuch of a chance to have reported
themto anyone. None of those nmen ever got close enough to get a good |ook; they
were bei ng sumoned by the Stornrider by nmagi cal nmeans. Now, that doesn't nean |
want to stay around here any |onger than we have to. The sooner we've crossed
into Covanti and even beyond the nore obscure all trails will be and the |ess

I'i keli hood of even a smart guy figuring out what's what there'll be. |f Hal agar
is what he says and still basically honest, he can be a real help as far as
Covanti hub itself."

"And if he is not?" Boday pressed. "If he turns out to be an eneny?"

They were coning right into the town now, and Dorion | ooked around, then sighed.
"Then we will dispose of himas discreetly as possible. Any old friend who woul d
betray ne deserves no nore respect fromnme than he gives."

Boday smiled. That, at |east, was unanbi guous, but left her with a great deal of
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| atitude

"There won't be many people in the inn," Dorion told them "I think we're the
only ones other than Hal agar with a roomthere, which is a good thing since
don't think they can have nore than four roons total. They don't use this world
much; nostly it's used by people |ike Hal agar who want speed over all else, and
for shipping emergency and highly perishable stuff. Ah! Here we are! Let's get
the horses stabled and then we'll get some real food-not great but a | ot better
than what we've been eating—and sleep in real beds."

Until now Charley hardly renmenbered that she was wearing just the cloak, but now
she suddenly felt self-conscious, not only about that but about how rotten her
hair and her overall appearance nmi ght be—and she had no way to inprove on it.
Boday sensed her sudden feeling.

"W can not do much about the clothing—the old outfit never was nuch and is a
mass of shrunken winkles right nowbut we can at |least conb the hair and get it
| ooki ng sonmewhat presentable . . . so. Both of us would prefer a true bath and a
wi der choi ce of wardrobe and perhaps sone slight makeup, but we do what we nust
with what we have. There! Not as lovely as you could | ook by half, but nore than
good enough. "

It was no |onger enough to sinply follow Dorion's crinson aura; now there were
steps and obstacl es about which she could know nothing, and it was up to Boday
to take her hand and guide her as well as she coul d.

Charl ey had never particularly |iked Boday, but she was beginning to see why Sam
had stuck by her. Boday was nore and nore show ng her other, nore hidden side,

at least to Charley, and, nost of all, she was totally trustworthy in a world
where everybody seened agai nst Charley, Sam and all that was good and holy.
There was certainly no getting around the fact that Boday felt no guilt for
turning young girls into mndless courtesans and whose only objection to slavery
was whi ch end she was on, but that wasn't all her fault, either. This world had
bred Boday, and Akahl ar bred harder, harsher people with ideas and standards
formed in a quite different world than Charley's hone. And even back hone, there
were peopl e brought up to believe with all their heart that suicide for god was
the best thing you could do so long as you took enenmies with you and | ots of
equally weird stuff. Didn't the same guy who wote "All nen are created equal "
own slaves? You couldn't blame them so nuch as you could blane the systemthat
created them

If nothing else, Charley was beginning to | earn perspective.

The inn was small; a bar and back kitchen area opened onto a relatively tiny
roomwith just five round tables. There was no electricity or other nodern
conveni ences; even by Boday's standards this place was pretty primtive. |In back
and opposite the bar was a steep wooden staircase and rail |eading upstairs. If
the top floor wasn't any bigger than the bottom then the four roons up there
were pretty small and the bathroomhad to be in the back of the place.

Boday described it softly to Charley, who sighed and said, "Well, there goes the
dream of a nice bath."

The inn was run by a couple of mddl e-aged Akhbreed types, the man of nedi um

hei ght but with bushy red hair and noustache and a great belly that no tunic
coul d di sgui se. The wonman, presunmably his wife, was a bit shorter but of equa
girth, wearing the traditional baggy dress and sandals and with short graying
hair. They appeared to be in their fifties and they | ooked well suited to this
sort of job in this mddle-of-nowhere |ocation

The man greeted Dorion. "Well, | see you are back with your charges, nagician,"
he said in a gravel voice that suited him "You'll need two roons, you know. No
way to put three of you in one of ours.”

"That's fine," Dorion responded. "I think the best thing to do would be to get

settled in as best we can. Do you have any facilities for bathing? | think after
so long on the trail that's a top priority."

The i nnkeeper scratched his chin. "Well, sir, we got one tub and heating the
water's no problem You understand, though, there'll be a charge.”
"Just add it to the bill. If you can get started on that now, 1'd also like to

find sonme nore suitable clothing for this pair. The el enents have pretty well
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wr ecked what they canme with."
"W usually just go over to Quodac for that,'

the i nnkeeper responded. "No use

i n keeping nuch stock here, being so close to the border and all. Benzl au, he
runs the dock and warehouse, keeps a stock of things, though, in case there's
need. M ght not be rmuch of a fit, or nmuch at all in wonen's clothes, but 'l

get down there when we're through here and see if he can get a wub to open up
the conpany supply store there. O osed now, of course."

"Wib?"

"The lizard folk. That's what we all calls 'em They ain't too bright but they
does a | ot of heavy labor with no conplaints around here. Mst folks use 'emfor
nmost everything, but | don't allow'emin here. For one thing, they get really
nutty in the head when they get sone booze in 'em if you know what | nean, and
they'll steal that sort of stuff. Best to keep 'emout of places like this."

The good ol d Akhbreed colonial mentality strikes again, Charley thought sourly.
For people who weren't that bright that one back on the beach sure got the
message fast and had no problenms with a map. The fact was, they probably had
nmore interaction with the "wub" than this guy did who |ived and worked here
sinply because he treated themas the aninals he saw them as being, while they'd
treated the one as an equal human being. She couldn't help but wonder what nost
of this world, inhabited by only its natives, mght be like. There m ght

possi bly be "wub" cities and "wub" kings and all the rest. The governnent
probably knew, but to these people who lived here it was not only irrelevant, it
was uni magi nabl e.

"Thank you, that will be fine," Dorion assured him "Have you seen ny friend?"
"The courier? Yes, sir, he went out a little while back to check on the shi pping
and just take a walk down by the water, he said. He'll be back at any tinme." As
Dorion predicted, things began to work out, at least for a little while, in
their favor. Dorion decided to try for the clothing problemfirst, while the
bath situation was percolating, so to speak, and one of the wubs cane after a
while with a bunch of keys on a ring and led themto a door in the side of a big
war ehouse and then into the structure. At the rear was a separate room
contai ni ng clothing, shoes, hats, boots, you name it. Most were in nmen's and
boy's sizes and clearly were designed as replacenents for clothing of the
Akhbreed who |ived and worked here and perhaps who |ived and worked on the ship
or ships. The wonen's clothing was nostly the sack-1ike dresses and, as sl aves,
they weren't allowed to don "respectable" clothes, sonmething that distressed

nei ther of them

Nothing really fit Charley, but they found that large nen's cotton T-shirts cane
down al nost to her knees and they provided sone protection and i nprovenent over
the bare nothing she really had. Boday found a couple of pairs of boys' black
work pants that were okay at the waist although the | egs weren't |ong enough
She decided the effect was all right, and went with them plus the same kind of
shirt situation as Charley. Since Boday was so tall, the shirts were | arge and
baggy but didn't conme down nearly as far as they did on Charley, which nmade

thi ngs work out.

"W will win no fashion awards, but it is acceptable," Boday pronounced.

The baths were crude but conpared to the lack of themfor so | ong Charl ey was
not about to conplain. Wth water a bit cooler than she liked it but with a big
bar of soap she managed pretty well on her own, inpressing the innkeeper's wife
with her ability to manage without sight very well indeed. She didn't really
want to get out, but considering that it was al so Boday's turn she reluctantly
did, now recapturing what it was like to actually have towels to dry off with
once nore. There was no doubt about it; no matter what el se she was, Charl ey
wasn't the wilderness-trail type. If there wasn't a good hotel every night,
decent food, and the other creature conforts, she really wouldn't be happy.

As expected, there wasn't any indoor plunbing, but the inn's Ione toilet was

i nside and rem nded Charl ey sonewhat of the port-a-johns back hone. It had a
regul ar seat and seenmed to be made of metal, and it had a tank of something that
kept it fromsnelling up the place and which took the crap to a hol ding area.
She had the uneasy feeling that the contents of that tank wound up fertilizing
the | ocal gardens fromwhich the inn and others got their fresh fruit and
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veget abl es, but she didn't want to think on that very nuch.

