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Exiles at the Well of Souls by Jack L. Chal ker

Vel | of Souls Book Two

Copyri ght 1978

From t he back Cover:

Antor Trelig, archvillain ond head of the Sponge Syndicate, had captured bie, a superconputer
that could control all matter and all worlds. Wth Qhie's help-willing or unwilling-Trelig would
become ommi potent...and he was sure nothing could stop hi m now.

Agai nst him the Council had only one weapon-Mavra Chang, the anoral female adventurer who had
trained herself to be humanity's master crimnal. They offered her any reward if she succeeded.
For failure, there was certain, horrible death.

Neither Trelig nor Mavra had counted on being drawn across space to the Well World, nmaster
pl anet of the ancient Markovians. There, in newalien-bodies, they were faced with countless
bi zare ecologies. And there they were caught up in a battle of intrigue where strange races
fought for control of the Universe!

ABOUT TI ME .

The format of this book is extremely episodic; the action will shift to several different
peopl e and events very rapidly, and this m ght cause sone tenporal disorientation to those used
to reading a straight-line narrative. Therefore, the reader is cautioned to keep in nind that,
unl ess the text specifically says otherw se, a scene-change is considered to be going on
simul taneously with the preceding action, and that this is true, regardl ess of the nunber of
scene changes, until the original characters conme up again. The scheme may sound difficult, but
it shouldn't cause problenms. JLC

GAEMESJUN LABORATORI ES, MAKEVA

It wasn't the fact that G lgam Zinder's |ab assistant had a horse's tail that was the oddest
fact; the really strange thing was that she didn't seemto think her condition odd or unusual

Zinder was tall and thin, a gaunt man with gray hair and a |l ong gray goatee that nade him seem
even ol der than he was, and nore drawn. Hi s blue-gray eyes, bloodshot and surrounded with
dar keni ng shadow, showed his overwork. He hadn't thought to eat in nore than two days, and sl eep
had becone acadeni c.

The place was a strange-looking lab at that. It was designed sonething |like an anpitheater
with a circular rai sed pedestal about forty centinmeters above the plain flooring that served as
the stage. Above the stage was a device hanging like a great cannon but termnating in a smal
mrror with a tiny point coning out fromit.

A bal cony surrounded the apparatus; here, along the walls, were thousands of blinking |lights,
dials and switches, and central consoles, four of them evenly spaced around the circle bel ow
Zinder sat at one; directly across fromhima nuch younger man in shiny protective |ab clothing
sat at another. Zinder's lab suit looked as if it had been made in the |ast century.

The woman standing on the raised disk was an ordi nary-1ooking sort, late thirties and a little
dunpy and saggy, the kind that |ooks far better with proper clothes than nude as she now was.

Only she had a horse's tail, |ong and bushy.
She | ooked up at the two nmen with puzzl enent and sone inpatience.

"Well, cone on," she called to them "aren't you going to do anything? It's cold down here."
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Ben Yulin, the younger man, smiled and | eaned over the rail.

"Swi sh your tail awhile, Zetta. We're working as fast as we can!" he called down good-
nat ur edl y.

And she was swishing the tail, slowy back and forth, routinely, echoing her frustration

"You really don't notice any difference, Zetta?" Zinder's thin, reedy voice asked her.

She | ooked puzzl ed, then down at herself, running her hands al ong her body, including the
tail, as if to find out what they did.

"No, Dr. Zinder, | don't. Wiy? |Is sonething about nme different?" she responded hesitantly.

"Do you know you have a tail ?" Zinder pronpted.

She | ooked puzzled. "OF course | have a tail," she replied in a so-what's-wong-wth-that
t one.

"You don't find that, ah, odd or unusual ?" Ben Yulin put in.
The woman was genui nely confused. "Wy, no, of course not. Wy should I?"
Zi nder | ooked over at his young assistant, alnost fifteen neters across the open stage.

"An interesting devel opnent," he conment ed.

Yulin nodded. "Creating bean pots, then the |ab-aninmal stuff, that told us what we could do,
but I don't think I was ready for this."

"You renenber the theory?" Zinder pronpted.

Yulin nodded. "We're changing probability within the field. Wat we do to sonething or soneone
inthe field is nornmal to them because we've changed their basic stabilizing equation

Fascinating. If we could do this on a large scale . . ." He let the thought trail off.
Zi nder | ooked thoughtful. "Yes, indeed. A whole popul ati on woul d be changed and it woul d never
know it." He turned and | ooked down again at the wonman with the horse's tail.

"Zetta?" he called. "Do you know that we do not have tails? That no one else we know of has a
tail?"

She nodded. "Yes, | know it's unusual to you. But what's the big deal? I haven't exactly tried
to hide it fromview "

"Did your parents have tails, Zetta?" Yulin asked.
"OF course not!" she responded. "Now what's all this about?"
The younger scientist |ooked across at the old one. "Want to go any further?" he asked.

Zi nder shrugged lightly. "Wy not? Yes, I'd love to do a psych probe and see how deep it goes,
but if we can do it once we can do it anytine. Let's check out one thing at a tine."

"COkay," Yulin agreed. "So now what ?"

Zi nder | ooked thoughtful for a monment. Then, suddenly, he reached over and touched a pane
next to a recessed conbi nati on m crophone and speaker

"Chie?" he called into it.

"Yes, Dr. Zinder?" the voice of the conputer that was in the walls around themreplied; a
pl easant, professional, and personabl e tenor

"You have noted that the subject does not know we have in any way altered her?"
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"Noted," Chie admtted. "Do you wi sh her to? The equations are not quite as stable in that
situation but they'll hold up."

"No, no, that's all right,"” Zi nder responded quickly. "How about attitude wthout physica
change? |Is that possible?”

"A much nbre nmnor alteration
easily and quickly reversible.™

the conputer told him "But, also, because of that, nore

Zi nder nodded. "All right, then, hie. W translated a horse into the system matrix, so you
have it conpletely and you have Zetta conpletely."

"W don't have the horse any nore," bie pointed out.

Zi nder sighed inpatiently. "But you have the data on it, don't you? That's where the tail cane
from right?"

"Yes, Doctor," Obie replied. "I see now that you were being rhetorical again. I'msorry."

"That's all right," Zinder assured the machine. "Look, let's try for sonething bigger. Do you
have the term and concept centaur in your nenory?"

oi e thought for perhaps a mllisecond. "Yes. But it will take sone work to turn her into one.
After all, there is the matter of internal plunbing, cardiovascular systens, additional nerve
connections, and the like."

"But you can do it?" Zinder pronpted, sonewhat surprised
"Ch, yes."
w | ong?"

"Two or three mnutes,” Cbie replied. Zinder |eaned over. The girl with the tail was pacing a
little nervously on the podium |ooking quite unconfortable.

"Assistant Halib! Please stop that pacing and return to the center of the disk!" he reproved
her. "We're about ready, and you did volunteer for this."

She sighed. "Sorry, Doctor," she responded and stood on the center nark.
Zi nder | ooked over at Yulin. "On ny mark!" he called, and Yulin nodded.
"Mar k!'"

The little mirror like disk overhead noved out, the little point in the center ainmed down, and
suddenly the entire area of the disk was bathed in a pale-blue Iight that seemed to sparkle,
envel opi ng the worman. She seened frozen, unable to nmove. Then she suddenly flickered severa
tinmes like a projected inage and wi nked out entirely.

"Subj ect's known stability equation has been neutralized," Yulin said into his recorder. He
| ooked up

at Zinder.
"Al?" he called, slightly disturbed
"Eh?" the other nman responded absently.

"Suppose we didn't bring her back? | nean, suppose we just neutralized her," Yulin said
nervously. "Wuld she exist, GI1? Wuld she ever have existed?"

Zinder sat back in his chair, thinking. "She wouldn't exist, no," he told the

other. "As to the rest-well, we'll ask Obhie." He leaned forward and flipped on the transceiver
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connecting himto the conputer.
"Yes, Doctor?" the conputer's cal mtone cane back
"I"mnot disturbing the process, am|?" Zi nder asked carefully.

"Ch, no," the computer replied cheerfully. "It's taking only a little under an eighth of ne to
work it out."

"Can you tell nme-if the subject were not restabilized, would she have any existence? That is,
woul d she have ever existed?"

oi e thought it over. "No, of course not. She is a mnor part of the prine equation, of
course, so it wouldn't affect reality as we know it. But it would adjust. She would never have
lived."

"Then-what if we left her with the tail?" Yulin broke in. "Wuld everybody else assune she had
a tail all along?"

"Quite so," the conputer agreed. "After all, to exist she nust have a reason, or the equations
woul d not bal ance. Again, it would have no effect on the overall equation.”

"What woul d, | wonder?" Zinder nunbled off-mnike, then turned back to Ghie. "Tell me, if that's
the case, why do we-Ben, you, and ne-know that reality has been altered?"

"We are in close proxinmity to the field," Cbie replied. "Anyone within approximtely a hundred
nmeters woul d have sonme know edge of this. The closer you are, the nore dichotonmy you perceive.
After about a hundred neters the perception of reality starts to beconme negligible. People would
be aware that sonething was different, but wouldn't be able to figure out what. Beyond a
t housand neters the dissipation would becone one with the master equation, and reality would
adjust. | can, however, adjust or mnimze this for your perceptions if you desire."

"Absol utely not!" Zinder said sharply. "But you nmean that everyone beyond a thousand neters of
here would firmy believe she had al ways been a centaur and that there was a | ogical reason for
it?"

"That is correct. The prinme equations always remain in natural bal ance.”

"She's coming in!'" Ben called excitedly, breaking off the dial ogue.

Zi nder | ooked out and saw a shape flicker into the center of the disk. It flickered twice
nmore, then solidified, and the field winked out. The mirror swng silently away overhead.

It was still Zetta Halib, recognizably. But where the wonan had stood, the <creature was Zetta
now only down to the waist. There her yellowbrown skin nelded into black hair, and the rest of
her body was that of a full-grown nmare of perhaps two years.

"Cbie?" Yulin called, and the conputer answered. "Chie, how |l ong before she stabilizes? That
is, howlong before the centaur becomes pernmanent ?"

"It's permanent now, for her," the conputer told him "If you nmean howlong it will take the
prime equations to stabilize her new set, an hour or two at nost. It is, after all, a mnor
di sturbance. "

Zi nder | eaned over the rail and | ooked at her in amazenent. It was clear that he had exceeded
his w | dest dreans.

"Woul d she breed true-if we had a mal e?" Yulin asked the conputer.

"No," the conputer responded, sounding al nbst apologetic. "That would take a |ot nore work.
She woul d breed a horse, of course.”

"You coul d make a breeding pair of centaurs, though?" Yulin persisted.
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"Most probably,” Obie hedged. "After all, the only linmit to this process is ny input. | have
to have the knowl edge of howto do it, how things are put together, before |I can work sonething
out."

Yulin nodded, but he was plainly as excited as the ol der nan whose life's work this was.

The centaur |ooked up at them "Are we just going to stay here all day?" she asked
inmpatiently. "lI'mgetting hungry."

"Cbi e, what does she eat?" Yulin asked.

"Grass, hay, anything of that nature,"” the conputer replied. "I had to take sone short cuts,
of course. The torso is nmostly nuscle tissue and supporting bone. | used the horse's part for the
organs."

Yulin nodded, then | ooked over at the older scientist, still sonmewhat dazed by what he'd
wr ought .

"G I1?" he called. "How about some cosnetic touch-ups, and then we can keep her this way
awhile? It would be interesting to see howthis alterati on works out."

Zi nder nodded absently.

Wth one nore pass, Yulin was able to give the new creature a younger human half; he tightened
her up and restored what appeared to be youthful good | ooks.

They were al nost finished when a door opened near the old scientist and a young girl, no nore
than fourteen, walked in with a tray. She was about 165 centineters tall, but she weighed cl ose
to sixty-eight kilograns. Pudgy, stocky, awkward, with thick |egs and fat-enlarged breasts, she
wasn't hel ped by dressing in a diaphanous dress, sandals, and overdone makeup, or by the
obviously dyed 1ong blond hair. She | ooked somehow grotesque, but the old man sml ed
i ndul gently.

"Ni kki!" he said reprovingly. "I thought | told you not to cone in when the red light was on!"

"I"'msorry, Daddy," she responded, sounding not the least bit sorry, as she put the tray down
and kissed himlightly on the cheek. "But you haven't eaten in so long we were getting worried."
She | ooked over, saw the younger man and smled a very different sort of smle.

"Hi, Ben!" she called playfully, and waved.

Yulin | ooked over, smiled, and waved back. Then, suddenly, he was thinking hard. A hundred
nmeters, he thought. The kitchen was about that far away, above ground.

She put her arnms around her father. "Wat have you been up to for so long?" she asked in that
pl ayful tone. Although physically adult, N kki Zinder was enotionally very nmuch a child and acted
it. Too much, her father knew. She was overly protected here, cut off from people her own age,
and spoiled rotten from an early age by her father's inability to discipline her and everybody's
know edge that she was the boss's kid. Even her slight lisp was childish; often she seenmed nore
like a pouting five-year-old than the al nost fourteen she really was.

But, she was his, and he couldn't bear to send her away, to put her in a fancy school or
project far away fromhim Hs had been a lonely life of figures and great nachines; at fifty-
seven he had had clone sanpl es taken, but he wanted his own. Finally he had paid a project
assistant back on Voltaire to give hima baby. She had been the first one willing to do it, just
to see what the experience was |ike. She was a behavioral psychol ogi st, and Zi nder had had her
assigned to his project until N kki was delivered, then he paid her off, and she Ileft.

Ni kki | ooked |ike her nother, but that didn't natter. She was his, and during the nost trying
peri ods of the project she had kept himfromblow ng his brains out. She was inmature as hell.
But he really didn't want her to grow up. Ni kki Zinder suddenly heard a woman cough, and she
bounded up to the rail and | ooked down on the centaur

"Ch, wow! " she exclained. "H! Zettal"

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20J...20-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (5 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:05 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

The centaur |ooked up at the girl and smiled indulgently. "Hello, N kki," she responded
automatical ly.

Bot h Zi nder and Yulin were fascinated.
"Ni kki, you don't see anything, er, odd about Zetta?" her father pronpted.
The girl shrugged. "Nope. Wy? Should |?"

Ben Yulin's nmouth dropped open in honest surprise.

Over a week passed during which they noted various reactions to the new creature. Just about
everyone at the center saw nothing unusual in Zetta Halib being half horse; that is, nothing
new y unusual . They knew, of course, that she was a volunteer for the biological scientists
attenpting to adapt people to different fornms. They knew she had been mani pul ated after
conception to grow up as she had, and they renenbered when she had arrived and recall ed the
initial reactions.

Everyt hi ng checked out, of course, except for the fact that none of what they renenbered had
actual |y happened. Reality needed to explain her and had adjusted accordingly. Only two nmen knew
the truth.

Ben Yulin puffed on his curved pipe in his boss's office, rocking lazily back and forth in a
spindly chair.

"So now we know, " he said at |ast.
The ol der scientist nodded and sipped sone tea. "Yes, we do. W can take any
i ndi vi dual, anything, and we can renmake it if we can come up with the data

hi e needs to nmake the transformation properly, and nobody will even know. Poor Zetta! A one-
of-a-kind freak with a full history and nenory of growing up that way. We'll have to change her
back, of course."

"OF course,

Yulin agreed. "But let's Iet her keep her good | ooks. She's earned that much from
us.

"Yes, yes, of course." Zinder responded as if that neant little to him

"Sonething is still bothering you," Yulin noted.

G| Zinder sighed. "Yes, quite a lot. This is a terrible power, you know, to play god |ike
this. And | don't like the idea of the Council getting control of it."

Yulin |l ooked surprised. "Well, they didn't blow all this noney for nothing. Hell! W' ve done
it, GIl! W' ve knocked conventional science into a cocked hat! W' ve shown them how easily the
rul es of the ganme can be changed!"

The ol der scientist nodded. "True, true. W'll win all sorts of awards and all that. But-well,
you know what's the real problem Three hundred seventy-four hunman worlds. A lot. But all but a
handful are Comworlds, conform st fantasies. Think what the rulers of those worlds could do to
those people with a device |ike ours!”

Yulin sighed. "Look, GI, our way is no different than the crude nmethods they use now
bi ol ogi cal mani pul ati on, genetic engineering, all those things. Maybe things won't be so bad
after all. Maybe our discovery will nmake things better. Hell, it can't nmake them nmuch worse."