Finding the cotton shirt acceptable and after then spending sonme tinme wal ki ng
about and nenori zing the general |ayout of the place she had it down pretty pat.
She knew that many people m ght have a terrible tine with this sort of thing,
but sonmehow she just had this unsuspected talent. G ve her an hour and she knew
a place at least well enough to navigate if need be. O course, with chairs

nmovi ng, things changing as other people went in and out, and the |like, you had
to be cautious, but if need be she felt that she could | eave her room nmake her
way down the stairs, find the john in back, do her business, and return to bed
wi t hout hel p.

Dorion was right on the food. It wasn't all that great, but after what they'd
been eating it seemed like fancy cuisine. Charley decided that her inclination
to vegetarianismserved her well here; the fruits and vegetabl es and even sone
nuts were quite good and fresh, |eaving Dorion to grunble and Boday to sigh when
eating the cooked parts. Charley did try a piece of the pie, but it was gummy
and far too sweet and she didn't eat nuch of it.

They were just about done when Hal agar entered the inn. Boday i mediately saw
what Dorion had neant in his description of his friend: Hal agar was tall

br oad- shoul dered, nuscul ar, and extrenely handsonme. He carried hinself with the
confidence of a professional soldier and officer at that, and what age and
experience had added to his face and hands had only added to the effect. He was
cl ean-shaven, with thick, black hair perfectly cut, and dark conpl ected but not
deeply so. His rich, baritone voice was just what you expected, and it had a

mel odi ¢, al nost hypnotic quality about it. This was the sort of nman heads turned
to see whenever he entered a room and who was automatically the center of
attention. Boday thought him perhaps the nobst attractive man she had ever seen,
and i medi ately made a note never to turn her back on himfor a nonent. He mi ght
be all right, but people like this were al ways dangerous.

"Well, Dorion! Returned, | see, and with your two |lovely charges!" Hal agar's

twi nkling blue eyes fell on Charley and he paused for a nonent. "And you vastly
understated the little one's beauty," he added in a | ow, appreciative tone.
Charley felt suddenly very strange. She couldn't see what he | ooked like or get
the effect Boday got by |ooking at the man, and yet she felt him felt his gaze
and sensed his instant attraction, and his voice just seenmed to reverberate
through her. There was sonething indefinably nagnetic about himthat instantly
drew her attention and to sonme extent turned her on. He'd spoken perhaps twenty
words in the mnute or two since he'd entered the room and yet already that
other side of her was in control, the irrational and enotional one, and she was
thinking of nothing but him She'd been horny as hell for a couple of weeks and
sonething in this guy just tapped that and drew it out.

Hal agar wal ked over, took a chair, and | eaned back. "The wine here isn't fit for
sal ad dressing,"” he nmuttered. "lnnkeeper! A tankard of dark draft, if you

pl ease! "

"Yes, sir! Coming up, sir!"

As the tankard was delivered, Hal agar sighed again. "Wat a pity that such
beauty can not gaze upon itself, even in a mrror," he said, sounding totally
sincere. "Her very manner is—smgical."

Charley felt a tingle go through her. It was only the hold the slave ring had on
her that kept her fromrespondi ng or seducing himright on the spot.

"She is not magical," Dorion assured the man. "No powers at all. Some al chenica
enhancenments from when she served her trade, but that's all."

"I'ncredible."

She could feel himstaring at her even though she could not see.

Dorion cleared his throat. "Both of you go up to the roomnow," he ordered.
"Wait for ne there."

There was no argunent even though Charley in particular wanted very nuch to
stay. They got up, said, "Yes, Master," and nmde their way upstairs. Once there,
however, Boday expl oded.

"Just when Boday thinks you m ght be | earning sonething you turn back into the
silly, immture sexpot again! You know nothing of this man and he is potentially
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as dangerous to us as the devil nonster we slew"”

Charl ey sighed. Wthout Shadowcat around she could only be |ectured to, not
respond hersel f, but she did not feel apologetic. |I'mwhat you nade nme, Boday,
she thought angrily. It's what | am It's who | am It's also the one thing

can be good at here.

Dorion entered not long after. "I saw how you reacted to him" the magician said
to Charley. "And | sure saw how he reacted to you. He asked ne—wel |, whether or
not you could be with himtonight."

"You refused, of course," Boday responded sharply.

"No. | have to think of the objective. | can't let ny own feelings or anyone
else's get in the way. Free, safe passage all the way to Covanti, and
connections once we're there. He knows he can't have you forever—he's well aware
of the fact that you belong to a high Akhbreed sorcerer and nobody crosses them
He doesn't know which and won't. If you hadn't been so dammed hot there, | might
have said no, but if you want himand it helps us then | can't see how | can't
go through with it."

Charley didn't hesitate. "It would please nme very nmuch. |Is he as good-I|ooking as
he sounds?"
"Yes," Dorion sighed. "Dam his soul. Go to him if it's of your own mind and

will to do so. He's two doors down. But don't let himpunp you for information.
Be dunb and ignorant. Short Speech only. You understand?"

"Yes, | understand." She turned and went to the door. "Do not worry, either of
you. This will be strictly—physical."

She wal ked out, know ng that Boday woul d probably have to be ordered into
silence but not caring. She felt down the hall—ene door, two . . . Here it was.
She made to knock, and suddenly there was a strange, eerie, inhuman voice in her
m nd, saying the one phrase she firmy believed that only she and Sam knew in
all of Akahl ar.

"Charl ey be gone," said the i nhuman voice in perfect English as she knocked.
And, in that instant, Charley ceased to exist as an active or accessible
personality in her mnd, leaving only Shari, the girl of pleasure, who knew
not hi ng but service and w shed to know no nore.

Fromthe darkest part of the hallway, two unhuman eyes watched as the door
opened and Hal agar bid her enter. For a nonent the |ight caught the eyes,
causing themto reflect it back and nmaking them shine, but it was not noticed,
and soon the door closed again | eaving the watcher in the darkness it preferred.
Satisfied, it crept silently to the top of the stairs, then went down to the
inn. It went over to the open wi ndow, judged distance, then |l eaped up to it,
then went out into the snmall port town.

Shadowcat had a lot to | earn about this place.

10
Sonme Sel f - Reeval uati on

It had taken sone adjustment to get used to the idea of Crimand Kira, but the
actual changeover was a |l etdown. Ch, Crimwould nmake canp before sunset and then
slip out of his buckskins and into a robe, but even if you watched real close it
wasn't any spectacular thing. One nonment Crimwas there, the next it was Kira in
a robe now very oversized. The sane thing happened in reverse at sunrise.

It was also difficult to accept that this was no transformation; they really
were two entirely different people, and had they been able to wal k side by side
you woul d have thought them a near-perfect couple but hardly each other. Crim
had literally given half his life to Kira, and that's the way it was. They
shared sone sort of existence, but they described it as dream ng; each "awoke"
at his or her appointed tinme with vivid yet dream i ke nmenories of what the other
had experienced. But the innernost thoughts and feelings of each were separate
and closed to the other; they had information, but were not nerged.

The hardest thing for Samto get used to was that they never slept in the usua
sense of the word. Even so, it nade Samsleep a little better just know ng that
Kira would not. Still, there was a feeling of guilt in going to sleep on her out
on the trail. This was a very lonely existence for her. In the towns and cities,
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Crimwas often frustrated that he could do the heavy work but not partake of the
night life, and Kira, so pale even here, longed for the feel of the sun now and
then and nore of the day-to-day activity and friendships that would not cone
with this kind of life. Each had clearly paid a price for the bargain, but it
was al so clear that neither regretted the price and thought it was well worth
it.

There had been many runblings in the sky, particularly at night, as they
travel ed circuitously around the Kudaan Wastes to the nmain road once nore very
close in to Tubi kosa. Sam had nmanaged a neasure of clothing using one of Crinis
undershirts, and it was casual enough to get themthrough the checkpoints, but
as soon as they actually entered the hub Crimhad arranged for themto be put up
at a roadhouse while he used his contacts to get what was needed.

For all the bureaucracy, so long as yon nmet the basic physical requirenents for
bei ng call ed Akhbreed you coul d get hub docunentation. The small bl ack
passportli ke folder said she was M sa, an indentured field servant of Count
Bourgay, Prefect of Allon Kudaan, which was within the rough boundaries of Duke
Pasedo but far fromthe canyon regions and far to the north and east of the
refuge. Allon was an oasis built around a solitary but fruitful well where water
fromstreanms far underground nade its way to the surface and provided an arid
but workabl e farm environnment. The Count was actually a warlord of unquestioned
crimnality and highly questionable nobility whose alliance with Pasedo had

al | oned hi m sone neasure of respectability and kept the |aw off his back, but he
was not a popular man in the region and was rarely seen and little known, which
suited their purposes just fine.

For cover purposes, the story was that Bourgay, who was on Crim s regular route,
had "l oaned" Msa to the navigator while he broke with the train to do sone
business in the northwest. This wasn't an altogether unusual arrangement when
Navi gators were off on their own, since it was assuned that the trains nust keep
their schedul es and to take a pai d-hi ghly pai d—+enber of the train crew would be
ridiculous. In effect she was a sl ave, expected to do the cooking and washi ng
and tend the horses and nargas and even drive the wagon if Crimwanted to sl eep.
The peculiar nature of Crimand Kira was not public outside his regular areas,
since such a thing would have disqualified Crimas an Akhbreed and prevented
access to the hub and produced an instant loss of citizenship at the very |east.
By now, Crimand Kira were pretty adept that keeping their duality a secret.
Sam s certification as an Akhbreed was necessary for hub entry at all, and

unl ess you were Akhbreed you couldn't go fromworld to world at all, |eaving the
colonials isolated and separated and thus hel ping maintain the system

Sam not only acted the part, she enjoyed it. She was a quick and eager | earner,
and had no trouble | earning how to cook over an open fire, what things would
keep—and how-and what woul d not, how the animals were cared for, hitched, and
unhitched, and even el enentary carpentry and nmendi ng of the wagon area. Her
strength surprised and delighted her, and she was eager to keep it up. The
broadsword that Kira could hardly nove seened rather |ight and easy to nmanage
when Sam picked it up, and she worked out a regi nen using heavy iron pieces used
in the wheels and other things picked up along the way to keep those nuscles. By
rarely riding in the wagon but nostly wal king or running beside it her |eg
strength and endurance not only maintained itself but actually increased,

provi ding she had some oil on her inside thighs to keep them from rubbing

t hensel ves raw.

The practice sessions with Crimeach norning and with Kira each night didn't
turn her into an expert swordswonan or narksman or a great archer

knife-thrower, or martial arts expert, but they hel ped. She had the feeling that
if she worked on any one exclusively over many nonths she coul d beconme pretty
dammed good at it, but for now all she wanted was a worki ng general know edge
for defense. As Crimwas fond of pointing out, the vast mgjority of people who
used such weapons and techni ques weren't very good at them either—but they
were far better than those who knew not hi ng.

The nost frustrating part, at least fromKira's point of view, was Sam s
continuing inability to relearn English. She had nuch fromthat period,
including a habit of using archaic English neasures |ike pounds and feet and
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m |l es even in Akhbreed, yet she had no clear-cut, specific nenories of her old
honme world, only major, usually traumatic, scenes fromthere. After a while,
Kira got the idea that Samwas actually fighting it; that the old nenories and
old Iife mght be there, at |east nost of them but that Sam unconsciously or
otherwise didn't want themto come back, didn't want to even think of that

pl ace.

Al t hough there was | ots of paperwork and connections with Crims underground
friends, they stayed well clear of the Mashtopol hub's capital city and even
canped outside of the small towns. This didn't prevent either one from going
into those places when and where necessary, but it was thought best to | eave Sam
in a |l ess obvious, |ess exposed position just in case. This was partly because
Masht opol was the npbst dangerous point, theoretically, until they reached

Masal ur, since if the eneny suspected that she still lived and was hunting her,
as seened obvious from Zanofir's coments back at the refuge, then here was
where there would be a plethora of spies, nercenaries, and opportunists
nmobi li zed to | ook for anyone new or suspicious. Al so, while Mashtopol |ooked to
Samto be physically a carbon copy of Tubi kosa, its government was far nore
corrupt.

I n Tubi kosa, only "bad" wonen woul d go about w thout the |ong, baggy dress and
bandanna on their heads, and only "w cked" nen would be seen not fully and
formally dressed at all tines. There were sone |ike that in Mashtopol,
particularly in the small towns, but the majority of people were far nore
casual, with wonmen casually wearing colorful print skirts hanging on their hips
and confortable tops, and nen in nore casual pants and shirts, usually of dark,
sonber colors, and wearing vests of various colors over their shirts. Hats,
however, seened to be out of fashion for either sex inside the hub. Social norns
still hadn't progressed here to the point of seeing wonen wearing pants, but it
certainly was a |lot nore casual than back "hone" and sonme of those skirts were
hangi ng pretty |l ow and sonme of those tops were pretty damed tight. It al so beat
those stretch outfits that always felt |like they were cutting her and grabbing
her in all the wong pl aces.

The Kudaanese fashion, though, which Sam was expected to wear for consistency,
was for light solid colors in the skirt and a halter-type top, sometines set off
with a matching bl anketlike cotton garnment that had a hole in the center for
sticking your head through, but there was also a small pocket on just one side
that contained a pull-out integrated hood with tie strings. Wearing it that way
you had your head pretty well covered and the rest becane sonething of a cape.
The light colors, design, and all-cotton nature reflected sinple attenpts at
dealing with the horrible sun of the Kudaan region. Sams hairy | egs and
underarns were also reflective of a colonial origin; nost hub wonen shaved them
The last touch wasn't so nuch fun but nmade the nost dramatic change in her. Kira
had m xed a nearly al chem cal m xture of foul-snelling chem cals and had
thoroughly and repeatedly treated Samis now |l ong black hair with it. It had
taken nost of the color right out of the hair over repeated rinsings, giving Sam
what she thought of as "dingy gray" hair. Kira called it silver and tried to be
nicer about it. Still, Sam s sun-darkened conpl exi on and weat hered | ook conbi ned
with the long and full "silver" hair to provide a striking change in appearance.
Only Samdidn't like it, but she preferred it to neeting Klittichorn
face-to-face.

She had just the right inmage, which was why the fake origin was picked, but
there was still a real risk. Agents of Klittichorn m ght not know her appearance
very well, all things considered, but Crimhad had that run-in with Zanmofir who
had told himpretty nuch everything, and sonebody was certain to be suspicious
of the fact that the Navigator had now suddenly left his train and was headi ng
in a general westerly direction in the conpany of a Kudaanese wonan.

Sam canme back up fromthe woods near where they canped to see Kira checking
supplies. "Sonething up?" Sam asked her

Kira nodded. "The hub's filling with all sorts of strange and not-so-strange
faces," she told her. "There's also a rough sketch of your face mmking the
rounds, unofficially. It's not very accurate or very good but it won't stop them
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fromlooking hard at every-heavy—young worman t hey cone across. You | ook
different but it's a no-questions-asked reward and nmany won't bother to ask
questions. A nunmber of short, fat wonmen have been reported di sappearing, and the
police and mlitia here are as corrupt as the rest. W have what we need and

we' ve been here | ong enough. Once we get into the colonies on the other side
they'll have a hard time finding us. There are just too many possibilities, even
if they know our direction. It's only in the hubs that we have to really worry.
Get a good night's sleep. How are you feeling?"

"Pretty good," Samtold her, " '"cept it seens like | got to pee every twenty
m nutes. Maybe that's the price of girls havin' nmuscles. | dunno. Wy do you
ask?"

"Because this is still a big place and it's our turf, as it were. W have as

many peopl e bought here as they do and we know the | and better. That's why we
haven't run into ugly scenes so far. But those who hunt us know that as well,
and they al so know that the one place we have to show up is at the exits. There
are only eight possibilities there and you can bet that there's a ton of people
| ooki ng over the nost likely exit points and enough | ooki ng even at the

out - of -t he-way ones."

"Can't you just avoid the guard posts?"

"Not without ditching the wagon as well and cutting our way through fencing.
Then we'd have to take random choi ce on whi chever colonial 'petal' was up and
we' d be reported there sooner or later by any officials or Guild trains we night
meet. And, going west and north, we're going to be out of our nornal and

fam liar grounds ourselves, and that neans we have to watch it. Some of these
pl aces are pretty dangerous."

Sam | ooked at her. "You got any bright ideas?"

Kira shook her head. "No, and |'ve been thinking of little else. Maybe Gimw |
cone up with something in the norning."