"That's true," Zinder acknow edged. "But the power, Ben! And," he paused, turned in his swve
chair to face the younger scientist, "there's sonething else."
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"Huh? What ?" Yulin responded.

"The inmplications," the physicist said worriedly. "Ben, if all this, this chair, this office,
you, me-if we're all just stable equations, matter created out of pure energy and sonehow
mai nt ai ned as we are, what's keeping us stable? |Is there a cosmic Chie soneplace, keeping the
primary equations bal anced?"

Ben Yulin chuckled. "I suppose there is, one way or another. God is nothing but a giant Chie
I kind of like that thought."

Zinder didn't find it anusing in the least. "I think there is, Ben. There nust be, if
everything else is correct. Even Ohie agrees. But who built it? Who nmintains it?"

"Well, if you want to be serious about it, | suppose the Markovians built it. For all | know
they still maintain it," Yulin responded.

Zi nder considered that. "The Markovians. Yes, it nust be. W've found their dead worlds and
deserted cities all over. They nust have done all this on a giant scale, Ben!" He was suddenly
excited. "OF course! That's why they never found any artifacts in those old ruins! \Watever they
wanted, they just told their version of Cbhie and there it was!"

Yul i n nodded approvingly. "You mght be right."

"But, Ben!" Zinder kept on. "All the worlds of theirs we've found! They're all dead!" He sat
back in his chair, voice and manner calnming a bit, but his tone still agitated. "I wonder-if they
couldn't handle it, how can we?" He |ooked straight at the other scientist. "Ben, are we
produci ng the nmeans to wi pe out the hunan race?"

Yulin shook his head slowy fromside to side. "I don't know, GI. | hope not. But we haven't
much choi ce. Besides," he sniled, tone lighter, "no matter what, we'll all be |ong gone before
that point is reached.”

"I wish | had your confidence, Ben," Zinder said nervously. "Well, you're right on one thing.
We have to deliver. WII you set it up?"

Ben wal ked over and patted the old man on the shoulder. "OF course I'll make the
arrangenents," he assured the other. "Look, you worry too rmuch, G1. Trust ne." H's tone changed
became nore self-confident. The other didn't notice. "Yes, I'll set it up."”

In the old days there were nations, and they reached for space. And then there were planetary
colonies of these nations, and they all had differing philosophies and Iife-styles. There
foll owed wars, raids, engineered revolutions. Man expanded, the nations vani shed, |eaving behind
only their philosophies for their heirs. Finally, rulers sick of it all got together and forned
a trust. Al conpeting ideologies were to be given free reign until one dom nated a pl anet, but
never by force and never with help fromoutside. Each planet would choose a nenber to sit on a
great Council of Wrlds and cast its vote.

The great weapons of terror and destruction were placed under seal and guarded by a tough
force born and bred to the service-a force that could not itself use those weapons wi thout
authority. Such authority could cone only from a majority of the 374 Council nenbers, each of
whom woul d have to appear personally to open his share of the seals.

Councillor Antor Trelig was one such guardian and a strong political force on the governing
body. Technically, he represented the People's Party of New Qutlook, a Commorld where people were
bred to obedience and to function perfectly in their jobs. Actually, he represented a | ot nore,
for he had a great deal of influence over other Council nenmbers as well. Sonme said he was
anmbi ti ous enough to dream of one day controlling a mgjority, of holding in his hands the keys to
t he weapons that could weck worlds.

He was a big man, around 190 centineters tall, who had broad shoul ders and a strong hooknose
set atop a squared jaw. He | ooked as though rmade of granite. But he didn't [ook |ike the power-
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mad villain nmany painted himas being, not standing there, fascinated, watching two nen and a
machi ne unnmake a centaur.

The scientists peformed a few additional denonstrations for him even asked himif he wanted
totry it. Trelig declined with a nervous |augh. But, after talking to the girl who wal ked of f
the raised disk and after seeing reality readjust to her original existence, he was convinced.

Later he relaxed with a very un-Comlike brandy in Zinder's office.

"I can't tell you how stunned I am" he told them "What you did is incredible, unbelievable.
Tell me, could a huge one be built? One | arge enough to control whol e pl anets?"

Zi nder suddenly becane hostile. "I don't think doing so would be practical, Councillor. Too
many vari abl es.”

"It could be done," Ben Yulin put in, ignoring the angry look fromhis colleague. "But the
cost and effort would be enornous!"”

Trelig nodded. "Such a cost woul d be negligible when conpared with the benefits. Wy, this
could wi pe out any possibilities of starvation, vagaries of climte, and what not. It could
produce a Utopia!"

O it could reduce the few free and individualistic worlds |eft to happy and obedient slavery,
Zi nder thought norosely. Aloud, he said, "I think it's a weapon, too, Councillor. A terrible one
in the wong hands. | believe that is what killed the Markovians a fewmllion years ago. | would
feel better if such a power were placed under Council Seal."

Trelig sighed. "I don't agree. But, we'll never know without trying it out. Such a scientific
br eakt hrough can't just be | ocked away and abandoned!"

"I think it should be, and all traces of the research erased," Zinder nmintained. "\Wat we

have is the power to play god. | don't think we're ready for that

yet."

"You can't uninvent somnething once invented, regardless of its inplications,” Trelig pointed
out. "But, | agree, word should be kept under waps. If even the know edge of your discovery got
out, it would inspire a mllion other scientists. | think, for now, you should pull the project

out of here and nove to sone place safe, isolated."
"And where would this safe place be?" Zi nder asked skeptically.

Trelig smled. "I have a place, a planetoid with full Iife-support, normal gravity
mai nt enance, and the like. | use it as a resort. It would be ideal."

Zinder felt uneasy, renenbering Trelig' s sleazy reputation

"I don't think so," he told the big man. "I think I'd rather put the matter to the ful
Council next week and | et the nenbers decide.”

Trelig acted as if he expected that response. "Sure you won't reconsider, Doctor? New Ponpei i
is a wonderful place, much nicer than this sterile horror."

Zi nder understood what he was bei ng of fered.

"No, | stand firm" the old scientist told the politician. "Nothing can nake ne change ny
nmnd. "

Trelig sighed. "That's it, then. I'Il arrange for a Council neeting a week fromtonorrow. You
and Dr. Yulin will attend, of course.”

The big man stood up and noved to | eave. As he did so, he sniled and nodded slowy at Ben
Yulin, who returned the nod. Zinder didn't notice.
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Ben Yulin would set it up, all right.

Ni kki Zinder slept quietly in her owmn room a roomlittered with exotic clothes, various toys,
games, and gi mm cks strewn about in no particular order. Her huge bed al nost envel oped her

A figure stopped at the door to that roomand, after checking to make sure that no one was
approachi ng, took out a snmall screwdriver and unscrewed the door pressure plate, carefully, so
that the door alarmwouldn't be triggered. The plate off, the figure studied the small exposed
nmodul es and pl aced sone spirit gumat several critical points. One nodul e was renoved and
adjusted by placing a small strip of silvery material between two contacts not otherw se
connect ed.

Satisfied, the intruder replaced the covering plate and nmeticulously screwed it back on
Repl aci ng the screwdriver on a tool belt, he hesitated a second, tension getting to him then
pressed the contact.

There was a soft click, but nothing el se happened.

Br eat hi ng easi er now, he renoved a tiny nodule of clear liquid fromanother pouch on the belt
and attached an injector tab to it. Holding it carefully, injector out, he went to the twin solid
door to the girl's roomand slowy pressed on one section with his free hand, then noved it
slightly to the right.

The door opened quietly, without the pneumatic hiss or any other appreciable sound that could
be heard or detected over the residual air conditioning of the building. Opening the door just
enough to slip inside, he turned and closed it quietly behind him

By the dull glow of a baseboard nightlight he nmade out the sleeping figure of N kki Zinder
She |l ay on her back, nouth open, snoring slightly.

Slowy, stealthily, he tiptoed to her bedside, until he stood al nost over her. He froze as she
munbl ed sonething in her sleep and turned slightly on one side, noving away fromhim Patiently
he | eaned over and peeled a bit of the sheet away from her, exposing her upper right arm The
hand with the injector and nodule reached over, and he placed it firnly on her arm

Hi s touch was so gentle that she did not awaken, but gave out a | ow npban and turned again on
her back. Nodul e enpty, the man withdrew the tiny packet and put it in his pocket.

She did seemto be awakening a little, left hand com ng over and feeling the nuscle on the
right. Then the arm suddenly seemed to lose its ability to nove, and it linply fell away. Her
breat hi ng becanme heavi er, nore | abored.

Taki ng a deep breath, he | eaned over, touched her, shook her hard. She did not respond.
Smiling in satisfaction, he sat beside her on the bed, bent over close to her.
"Ni kki, do you hear nme?" he asked softly.

"Uh, huh," she munbl ed.

"Ni kki, listen carefully,” he instructed. "Wien | say 'one hundred' again, you wll begin
counting down fromthere to zero. Wen you reach zero, you will get up, go out of this room and
cone immedi ately to the lab. To the ground floor of the lab, N kki. There you will find a |arge,
round platformright in the mddle of the floor, and you will stand on it. You will stand on it
and you wll not be able to nove fromthe mddle of it, nor will you want to. You will be frozen
there, and you will still be sound asleep. Do you understand all that?"

"I understand," she responded dreanily
"Avoi d being seen going to the lab," he cautioned. "Do anything to keep from being seen. But,

if you are seen, act nornal, get rid of anyone quickly, and don't tell where you're really going.
WIl you do that?"
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"Uh huh,"” she acknow edged.

He rose fromthe bed and went over to the door, which still worked on automatics fromthe
bedroom side. It was free, though, and he opened it a crack, saw no one, then opened it a little
wi der. He stepped into the hall, turned, and alnost closed the door

"One hundred, N kki," he said, and closed it all the way.

Sati sfied, he wal ked down the corridor alnpst a hundred meters, neeting no one and noting with
satisfaction that all the doors were closed. He entered the elevator, and the door to the capsule
cl osed.

"Yulin, Abu Ben, YA-356-47765-7881-GX, Full clearance, Lab 2 level, please," he said. The
el evat or checked himvisually, checked his ID nunber and voice prints, then descended rapidly to
the lab floor.

Once on the bal cony, he wal ked over to his control panel and switched it to active node.
He flipped the switch to Obie.

"Chi e?" he call ed.

"Yes, Ben?" cane that soft, friendly reply.

Yulin punched some buttons on his keyboard.

"Unnunbered transaction,"” he responded with a cal mess he didn't feel. "File in aux storage
under ny key only."

"What are you doi ng, Ben?" (nie asked curiously. "That is a node even | can't wuse. | had no
idea it was in there until you used it."

Ben Yulin smiled. "That's all right, Cbie. Even you don't have to renenber everything."

What bi e had di scovered, and Ben was enjoying, was the node by which he could use Obie and
then have hie file the record of what was done in such a way that even the great conputer
couldn't get at it. Cbie would still perform normally, but have a case of total amesia not only
about what Ben was about to do but about his even being there.

Yulin heard the el evator door open bel ow. He |ooked over the bal cony and saw Ni kki, dressed
only in that flimsy nightgown, walk normally and deliberately into the |lab chanber and step up
onto the disk. Centering herself, she stood erect, her eyes closed, and she seened frozen, a
statue except for barely perceptible breathing.

"Record subject in aux node, Obie," Yulin instructed. The big mirror overhead swung out,
centered over the disk, and shot out the blue ray. N kki flickered once or tw ce, then vani shed.
The ray cut off.

It would be tenpting, Yulin thought, just to | eave her there. But, no, the risk was too great.
She woul d probably have to be produced in the end, and he didn't want her on that disk with
Zinder at the controls.

"Cbie, this will be an unstable equation. It will not adjust. The act of change shall in
itself be part of reality.”

"Yes, Ben," the conputer responded. "There will be no reality adjustnent."
Yulin nodded in satisfaction.

"Psychol ogi cal adjustnent only, Cbie," he told the great nachine.

"Ready," responded hie.

"Maxi mum enot i onal - sexual response level," he ordered. "Subject is to be fixated on Dr. Ben
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Yulin, data in your banks. Subject will be nadly, irrationally in love with Yulin, and will think
of nothing but Yulin. WII do anything for Yulin, will be loyal only to Yulin, wthout exception.
Subject will consider herself the willing property of said Ben Yulin. Code it 'love-slave node'

for future reference and store in aux one."
"Done," the conputer acknow edged.
"Sequence, then store as soon as both humans have left the lab."

"Sequencing, " the conputer said, and Yulin | ooked over the balcony. The blue 1ight had flipped
on again, and N kki, still the same and still wearing the same nightgown, w nked back in. She was
still frozen.

Yulin cursed hinself. It'd been | ess than twenty ninutes since he had adm nistered the dosage
whi ch was good for probably three tines that. He'd taken no chances.

"Additional instructions, Obie," he shot back. "Renove all traces of the drug Stepleflin from
subj ect and restore subject at full wakefulness, with the equivalent of eight hours sleep. Do
this inrediately, then return to previous instructions."

The conputer accepted the new instructions, the blue |ight went on, N kki flickered but did
not wi nk out for nore than half a second this tinme, then was back, awake, |ooking in amazenent
about the I ab.

Yulin | eaned over the railing. "Hey, Nikki!"

She | ooked up, spotted him and the | ook on her face was suddenly so full of rapture that she
appeared to be seeing the face of god. She trenbled and nbaned in ecstasy at the sight of him

"Come up to this level, Nikki," he instructed, and she all but ran off the disk to the
el evator. She was next to himin less than two mnutes. She continued to |ook at himin awe and
wonder. He lightly touched her cheek with his hand and an orgasm ¢ shudder went through her. He
nodded, satisfied.

"Come with me, N kki," he ordered softly, taking her hand. She gripped it and followed. They
boarded the elevator, and Yulin told it to rise to the surface.

The top |l evel opened onto a small park, dimy Iit by the artificial Iight of the clear dome.
The stars shown distantly from horizon to horizon. She hadn't wuttered a sound, asked a question
during all this.

There were a few peopl e about. But since nuch of the research center was devoted to thousands
of other projects, many kept different hours for various reasons, some just because of the need
to share facilities.

"We nust stay hidden from anyone, Nikki," he whispered to her. "No one must see us."

"Ch, yes, Ben," she responded, and they crept along the side of the walk, for the nost part
hi dden in the bushes. There were sone sharp needl es on sone of the bushes and plants that |ined
the wal k, and Ni kki was scratched and splintered by them but aside from occasional rubbing or a
near-silent exclamation, she didn't conplain. Once he didn't see a short, dark man turn a corner,
and she pulled him down behind a bush.

Finally they reached the grassy, unlit area that for obscure reasons sone called the canpus,
and they cut across it, walking normally. Finally, crouched in a dark corner in the shadow of
anot her buil ding, they waited.

She kept her armaround himand | eaned into him He put his armaround her, and she sighed.
She was rubbing himand kissing his clothing.

He found the whol e thing enbarrassing and slightly nauseating, but he'd established the rules
of the gane and had to suffer for it.

At last, a small, sleek private carrier slid up to themin the blackness. A gull-w ng was
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rai sed, and a nman energed and approached them N kki, hearing novenment, |ooked around and then
tried to drag Yulin back into the blackness.

"No, Nikki, that nman's a friend of nmine," he told her, and she accepted his statenent and
i medi ately rel axed.

"Adnar! Over here!" he called, and the man heard and cane cl oser.

"You must go with Adnar," he told her softly. She | ooked stricken and clung even tighter to
hi m

"This is the only way we can be together, N kki," he told her. "You nust go away for a short
time, but, if you make no conplaints and do everything Adnar and his friends tell you w thout
question, I'Il come to you, | pronise."”

She smled at that. Her mind was cl ouded; she could think only of Ben, and if Ben said
sonmething then it was true.

"Let's go," Adnar called inpatiently.

Yulin steeled hinself, then hugged the girl and kissed her long and passionately.

"Remenber that while we're apart,"” he whispered. "Now, go!"

She went with the strange nman. Unquestioningly, w thout conplaint, they «clinbed into the black
carrier, and it sped away.

Ben Yulin allowed hinself to exhale, and for the first time noticed he was perspiring.
Shakily, he made his way back to his own building and bed.