"The problem" said Crim "is the wagon and supplies. Two of us on horseback
woul dn't have much troubl e sneaking out of here, although we'd have to take pot
| uck on which petal happened to be up. Wen you start getting into unfamliar
territory, though, it's best to stick close to the main roads and have the bare
essentials with you, and for this type of journey | don't want to ditch the
wagon and head for the hills until we have to. The worst thing this rebellion
busi ness has done is to bury honor. There are lots of possible friends and
allies out there but we can take none of them for granted. That means going

| egiti mate whenever we can. And that means going right through one of these
checkpoints. "

She stared at the map. "Wiat about doing a go-'round?" she nused al oud. "I nean,
you go through there, alone, with the wagon, and | go through on the side, here,
by cuttin' through the fence and neet up with you out in the misty zone. | know

there's bound to be a border checkpoint wherever we're goin', but there's a
pretty long di stance between the hub and the col ony."

He shook his head. "No, it's not that easy. First of all, they stanp your
identity papers when you go through. Yours wouldn't have the exit stanp."

"Then maybe | go all the way nyself. You know, like paralleling you, keepin' you
in sight but off a bit. | sneak in the other side when you bring up the right
worl d and nmeet on the other side of the border."

He frowned. "I don't like it. First of all, that's over forty leegs to cross,
and you'd have to be pretty far off me to avoid being seen. Maybe a | ot of
magi ci ans coul d make a horse invisible but I never got that far in the course.
Second, things seemto have a way of happening to you. If we get separated at
this point and you wind up in sone other, nastier world all alone, | mght never
find you, and while | wouldn't help the other side on a bet I'mdoing this for
profit, remenber."

She was undaunted. "The big thing is just to be close enough to you to be sure
can get over to you but w thout them guys seein' me on either side. How cl ose
could | get in that mst without gettin' caught up in the wong worl d?"

"Fairly close. You can see where the connection is made because the nist doesn't
sparkle and it's darker. Wy?"

"Well, why can't | try it on foot? | got nyself built up pretty good."
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He sighed. "That's not across the street, you know. | know you've been running a
few | eegs a day and wal king nore, but it'll take you sone tine to nake it that
far. Too risky."

"Not near as risky as goin' through a hole where there's bound to be a bunch of

tough guys waitin' for me who'll take no chances, naybe with the guards | ookin
the other way and you with a bullet in your head. Uh-uh. | been in that crap
before. It ain't so bad. Just gime a canteen of water and sone candy for energy
and 1'll nake it. You said it yourself—ence we get clear over there we'll be
harder to catch, and once we cross out of this turkey of a kingdomit'l|l be even
har der."

He still wasn't convinced. "That's the region where two alien air nasses neet,

renenber. There are always clouds and sonetinmes storns. If they get any idea at
all that you're there, the Stornriders will be on you."

She thought about it. "Wat are these Stornriders?"

"Creatures. Sone say they used to be warrior magicians who went too deep into
the black side of their arts and becane i nhuman. O hers think they're renegade
denons. Whatever, they're Klittichorn's protective guard and they're fiercely

|l oyal to him™"

"Can they be killed?"

He shrugged. "Nobody knows. Unlike the Sudogs, which are mnor spirits requiring
the stormis energy to feed themand the clouds to give them shape, they're

i ndependent and only draw additional energy fromthe storns. They can exi st by
day but are far nore powerful by night. |I've seen one, once—there aren't nmany
of them but you don't want to neet them™

She funbl ed and brought up the white cotton hood. "Well, with this on and short
as | am | ought'a be pretty hard to see in daylight, and if they got |ess power
then it's when we should cross. 1'll take a pistol and a spear. The spear's
|ight enough to carry easy and |'mgettin' pretty good with one. And don't worry
so much. Up to now | been a pretty naive kid lettin' other fol ks and events push
me around. Now it's ny turn. Howin hell am| gonna take on that Storm Princess
or anybody else with power if | can't even nmanage this?"

It was a good point. "Ckay, then, we'll adjust to canp just before the border
tonight. That'll give us a chance to see what we're up against. If it looks in
any way bad, then you'll be off just before dawn. | can't give you but a few

hours' head start, though, or | won't get across in daylight at the speed | can
go with this rig, and | can't stall nmuch in bringing up Briche, which is the
|l and we're going to use. You nust be there when | get there. Understand?"

She nodded. "I understand. Wat's this Briche |ike?"
"Not too bad. Heavily forested, a nunber of small towns and one or two big
trading centers, but pretty peaceful. The natives are formdable-looking, |I'm

told, with hair all over. They're supposed to | ook sonething |ike giant apes
only with a nore human build. Cvilized, though, and pretty peaceful, really.
was warned not to eat with them though. Anobng ot her things, they nake soups and
pastes out of hordes of insects and flavor themwith tree | eaves and grasses."”
"Yuck. "

"There's also a lot of fog and rain in there, but seldoma thunderstorm As soon
as you enter start heading for the road and cone into it as close as you dare.
It's pretty easy to get lost fast in a forest, particularly when you can't see
the sun and you don't know all the rules in force there."

She nodded. "Let's do it, then. And I'll put in extra hours today gettin' nyself
up for this."

The edge of any of the worlds of Akahlar was al ways an eerie sight no matter how
many tines you saw it. The land just ended, and bel ow and stretching out far
into the distance was a flat plainlike region covered with a thick white m st
that rose perhaps three or four feet fromthe ground, and within which were
little flashes |ike hidden Christmas lights turning randomy on and of f under
the white shroud. In the distance, on the other side, you could see another |and
rising up out of it, but every few minutes that |and woul d change. Were there
were nmountains there were suddenly valleys, and where there were farns there

m ght now be the shore of a vast sea. It was al nbst never sunshine on a border
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ei ther; clouds always boiled and churned as two alien and inconpatible air
masses net but, sonmehow, did not quite mix.

Fromtime to time there'd be a crossover of insects or birds or other such
things, even rarely some plant spores, but nothing actually lived for long in
the transition zone. There was nothing really to feed or nurture life, and
nothing at all would grow there.

A small wire cutter was the only thing needed to breach the |ong fence that
surrounded the hub. It wasn't really there to keep people in or out; those who
were not of the Akhbreed were prevented fromentering by the spells of the chief
Akhbreed sorcerer. Crimand Kira could enter and | eave the hubs only because
they were truly two different people who were both Akhbreed. The spell night
exclude a curse or change w nd-induced departure fromthe norm but when Crim
entered he was just Crimto it.

The fence was basically there to bar wild ani mals who m ght wander across from
getting in, and as a political statement. Col onial races who could not enter a
hub coul d never attack, |et alone overthrow, a seat of power.

Kira was as dubious about all this as Cimhad been, but just a casual visit to
the border station convinced the both of themthat this was the only way.

Masht opol was corrupt as hell; the guards had a picture of the Storm Princess
herself hung in their entry station, and around and nearby were a nunber of
shifty types apparently idling in the area for no particular reason. So it was
that Sam when it was just turning |ight enough to really see but before dawn
broke, had received a kiss and hug for luck fromKira and slipped through the
opening in the fence and down onto the mist-covered floor. It felt as wet and
spongy as she renenbered it, but it was firmenough. The far horizon was stil
dark, although you could occasionally see isolated |ights here and there when
one or another world woul d come up. Looking back from perhaps half a nmile, Sam
could see the lights of the entry station for the hub, and even farther out that
gl ow al ways kept her oriented.

As the sun rose she conserved her pace and repressed the urge to sprint or hurry
along. Forty |leegs was about twenty niles, give or take.

Once she felt she was out of sight of any but sonmeone | ooking directly at her
through field glasses, she stopped and renoved all her clothes and put themin
the small backpack Kira had fashioned for her. Better not to have to deal with a
skirt and top until you had to.

Crimhad worried about her ability to cross in the needed tinme, but she was
having no trouble and feeling very proud of herself for that. The big problem
whi ch they'd al so discussed, was the lack of a far reference point in the
ever-shifting | andscapes beyond. That neant, as soon as it was fully as lit as

t he cl oud-shrouded nether-regi on ever got, picking an area on the fixed hub and
checki ng back every once in a while to keep herself inline with it. She picked
an odd-shaped bl uff just beyond the entry station that was shaped kind of |ike
the face of a fat guy doing a big pout. It was fairly easy for a while, but the
farther across she got the harder it was to make out that feature or distinguish
it fromthe other bluffs and crags of Mashtopol's end. She began to get a little
worried and disoriented as now the far "shore" appeared cl oser, and she sl owed
to an easy wal k.