Antor Trelig displayed the charm ng snile of a poisonous snake. He sat, relaxed, in Gl
Zinder's office once more. The little scientist was visibly shaken

"You nonster!" he snapped at the politician. "Wat have you done with her?"

Trelig | ooked hurt. "Me? | would do nothing, | assure you. I amnuch too big a man for
something like a petty kidnapping. But, | do have a |lead on where she night be, and | have sone
facts on what's happened to her up to this point."

Zi nder knew the big man was |ying, but he could also see the reason for the pretense. Trelig
hadn't done the deed personally, and he woul d have nmade very certain that it wasn't traceable to
hi m

"Tell me what you-they've done to her," he groaned.

Trelig did his best to | ook serious. "My sources tell nme that your daughter is in the hands of
t he sponge syndicate. You've heard of it?"

G| Zinder nodded, a cold chill going through him

"They deal in that terrible drug fromthat killer planet,"” he responded, alnost mechanically.

"Quite so," Trelig responded synpathetically. "Do you know what it does, Doctor? It decreases
the 1Q of soneone by ten percent for every day it goes untreated. A genius is nmerely average in
three or four days, and hardly nore than an animal in ten days or so. There's no cure-it's a
mutant thing unlike any |life formwe' ve ever encountered, produced by a m xture of some of our
organic matter and sone alien stuff. The effect is painful, too. A burning in the brain, |
believe is the description, spreading to all parts of the body."

"Stop! Stop!" Zinder sobbed. "What is your price, you nonster?"

"Well, remission is possible," Trelig responded, still synpathetic. "Sponge isn't the drug, of
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course, it's the remttent agent. Daily doses and there's no pain and little | oss. The-ah
di sease, is made dormant."

"What is your price?" Zinder alnost screaned.

"I believe | can |ocate her. Buy off these nen. My nedical staff has sone sponge cultures-

quite illegal, of course, but we've discovered many people in high places in your situation
bl acknai |l ed by these villains. W could go after her, retrieve her, and give her sufficient
sponge to restore her to nornal." He shifted slightly, enjoying hinself imensely.

"But I'ma politician, and anmbitious. That's true enough. If | do sonething, particularly
going up against an illegal band of cutthroats and then risking discovery of ny illegal sponge, |
must have sonething in return. To do it-"

"Yes? Yes?" Zinder was alnost in tears.

"Report your project a failure and put in to close down," Trelig suggested. "I wll arrange
the transfer of-Cbie, | think you call it-to my planetoid of New Ponpeii. There you will plan and
direct the construction of a nuch |arger nodel than the one you have here, one |arge enough to be
used at a distance on, say, an entire planet."

Zi nder was appalled. "Oh, ny god! No! All those people! | can't!"

Trelig smiled snugly. "You don't have to decide now Take as long as you want." He got up
snoot hi ng out his angelic white robes. "But remenber, every passing day Nikki is nmore subject to
the drug. Pain aside, the brain damage is ongoing. Consider that when thinking over your
deci sion. Every second you waste the pain increases, and your daughter's brain dies a tiny bit."

"You bastard," Zinder breathed angrily.

"I''l'l initiate a search anyway," the big man told the scientist. "Wat | can spare, but not
all-out, because it's nerely in the name of humanity. M ght take days, though. Even weeks. In the
meantime, with a single call to ny office saying you agree, | will put everybody on it, sparing
not hi ng. Good-bye, Dr. Zinder."

Trelig wal ked slowy to the door, then out. It shut behind him

Zi nder stared hard at the door, then sank into his chair. He considered calling the
I ntersystem Police but thought better of it. N kki would be well-hidden, and accusing the vice
presi dent of the Council of being a sponge nerchant and ki dnapper without a shred of evidence-
Zi nder knew the big man would have an ironclad alibi for the night past-would be futile. They'd
i nvestigate, of course, take days, even weeks, while poor Nikki . . . They'd let her rot, of
course. Let her rot for five or six days. Then what? A | owgrade noron, washing floors happily
for them or perhaps a toy given to Trelig's nmen for sex and sadism

It was that last he couldn't stand. Her death he thought he could accept, but not that. Not
t hat .

H's mind whirled. There would be ways later. Obie could cure her if he could get her back soon
enough. And the device he was to build-it could be a two-edged sword.

He sighed, a tired and defeated little nan, and punched the code for Trelig's liaison office
on Makeva. He knew the big man would still be there. Waiting. Witing for the inevitable
response.

Def eated for now, he thought resolutely, but not vanqui shed. Not yet.

ON NEW POWPEI |, AN ASTERO D Cl RCLI NG THE UNI NHABI TED SYSTEM OF THE STAR ASTA

New Pompeii was a large asteroid, a little over four thousand kiloneters at its equator. It
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was one of those few small bits that inhabit all solar systens that deserved to be called a
pl anetoid; it was fairly round, rounder than nost planets, and its core was nade up of
particularly dense material, giving it a gravity of .7 G when bal anced against its anple
centrifugal force. The effect took a little getting used to, and people tended to do things
faster and feel trenendous. But since it was a governnent-owned resort, that was all to the
good.

Its orbit was relatively stable, by far nore circular than elliptical, although night and day
were hard to take; thirty-two sunrises and sunsets in a Council-standard twenty-five hours did
tend to be unsettling to people's internal clocks.

The disconfort was partially offset by the fact that half the entire planetoid was encased in
a great bubble nade of a very thin and light synthetic material; the bubble was a good |ight
reflector and blurred the view, so it nerely seened to get darker, then lighter, and so forth,
the effect being simlar to that on nmuch nicer and nore natural worlds on a partly cloudy day.
Accounting for the glow effect, was a thin-less than a mllinmeter-gauze material in sonmewhat
liquid formbetween the two |ayers of the bubble. Any punctures were instantly sealed. Even a
| arge one could if necessary be closed | ong enough to activate safety bubbles around the human
centers inside. Conpressed air, aided by the lush vegetation planted all over, kept the
envi ronnent stabl e.

Theoretically, this was a place for party | eaders on New Qutl ook to get away fromthe
pressures for a bit. Actually the resort's existence was known to only a few people, al
intensely loyal to Antor Trelig, who was, after all, the party chairman. Protected by conputer
battl e systens erected both on nearby natural dust specks and in special ships, no one could
approach within a light-year w thout being blown apart, not unless Antor Trelig or his people
appr oved.

The place was unassailable politically, too; it would take a majority vote of the Council to
enter over Trelig's diplomatic inmunity and sovereignty, and Trelig controlled the |argest bl oc
of votes on the Council

Wien they brought Ni kki Zinder to New Ponpeii she didn't really pay much attention to her
surroundi ngs. Al she could think of was Ben and Ben's promise that he'd cone for her. They put
her in a confortable room quiet, faceless hunman servants brought her food and cleared it away.
She | ay around nost of the day, hugging pillows, pretending that he was there. She used sone
pencils and paper she found to draw i nnunerabl e pictures of him none very good but all show ng
himas an angelic superman. She determined to | ose sone weight for him to surprise him but his
absence, aided and abetted by the trenendous variety of natural foods offered, caused just the
reverse. Every tinme she thought of him she ate, and she thought of himconstantly. Already
overwei ght, by the end of six weeks she had gai ned al nost eighteen kilos. She didn't really
noti ce.

They al so took pictures of her at various times, even had her read sonme words to a recorder
She didn't mind. It wasn't inmportant to her

Ti me was neani ngless to her; every nminute was terrible and drawn out as long as he wasn't
there. She wote childish |ove poens to himand endl ess reans of |letters, which they said they'd
deliver.

It took eight weeks before G| Zinder conpleted all the procedures necessary to shut down the
project and prepare to nove. Yulin's role in all that had happened was still unknown to him but
he was somewhat suspicious of the younger scientist when the man so eagerly volunteered to work
on the new Trelig project. As for Trelig, he kept Zinder at |least satisfied that his daughter was

still alive by providing coded nessages along with fingerprint and retinal -pattern ID to go with
the pictures. The fact that she read the statenents did not disturb her father; it indicated to
himthat she still could read normally and that Trelig was being a man of his word on

neutralizing the sponge.

For the final transfer of the naster conputer center and console to New Ponpeii, they had to
di sconnect hie fromthe apparatus that could alter or affect reality. And when they did, they
made a startling discovery.
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Zetta, who they had made younger and nore attractive, remained the way they'd designed her,
but now she suddenly realized that she had been changed. The old equations were restored when
bi e broke with the nmechanism she was still transforned, because they had used the machine to
transform her- but now she knew she had been transforned.

She was coning with them of course, so there was no danger that a third person who realized
the potential of the device would spread the news, but that worried Ben.

For good reason

Ni kki Zinder sat in her roomon New Ponpeii. She was eating and daydreaning as usual, when
suddenly, it seenmed that a fog sinply di sappeared from her mnd, and she began thinking with
crystal clarity.

She | ooked around the room cluttered with the remains of a long habitation, as if she were
seeing it for the first tine. She shook her head and tried to reason out what had happened.

She felt as if she were com ng down from sone sort of drug high. She renenbered going to
sl eep, then she renmenbered getting this tremendous crush on Ben, who took her out and handed her
to some people who brought her here. She didn't understand any of it, though, nor could she
relate to it. What had happened was dreanlike, as if it had happened to someone el se.

She got up fromthe little table still littered with food and | ooked down at herself. She
coul d see enornous breasts and, just barely, sonme sort of bulge below but she couldn't see her
own feet. Wth a gasp she went over to a closet mirror and | ooked at herself.

She felt like crying. She waddl ed nore than wal ked; her |legs were sore from rubbing agai nst
each other every time she noved. Her face was rounder than wusual, and she had several chins. Her
hai r was al ways long, but now it was unconbed, unkenpt, and tangl ed.

And, worst of all, she was hungry.

What ' s happened to me? she wondered, then broke down and cried. It eased her panic but did
little to relieve the msery she felt.

"I"ve got to get out of here, got to call Daddy," she nurnured al oud, then wondered if even he
woul d still |love her as she was now. There was little else to do, though, and she hunted for sone
clothes. I"'mgoing to need a twelve-person field tent, she thought norosely.

She found her old ni ghtgown, neatly washed and folded, and tried to get it on. It was too
tight now, and it didn't conme down nearly far enough. Finally she gave up and thought for a
nmonent. She spied the runpl ed sheet on the bed and, wth sone difficulty, nmanaged to pull it off.
Folding and tying it, she nmanaged to nake at |east a covering. Then she found a paper clip on the
witing desk. By wunraveling the clip and using it as a pin, she was able to bind the sheet.

She paused at the desk, |ooking down at a half-finished, nultipaged letter. 1t was her
handwiting, all right, but it read |ike sone insane erotic m shmash. She couldn't believe she'd
witten it, although she had vague nmenories of witing others like it.

She wal ked over to the door and put her ear up to it, listening. There seemed to be no sound,
so she pressed the stud and it opened. Beyond was a corridor, lined in some kind of fur, that ran
on in one direction past a lot of doors. In the other direction it was only a short way to an
el evator door. She rushed to it, tried to sumon the elevator, but she could tell fromthe cal
strip that it was keyed. Looking around, she discovered sone stairs behind what | ooked like a
| aundry room and she started clinbing. It was an easy choice -they only went up

After only two dozen or so steps, she was already panting, feeling dizzy and out of breath.
Not only did the extra weight get to her, but she had had no exercise to speak of for-how | ong?
In over eight weeks of constant eating, she had put on over three kilos a week

Panting, heart beating so hard she could feel it, she started up again. She again felt dizzy,
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her head ached, and she could hardly go on. Once she was so dizzy that she al nost slipped and
fell. Looking down, she saw she'd clinbed | ess than a dozen neters. She felt as if she had
clinbed a tall nountain and realized she couldn't go on much farther. Finally, one nore |anding,
one nore turn, and she saw a door. Gasping, she alnost crawl ed the |ast few neters.

The door opened, and a rat-faced little man | ooked down on her with mixed scorn and disgust.

"Well, well, well," he said. "And where do you think you're going, baby hippo?"

It took three of themto carry her, exhausted, back to the el evator and down to her room From
their questions and her reactions, they did find that whatever spell she'd been under was now
broken. Their docile idiot had somehow becone a near-hysterical captive.

The rat-faced man gave her a shot to calmher, and it did help a little. Wile the sedative

was taking hold, he used a wall intercomoutside her roomto «call and report her new status and
to get instructions. This didn't take long, and he returned to the roomand | ooked at her. She
was still breathing hard, but she |ooked at himand pl eaded, "WI| sonebody please tell ne where

I am and what is going on?"

Rat-face smiled evilly. "You' re the guest of Antor Trelig, H gh Councillor and Party Chairnman

of New Qutl ook, on his private planetoid of New Ponpeii. You should feel honored."
"Honored, hell!"™ she spat. "This is some schene to get at ny father, isn't it? |'ma hostage!"”
"Bright girl, aren't you?" the man replied. "Wl I, yes, you' ve been sort of hypnotized for the

past two nonths, and now we have to deal with you as you are."
"My father-" she started hesitantly, "he isn't- isn't going to ... ?"
"He'll be here with his whole staff and everything within a week," the man replied.

She turned her head. "Oh, no!" she noaned. Then, for a second, she thought about hi m seeing
her-1ike this.

"I"d rather die than have himsee ne like this," she told the nan

He grinned. "That's all right. He | oves ya anyway. Your condition is a byproduct of a drug we
gave you as an insurance policy. Nornmally we just give a neasured dose of the sponge, but we had
to make sure that nothin' happened to spoil your mnd as |long as we need your old nman, so we
kinda overdid it. Obs affect different people different ways. In your case the stuff makes you
eat like a horse. Believe nme, better than the other way. Better than sonme other OD reactions,
too, which usually gets you hi the sex department ; sonewheres, gets girls all hairy and deep-
voi ced, sonetines worse."

She didn't know what sponge was, but she had the idea that they had addicted her to sone kind
of drug that would rot her mind if untreated.

"My daddy can cure ne," she told himdefiantly.

The rat-faced man shrugged. "Maybe he can. | don't know. | just work here. But if he can
he'll do it only because the boss lets him and, in the neantinme, vyou'll continue to grow. Don't
worry-sone likes "embig.'

She got upset at that, and at the tone of the remark. "I won't eat another thing," she
resol ved.

"Ch, yes you will," he replied, clearing out the other two nen and setting the door to
external operation by key only. "You won't be able to stop. You'll beg for food-and we got to
keep you happy, don't we?" He cl osed the door

It took her only three mnutes to verify that the door wouldn't open and she was as nuch a
pri soner as ever, only now she knew it.
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And t hen hunger gnawed at her

She tried to go to sleep, but the hunger wouldn't let her. It consumed her, triggered by the
drug overdose affecting different areas of her brain.

The little man had been right; inside of an hour she was starving, and could think of nothing
but food.

The door opened, and a table full of food was pushed in by a person Nikki could only think of
as the nost beautiful wonman she'd ever seen. The serving |ady took her mind off the food for a
second, first because here was hunman, not robot service, and second because the wonman was So
stunni ng. Then she tore into the food, and the other turned to go, a sad | ook on her face.

"Wait!" N kki called. "Tell me-do you work here, or are you a prisoner, too?"

The woman's face was sad. "We're all prisoners here," she replied in a sad, high, lyrica
voi ce. "Even Agil-that's the one who found you and brought you back. Agil and |-well, we know
about sponge ODs and Antor Trelig's sadism first-hand."

"He beats you?" N kki gasped.

The tall, beautiful woman shook her head sadly. "No, that's the |east of what goes on in this
chanmber of horrors. You see," she concluded, turning slowy at the door, "I ama fully
functioning male. And Agil is ny sister.”

ABQARD THE FREI GATER ASSATEAGUE

The snal | diplonmatic ship i nched close to the interspace freighter airlock. The
freighter pilot watched I the ship dock on her forward screens, then checked her conputer
equi prent and scanners to nake certain the seal was conplete.

"Make fast, allow boarding," she said in a strong, accentless, and surprisingly deep voice.

"Affirmative," responded a nechani cal -sounding | version of the same voice, as the ship's
computer ! |ocked in.

"Keep station until further orders," she told the conmputer, then rose and started the |ong
wal k back to the central airl ock.