Ahead of her now was the shore of a vast ocean, filling the horizon and naking
orientation even nore difficult. There was no entry station in sight, either,
which didn't nean nmuch. If you were coning along here you' d better have a boat
wai ting or you'd be stuck anyway.

She took a drink and decided to wal k diagonally to her right and wait for

sonet hing better to use. She was wal king for some tinme when the scene flipped,
showi ng sone barren, yellowed hills |eading down to an ugly-1ooking | ake. The
air coming fromit reached her, snelling foul, sort of rotten-egg type, and both
hot and hunid. She could hardly wait for that one to be out of the way.

Suddenly she heard noi ses of aninmals and equi pnent and shouts of people and

st opped dead. For a nonent she couldn't see them but then, suddenly, they were
there, comng alnost right at her! One of the wagon trains, dam it! She was too
far over, maybe right between the two stations!

There wasn't a whole hell of a lot of tine, but she dashed back the way she cane
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at top speed and the sprint, after all the rest, finally got her w nded and
feeling a bit dizzy. She collapsed to her knees, breathing hard, and tried to

|l et the mi st cover her, peeking up just enough to see how close they'd conme to
her .

It was pretty dammed cl ose. The outriders on this side alnobst tranpled her, and
she coul d see the wagons clearly and the people in them This was one of the
passenger types like she'd started out with, and it contained a fair nunber of
fam lies and tough-Iooking nmen and wonen dressed in various garb. One man sat on
a wagon seat holding a furry creature that seened all eyes and teeth. The thing
seened to sense her presence and its cold eyes | ooked where she was, then as the
wagon got closest it tried to leap fromthe man's grasp and cone after her
Instinctively, she grabbed the spear and crouched down.

My god, it's all nmouth! she thought nervously.

But the man held on, and the pet or watchdogli ke thing or whatever it was
finally gave up.

Then the train stopped. The Navigator, she knew, was going to pull his magic
trick, not tremendous as the sorcerer's went but one hell of a trick
nonet hel ess. She turned and watched it, always fascinated.

The scene changed. First slowy, then nore quickly, worlds flashed by, nountains
rose and fell, seas stretched out and receded, trees grew and then shrunk,
sunmer turned to snow and then to torrential rains. Suddenly it slowed again,
settling on a peaceful -1 ooki ng neadow and with lots of flowers and gumtrees and
plenty of green. It |ooked like a pretty nice place, and off in the distance the
sky was even bl ue.

There was a series of shouts echoing up and down the train and then, slowy, it
began to nove once again, off the m st and onto a nicely nmaintai ned road, and
within ten or fifteen mnutes tops the whole train was out of transition and
into the new worl d.

Al nost imredi ately after the traditionally buckskin-clad Navigator nmade his
final checks and rode in hinself, the world was lost, but this time not to just
anot her scene. Like a deck of playing cards bent partway at a cut point to
expose a single card and then let go, the rest of the worlds held there now
began to snap back as the vast worlds piled upon worlds of Akahlar sought

equi l i briumonce again. Scenes, whole worlds, flashed by, dark, light, cold,

hot, wet, dry—-all the conbinations, going by too fast for the eye to gain nore
than a general inpression of the place before it was gone. She had never seen
this end result of a Navigator's nmagic before and was fascinated by it.

Suddenly, all around her, was the sound of thunder very close, and |ightning
split the heavens again and again. She whirled and | ooked up to see om nous

bl ack clouds and a trenendous display of energy, and then sonmething el se before
sheets of pouring rain hit her. There were things up there! Things with great,

| eat hery wi ngs and heads on | ong necks that | ooked |ike chisel-points, with

gl owi ng coals for eyes, atop which were strange, waithlike giants in saddles
riding themas if they were horses. The riders were transparent, outlined by

pul sating borders of energy that seenmed to form both body and sone senbl ance of
ar nor .

Stornriders! Made visible by the Navigator's work and all the turbulence it set
up and now drawi ng on that trenendous energy.

The rain was still driving, but the Iightning was no |onger striking the ground
but rather seeking out those great black things with their ethereal riders, who
grew brighter and nore horrible as they absorbed each bolt.

She dropped down below the mist, the rain so hard it was al nost stinging her,
afraid to | ook up, afraid that one of those things up there would instead | ook
down and spot her with those cold, enpty outlined eyes. Above, there cane the
noi se of horrible screeching that pierced even the noise of the stormas the
ghastly bl ack nounts screaned their defiance of stormand all else in creation
And the strange thing was, she didn't have to see. In her mnd, throughout her
body, she felt the stormand its deadly occupants in ways she coul d never
explain, alnost as if she and the storns were one and the riders were tearing at
her. Sonehow, she and the stormwere one, and she felt alnobst violated that they
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were draining the energy fromher even as she lay there, frightened. She wanted
to lash out at them order themto stop, or, at least, to divert sonme of that
energy to herself, but she dared not. If they knew, if they so nmuch as sensed,
that she was there or anywhere about then the talons of the |eathery-w nged
creatures woul d be upon her in an instant.

It seemed to rain for an eternity, although it probably wasn't nore than a few
m nutes, but even after it tapered off suddenly, then stopped, she lay there, in
what was now a coupl e of inches of water, listening for nore of those screeches
and afraid to stick her head up

There was a slight but steady current to the water, and it began to recede

qui ckly, going off towards the nearby |and. Soon there was little |eft, save
that the ground was kind of squishy, |ike a sponge, and oozed water wherever it
was pressed.

After a while, she knew she had to risk |ooking, and funbled in her now

t horoughly soaked pack for the white hood that mght give her a little extra
camouf |l age. It was soaked through, but so was she, and she wrapped it around her
head and then, very cautiously, peeked up

She could still see them but they were not close and seenmed to be goi ng away
fromher. She decided not to nove, though, or do anything, so long as any of
them were in sight, and the clouds, going back to their usual swirling gray, now
seenmed nore nenacing, as her mind feared a great black shape with an electrified
neon warrior atop it hovering just above, waiting

The "petal s" of the worlds had stabilized once again, and she | ooked back in
hopes of seeing a |one and fam |iar wagon. She coul d see nothing, hear nothing,
but the world that now was | ocked in, at least for its time, contained an entry
station not that far in and with a nunber of uniformed men and horses there.

It was inpossible to see the sun through the cloud cover, but she had the
inpression that it was getting quite late in the afternoon. At least, as far as
she coul d see inside the reveal ed world, the amount of |ight was nore consistent
with afternoon than any other tine, and she began to worry. WAas | too late? Did
he have to go without ne?

She rejected that alnost imediately. If Crimhad dialed in whatever that world
was called there would have been the sanme kind of thing she'd just gone through
al nrost surely. So where was he? Stopped at the border? In sonme kind of trouble?
What ?

She didn't want to spend a night out here, alone, particularly with those things
around. Al nost nobody crossed at night. Not even a Navigator could see all the

| andmar ks and keep dead on at night, and it was generally only done when it was
some kind of military or nedical enmergency or in the case of urgent diplomatic
di spat ches whi ch woul d be aided and gui ded by sorcery. N ght crossing wasn't a
real option anyway. Kira couldn't navigate—+t was a talent you had to be born
with, or so they all said. You could only learn to control and develop it, not
bestow it on soneone el se. Besides, while Kira was real smart in a |ot of ways
she'd been a female jock. Something called the Biathlon, she'd said. Crazy kind
of thing that had to do with cross-country snow skiing and rifle shooting. That
was why she was such a good shot, but the deserts of the Kudaan were a hell of a
pl ace for a snow skier to wi nd up!

But it was beginning to get darker, though, and not from any inpendi ng storm-she
could tell that nowbut because of the | ateness of the day. Her hair and

everything she had was still soaked through, and there was a chill w nd bl ow ng
fromwhatever world was up right now.
She was still trying to figure out what to do when she heard the sounds of

ot hers approaching fromthe hub. Criml O —was it? Not one wagon there, but two!
She nmoved of f a bit so she wouldn't be right in Iine once again, but she wanted
to stick close enough, risk or no risk, to nmake sure just who was in what.