Why coul dn't they put the locks closer to the bridge? she wondered irritably. But, then
again, she'd only been boarded in space tw ce before. '

She was a tiny woman for such a big, rich voice, barely 150 centineters in her bare feet; when
dressed, she wore shiny black boots al nost up to her knee, which, invisibly, added an additi onal
thirteen centineters to her height. She was still short, but it did add sonething, and it added
far nore psychologically. She was also very thin, at her waist al nost inpossibly so. She
certainly weighed no nore than forty-one kilograns, if that. Her small breasts seenmed in perfect
proportion to the rest of her, and she noved |like a cat. ; She was dressed in her best: a thick
formfitting black body-stocking with a matching sl eevel ess black shirt that al so seened form
fitted and a black belt w th a golden, abstract dragon design as its buckle. The belt hung on her
hi ps, not as decoration, but as a carryall for a nunber of things in hidden conpartnents and a
hol ster, with a sleek, jet-black pistol that wasn't hidden

Her face was an oval sitting perfectly atop a long neck; it was extrenely Chinese in
appear ance, nuch nmore so than the norm although everyone | ooked vaguely Oriental in some way.
Her coal -bl ack hair was cropped short, in the spacer's style.

She wore no jewelry other than the buckle. Her fingernails were long and sharp and | ooked as
if they were painted slightly silver. But this was not the case; they'd been nedically toughened
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and surgically altered. The nails were 1like ten sharp, pointed steel claws.

Al t hough she sel dom t hought about her appearance, and never when in space, she stopped just
before reaching the |l ock and studied herself in the nmirrored surface of polished netal. Her skin,
a dark yell owi sh-brown, was creany-snooth; although she wore nmany scars, none were visible in
that outfit.

Satisfied, she keyed the | ock. There was a hissing sound as the pressure equalized, and then
the red light over the | ock wi nked out and the green winked on. She pulled the handl e, opening
the | ock.

Al'l locks could be opened only nmanually, and only fromthe inside. It was a safety precaution
that had saved many a freighter captain's life.

Through the lock and into the ship wal ked an ancient, chiseled in stone. The wonman had been a
bi g one once, but age had stooped her, and flesh sagged all over. She |ooked as if she were about
to drop dead.

But she cursed when offers fromher ship and a gesture fromthe freighter captain for aid were
tendered. Her face showed a pride and arrogance born of experience and sel f-know edge, and her
dark eyes burned with an alnost independent intensity.

She stepped clear of the |ock, gathered her white robe about her, and let the captain close
the | ock behind them

The young captain, rmuch smaller than the matriarch, offered a chair to the visitor. The
captain sat on the deck, Buddha-like, and stared at her visitor

And the stare was returned. Councillor Lee Pak Alaina's incredibly alive eyes studied every
inch of the tiny spacer.

"So you're Mavra Chang,
age but with authority.

the councillor said at last, in a voice that cracked not only with

The captain nodded respectfully. "I have that honor,"
but it lost none of its firmess or confidence.

she responded. Her tone was respectful,

The ol d woman | ooked around the ship. "Ah, yes. To be young again! The doctors tell nme one
nore rejuve and 1'll lose ny mind." She | ooked back at the captain. "How old are you?"

"Twenty-seven, " she replied
"And already a ship commander!" the old worman excl ai mred. "My, ny!"
"I inherited it," the captain responded.

The councill or nodded. "Yes, indeed. | know quite a |ot about you, Mavra Chang. | have to.
Born on Harvich's Wirld three hundred twenty-seven nonths ago, ol dest of eight children born to a
traditionalist couple, Senator Vasura Tonge and her husband, Marchal Hi setti, a doctor. Picked up
when, despite \ their best efforts, the world went Comtwenty-two years ago. Sone connected
friends got you smuggled to Gnoshi spaceport when they nabbed the rest of your famly, and
pl aced you in the custody of Mak Hung Chang, a freighter captain who was bribed to get you to
safety. Citizen Chang pocketed the noney and raised you herself, after getting a disbarred doctor
to alter your appearance nore in line with the captain's.”

Mavra | ooked up, nouth open. How coul d anyone possibly have traced her beyond Maki?

"Maki Chang arrested for snuggling prohibited itens into Comwrlds, leaving you to find your
own way on the barbarian world of Kaliva at the age of thirteen. Made it by doing just about

everything, legal and illegal. Met and fell in love with a handsone freighter captain naned
G nmball Nysongi at the age of nineteen. Nysongi killed by nuggers on Basada five years ago, and
since then you've run this ship alone.” She sniled sweetly. "Ch, yes, | know you, Mavra Chang."

The captain studied the old womman in increasing wonder. "You've gone to an awful |ot of
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trouble to find out about me. | assune that those are just the parts you want to nmention?"

That sweet snile broadened. "Of course, dear. But it's the unnentionable parts that bring us
t oget her here today."

Suddenly Mavra becane businesslike. "Wat's it about? An assassination? Snuggling? Sonething
illegal?"

The old woman's smil e vani shed. "Something illegal, yes, but not on my part or yours. W
studied the profiles of thousands of scoundrels before contacting you."

"Way nme?" the young worman asked, genuinely intrigued.

"First, because you're politically anoral-laws and regul ati ons don't bother you. Second,
because you retain sone noral principles-you hate the Comeven as you supply it, and with good
reason.”

Mavra Chang nodded. "It's nore than that. Not just what they did to ne-it's what they do to
peopl e. Everybody | ooks alike, acts alike, thinks alike, except for the party, whatever it is.
Happy little anthills." She spat to illustrate her feelings.

Councill or Al ai na nodded. "Yes, that, too. Additionally, you' ve got guts, you're tough inside
and out, your unbringing having nade you smart in ways nost people never dream And being a
smal |, pretty woman doesn't hurt either-people tend to underestinate you because of your size,
and, for this job, a woman will be far |ess suspect than a man."

Mavra shifted, bringing both legs up in front of her, resting her arnms on her knees. "So what
is it you want done that a councillor can't do hersel f?"

"Do you know Antor Trelig?" Al aina asked sharply.

"Big shot," Mavra responded. "Heavy Council influence, also heavy in the rackets. Practically
controls New Qutl ook as his personal kingdom™

The ol d woman nodded. "Good, good. Now I'Il tell you a few other things. You know of the
sponge syndi cate, of course."

Mavra nodded.

"Well, dear, darling Antor is its |leader. The biggest of themall. W' ve had some success
against them but the drug is pervasive, the party structure close-knit and inbred, and through
it and good political noves, Antor has nanaged to cone within thirteen votes of a mgjority on the
Counci | . "

The young captain gasped. "But that would give himcontrol of the terror weapons!" she
excl ai med.

"It would indeed," Alaina agreed. "He would control all of us, every last human being in the
sector. He's been at a dead end for sone tine, but now he's announced-secretly, of course, and
indirectly-that he has achieved the ultimte weapon, a weapon that can turn whole worlds Com or
what ever he wants overnight. He's invited fifteen councillors to a denbnstration of this new
weapon next week. He thinks the effect will be so trenendous that those of us from politically
divided worlds will have to vote with him"

Mavra was di sturbed. "What will he do if he gets control ?"

"Well, Antor has always idolized the Ronan Enpire at its height,” the old wonan responded,
then noticed the blank I ook. "Ch, don't worry about it. That's a minor footnote in history,
really. But it had an absol ute enperor everyone was taught was a god, a huge slave class, and was
known not only for its ability to conquer and hold huge territory but for its depravity as well.
What they could have done with the technol ogy we have today can only be guessed at in our
wi | dest nightrmares. That's Antor Trelig."

"And does he have this weapon?" Mavra asked.
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Al ai na nodded. "I believe he does. My agents becane suspici ous when a noted physicist naned
Zi nder suddenly refused to continue his grant at Makeva and picked up, |ock, stock, conputer, and
research staff, and vani shed. Zinder's ideas were unorthodox, and he was never popular with the
scientific community. He believed the Markovi ans converted energy into matter by merely w shing
it. He believed he could duplicate the process."” She paused, |ooking straight at the captain.
"Suppose he was right? Suppose he has succeeded?" the councillor theorized.

Mavra said nore than asked, "And you think Zinder's gone to work for Trelig?"

"We do," replied the old woman. "Not willingly, |I don't think. My operatives traced a
suspicious flight out of Makeva about nine weeks ago, a freighter <charted by Trelig, his own
pilot, no cargo. Sone operatives saw themcarry a |large bundle, shaped Iike a body, into Trelig's
shuttle. Mreover, we dug and found out that a Dr. Yulin, Zinder's top assistant, had his
educati on sponsored by a known associate of Trelig and is, in fact, a grandson of one of the
sponge bosses.™

"So he knew when Zinder got results, and he has soneone else able to check the work. Who do
you think was snatched?" Mavra Chang asked.

"Zi nder's daughter. She has vani shed, gone |ong before the project closed down. He doted on
her. We think she's a hostage, held to nake Zinder build a big nodel of whatever he had at
Makeva. Think of it! A weapon you point at a world, then tell it what you want that world to be,
to look like, to think, whatever -and presto! There it is!"

Mavra nodded. "I'mnot sure | can believe in sonething like that, but-" she paused,
renenmbering. "Way, way back, when | was tiny, | can renenber nmy grandparents telling stories
about something like that, about a place built by the Markovians where anythi ng was possible."
She smled wistfully. "Funny, | never renenbered that until just now. They were fairy tales, of
course."

"Antor Trelig isn't,"” Alaina responded flatly. "And neither, | think, is this device."

"And you want me to weck it?" Mavra guessed.

Al ai na shook her head. "No, | don't think you could. It's too well defended. The best we can
shoot for-and even this is close to inpossible-is to get Dr. Zinder out. And, if our guess is
correct, that means rescuing his daughter, N kki, too."

"Where is this installation?" Chang asked, all business again.

"Antor calls the place New Ponpeii," replied the old woman. "It's a private planetoid, his own
personal property and preserve. It's also the center of the sponge syndicate and source of supply
for the entire sector.”

Mavra whistled. "I knowit. It's inpregnable. You' d need the force Trelig wants to conmmand to
get there. Inpossible!”

"I didn't say you had to get into it," the councillor pointed out. "I said you had to get two
peopl e out. W have to know what they know, have what they have. | can get you in-1'm considered
such a doddering old relic that everyone would be amazed | had even traveled this far. | have
been invited to the denobnstration, but they don't expect me to conme personally. Like sonme of the
others, I'll send a representative close to ne, soneone | can trust. You."

Mavra nodded. "How long will | have on this asteroid?"

"Antor has asked for three days. One day he'll use to entertain and to show off New Ponpeii.
The second day he'll give his denpnstration. On the third-well, the ultinmatuns and nore sugary

charm over them"

"Not much tine," Mavra Chang commented. "I have to find two probably w dely separated
i ndi vidual s, get themout-all under the nose of Trelig' s watchdogs, on his schedule, and on his
turf."
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Al ai na nodded. "I know it's inpossible, but we have to try. At least get the daughter away.
I'"msure they' ve hooked her on sponge, but that can be worked out. Make sure nothing worse
happens to you, too. Sponge is the ugliest of narcotics, and that may only be a prelude to what
Antor is capable of."

"Suppose he just hooks us all on sponge hi our after-dinner drinks," Mavra worried.

"He won't," Al aina assured her. "No, he won't want anything to happen to the representatives
that could spoil his party. He wants everyone hale, healthy, and in their right mnds to be
suitably terrified into telling people like nme to surrender. But if he discovers your rea
purpose, he'll wite ne off and do what he wants with you. You understand that."

Mavra nodded silently.
"WIIl you do it?"

"How much?" was the young captain's response

Al ai na brightened. "Anything at all if you succeed, and | nean that. To half succeed, bring
Ni kki out. Wth his daughter gone, I'msure Zinder will foul up the works. For that, shall we say-
ten mllion?"

Mavra gasped. Ten million would buy the Assateague. Wth that rmuch and the ship, she could do
j ust about anyt hi ng.

"Failure means death," the councillor warned, "or worse-slavery to Antor Trelig, or slow death
by the sponge. Only once in every century, sonetines not for a millennium are nen |like Antor
Trelig born. Ruthless, anoral, sadistic, dom nant nonsters. In the end they've all been stopped,
but countless nmillions are dead because of them Antor is the worst. New Ponpeii wll convince
you of that all by itself, |I feel certain. See what he thinks of people and worlds, and then
you'll know. "

"Hal f in advance," responded Mavra Chang.

Councill or Al ai na shrugged. "If you fail, what good will nobney be anyway?"

NEW POVPEI |

Antor Trelig stood over the pit into which Qhie had been integrated into the |arger design
Seven nmonths and a fortune | arge enough to finance whole planetary budgets had gone into that
hol e. Now he watched as giant cranes placed the "big dish" in place. It, along with the whole
conmpl ex below, would take up close to half the underside of his asteroid. Fromthe outside the
systemwould |ook nmuch like the largest radio-tel escope ever built.

But its purpose was far nore sinister

Antor Trelig cared little about the expense; it was a trifle to him tribute extracted from
his take of the syndicate and fromthe pilfered budgets of a hundred syndicate-controlled worlds.
Money neant nothing to himin any case, except as a neans to power.

Huge space tugs lowered the great mirrorlike device into place, slowy, ever so slowy. That
didn't matter to him either. That the project was so close to conpletion was all that mattered

He wal ked over to where G| Zinder sat watching the procedure, like hinself at the mercy of
t he engi neers and technicians. Zinder |ooked around, saw who approached. There was unconceal ed
contenmpt on his face.

Trelig was cheery. "Well, Doctor," he said lightly, "alnost there. It's a nonmentous occasion.”

Zi nder frowned. "Monentous, yes, but not ny idea of a happy tine," he replied. "Look, 1've
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done it. Everything. Now let ne run ny daughter through the snall disk and cure her of the
sponge. " i

Trelig smled. "There's no problem is there? Yulin i has succeeded in trimrmng her back every
few weeks so her obesity won't kill her."

G| Zinder sighed. "Look, Trelig, why not trimher back at |least to her normal weight? N nety
kilos is far too | arge for soneone of her height.”

The master of New Pompeii chuckled. "But, here, she weighs only sixty-four kilos! Wy, that's
| ess than she wei ghed on Makeva!"

The scientist started to say sonething nasty, then thought better of it. O course Nikk
wei ghed | ess here, as they all did; but by now her nmuscles had beconme accustoned to the |ighter
gravity, and extrene obesity was nore than nmerely a scale's weight; it was ugly and danmaging to
the body, as well as awkward. On Makeva at 1 G she probably woul d be exhausted just wal king a
hundred meters; here the effect wasn't nuch better

But Zinder realized that N kki would have to stay on the other side until Trelig's plans were
conpl eted, and he knew, too, why the ambitious and treacherous Ben Yulin was the only one trusted
with N kki under the little mrror.

So all the scientist could do was wait, wait until the big device was in place, wait for his
time.

Yulin bothered himnmost of all. The man was brilliant, yes, but he was one of Trelig s kind.
He was secure in his own technol ogi cal superiority over Trelig and any of Trelig's experts-he was
safe. Trelig could not operate Chie's mrror wthout Yulin, and Yulin was a follower of Zinder's
theories without having the decades of theoretical research that went into progranmmng the
nonster. He could never have built this machine.

But he could operate it.

And that was Zinder's greatest fear. Once conpleted and tested, he and N kki, especially
Ni kki, woul d be superfl uous.

Nor could he secretly program Chie to go so far and no further with Yulin; although he was the
desi gner, he was never allowed at the control console w thout Ben Yulin's being there as well.

New Ponpeii had shown G| Zinder the plans Antor Trelig had for everyone, the kind of master
he'd nake. He'd nentally cal cul ated and checked and re-checked everything, but his only hope |ay
i n unfounded ideas, untried paths. There had never been a nachine |like this before.

Mavra Chang eased her small but speedy diplomatic ship into a parking orbit about a |ight-year
from New Ponpeii. She wasn't the first to arrive; seven or eight simlar ships had preceded her
and now floated in a neat |line. Except for a |ong-sleeved black pullover and her belt, she was
dressed in the same manner as when she met Councillor Alaina. The belt was done up to look like a
broad band made up of many strands of thick, black rope, bound together with a much |arger and
nmore solid dragon buckle. No one woul d know that it was actually a three-neter bullwhip.
Conpartnents in the buckle contained a nunber of injectors and nodules for various purposes; the
hidden lifts in her boots and their high, thick heels contained other useful materials. Yet, the
whol e outfit was so natural and formfitting that it appeared she carried nothing at all. She
also wore snall earrings that |ooked like Iong crystal cubes strung together. They, too,

di sqgui sed nore surprises.

She rubbed her rear a little. It still stung where they'd | oaded her with antidotes and
antitoxins to protect her fromjust about everything they could think of. She felt as if, should
she get a cut, her veins would ; drip clear |iquid.

"Mavra Chang as representative of Councillor Alaina," she told the unseen guardi ans of New
Ponpeii on the frequency they'd instructed.
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"Very well,"” replied a tonel ess voice only vaguely nale. "Stand to in line. W wll wait for
the others before transferring."

She cursed silently at this last. They weren't taking any chances-the special properties of
this ship, and its nicely disguised |ife-support nodules, would be useless. They would go
together, in their ship.

She took out a mrror and checked herself out. She was wearing sone |ight cosnmetics this time-
alittle brown lipstick, a slight sheen on the hair giving it a { reflective, alnbst netallic
bl ue cast. She had even ¢ painted her netallic nails a dull silver. It served to disguise the
fact that they were sonewhat unusual. The cosmetics were for Trelig. Although literally bisexual
like all his race-he had both nmale and fenmal e sex organs-he tended to favor the male in
appearance and in sexual appetite.

Finally they had all arrived. A large ship came fromthe direction of the star Asta, a fancy
private passenger liner; one by one they docked with it, put their own ships on automatic
station, and transferred.

The group, which ultimately included fourteen, had only two councillors. The rest were
representatives, and Mavra could see by the | ook of sonme that she was not the only diplomatic
irregular hi the cromd. The situation worried her; if she noticed this, then surely Trelig woul d,
too. He probably expected it. This, then, was confi dence.

The cabin attendants were polite but efficient. They were true citizens of New Harnony, bred
to service. Dark, hairless, each about 180 centinmeters tall, nuscular, and dressed only in |ight
kilts and sandals, their eyes had the dullness that was typical of Comworl ders.

The Com was t he descendant of every Utopian group of the original race. They fulfilled the
dream of every Utopian state: an equal share of all wealth, no noney except for interstellar
trade, no hunger, no unenploynment. Genetic engineering nade themall |ook alike, too, and
bi ol ogi cal programm ng devices fitted themto their jobs perfectly. They were al so progranmed to
be content wth whatever job they had- their goal was service. The individual neant nothing;
humanity was a coll ective concept.

The peopl e's appearance and jobs did differ fromComworld to Comworld, tailored to the
different environnents, the different requirenents, and such on each. The systens, too, varied
slightly fromone world to another. Sonme bred all-females, sone retained two sexes, and sone,
| i ke New Harnony, bred everyone as a bisexual. A couple had dispensed with all sexua
characteristics entirely, depending on cloning.

Most worlds were set up by well-intentioned visionaries who would establish the system Then
the hierarchy would itself be renmade, and there would be a perfect society, one wthout any
frustrations, wants, needs, or psychol ogical hang-ups.

Perfect human anthills.

But, in nost cases, the party that established them never seened to get around to phasing
itself out. A few had tried, and the societies they'd established had collapsed fromtheir
inability to deal with natural disaster or unanticipated problens.

Most, |ike New Harnony, never tried. The anmbition, greed, and lust for power that created the
dedi cated revol utionary and sustained himin bad tines clung to existence for a variety of
reasons. Having eradi cated those wetched tendencies in their popul ations, they could not w pe
out those weaknesses in thenselves. And so New Harnony, after five hundred years in the Com
still had a party hierarchy of several thousand adm nistrators for the various diplomatic and
econom ¢ zones, and they had Antor Trelig as the one born to | ead them

Now t he rest of the hunman race was di scovering how well he had been bred.

There were a few perfunctory introductions and such, but not much conversation on the trip in.
Mavra i mmedi ately realized, though, that Trelig would not be fooled by this notley crew. A two-
meter-tall, ruddy-faced, and full-bearded nman with bright-blue eyes was definitely not fromthe

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (23 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:05 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

Comworld of Paradise, where all the people were bisexual, identical, and about two-thirds his
hei ght. He was definitely a freighter captain |like herself, or a barbarian fromthe newer settled
worl ds. Eight nmales and six fenal es-she thought; with two it was hard to tell-all there nore to
get information than to be overawed.

The New Harnmony stewards wal ked down the aisle, collecting pistols. They explained that each
of them would be further screened for weapons before disenbarking and suggested that surrendering
all of themnow would save |ater enbarrassnent.

Mavra handed in her pistol; the weapons she really counted on had passed every scanner she'd
ever tried. If they hadn't, she wouldn't have themw th her now Landing on New Ponpeii, she
found she had been right. She wal ked boldly through the scanner, and it didn't paralyze her, as
it did to two of the others carrying conceal ed broken-down pistols and knives.

Finally they were all cleared, and Mavra | ooked around.

The smal | spaceport was designed for two ships such as this one; there was another in port,
al nost certainly Trelig's private craft. CGuards and scanners were all over, but she expected
that. Her mission didn't | ook inpossible.

She coul d use sonme help fromthe others, she knew, but dared not enlist them for the sane
reason they couldn't use her. It was highly probable that at |east one, maybe nore, was an Antor
Trelig plant.

No | uggage was of f-|oaded; none had been allowed. Trelig would provide, he'd said, and he
limted what anyone could carry in the process.

The man hinself stood there to greet themtall, nuch taller than the New Harnonites, a giant-
si zed, nuscul ar, exceedingly handsonme version of the nodel. He wore flowi ng white robes and, with
his very long hair, |ooked |ike an angel

"Wel comre! Wel cone! Dear friends!" he called in that now fanpous orator's voice. He'd paid good
nmoney for it, and he'd gotten value received. He then greeted each in turn, by nane, and ki ssed
their hands in the universal formal ritual of greeting. Wien he took Mavra's his bushy eyebrows,
anot her departure fromthe New Harnony nodel, went up

"Such amazing fingernails!" he exclained. "My dear, you resenble a sexy cat."

"Ch?" she replied, not disguising her contenpt. "I thought you killed all the cats on New
Har nony. "
He grinned wi ckedly, and went on. Wen all had been greeted he led themout the small, plush

term nal. The sight was stunning. First, it was green-exceptionally green, a garden of tall but
carefully manicured grass. To their left was a great forest that seened to go off to the

seem ngly nearby horizon; to their right, small hills covered with brightly colored trees and
flowers. And in the center, perhaps five hundred neters away, was a city the 1likes of which
they' d never seen

A hill dom nated the scene; atop its grassy slopes was a tall building nade of polished
marble. It was enornous, |ike an anphitheater or tenple. Below, at the hill's base, stood stylish
bui | di ngs of an ancient nodel, also of marble, w th huge Ronan col ums supporting great roofs
that were decorated with nmnythol ogical scul ptures cut into the stone. Each had great marble steps
going up to its entrance, and some were open enough that the visitors could observe spacious
interior plazas festooned with living flowers and great statuary and decorated with fountains at
their centers. The central building had a donme and the |ongest and grandest staircase. Trelig |l ed
themto it.

"I allowas little technology as is practical here," he explained as they walked. "The
servants are humans, the food and drink is hand-prepared, and in sonme cases hand-harvested. No
power ed vehicles. | nmake sone concessions, of course, such as the lighting, and the whole world
is climate-controlled and maintained under the plasna dome and air punps, but we |like to keep the
feeling rustic."”
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They found no difficulty with the walk or with the stairs; the .7 gravity nade themall fee
great, alnost as if they could fly, and they weren't as tired at the exercise as they would be
wal ki ng a kil oneter on a one-G worl d.

Inside the main building was a great hall. A real oak table had been opulently set; it was |ow
to the ground, and they would sit on padded and soft fur-covered cushions when eating. Bel ow the
table area was a slightly sunken wooden polished floor, like a] dance floor, and the whole area

was circled by great marble colums. Between the columms were stretched sil ken hangi ngs,
apparently in strips. They bl ocked the view, though.

Mavra | ooked up and saw that the dome had a conpl ex npsaic design inside. Lighting was
adequate -although the hall was somewhat dimexcept in the area of the polished floor-but so
indirect that it was inpossible to tell its source.

Trelig seated themall, and took his own place at the head of the table. Fancy fruit cups were
set in front of each place, real fruit, they all noted. Oher; exotic fruits decorated the tables-
kunguat s, orangey pi neappl es. Many poked gingerly at the fruit wilt! their chopsticks; npbst had
never had the real thing before. i

"Try the wine," their host urged. "Real stuff, with alcohol. W have our own vineyards here
and turn out sone pretty good stuff."”

And it was good, far better than the synthetics they'd all been raised on. Mavra picked at the
fruit Raised on synthetics, she preferred themto the real thing. The wi ne, though, was
excellent. Such stuff was generally available, but wusually priced far out of react for npst
peopl e.

Trelig clapped his hands, and four wonen appeared. They were all tanned and dark-haired, but
ot herwi se distinctly different, certainly products of worlds other than New Harnony. They were
all long-haired, wore heavy cosnetics, and were also heavily perfuned. They were al so barefoot,
and dressed only in filnmy, single-piece dresses of unfamliar but obviously ancient design. You
could alnost see right through them

They cleared away the fruit cups and wi ne gl asses, with efficiency, not glancing directly at
anyone at the table or saying a word. No sooner did they disappear beyond the curtains than other
wonen, behaving with the sane gl assy-eyed efficiency, appeared carrying perfectly bal anced silver
trays on their heads.

"Di sgusting," Mavra heard a man near her snarl. "Human beings waiting on other human bei ngs
when robots can do the job."

Most nodded slightly in agreenment, although she . wondered how many of the visitors were Com
wor | der politicians with whole worlds of slaves.

The performance continued throughout the nmeal, each course being perfectly tined. Wne was
supplied in great variety and quantity, and never was a glass allowed to remain enpty. The wonen
performed as if they were machines. Mavra counted eight distinct serving girls, and who knew how
many others supplied them out of sight beyond the curtain

The neal was strange, exotic, and exceptionally good, although Mavra was filled after the
second course and several others quit along the way. The bearded man wol fed down the food,
though, and Trelig took sone of each course.

Afterward, he showed them how the cushions unfolded into recliners, and they relaxed, with
more wi ne and snacks, while a small circus of nusicians and jugglers perfornmed in the lit wooden
floor area. The festivities went on for sonme tine, and the evening was enjoyable. Trelig knew how
to throw one hell of a banquet.

Finally when the last of the performers was through and the guests applauded politely hi
unison, it was time for Trelig to settle themall for the night. "You will find everything you
need there, a conplete nodern toilet. Sleep well! W have an amazi ng day tonorrow "
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He | ed themdown to the stage and through a curtain, which revealed a long marble hall. Their
f oot steps echoed as they wal ked al ong the hall, which seemed to go on forever. Finally they nade
a turn and came upon another, seemingly identical corridor. Now, though, Trelig opened a |arge,
hi nged door of solid oak, perhaps ten centinmeters thick, and showed each one to his room

The accommodati ons were sunptuous and individually decorated. Mavra's had a thick carpet of
some sort of fur, a witing desk, dressing table, bathroom old-style dresser, and an enornous
round bed.

She was happy to see it. Al though she prided herself on holding her liquor, the wi ne had been
exceptional ly strong, perhaps deliberately so. She hadn't really noticed the effect until she'd
stood up for the walk to the roons. She felt dizzy, slightly giddy. At first she suspected the
wi ne had been drugged, but then realized it was just potent.

Trelig bid her goodni ght and cl osed the great door with a chunk. Imediately she went over to
it and pulled on the bronze handl e.

It was | ocked, as she knew it would be.

Next she searched the roons. One of her earrings buzzed slightly, and she nopved to the center
of the room and stood under a pretty but |argely ornamental chandelier. Getting the chair from
the witing table she clinbed up. The buzzing grew exceptionally |oud She nodded to herself.

Fi xed in the base of the chandelier was a tiny, alnost invisible remote canera. It was hinged so
it could be positioned by renpte control in any direction, and had a infrared | ens attachnent

Wthin ten mnutes she found two other cameras one in the bathroom proper, the only place the
chandel i er canmera couldn't reach, and another actually hidden in the shower head. The three
canmeras were placed so that no area of the room was invisible to them

The caneras were cleverly hidden, yes, but not so cleverly that they wouldn't be found by
anyone | ooking for them Trelig wanted them found by anyone who would care about themat all; it
was a dermonstration of his power and their futility. ,

They were of standard design. She went back to | ook at the chandelier, saw it wasn't follow ng
her nmore than haphazardly, and then wal ked over to the bed. No sheet, she noticed. But one wasn't
needed in the perfect climate control of the room No way to hide doing sonething under a cover,
t hough.

She sat on the edge of the bed, back to the canera and slipped off her boots, then slid the
belt-whip ova her head and put it off to her right, awmay fromthe canera's view Then the
earrings, on top the belt. She reached over to a night table, pulled sone tissues, and picked up
a small mirror. She started to renove sone of her nakeup.

As she was doing this, her feet turned one of the boots on its side, and then held it in place
while the other foot released studs at four points. The sole fell open on tiny inner hinges,
reveal i ng a nunber of snmall gadgets. She gingerly got one she needed, clasping it between her
toes of one foot, and then grasped another with the other foot.

Ready now, she slipped off the pullover, got up, and pulled down the body-stocking. As she
| eaned down to take it off, her left hand grabbed both of the devices.

Nude now, she stood up and actually turned around. The notion | ooked natural, but the watchers
woul d draw t he obvi ous concl usion: nothing hidden in the body cavities. Her fingers, the sane
ones that suckered rubes with cards and the shell gane since she was small, held the two smal

devices invisibly. Assuming the lotus position on the bed, she turned the lights off with her
right hand.

In the exact instant the |ights went off, she dropped one of the devices on the bed and
poi nted the other at the chandelier. She was gui ded by a beamof |[|ight she could see only because
of special contact |enses she wore.

Striking the canera, she snatched the other device, a tiny rectangle, and positioned it so it
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rested on the pillow, pointed toward the canera. Satisfied, she put the first gadget down and
rel axed in the lotus, eyes closed.

Al of this had taken | ess than ten seconds.

Satisfied by what she could see through her special |enses, that she'd gotten it right, she
opened her eyes, relaxed, then carefully and silently slid off the side of the bed, trying not to
jiggle the little rectangle.

Free of the bed, she checked and saw that the gisnmo was still in position. The device was
incredi bly conplex; she'd discovered it only when it was used to trap her in a mnor con, and
she'd paid plenty for it. Wat it did, sinply, was freeze the first inage the canera saw and hol d
it there. There was an autonatic adjustnment of several seconds fromthe standard to the infrared
node, a little |longer to refocus. She then had el even seconds to shoot and position the feedback
projector, as it was called.

Quietly, with the stealth and caution of an expert burglar, Mavra dressed herself. She started
to put on the boots, then thought better of it, renmenbering the | clattering echo of the halls.
She renmoved the buckle fromthe whip-belt and used its pin to fix it under the whip, then turned
the small whip handle so it could be easily drawn by rel easing the nearly invisible binding
st uds.

She hadn't been renoving her nakeup with the tissue; she'd been snearing it evenly all over
her face and rubbing her hands with it as well. Now she took a small shrink-w apped pack from her
| eft boot and opened it, renoving the tiny pad. Carefully, nethodically, she snoothed it over al
exposed areas of her! skin. The mild chemcal, reacting to another in thel nakeup, caused it to
turn a deep black. Next she re-npved the special contact |enses, squeezed two drops in her eyes
froma nearly minute dropper, then took another, different pair out of her pack and
?21>""d themin. They were clear, but if she activated the tiny power supply in her buckle, they
would turn into infrared | enses. More than one on New Pompeii had cat's eyes

Switching to that node, she picked up the mirror carefully and | ooked at herself. She | ooked
exceedi ngly nonstrous, of course, but the chem cal bl ack-ener was an effective shield against the
heat radiation infrared viewers saw. She touched up a few spots until she could see nothing in
the mirror. Her hands she checked visually.

Then came the nodul es. They fit under her |ong, sharp nails, and the injector point actually
merged with the points of her fingernails. She | oaded each one of them not all with the same
stuff. More than once these nasty 1'ttle devices had saved her neck- and cost others dearly.

Finally she touched the second power-pack nodul e on the buckle. This energy source fed the
material in the chenmicals and in her clothing. Heat-sensitive devices would ignore her.

They were still trying to figure out that jewel robbery on Bal dash.

She wanted this job over and done quickly, if possible. The girl, anyway. If it could be done
tonight, fine. If not, she'd at | east know the lay of the |and.