The lead one was Crinl She felt sone relief at that, but what the hell was the
second, trailing wagon? Two tough, weathered nen in front, on the seat, and
probably two nore in the wagon since four horses were trailing behind them This
didn't ook good, and it was unlike Crimto take this long to get across. Hell
what if it was sundown before he could clear the entry point? Wiat if it was
sundown while he was at the entry point?
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She shadowed them at a distance, taking a wide senmicircular route around them
Wherever Crimwas going, that's where she was going, and to hell with those
other guys. If he was bei ng shadowed by suspici ous characters, maybe with too
many guns, figuring on just what they were pulling and hoping to catch her when
she caught up with the Navigator, then that was a problem but not an

i nsurnmount abl e one. She was sick and tired of being hunted |ike an ani nal and

ki cked around by the fates and sonething within her had hardened her. If she was
nortal then they were nortal, too. She'd rather take her chances with Cri mand
Kira, even if it meant taking these nen on, than wander around another unknown

|l and until she bunped into anot her Duke Pasedo or worse.

After you saw the Stornriders, four guys with guns didn't seemhal f as
frightening as they m ght have.

Crimhad gotten a bit ahead of her, but now he stopped, very close to the border
region, as the trailing wagon crept up to himand then passed him allow ng her
to draw roughly even but maybe a few hundred yards down. It was risky being this
close, but this was a new circunstance. She was going in with Ctim no matter
what Crimdid.

The Navi gator | ooked nervous, naybe even tense. There were two nore guys | ooking
out of the back of the wagon and they had guns of sone kind, that was for sure.
So why had they decided to pass hinf

Suddenly she realized the reason. He was the Navi gator—none of themwere. He
had to be behind to bring up the world and stabilize it for themto cross. It
woul d al so hold only a couple of mnutes after he let it go at best, so she had
to be really ready now. It was maybe a quarter of a mile to the border. She
didn't feel much |ike nore exercise, but she was prepared to float over if she
had to. She took off the backpack and let it fall. The hell with that

wat er | ogged dead wei ght. She had other clothes in the wagon. Besi des, sone crue
god or fate seened to |ike her naked for sone reason. At least this tinme she was
ar ned.

The worl ds began to flip, faster and faster, and, after a couple of m nutes,
they stopped on just what he had described—a great forest, in the first throes
of dusk, with another good road |eading up to an entry station carved out of the
forest that already had sone |ights on

She started to go in, for sone reason, held herself, as she watched the nen in
the wagon proceed in and then up onto the road itself. Sonething, perhaps in
Crims manner or perhaps a sixth sense she hadn't suspected and which hadn't
been very useful until now, warned her.

Suddenly the forests vani shed and several worlds flipped past before slowy
comng to a stop again. He'd gotten rid of them He'd dunped themin that world
and then let themgo.' "Msa! If you're out there run like hell now" Crim
called at the top of his lungs, and she ran as if the Stornriders were right on
her tail.

Crimslowmy edged forward as she took off. He was buying her all the tine he
could, but it was still an ordeal for her after the rest of the day and no
picnic at all. She was going on sheer determ nation, every nuscle aching, not
even seeing what kind of world had cone up.

Suddenly there were trees and | eaves batting her face and she grabbed sone |inb
and brought herself to a stop, then dropped on the ground, gasping for breath.

It was several mnutes before she could get hold of herself, and when she did
she knew that Crim had crossed the border. There was lightning and the start of
a stormout there in the void.

She took stock of her surroundings. It was getting pretty dammed di ngy, but they
were going west, after all. This sure wasn't the world Crimhad planned on,

t hough, and she wondered if he had any nore idea about this place than she did
or had just picked it as the first decent-1looking one that cane up before he

| ost control of the "deck." Probably the latter, but the odds were he'd spotted
a road or sonething, so her best bet was to head back over towards that road—f
the land al |l owed her.

The hum dity was tremendous, and the vegetati on was incredi bly thick and seened
to reach alnost into the mst itself. She worked herself around as best she
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coul d, using the spear as a probe and wal king stick. It was getting very dark
very fast, and she wanted that road. If it was dark and nobody crossed | ate,
then the odds were it was a pretty safe area so | ong as she avoided any entry
station.

It wasn't easy. Several tines she alnost slipped off the slick floor into the

m st, and while she had no fear of the transition zone as such she had no desire
to lose Crimnow that she'd kept up with him O naybe Kira by now She hoped
that after all there hadn't been sone kind of awkward enbarrassnent ahead.
Finally she nade it to a cleared area that was nost certainly the main road. It
was nore than a little nmuddy, although none of the rain that she could see had
escaped fromthe transition zone, but she wasn't going to be on it, anyway, but
rather walking along it.

About ten feet inside there was a strong and very high fence with a kind of
barbed wire on top, and she realized that when she'd dropped the pack she'd al so
dropped the wire cutters. Snmart. If she had tried to press in, she woul dn't have
been able to get through. The road was open, though, and the gate there was a

si npl e wooden sl ab on a hinge.

Just beyond was the entry station, a pretty snall affair by its | ook, with just
room for a couple of people. There was a snmall cottage nade of banboo or the

i ke nearby with a thatched straw roof, kind of |looking like a fairytal e house,
and a coupl e of horses grazing in a nearby clearing.

Crim s wagon wasn't there—-he had to have cl eared the place and gone farther up,
maybe to wait for her. By nowit was sure to be Kira, and Samdidn't want Kira
out in a strange place alone right now Kira was skilled, but this wasn't her

ki nd of elenent, and agai nst a gang or perhaps animals of who knew what variety
she was just one wonan al one.

The lights for the entry station and outside the hut weren't electric but plain
old torches, but they gave off a good anount of |ight and definitely lit up the
entire gate area. Suddenly a dog started barking over the hut and Sam di dn't

like that at all. It was definitely a dog, and maybe a big one. She tightened
the grip on her spear.

Funny, she thought. Like a half hour ago | was ready to kill four human beings,
but 1'mnot sure | can kill a dog.

A woman canme out of the hut and said sonething sharply to the unseen dog, who
qui eted down but only a little. She went on over to the guard shack and call ed
in. A man cane out, then reached back in and turned off his inside |ight. Sam
couldn't tell too nuch about themfromthis distance, but they both | ooked kind
of average. Thin, though. They | ooked like the kind who could eat a chocol ate
cake apiece and still |ose weight. They were also kind of romantic, as if they
hadn't been married |l ong—+f they were married now. He said sonething, she

| aughed, said something back, they kissed, and then wal ked hand i n hand back to
the hut. Sam thought it was kind of sweet.

But that dammed dog better be on a chain or sonething. She suddenly sensed an
odd buil ding of energy, and al nost imediately after there was a crack of
thunder and it started to rain. It wasn't the kind of very hard, driving rain
like out in the mist, but it was a steady rain with pretty good vol une, the kind
that soaked everything through and turned the nud to worse. She risked at |east
a bit of a bond with the storm trying to sense if it were normal and natural or
if some ghostly airborne riders were within it, trying to use it. There was

not hing but the storm though, and she relaxed. If it was a normal thing, then
it could be used. She doubted the dog liked it any nore than anybody el se, and
it was noi sy enough to nmask most sounds. She went to the fence, then to the
gate, and squeezed through. The horses nmade irritated sounds, not at her
particularly but at being left out in this crap, and she wal ked back into the
shadows sinking in nud to her ankles now.

Wthin a few hundred yards of the entry station it turned pitch dark; so dark it
was i npossible to see a thing, only feel the rain and nud. She slipped a couple
of tinmes, but it neant little, since the rain was giving her a rinse. She was,
however, beginning to long for very short hair again, and nmulling over the
virtues of shaving her head. Hell, considering how she | ooked now what
difference would it nmake? Boday would still |ove her, and Charley would still be
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her friend, and Bool ean would still need her. Still, she had the uneasy feeling
that maybe | ooking |ike sone freaked-out Hunchback of Notre Danme m ght not be
sonet hing she could live wth.

Qdd to be thinking of Boday and Charley at a tinme like this, but she really

m ssed them They were the only two people she really cared about in this
godf or saken place, the only two who cared anything about her. Oddly, and
particularly these past few days, she m ssed Boday nore than Charl ey.

Charl ey had changed so nuch Sam wasn't sure she knew or understood her old
friend anynore. Jeez—she didn't have any nore to do with working as a hooker
than Sam had with getting fat, but Charley liked it.

Boday—Boday was security. Hell, it was nore than that. She'd lived with the
crazy artist for areal long tinme now, and she knew her better than she knew
anybody. GCh, not that you could understand Boday—that was probably

i mpossi bl e—but you got to know her real well. She adnmired Boday's egocentric
confidence, her real genius at alnost any art formshe wanted to tackle, her

i nner strength and toughness in a world that was far nore of a man's world than
anyt hi ng Sam had known before.