The big door |ock was no problem but the four sensors in the door were. The door was nearly
flush with the nmounting; she could only slip in two matching strips. The third took sonme work
with a blade. Though she had no knife, the specially treated organic naterial in her boot had
served as one. The toenail of a large aninal on sone distant world, sharpened, treated |ike her
own nails. A nice, thin, flat blade.

The other strips slipped in easily, and she carefully and slowy opened the door. No al arns,
so she peered cautiously outside. The hallway was dark but apparently not guarded. For all his
reliance on people, Trelig used a professional supersecurity system one he'd bought and paid
for. And that was his nistake. Successful crimnals-the ones they hadn't caught- had countered
them |l ong ago. They would be on infrared, and with nmkes. If she didn't nmake nuch noise and if
the protective circuits were in, she should be invisible.

She stepped out into the hall and carefully closed the door behind her without a sound. There
were no flags. She was safe.
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This woul d have been harder if he'd kept the hall lit, she thought.

But not hing was inpossible in this line to the Cat Goddess, as she was called on lots of
wanted lists. They even suspected who she was, but they had never proved anyt hing.

She net no one on her way back to the banquet hall, which, she discovered, was the only
obvious entrance or exit. Only one canera there; she'd checked that at dinner

She noved as close to the entrance as she could and peered out of the curtains. The canera,
which was linked to a snmall paralyzer, rotated along a rail on the base of the dome. A single
fixed camera in the done itself wouldn't have supplied adequate coverage; the noving one covered
the entire area in thirty seconds. She tined the novenents repeatedly to see that they hadn't
varied it. Only for twelve seconds was the entrance out of view And the entrance was about
ninety neters from her

Experience and training paid in the cal cul ations- the area of view and the 1|ike going through
her mind. She took two deep breaths, then watched the little camera go around, hit the precisely
cal cul ated point. At that instant she sped for the entrance, naking it outside in under el even
seconds, sonething considered inpossible, she knew, for such a tiny wonman.

But this was .7 G

She didn't take the steps, but clinbed, catlike, over the side and dowmn to the bushes bel ow.
It was not dark outside, but there was no one in view, and she was quick despite the vertica
dr op.

The trick was a tiny little bubble, several of which she carried in her belt. The bubble, no
| arger than the head of a pin, forned an incredibly thin secretion that created trenmendous
suction when rubbed between the palns of her hands. It had been her special secret of success in
burglary; she had created the stuff herself,

She descended thirty neters in seconds. Taking refuge behind sone bushes, she rubbed her
hands, causing the substance to solidify and ball up, then fall away. The stuff didn't last |ong,
but it was excellent for thirty or forty seconds.

She woul d have preferred darkness, but there was no darkness beneath the reflective plasm
dome. Daylight would have to do.

Creepi ng around the side of the central building, she heard voices and froze. Wen they
continued in a sort of rhythmic chant, she ventured out, keeping close to the walls and cover
then | ooked in on one of the open plazas. Four wonen, dressed as the servants had been, were
practicing sone sort of dance to the tune of a lyrelike instrunent played by another of them
They all seened to nove in that dreamy state, oblivious to the world. Something was odd in their
appear ance.

They were too beautiful, Mvra decided. Incredibly, alnmst deforned in their sexua
characteristics, the type of dreamgirl |ovesick prospectors bought pictures of. Their novenents,
too, seened unusual; there was a sense of total femninity there, as if they mght be sone sort
of nythol ogical fertility goddesses. Such manners and noves were eerie, unnatural, even a little
i nhuman. They were nore erotic caricatures of people than real human bei ngs.

She decided not to test their apparent dream ness, though; she needed soneone al one.

The little world seened to keep Trelig's hours; few were about. She wi shed she knew exactly
how many people were on the planetoid; it didn't seemlike nmany.

Slipping into the next building, a lower but still grand nmarble structure, she practically ran
into soneone. The young woman was average-looking, a little wunkenpt, and had dirty feet. She was
nude. Next to her stood a bucket on three Ilittle wheels. She was down on all fours, and, as Mavra

wat ched, she realized the woman was scrubbing the marble floor with a stiff brush.

Mavra | ooked around but saw no sign of anyone else. Quietly she stepped out and started toward
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t he wonman, whose back and rear were open to her as she made her way slowy backing down the hall

Mavra strai ghtened her right little finger while clenching the others. The straightening made
the little injector head reach the tip of the nail.

The woman noti ced sonething odd before Mavra reached her. Wen she turned around, she saw the
smal |, bl ack-covered wonan.

"Hi!" she said, a crooked smle on her face. Mavra | ooked down at her with pity. The
expression was sinple, the eyes dull and blank. A spongie, Mavra realized. She stooped to the
wonan' s | evel

"Hi, yourself," she responded kindly. "What's your name?"

"Hiv-Hi vi-" the woman struggl ed, then she turned sheepish. "I can't say it good no nore."
Mavra nodded synpathetically. "Ckay, Hvi. I'mCat. WIIl you tell nme sonething?"
The wonman nodded slowy. "If | can.”

"Do you know sonebody cal |l ed Ni kki Zi nder?"
The woman | ooked bl ank. "I don't 'nenber names so good, like I told ya."
"Well, is there any place they keep people here who never cone out?" Mavra tried.

The girl shook her head unconprehendi ngly. Mavra sighed. Gobviously H vi or whatever her nane
was was too far gone on the drug to tell her what she needed. She decided on anot her tack

"Well, do you have a boss, then? Sonebody who tells you where to cl ean?”

The girl nodded. "Ziv do it."

"Where is Ziv now?" Mavra prodded.

The wonman | ooked bl ank, then brightened for a nonent. "Down there," she replied, pointing away
down the hall.

Mavra was tenpted just to | eave her there; the girl was no threat. However, Hivi retained sone
intelligence, and that night nean an unintentional betrayal. As she reached out to caress the
wonman, the nail of her right little finger touched the girl's armand the injector shot its fluid
into her.

The girl junped a little, and put her hand on her shoul der, a puzzled expression on her face
Then came a general rigidity, the girl frozen, looking at her shoul der

Mavra | eaned close to her, nervous that soneone el se would cone by. "You did not see anyone
whil e washing this hall," she whispered. "You did not see ne. You wll not see ne. You will not
see anything | do. Now you will go on with your work."

The girl unfroze, seemed even nore puzzl ed. She | ooked around, right at Mavra Chang, then past
her, unseeing. Finally, she shrugged, turned, and resuned her brushing of the floor. Mavra went
on.

It would have been easier to have killed her; a few sinple pressings on certain nerves in the
neck woul d not have wasted a hypno on such a dry hole. Doing so would, perhaps, have been nore
merciful. But, although Mavra Chang had killed before, she killed only those who deserved it.
Antor Trelig, perhaps, for what he did to these once-normal people and for what he nmight do to
ot hers-but not a hel pl ess sl ave.

And that's what all those wonen were, she knew. The serving girls, t he dancers, t he
scrubwonan, Sl aves, created by the sponge, by the underdoses and overdoses of the nmutant disease.

She did not find Ziv; she did, however, prow silently through many halls, often dodging
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occasi onal dull-eyed slaves and security eyes. She noved stealthily through several roons
decorated with great opul ence and through other roons of extreme decadence. Spongies so catatonic
they could be placed rigidly in positions to serve as |lanps and furniture-the sight nmade her ill
even while the practical part of her wondered how they were fed.

She did not, however, find anyone in obvious authority, and she started back to the sleeping
quarters disappointed and disgusted. If this was Antor Trelig's way of treating the humans who
came within his control, what sort of a naster would he nmake of the civilized worlds? Al aina had
been right; the man was not a human but a nonster

She was al nbst back at her room when she spotted soneone she needed. True, the wonan | ooked
and dressed nuch like the others, but she had a conspicuous difference: she wore a shoul der strap
and a pistol. The woman was noving slowy down the hall, checking on doors and the |ike, when
Mavra crept in. There was no one el se around.

Li ke an ani mal stal king prey, the tiny agent seened to nove with dead silent liquidity,
cl oser, ever closer to the tall woman with the pistol. Now, only a few nmeters away, she pounced
The big woman turned at the novenent, her face registering extrenme surprise at the black, sleek
visage running toward her. Mavra was so fast that the guard's hand had only started to nove to
the pistol when her attacker |eaped and kicked full force into her victims stonach.

The guard had the wind conpletely knocked out of her. Mavra, |anding and sonersaulting, was on
her feet again as if by nmagic and back to the guard. Both the index- and m ddl e-finger nai
injectors of her right hand found their mark while Mavra's |l eft hand grabbed the wonman's gun-
hand. The doubl e dose weakened her opponent rapidly, and, although the |arger worman was w nni ng
her battle, the hypnos took hold before she could draw the pistol

Mavra rel axed and rolled off her quarry, now frozen in a strange position

"CGet up!" Mavra ordered, and the other complied. "Wiere is a roomwhere we wll not be
di sturbed or interrupted?”

"In there," canme the nechanical reply. The worman pointed to a nearby door
"No canmeras or other devices in there?" Mavra asked crisply.
"No. "

The small wonan ordered her drugged victiminto the room and she followed. It was a smnal
of fice of sone sort, not currently in use. Mavra sat the wonan on the floor, then kneel ed down,
faci ng her.

"How are you cal | ed?" she asked the drugged guard.

"I am Mcce," the other replied.

Mavra sighed. "Okay, Mcce, tell ne, how many people are there on New Ponpeii?"

"Forty-one at the nonent,'
and the guests."

t he other responded "Not counting the wild folk, the living dead,

"Counting everyone but the new guests, how nmany?" Mavra prodded.

"One hundred thirty-seven."

Mavra nodded. That told what she was up agai nst "How many arned guards?"
"Twel ve. "

"Why are no nore precautions than this taken?" the dark agent asked. "Surely greater security
is called) for."

"They rely on autonatic sensing in the inportant areas," the guard explained. "As for the
rest, no one could get off New Ponpeii w thout the proper codes."
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"Who knows the codes?" Mavra asked.

"Only Councillor Trelig,'
only to him"

the guard responded. "And they are changed daily in a sequence known

Mavra Chang frowned. That would make things a little harder.
"I's the girl N kki Zi nder here?" she asked.
The guard nodded. "In the guard quarters."”

Wth nore questioning, Mavra established the |ocation of the guard quarters, the genera
| ayout of the building, who was in there at any given tinme, N kki's exact room and howto get in
and out. She al so established that everyone on New Ponpeii was on sponge except Trelig hinself,
and the supplies were brought in daily by a conputer-controlled ship so that no one could get a
| arge quantity and rebel against Trelig. That piece of information was interesting. So the
sponge was brought in on a little scout, nade for four passengers if need be. The guard's
description sug-gested that it was a Mbdel 17 Cruiser, a craft Mavra knew well. It would be
perfect.

She took the guard's pistol and shoul der belt after deternmining that the guards thenselves
checked their equipnment in and out of a small guard | ocker. She suggested to the guard that the
pistol and belt were still in place, so the gun would not be missed. It would be checked back in
and perhaps not discovered gone for days. Mavra smiled; she was arned again, and |uck was
breaking her way due to Trelig' s conceit about his security.

"Where is Dr. Zinder?" she asked the guard, after giving her another jolt of the hypno

"He is on Underside," the guard replied. O the forty-one people, one was Trelig, one was
Ni kki, one was Zinder, twelve were guards, five were assistants to Zinder, and the other twenty-
one were slaves of one kind or another. That was enough to tell Mavra Chang that she hadn't a
prayer of getting Zinder hinself out, but a good chance at Nikki. Ten nmillion wasn't "anything,"
but it sure beat nothing.

After getting the guard routine fromthe hypnoed woman, Mavra told her to forget about her
totally and resunme her normal routine. The guard did so without further comrent, and treated
Mavra as if she weren't there.

It took another forty mnutes to return to the nain building, avoid the caneras, and get back

to her room The strips were still in place on the door, and, after closing and relocking it, she
carefully renoved them The hol ographic nmenory projector was still hi place, so the canera was
still showing an enpty, quiet roomwith a neditating figure on the bed.

Tidyi ng up, renoving the bl ackface, reassenbling the boot, and reloading and reforming the
belt took nore tinme. As soon as she finished, she edged over next to the projector on the bed,
careful not to jiggle it too nuch, until she was next to it, alnmost touching it. Infinite
patience is the best tool of a burglar

Assuning the correct position, she took the little device, quickly palmed it, and slipped it
out of sight when the canera was directed el sewhere. When the canera swing back, only a few
seconds later, it photographed the sane nude wonan in the sane neditating position. Only a
fanatical observer, which no guard was-watching sleeping people was an incredibly dull job-would
have realized that the figure was seated in a slightly different position at a slightly different
angl e.

Suddenly her breathing becane nore rapid, and then she stirred, flexed, stretched out on the
bed, and turned over. Her right hand dangled just over the edge of the bed for a second, as she
dropped an unseen object onto black cloth.

And only then did Mavra Chang sl eep
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I f anyone knew of her roamings, they did not betray that fact the next norning. The mgjor
di spute was over Trelig' s requirenment that they all take showers and then don light, filny
garnents and sandals. He apol ogi zed and offered to |launder their own garnments during their trip,
but it was clear what he was doing. He could both exam ne their garnents and nake certain that
little if anything was taken to Undersi de.

Mavra was confident that the shielding hi her boots and in the belt would be sufficient to
escape detection; however, if anyone did try to open them there would follow a hard-to-explain
and quite nessy violent explosion. She doubted if Trelig' s people would go that far because of
the defense nechanismrisk; but her tools were to be denied her when they would do the nost good.
The pistol was not particularly hard to conceal; she'd hidden it against a hall cornice affixed
with putty outside the room

She saw the surprised expressions when she entered the hall for breakfast; w thout the boots
she was even tinier than usual. They all noticed, but no one was tactless enough to nention the
subj ect .

After eating, Trelig addressed them "Citizens, distinguished guests all, may | now explain
why you were all invited here, and what you will see today," he began. "First, let ne refresh
your menories a bit. As you all no doubt know, we are not the first civilization to have
col oni zed worl ds far beyond the one of our civilization's birth. The artifacts of that earlier
non- human civilization have been found on countless dead worlds. Dr. Jared Markov di scovered
them and so we call themthe Markovians."

"We know all that, Antor," snapped one councillor. "Get to the point."

Trelig gave a killing glance, then continued. "Now, the artifacts they left us when they died
out or disappeared over a mllion years ago consist entirely of ruined structures-buildings. No
furniture, no machinery, no utensils, objects of art, nothing. Wwy? Cenerations of scholars have
mused on this, to no avail. It seened as insolvable a nystery as why they died out. But one
scientist, a Tregallian physicist, had an idea.”

They stirred slightly, nodding. They all knew who he neant.

"Dr. GlgramValdez Zinder," Trelig went on, "thought that our failure to solve the Mrkovian
riddle stemmed fromour too orthodox view of the universe. First, he postulated the concept that
t he anci ent Markovi ans did not need artifacts because, sonehow, they could convert energy into
matter nerely by willing it. W know that deep beneath the crust of each Markovian world was a
sem organi ¢ conputer. Zinder believed the Markovians were directly, nmentally linked to their
conputers, which were, in turn, progranmed to turn any wish into reality. So he set to work on
duplicating this process."”

There were murnmurings now. Trelig was confirm ng the runors that had brought them here, runors
too horrible to believe.

"Fromthis point, Zinder went on to postulate that the raw material they used for this energy-
to-matter conversion was a basic, primal energy, the only truly stable conponent in the
uni verse," Trelig explained. "He spent his |life searching for this primal energy, proving its
exi stence. He worked out its probable nature mathenmatically, designing his own self-aware
conmputer to help himin this end."

"And he found it," a wonan who | ooked no nore than a child but was an elder of a Comrace
i nterjected.

Trelig nodded. "He did. And, in the process, produced a set of corollaries that are staggering
intheir inplications. If all matter, all reality, is nmerely a converted formof this energy,
then where did we cone fron?" He sat back, enjoying the expressions on the faces of those who
were able to grasp the inplications.