That was sonething. It was starting to come back after all. She was starting to
renenber "hone," or at least the Earth she'd come from There were |ots of gaps,
nostly personal ones, but she renenbered the nmusic and TV and cars and all that.
She coul d renenber Boston, and Al buquerque a little, but she couldn't renenber
any faces. Not even her Mom and Dad. No faces.

It bothered her, but only that. She hadn't ever been happy there, and God knew
where she'd have wound up if she hadn't gotten pulled here. If only they would
just | eave her alone here. If only she had sone tinme and sone peace to find out
about herself once and for al

Where the hell was Kira with the wagon? She couldn't have kept going far in this
weat her. She knew Sam woul d be along, and it wasn't out of friendship that the
strange two-in-one couple was hel ping her, but for profit. She was sure that
Crimor whichever had made it to this particular world, and equally sure that
custons or whatever had been cleared because there was no sign of the wagon or
any probl ens back there.

Clearly sonmething had gone wong after clearing the gate, and that sonething was
al nrost certainly not related to the entry gate itself—that couple hadn't | ooked
Ii ke they'd had anythi ng unusual happen back there.

So now there was just the rain and nmud and darkness of a strange world, and she
began to feel mserable and al one.

I"msick of this! she thought sourly. Sick of running and hidi ng and bei ng
chased and abused, sick of having everybody crap on ne in this world and having
everything go wong to boot! Damm it, 1've been nothing but somebody's Ping-Pong
ball since we got here! This has just gotta end! There's just gotta be an end to
al | this!

The stormrunbl ed, and there was now t hunder and |ightning. She had been
conditioned to fear such storms, first by the dreans, then by the reality of
bei ng hunted by ones who used them but suddenly she began to think things out.
She was a clone or sonething of the Storm Princess, or the Storm Princess was a
clone of her. Wo cared? And the Storm Princess was bei ng conned or was goi ng
along with this Klittichorn clowmn who wanted to kill her; right? But why did
this big-shot sorcerer who had enough power to find her back hone and chase her
here need the dammed Storm Princess at all? It wasn't just a big plot, it was
sonet hi ng that Bool ean guy had said | ong ago.

Klittichorn didn't have any power over the storns! That's why he needed this
Storm Princess! Sure, he used those ugly creatures of stornms, but they were
danger ous when they were around, maybe, not him And she'd actually called a
stormonce, here, to save them It hadn't turned out so right, but it saved
their personal asses anyway. But it hadn't worked out so right not because of
Klittichorn or those nonsters. Wiy was he trying to kill her, anyway?

Because for sone reason he was scared of her. She was a wildcard he had to kil
because he couldn't control her and her power was dangerous to him That wasn't
putting down the real threat fromkillers and sky creatures and changeling
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witches and all that, but she was running into them anyway. And-why were they
all chasing her?

'Cause he's just as scared of ne as | am of hin

She stopped dead in the nmiddle of the nuddy road, closed her eyes, and took a
number of deep breaths. There, in the dark, in the rain, she let her mnd go,

let it rise up to the clouds and turbul ence above.

And she felt power.

She was one with the storm and the stormwas hers. She was where she stood but
she was al so everywhere touched by this great tropical storm The wi nds were
hers to conmmand, to bend branches or whip through the treetops; the Iightning
was a plaything, a toy, a weapon if she wanted it to be.

She was aware, suddenly, of a presence in the storm a thing not of it that hid
within it and took fromthe storms center a bit of its power to give it form

It used clouds to forma skull face, a denon face, and electrical energy to feed
it and give it strength and solidity. She did not know what it was, but she knew
i medi ately, sonehow, that it was | ooking for her. Looking, but not seeing,
because the rest of the stormwas hers and she would not pernmit it to see.

The Sudog felt resistance, felt its will being blocked, but the force against it
was too strong. It |ooked anxiously in all directions for the source, but the
source didn't seemto have a center, a locus. The stormitself was sonmehow alive
in the sane way as the Sudog was alive, and the stormwas rmuch | arger and
greater than it could ever be.

W nds whi pped around it, creating an upper-air twirling, a tornado within the
clouds, and with it cane the force and power of a vacuum tugging and pulling at
the Sudog as it strove fruitlessly to break free. Sucking it up, tearing it
apart ... It gave a nmournful, anguished nbaning screamas it canme apart, on a

| evel few could hear, and then it was gone, leaving the stormto her al one once
nor e.

My God! she thought, feeling both exultation and disgust at herself. Bool ean
shoul d have told me! Al this time | been runnin' fromstorms, cowering in

| onely rooms, scrunched up in dark corners. Al this tine |I've been afraid of
the thunder, and it was ny greatest ally, ny one true friend!

She felt the soaking rain on her body and found its touch no longer terrible but
instead a friend, a lover's caress.

She shifted her mental focus again to the storm using it now, directing it.
Lightning within the stormcould be used as well, could illum nate the very road
ahead, if only briefly . . . There! Of to the side and not too far ahead,
partly hidden by the tall trees! Horses!

Just whose horses she couldn't be sure, but so |long as she had the storm and
she knew now that she could have it if she needed it, it wasn't as inportant.

She started wal king again, this time using the illum nations as a guide in the
rain and nud and darkness.
Yes! There! It was Crinmls wagon and the fam liar team still all hitched up as

if waiting for the rain to pass. The wagon wheel s were sunk deep in mud, and
even she was now struggling in the nmud of the road, sinking down well past her
ankl es and going on only because of her hard-won great strength. Cearly,

t hough, that wagon was going to have lots of trouble unless things dried out.
She approached the rear of the wagon cautiously, unable to figure out why she
had been forced to walk so long a distance. Satisfied as well as she could be
that there was no one lurking under it or in the nearby trees, she stood there
and shouted, "Kira! It's ne! Is there anything wong?"

There was no answer, and so she clinbed up and started to | ook inside.
Somet hi ng | ashed out fromthe dark interior of the wagon, catching her on the
head and knocki ng her back, stunned, into the rain and nmud. Confused, she nade
her way painfully to her feet, slipping a couple of tinmes before she nade it,
and | ooked up.

A dark figure stood there just beyond the tailgate, a figure that wasn't of
anyone she had ever seen. The occasional lightning illumnated it slightly,
showi ng a nean, scarred face with deep-set, wild eyes and a frizzled gray beard,
and he had a pistol in his hand |like he knew how to use it. He reached down and
came up with somet hi ng—they | ooked |ike chains or maybe nanacl es.
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"Ye just stay right there, Fat One," he shouted nenacingly at her. "Ye ain't
worth nothin' dead, but |I'ma dead enough shot even in the dark at this distance
to hit one of themfat drunsticks of your'n with a high-powered slug that'l

keep you there. No funny noves, now. |'mcomn' out in this crap but there ain't
no way ye can nove or take me without ne gettin' ye bad, and if it's ny life or
your'n I'Il drill a hole right through ye."

Hi s accent was strange and | owcl ass but she had no troubl e understanding his
words. Her head throbbed, but this was no tinme to worry about a headache.

"What have you done with Kira, you pig?" she shouted back at him

He | aughed as he reached down, |et down the back board, then sat on it, all the
time his eyes and pistol never wavering fromher. He was definitely a pro, al
right, for all the rest he m ght be.

"Yer pretty friend' s inside, all trussed up like a stuffed goose. She tried to
give ne sone trouble when | popped up and ordered her to pull over, so's | had
to whack her one good. She won't pull her changeling trick again, neither.
seen the big guy turn, but it won't do her no good if she tries it. Got a wire
noose on her pretty neck. She turns now and that little neck gets big, well,

she's gone and hung herself is all. Now ye turn 'round, back to ne, hands behind
ye, so's | can stick these things on ye. No tricks, now. | know 'emall and by
the gods you'll feel a bullet rip through ye |ike ye never dreaned."

Thi nk! Concentrate! Got to get himfarther away fromthe wagon! Myve back a
little. Make himcone to you!

"Gad it's awful in this mserable hole," he grunbled, easing hinself down into
the nmud. A sudden gust of wi nd whipped the rain right into him and he was
monentarily off-bal ance. Not enough to junp him but when he recovered she was
several steps back.

"Ch, no ye don't! Ye don't nove a nuscle 'cept | tell ye," he said nenacingly.
"Ye been warned. Do anything but what | say just 'xactly as | say it and |']|
pl ug ye through and do it nyself while ye withes in pain in the nud! Now-turn
around, hands behi nd your back! Now "

It wasn't far enough, but it had to be. She reached out to the storm surprised
at her lack of fear. Fear was irrelevant now. She was too damed angry to be
afraid.