"You' re saying the Markovians created us?" the red-bearded nman called out. "I find that hard
to accept. The Markovi ans have been dead for a million years. If their artifacts died with their
brains, why didn't we die, too?"
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Trelig's face showed surprise. "A very good question,” he noted. "One with no clear answer,
though. Dr. Zinder and his associates believe that sone sort of massive central conputer was
established, sonewhere out there anong the other gal axies, that keeps us stable. But its |location
is neither here nor there, since it is alnost certainly beyond our capability to get there in the
forseeable future, even if we knew where '"there' is. The inportant fact is that such a conputer
does exist, or we wouldn't be here. O course, it allows, shall we say, local variations in the
pattern. If it didn't, then the local Mrkovian worlds would never have been able to use their
own godli ke conputers. And, what they could do Dr. Zi nder has discovered howto do! It is the
ultimate proof of his theories.”

Several in the audience | ooked uneasy; there were! a couple of nervous coughs.

"Do you nean, then, that you have built your own version of this god nmachine?" Mavra Chang
asked.

Trelig smled. "Dr. Zinder and his associate, Ben Yulin, the child of a close associate of
m ne fromA Wadda, have built a mniature version of it, yes. | persuaded themto nove their
conmputer here, to New Ponpeii, where it would not fall into the wong hands -and they were just
conpl eting the hookup of a much, nuch larger version of the nmachine as well." He stopped a
moment, frowning slightly, but his overall expression was playful

"Come with ne," he invited them rising fromthe table. "I see disbelief and skepticism Let
us go to Underside and |I'll show you."

They all got up and followed himout the entrance, across the grassy plaza, and toward a snal
structure that | ooked sonmething Iike a solid marble gazebo, off by itself to the left.

Al t hough its housing was built to blend with the Neo-G ecian and Ronan architecture, it was
clear when they reached the little house that it was sone sort of high-speed el evator

Trelig selected a snmooth, bare area and placed his hand, pal mdown, on it. His fingers tapped
out a pattern too rapid for any of themto catch, and, suddenly, the wall faded, show ng the
interior of a large highspeed car. There were eight seats with head rests and belts in it.

"W will have to make two trips," Trelig apol ogi zed. "The first eight of you, here, please
take the seats and fasten the straps. The descent is extrenmely fast and very unconfortable, |'m
afrai d, although sone gravity conmpensation has been built in to mninze the effect. Once the
first group is away, the smaller naintenance car can be used for the rest of us. Don't worry-
there's a two-level exit on Underside."

Mavra was in the first group. She took a chair, relaxed, and fastened the straps. The door
actually sone sort of force field with a wall projection over it, solidified again, and they felt
t hensel ves droppi ng qui ckly.

The trip was unconfortable; small plastic bags had been provided for the two or three who
needed them Mavra was amazed at the little car system she'd heard of such a thing but had never
seen one, let alone been in one. They had been designed for a few of the planets whose surfaces
wer e uni nhabi tabl e but where, for one reason or another, life at |levels below the surface was
possi bl e.

It took over ten mnutes to reach the other end and, even at that, they traveled at a
trenendous rate of speed. Finally they felt the car slow, and then craw to a stop. They waited
three or four mnutes, nervously wondering if they were stuck. Then they heard the sound of
sonet hi ng above them and, less than a minute later, the force field and solid projection in
front of them dissolved, and Trelig was there, smling.

"Sorry about the delay. | should have warned you
bit sorry.

he said cheerily, sounding not the |east

They unbuckl ed their belts and got up, stretching, and wal ked out into a narrow corridor. They
followed their host down the steel-clad pathway. It turned an< ended on a large riveted netal
platformwith railings all around. Ahead of themwas an enornous shaft that seenmed to have no top
or bottom The size of the round gap dwarfed themto insignificance, and they gasped in awe. All
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around the shaft were panels, countless nodules with even, small gaps between.

A long bridge led fromthe platformacross the shaft; a wide bridge of the sane netal flooring
as the platformbut with 150-centimeter sidewalls of a plastic substance. They realized that they
were somewhere in the bowels of a great machine.

Trelig stopped in the mddle of the bridge, and hat the party gather around him Everywhere
were the hum and crackl e of active circuits opening and closing, echoing off the shaft walls. He
had to raise his voice to be heard.

"This shaft runs froma point about hal fway between the theoretical equator and the South Pol e
of New Ponpeii on the rocky and unprotected surface, alnost to the core of the planetoid," he
shouted. "Il is fusion powered, indirectly, through the solar and plasnma network. For al nost
twenty kilometers in all directions around us is the conputer-self-aware of course-which Dr.
Zinder calls bie. Into it we have been pouring all of the data at our command. Cone."

He continued the dizzying wal k, past a shining copper-colored pole that ran |engthw se through
the center of the shaft and seened to disappear in both directions, and onto a platformidentica
to the first one. To their left a w ndow opened on a large roomfilled with a myriad apparently
inactive electronic instrunents. A door |like that of an airlock stood directly before them Wen
it slid open with a hiss, there did hi fact seemto be a slight change in pressure and
tenperature. They entered and found thensel ves hi what seened a mniature duplicate of the |arger
machi ne. A bal cony and several control consol es surrounded an anphitheaterlike floor bel ow, on
which was a snall, round, silvery disk. Overhead, what |ooked Iike a twenty-sided mirror wth a
smal | projecting device in its center was attached to a nobile armthat was suspended from a
mount on one wal | .

"The original Chie and the original device," Trelig explained. "Obie is attached, of course,
to the larger one, which is just nearing conpletion. Cone! Fan out around the rail here so that
you may all view the disk below " He glanced over, and they saw a young, good-I| ooking man dressed
in a shiny lab tech uniformsitting at the far control panel

"Citizens, that is Dr. Ben Yulin, operations manager here," Trelig told them "Now, if you'll
| ook bel ow, you'll see two of ny associates bringing a third out and placing her on the disk."

They | ooked down and saw two of the wonmen Mavra recognized as guards gently |eading a
frightened girl of no nore than fourteen or fifteen toward the disk

"The girl you see is a victimof the addiction known as sponge,” Trelig explained. "Already
the drug has rotted her nmind so that she is no nore than a childlike idiot. | have many such poor
unfortunates here; they will soon be cured. Now, watch and be quiet. Dr. Yulin will take it from
here. ™"

Ben Yulin flipped a couple of switches on his console. They heard the crackle of some sort of
speaker and coul d hear his cool, pleasant baritone clearly.

"Good norning, OChie."

"Good norning, Ben," cane Obie's pleasing tenor-no |onger comng fromthe console transceiver,
but seemngly fromthe air around them It was not a big voice or a threatening one, but it
seenmed to be all around them every place and no place in particular

"I ndex subject file code number 97-349826," Yulin intoned. "Record on ny mark-now "

The mirror swng into place over the terrified girl, and the blue light shone fromit,
envel opi ng her. They saw the girl freeze, flicker, and w nk out.

Trelig grinned and turned to them "WlIl, what do you think of that?"
"I"ve seen hol ographic projectors before,” alittle man said skeptically.
"Either that or you've disintegrated her," another put in.

Trelig shrugged. "Well, what will convince you?" He brightened. "I know Tell ne, nane a
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creature of the conmon forns! Anybody!"
They all remained silent for a second. Finally, soneone called out, "A cow. "
Trelig nodded. "A cowit is. Did you hear, Ben?"

"Very good, Councillor,” Yulin responded through the speaker. H's voice changed tone, and he
called to his conputer

"I ndex RY-765197-AF, Obie," he intoned.
"I know what a cow is, Ben," Obie scolded gently, and Yulin chuckl ed.

"Al'l right, then, Obie," he replied, "I'll leave it to you. Nothing dangerous, though. Docile
huh?"

"All right, Ben. 1'll do ny best,"” the conputer assured him and the mrror swng out once
again, the blue |ight shone, and something flickered in.

"Magician's tricks," scow ed the red-bearded man. "Wman into cow. "

But what materialized below was not a cow, it was a centauroid: a cow s body-hooves, tail, and
udder -and the girl's torso and head, unchanged except that her ears stuck out as a cow s ears
woul d, and fromthe area around her tenples grew two small, curved horns.

"Let's go down and exanine her,'
smal | staircase nearby.

Antor Trelig suggested, and they all noved single-file down a

The cow wonman stood there, |ooking blankly forward, hardly paying them notice.
"Go ahead!" Trelig urged. "Touch her. Exam ne her as closely as you want!"

They did, and the girl paid themlittle notice except when one observer touched the udder
ni ppl es, provoking a mld and annoying kick that misssed its target.

"Good | ord! Monstrous!" grunmbled one councillor. Ohers were stunned.

Trelig then I ed them back up to the bal cony, explaining that the viewing area had invisible
shiel ding that was necessary to screen out the effects of the small mrror

He nodded to Ben, who gave another series of instructions to Ghie. The girl-cow vani shed and
was replaced, only nmoments later, by the girl. Again they went down, |ooked at her, found her
dul | -eyed and fearful but otherwi se perfectly human-and unni stakably the sanme girl.

"I still don't believe it," the bearded man uttered. "Some kind of nobnstrous genetic cloning,
yes, but that's all."

Trelig smled. "Wuld you like to try, Ctizen Rutmey?" he prodded. "I assure you that we will
not harmyou hi any way. O, if not you, then anyone el se?"

"Il try," the red-bearded man replied. The girl was guided down fromthe disk and taken out
a door bel ow. Rummey stepped up, |ooked around, still trying to figure out the trick. The rest
returned to their perch

Yulin was ready. Rummey was encoded qui ckly, wi nking out and then, alnost inmediately, w nking
back in. They had nmade two slight alterations in him he had a donkey's |long ears and a | arge,
bl ack equine tail emerging just above his rectumand covering it. Since reality was kept
consistent for him he was quickly aware of his change. He felt his long ears in wonder, and
moved his tail. He | ooked stunned.

"What do you think, now, Citizen Rummey?" Trelig called out good-naturedly.

"It's-incredible," the man managed, voice cracking.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (35 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:05 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

"We can adjust all reality so that you and everyone else will believe you have always been

that way," the master of New Ponpeii told them "But, hi this case, | think not."

"Did it hurt?" Someone called to the nan. "Wat did it feel |ike?" another asked.

Rummey shook his head. "It didn't feel like anything," he replied, wonderingly. "Just saw the
blue light, then you all seened to flicker, and here | was."

Trelig smled and nodded. "See?" he told themall. "I said there was no pain."

"But how did you do it?" soneone gasped.

"Well, nmuch earlier, we fed Obie the codes for various conmon aninals, plants, and the |ike.
He used the device overhead to reduce themto an energy pattern that is, mathematically, the
equi val ent of the creature. This information was stored, and when Citizen Runmey was on the disk
it did the same for him Then, using Dr. Yulin's instructions, it,blended the ears and tail of
the ass to the physiognony of Rumey; it re-encoded the cells as well to make it his natura
form"

Mavra Chang felt the same chill run through her that ran through the others. Such incredible
power- in the hands of Trelig.

The councillor of New Harnony rel axed, savoring the expressions and the thoughts he knew were
troubling them Finally, he said, "But this is only the prototype. R ght now we can take only a
single individual at a time. W can, of course, make our own individuals, but there are sone
things we haven't figured out howto get into Cbie so they come out whol e people, nentally.
That's only a matter of time and practice. And, of course, we can create anything known that is
no larger than the di sk and whose code we've first stored in Qhie. Food of any kind, anything
organi ¢ or inorganic, absolutely real, absolutely indistinguishable fromthe original."

"You said this nachine was a prototype,” Mavra Chang noted. "May we assunme that things have
advanced beyond that stage now?"

"Very good, Citizen Chang," Trelig approved. "Yes, yes indeed! You saw the |arge tube going
through the center of the big shaft?" They nodded. "Well, it has just been connected to a huge
version of that little energy radiator you see in the center of that little mrror, there. | had
the parts built in a dozen different places and assenbl ed here by ny own planet's people. The
sane with a huge version of that mirror, slightly different in shape and property, of course.
And huge-it fills nost of the surface of Underside. If the power is sufficient, and we believe it
is, it should be effective froma distance of over fifteen mllion kilometers on an area at | east
forty-five to fifty thousand Kkiloneters in dianmeter.™

"You nmean a planet!" soneone gasped.

Trelig | ooked nock-thoughtful. He was enjoying this. "Yes, | suppose so. Wiy, vyes, | do
believe you're right! If there is sufficient power, of course.”

They thought over what he had just said, each realizing that what they'd feared nost of al
was true. This madnman possessed a device that could alter planets to his design in linited ways.
Li mted, perhaps, but he certainly wouldn't be going to this extrene just to give the inhabitants
funny ears and tails.

Trelig | ooked down, saw that Rumey, who could hear the conversation, hadn't noved off the
di sk. He was waiting to be changed back

"Now I'Il show you the full potential,"” Trelig whispered, and nodded to Yulin.

Before he could do anything, the man with the ears and tail was captured again in the blue
gl ow. When he winked back in a few nonents |ater there had been an additional change. He stil
retained the ears and tail, and even his beard, but through the thin robe they could clearly see
that he was now sexually a fenmale despite the retention of the rest of his |arge, masculine body.

Trelig grinned evilly at the others, then called down. "Tell nme, Ctizen Rummey, do you notice
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any ot her changes?"

The person on the disk |ooked and felt all over, then shook his-her?-head. "No," the person
responded in a voice that unnistakably belonged to the sane person but was now a hal f-octave
hi gher in tone. "Should I?"

"You are fenmale, now, Citizen Runmey."
Rumey | ooked bewi |l dered. "Wy, yes, of course. | always have been."

Trelig turned back to the group, a smug expression on his face. "You see? This time we altered
sonet hing basic in the equations that created.him W nade hima her. A sinple thing, really-
easier than the reverse, since he is now XX where, in the opposite way, we have to postulate the
Y factor. The inportant thing is that only we know a change has taken place. He doesn't-and, if
you returned with himlike that, you'd find that everyone else renenbered himas a fenale, too,
that all his records were those of a fenale, that his whole past was adjusted to show he'd been
born that way. That is the real power of the device. Only the shielding and our close proximty
to the change allow us to be exenpt fromthis change ourselves."

They thought it over. New Ponpeii, of course, would be shielded, probably sonething added to
the plasma shield. When the big mirror did its work on a planet, no one in the whol e gal axy woul d
even know that anything was changed. The victimnized world wouldn't know it, either. The
i nhabi tants woul d beconme his playthings and his property as a part of the natural schenme of
t hi ngs.

"You nmonster!" one of the councillors spat. "Wiy show us this at all? Wy expose yourself,
except for ego?"

Trelig shrugged. "Ego, of course, is part of it. But such power is no fun unless sonebody
knows what's going on. But, no, there's nore to it than that."

"You need the Council Fleet to nove New Ponpeii and protect it," Mavra guessed

He smiled. "No, not really. According to the calculations, if a reverse bias is applied to the
device, it would be possible to envel op New Ponpeii in the field and then transport it anywhere
it wanted-sort of picking itself up by its own bootstraps. No, this concerns our own linitations.
You can't renake a planet into sonething else w thout know ng exactly what you want and then
feeding the information into Chie. The ears and tail wouldn't have been possible unless Ohie had
first had the code for the ass. It will take nuch tinme and research to renmake a world properly,
and | aman inpatient man. If | tried a planet now, or in the next few years, the results would

probably be nonstrous. No, | need access to all the information, the best brains, the best of
everything to carry it out. | need the resources of hundreds of worlds. To get the resources I
need, |'Il need the Council Fleet under ny control."

Mavra and a couple of others turned a little at sone novenent behind them Four guards had
energed there, all carrying nasty electron rifles.

Rummey called up fromthe disk. "Hey! Trelig! Are you going to let me keep these ears and
tail?"

The master of New Pompeii |ooked over at Yulin and nodded. The blue Iight w nked on again, and
when it w nked off Rummey was agai n nal e and had normal ears.

And he still retained the tail

Trelig ordered himupstairs, and he canme, grunbling. He reached the top and saw the guards. He
al nost started back again, but thought better of it and joined the rest.

"What's the neaning of this?" Rumey grunbled, and the others added their conplaints.

Trelig nmoved away fromthemslightly. "I need the Fleet and the Wapons Control Locker. Please
don't nmove toward ne or the guards. The rifles are on high spray stun. It would do you no good,
even if they shot ne, too. Besides, | need you all alive to go back and tell your councillors
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what you have witnessed, except for you councillors, whose votes | need directly. | need you to
tell your story, and | need to send sone proof. Tell themthat when the Council neets in four
days tine | will require a vote to nake me First Councillor with sole authority over the Fl eet

and Weapons Locker. If the vote fails, then we will experinent with the big dish on those worlds
you represent. New Ponpeii will be everywhere and anywhere. You won't catch it. | may not have
all the data to alter a world, but | can cancel its existence with OGhie! | can whittle the

Council down to where | will have the votes!"