"Go fuck yoursel f, Deadeye!" she shot back defiantly. "Don't you know who | am
what | am to be so valuable to then?"

He hesitated, not expecting such defiance and, frankly, pretty curious about the
answer to those questions.

"Ye look like a fat peasant pig t'nme," he grow ed.

She felt a sudden, total coldness within her, a cold and cal cul ati ng danger ous
part of her she had never known or suspected was there.

"You know the Storm Princess? That she knows how to bend even storns like this
one to her will?"

He frowned, now thoroughly soaked hinself. "Yeah? Wat of her?"

"Well, so do |I," she responded

The lightning bolt was strong and powerful; it came in an instant fromthe great
cl ouds above and struck himdead on and went on through himto ground. The

di spl aced air caused a | oud thunderclap and went off with such force she was
monentarily thrown backwards, |anding again in the nmuck, but there was no shot.
The nonent it struck himit so heated the powder in the bullet that the gun had
gone off, but she wasn't aware of anything except an ass full of nud.

It took her a nonment to collect herself and get up again, and when she did she
| ooked at where the man had been. He was nman no |onger, but instead a charred
and gruesone-| ooking corpse, still snoldering, the nmanacles and pistol stil
sizzling as the rain struck them where they | ay.

She felt nonentarily grossed out at the sight, but ran quickly to the wagon and
haul ed herself in. "Kira!"

She | ooked around, funbled with the lantern, found the flint and, renpving the
glass, struck it at the wick until it Iit. Replacing the glass, she waited for
the flame to stabilize and then | ooked around.

Kira was bundled up really good. Since the man had seen the change but hadn't
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realized it was involuntary, he didn't want Crim suddenly popping in, breaking
bonds, and coming after him He'd tied her hands and feet with wire, then
stuffed her into a sleeping bag and tied that off as well. He'd also stuffed
rags in her nouth to gag her. Finally, he'd rigged the wire noose he'd spoken of
and nailed it to the wagon fl oorboard.

She was awake now, but she didn't | ook any too good, and there was a nasty welt
on her forehead and a small cut that had bled a little before drying. Kira's
beauty was going to be tenpered, at least for a few days

Sam pul l ed the rags fromKira's nouth and she started to cough and gag.

"Stay still!" Samtold her. "lI've gotta find sonmething that'll cut you out of
that thing. | sure as hell can't undo that stuff. Never seen nobody who coul d do
that with wire."

She went and got the trail shears. "This'Il probably screw these things up, but

I think | can get through that stuff with "em" She knelt down and first tried
to cut where the noose was fixed to the floor but that seened to strangle Kira
and she stopped, first cutting the bonds around the sl eeping bag and then
getting it off her as gently as she could. She got the tight bonds off Kira's

| egs, but the worman was face up, arnms beneath, and that noose just had to go
first.

Sam | ooked at the hanmer but it had a back kind of |ike a pick instead of a pry
groove. Another invention to file away for future profit. She sighed. "Turn your
head a little to the side and hold on," she warned Kira. "I'm gonna have to get
in there around the neck and cut. There's no other way."

It was tricky, nervous work, but she was careful, and with her powerful arnms she
managed to apply enough pressure to eventually snap the cord, although Kira was
al so going to have a bruise around her neck and particularly on one side for a
while as well.

Kira sat up, coughing and gasping, and Sam qui ckly freed her hands and then got
her some water. Kira felt her throat and gagged a few tines, but seened at | ast
to recover enough to try talKking.

"Sloppy on Crimls part," she managed. "But | wouldn't have thought of it,

ei ther. They—-suspect ed—sonehow, or—-at |east—this one did."

"Take it easy," Sam cautioned her. "No rush now "

"He—you—got hi n? How?"

"Tell you later."

"He crawl ed—nto the wagon—ust' ve—during the long wait. Just |ay
there—qui etl y—n the back. Probably got in when Crimtook a crap. The border
guard either—didn't | ook—er didn't care." She kept stroking her neck, but she
had to tal k. "Caught ne-by surprise. Tried to—take hi mbut he had—sonet hi ng.
Long weight on a chain, | think. Got me good." She suddenly stared at Sam "You,
too?"

Sam was so nmuddy and cruddy in general she hardly realized it, but when she

touched her forehead it hurt like hell. "OM" Suddenly she felt a stinging in
her left thigh and | ooked down. There was a gash there, and bl ood not fully
clotted. "The son of a bitch still shot ne!"

"Sit down! I'mall right, nowhonest. Better than you," Kira told her firmy.
"Let's get that cleaned out and sone salve put in there. Then I'mgoing to put a
tub and the cistern on the wagon sides. If it's going to rain like this, the

| east we can get out of it is drinking water and a bath."

The pain was starting to rise up with a vengeance, but Sam nanaged a satisfied
smle. "Don't step on the ness outside," she warned. "And don't worry about the
rain. It'll rain just as long as you want "

Klittichorn, the Horned Denpbn of the Snows, funed, and those around hi m quaked
in awe and fear.

"Who are these girls who survive every tornment?" he thundered. "One burns our
agents with fire and strangles the Sudog in its cloudy lair, and the other—the
ot her —mnages to destroy a Prince of the Inner Hells, a Stornrider! They avoid
our armes, exile the Blue Wtch to the netherhells, and we seem powerless to
lay hands on them Well, this will have to stop! They cannot both be nagic, yet
they do things even | had not dreamed to do! No, ny lords and | adies, this nust
not be pernitted to continue!"
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Suddenly his fury seened to vanish, replaced with cold calculation. "W can
never hope to snare them both and we have |l ost themas well. Let the nercenaries
keep trying, but otherwi se pull back. W have failed at stopping themso far, so
|l et themthrough. Ease their way. But marshal |ocal allied forces off Masal ur
hub. | want themready to act when we are ready."

"l see, My Lord Klittichorn," said one of the generals. "Let them grow confident
and then grab them where we know t hey nust go."

The sorcerer whirled. "No, idiot! | care little nowif they reach the place or
not. Too nuch tinme and energy and expense has already gone to that goal without
result. It would be convenient to know their |ocation, of course, and even nore
convenient if they both nmade it to Boolean within a few weeks' tine, but it wll
not matter in the end. Wthout himthey are not relevant."

They all | ooked shocked. "You nean, after all this, you intend to |l et themreach
Bool ean?"

"Let us just say | no longer care to prevent it. But double our spells upon
Masal ur, concentrate our magic, poll and deploy our denons and allies so that
the bastard remains where he is. Lose himand we mght as well be lost. No, ny
friends, let us not conbat fate any |longer. The mathenmatics, of destiny appears
to protect them Let it. But whether they neet or not, we shall cheat destiny
and alter their heads by the one nmeans that neither destiny nor Bool ean can
fight. W nmust have one final test. W nust know if our calculations are
correct, our dreans realizable."

"My Lord, you don't nean—

"And why not? W nust know if it works. Wat better target is offered, that rids
us of the only eneny that m ght defeat us? If they get together in tinme all the
better—we shall elimnate all threats at once. But no matter, the time will be
set and fixed and the one nost dangerous will nost certainly be there."

"But the girl—she m ght "

"M ght what? Wthout Bool ean she is hel pl ess, wi thout training, wthout
direction. Awld talent, no nore, soon w thout anyone who knows how to use her
properly. Renove the canny Boolean and they will fall victimto the fates they
have so narrowy chested up to now. No Storm Princess, but nerely a girl who can
play tricks with the weather."

"But, My Lord—a hub! W are the strongest single force it is true, but to attack
a single hub and elimnate a single powerful sorcerer is to confirmall he says!
The other kings and sorcerers will band against us! It is tipping our hand too
soon!"

"Ri di cul ous! They are nad fools. One they will put down to the sanme chance as
they put down all the others through history, not only because it is nobst

| ogi cal but because they want to believe it is nmere chance! A few m ght suspect,
but out of fear they will tip our way. The rest will cry a few tears and nake
sacrifices to their gods in thanks that it did not happen to them Cone, ny
friends, this is not bol dness but caution! If we cannot nurder Masal ur and

Bool ean with it, what chance do we have of ever acconplishing our w der, grander
dreans?" He turned on them eyes blazing. "Now the changew nd shall come to
Masht opol! And soon, ny friends, upon that disaster and with that blood to feed
us, the Akhbreed empire will cease to exist!"

The Changew nds saga conti nues with War of the Mel strom
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