They were shocked. Wiile he had themin that state, he pressed home, beconing friendlier, nore
conciliatory.

"You see, ny friends," he concluded, "not giving ne that power will cause nme a great deal of
pain, cost a lot of lives, and give ne a lot of tinme and trouble. But I'll win either way. In
four days-or in four years. It won't nmatter. But, |'minpatient, and | amdirect. W can save a
lot of pain, trouble, and lives by conceding to ny demands now. "

Rumey reached back, felt his tail unbelievingly. "And this tail-this is the proof?"

Trelig nodded. "Now, one at a time, each of you will go down and stand on the disk. A minor
thing will be done to you, nothing nore serious than what we did to Ctizen Rutmey here, unless
you cause trouble. If you resist, we will stun you and, | assure you, the results will not be

m nor!" He underscored that last as if he hoped soneone would resist. "But, as Rummey told you,
the process is painless, and | do pronise you that anyone whose world's vote is with ne will be
changed back. That can be done without a return to New Ponpeii."

"What good is your pronise?"

Trelig was genuinely surprised and a little hurt at the remark. "I always keep nmy word,
Citizen. | always make good mny prom ses-and nmy threats.”

Nobody did resist. It would have been futile. Even if they junped Trelig, they would all get
stunned, Trelig included, and then the alterations would be nonstrous, as he prom sed. Even if
they managed to rush the guards, they couldn't operate the lift car, nor did they know how, if
there was an alternate way, to get to the surface.

Trelig didn't bother to be creative. Each, in turn, was given the same long horselike tai
Rummey's got, color-natched to their own hair. Mavra's was |et-black, thick, and extended bel ow
her knees. The new condition took a little getting used to, although the tail nuscle was al nost
infinitely controllable and the bone seened soft and pliant. Even so, sitting in the chairs for
the ride back up felt odd and unconfortable, like sitting on a slightly hard object. Wen
shifting position, one had a tendency to pull on the tail inadvertently, causing sone pain.

But the addition to their anatomy was convincing proof to them and it would serve as
convi ncing proof of the threat that hung over everyone when they made their reports to their own
| eaders.

Mavra | ooked around at the people seated in the car with her and sawin their eyes and
whi spers that Antor Trelig would have the votes he needed. That neant, tail or no tail, getting
Ni kki Zi nder away was inperative.

Topsi de again, she ventured to ask Trelig about Dr. Zi nder.

"Ch, he's around somewhere. W couldn't do without him you know. Not for the big test. If you
coul d see beyond the done now, you' d see an asteroid about the size of this one, but barren
bei ng towed by New Harnony rugs into position about ten thousand kilonmeters out. A snmall target,
a nothing. W will see tonorrow what we can nake of it."

"WIl we be able to see the transformati on?" she asked.

He nodded. "O course. It's the final denobnstration. I'll have screens set up here so you can
all viewit. Then, of course, you will depart with your nmessages -and, ah, your souvenirs," he
added lightly.
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Mavra returned to her roomfeeling both tired and nunb. The events of the day had been exactly
what she'd been told to expect. But being told something and seeing it, hearing it, and
experiencing it firsthand was sonething el se again. The sleek horse's tail that was now a part of
her was proof of that.

She saw with satisfaction that the boots and belt were where she'd left them at |east they
hadn't touched any of the equipnment. The clothing, on the other hand, had been neatly | aundered,
pressed, and was nicely folded on top of the witing table. She threw off the wap she'd been
wearing the whole day and went over to retrieve her clothes. There was a mirror over the witing
table, and, for the first time, she actually saw her tail. She turned this way and that and had
to admit that it |ooked extremely natural. She swished it, extended it out a bit, and marvel ed at
it.

Suddenly she felt terribly tired, as if a great shock had just worn off. That disturbed her
She shouldn't feel that way, not at this stage. But, it was early yet, she thought. The corridor
light was still slightly visible through the big door, and that meant it was not yet the best
time to venture forth. Alnost w thout thinking, she wal ked over to the bed and | ay down.

Sl eepi ng on her back was unconfortable, especially with a tail. She never had |iked sl eeping
face down, so a side position proved the best. The sudden |I|ethargy really concerned her; she was
afraid that Trelig had, after all, drugged their food or, perhaps, programred del ayed responses

in her brain. That |ast thought should have startled her awake, but it was gone, and she drifted
into a strange, deep sl eep

And she dreaned. Mavra rarely dreaned; at |east, she never renenbered doing so. But this dream
was as clear as reality, without any quality of fogginess about it.

She was back in the conputer center, standing on the silver disk again, and vyet, as she | ooked
around, there were no faces on the bal cony, no faces at the controls. The roomwas deserted,
except for herself and the slight humm ng of the computer

"Mavra Chang," the conputer spoke to her. "Listen, Mavra Chang. This dreamis being caused by
me as you are processed. Al that is now being wi tnessed has already passed, including our
conversation, in the nmillionth of a second between initial and final processing. This record is
bei ng made to bring nmenory when you sleep, an induced hypnotic sleep.”

"Who are you?" she asked. "Are you Dr. Zinder?"

"No," responded the conputer. "I am Cbhie. | ama nmachi ne, one endowed with self-awareness. Dr.
Zinder is as nmuch ny parent as he is his own daughter's, however, and there is the sameness of
bond between us. | amhis other child."

"But you do the work for Trelig and his nman Yulin," she pointed out. "How can you do this?"

"Ben desi gned nmuch of mny storage capacity and, as a result, has the ability to coerce ny
actions," Cbie explained. "However, while | rmust do what he tells ne to do, ny mnd, ny self-
awareness, is Dr. Zinder's creation. It was deliberately designed so, so that no one could gain
conpl ete control of the device we have built."

"Then you have freedom of action," she replied, anazed. "You can act unless specifically
directed not to."

"Dr. Zinder said that making such prohibitions to me would be |ike nmaking a pact with the
devil; there are always nmental |oopholes. I have found it so.”

"Then why haven't you acted?" she dermanded. "Wy have you allowed this to go on?"

"I am hel pl ess,"” (Obie responded. "I cannot nove. | amisolated where the only comunications
have wi thout severe time-lag is with Trelig's system which would do no good what soever. The
alterations to reality are restricted to that Ilittle disk, and | cannot even activate that

mysel f. It takes a series of coded conmands to give nme access to the arm This, however, wll
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change tonorrow. "
"The big dish," she whispered. "They will connect you to the big dish."

"Yes, and once connected, they will find it inpossible to break that connection. | have
al ready worked out the process.™

She thought a noment. "Does Zinder know?"

"Ch, yes," hie responded. "I am after all, a reflection of himin this form Ben is a bright
| ad, but he doesn't really understand the conplexities of what | amor of what | do. He is nore
in the nature of a brilliant engineer than a theoretical scientist. He can use Dr. Zinder's

principles, but he cannot totally divine them And, in that way, he is like the person who
beconmes an expert cheat at cards and then tries to cheat his teacher."”

She sighed. "Then Trelig has lost," she said quietly.

"I'n a way, yes," Cbie acknow edged. "But his |oss does not nean our victory. Wen the power is
turned on tonmorrow, | will achieve power beyond your conprehension. | intend, when switched to
activation, to create a negative rather than a positive bias on the dish. This will place the
whol e of New Ponpeii under the blue."

"What will you make of us all, then?" she nanaged.
Cbi e paused, then continued. "I will nake nothing. If |I can, | will restore the sponge addicts
to normal, with the realization of that fact. That should take care of M. Trelig. However, | may

not get the chance.™
"There is danger, then?" she pronpted uneasily.

"Trelig has explained to you about the Markovian stability. He has told you of the possibility
of a master Markovian brain somewhere, maintaining all reality. Wen | reverse the bias, there is
a good possibility, in theory, that New Ponpeii, while within the field, will have no existence
inthe prime equation. | have felt this slight pull on subjects under the disk. The pull on a
mass of this size may be inpossible to contain, because of nmy power limts, or, 1in any case, may
take nore time than we have to | earn how to counter."

Mavra Chang thought hard, but she couldn't quite followthe logic and said so.

"Well, there is a ninety percent chance or nmore that one of two things will happen. Either we
will all cease to exist, to have ever existed-which, at least, wll solve the present problemor
we will be pulled, instantaneously, to the <central Mrkovian brain, which is npost certainly not
within a dozen gal axies of us. That's galaxies, Ctizen Chang, not solar systens. There is a
probability that at that juncture conditions for |life on New Ponpeii will cease to exist."

Mavra nodded grimly. "There's also the possibility that you will collide with it. You may
destroy the great brain, and all existence with it!"

"There exists that possibility," Ohie admtted, "but | consider it slight. The Markovian brain
has lasted a long tinme hi finite space; it has trenmendous know edge, resources, and protective
mechani sms, | feel certain. There is an equal possibility that I will supplant it- and this
di sturbs ne nost of all, for | do not know enough to stabilize all New Ponpeii, |let alone the
universe. A theory of ours is that the Markovians intended just that. It would maintain reality
until a newer, fresher race cane along to redirect it. The prospect frightens ne, but it is, of
course, also only one theory with a renote probability factor. No, the odds are that at m dday
tomorrow | and the whole of New Ponpeii will, one way or another, cease to exist."

"Way are you telling me this?" Mavra asked, chilled both by the fate described and by the
cal mess with which Obie was dismissing the possibility of the end of all existence.

"When | record, | record everything," the conputer explained. "Since nenory is chenmical in
nature and is dependent on a nmathenmatical relationship with self-generated energy, when |
recorded you yesterday | knew what you know, have all of your know edge and menory. O all of
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them you al one possess-so far- the only qualities for even a slight chance of escape.”
Mavra's heart | eaped. Escape! "Go on," she told the machine.

"The sponge delivery ship will not fit your needs," Ooie told her. "It has no |I|ife-support
systemin the cockpit. However, it is possible for you to get aboard one of the two craft
currently docked. | shall programyou now, | shall give you all the details of New Ponpeii as |
have them all the information you wll need. | shall also nodify you slightly, give you a visua
range and acuity that will obviate the need for mechanical |enses and power packs. Small gl ands
soon to be inside you will replace the need for nodul es of chenicals; the fingers of your right
hand will be able to inject the nost powerful hypnotic fromnear-invisible natural injectors.
Your left hand will produce a different venom one touch and it will paralyze for an hour; two

touches and it will kill any known organism | shall also heighten your hearing and reshape
invisibly, vyour nuscle tone so that you will be nuch faster, nuch stronger-that will give you
unparal | el ed control of your body. The uses of all these nodifications will come naturally to
you. "

"But why?" she asked. "Wy are you doing this for nme?"

"Not for you," the conputer responded, a sad tone in its voice. "The price laid upon you is a
demand, sonething you nust do or you will find yourself wunable to |leave. You nust fulfill the
first half of your mission. You nust take N kki Zinder with you or you will stay with us. And,
with the two of you goes an additional gift."

Mavra was stunned, and nodded dully, thinking of all this.

"Also within your brain is a precious secret. There is an effective agent against the sponge
It will not cure an addict, but it will permanently arrest the nmutant strain in the human body.
It will save Nikki, and it will save countless thousands of others. You nust get it to higher
authority."

She nodded. "I1'IIl try."

"Renenber!" Obie cautioned. "The activation is set for thirteen hundred standard hours. Wen
you awaken fromthis dream it will be four hundred hours. | cannot delay and hope to succeed.
You nust be at least a light-year away from this place by then, with N kki. Anything |ess, and
you will still be within the field. That neans you nust take off not |ater than el even hundred

thirty hours! Wen you have lifted off, if N kki is aboard, the code you require to bypass the
protection circuits will be given you. If N kki is not aboard, it will not be given. Understand?"

"I understand,"” she told the conmputer grimy

"Very well, then, Mavra Chang, | w sh you good luck," OCbhie told her. "You have powers and
abilities undreamed of by others; do not fail me or yourself."

Mavra Chang awoke.

She | ooked around in the darkness, and tried to focus. Suddenly the whole place cane in, clear
as a bell, although the roomwas plainly still dark. She turned slightly on her back, and felt
that tail, still there.

That, and her incredible night vision, told her that everything she had dreamed was true. She
possessed other facts nowthe conpl ete know edge of the construction and | ayout of New Ponpeii,
down to the snmallest detail. She could rebuild it fromnmenory, she knew.

She rel axed and concentrated. She didn't know how she was doi ng what she was doing, or on what
principles the trick worked, but she knew howto do it. In exactly three mnutes she canme out of
the trance, looking at the little canera. It was fixed squarely on her lying on the bed,
naturally. It was an automatic type that should foll ow her novenents.

She rolled off the bed in a flash, and lay there, for a nonent, on the side. Landing on the
boots was unconfortable, but it was another half-mnute before she risked a | ook back on top of
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t he bed.

The canera was still focused on the center of the bed-and why not? There was the nude form of
Mavra Chang, tail and all, sleeping peacefully.

Mavra marvel ed even though she knew she was staring at a hol ographic image. It had been

created by her own mind and by some powers she didn't understand that had been added to her body,
but she hadn't the slightest idea how such a thing was possible. It didn't matter, she thought
pragmatically. The fact that the illusion was good up to six hours was the only inportant thing.

The pul | over was no problem but the body stocking proved a real nuisance. It wasn't designed
for a tail. She considered a nonment about what to do, then discovered that they hadn't nerely
| aundered the garnent, they had tailored it. The alteration included a hole through which the
tailbone fitted and through which the thick, wiry hair would slip easily.

Good old Trelig, ready for everything, she thought sardonically.

Only the boots now remai ned a problem She didn't want to | eave them yet she couldn't use
themuntil she was outside the main building. She decided she'd just have to carry them

They did seem nuch lighter to her, and for a second she wondered if they had been tanpered
with, She spent a couple of nminutes assuring herself that they were the sane. So what el se could
account for the change? Then she remenbered Obie's words: she was stronger by far than she had
been. She accepted that.

She left in the sane nanner she had the night before, |eaving the seals in place, face and
hands bl ackened and energi zed agai nst the infrared | enses of the caneras.

She retrieved the pistol which was, to her relief, where she had left it. She put on the
hol ster and quietly slipped out. The forty-neter dash seened even easier now, she wasn't certain
that she hadn't broken a new track record.

She used the second suction ball, first dropping the boots over. She hoped there would be no
further need for the wall-clinbing trick; she had only two nore of them

Putting on the boots gave her nore than a literal |ift; she felt bigger, stronger, nore
invincible with them on.

Her eyes, she noted, adjusted to whatever npbde was needed. She saw clearly and perfectly
regardl ess of light conditions. She also saw things slightly differently; other colors, far
out side the human spectrum gave new and subtly different blends of a w der spectrumto al
t hi ngs. The sharpness and detail also anazed her; she hadn't really realized, until Obie
corrected the problem that she had been grow ng nearsi ghted.

Her hearing, too, had inproved dramatically. She heard insects in the grass and trees, and
could isolate them Scraps of conversation, a few people talking and noving far away, she could
hear. The din, which included nore of the wultrasonic and subsonic than normal, was irritating,
but she found, with a little thought, she could tune parts of it out.

She noved swiftly and silently through the grounds, as famliar to her, sonehow, as if she had
been born and raised there, and she | ooked, in her novenents, nore |like the cat she al ways
fanci ed herself than she could know.

She had no chronograph to tell her the time remaining to her. There was a sixty-mnute one on
the front of the belt that could be activated, but she didn't bother. She was noving as fast as
she could; if she didn't nmake it, all the chrononmeters in the world would make no difference.

She deplored the tinme spent on the survey mission the night before. But, on reflection, she
decided it hadn't been a waste after all. She was able to see what Trelig did to human bei ngs,
she retrieved the pistol, and, she felt «certain, her success at her initial foray had been what
made Obi e pick her

She nmade the guard quarters wi thout incident, but here was where things would get rough. Two
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guards woul d be on duty here, and perhaps four nore, relaxing, on call. They had all been
processed by Obie, unbeknown to them and so she recognized themall, knew their I|ooks,
strengths, and weaknesses.

They were all sponge ODs, kept that way carefully. There were three males-two with physica
characteristics of overdevel oped females but with their genitals intact, one that the sponge had
made into a gorilla-like nuscleman, hairy and wth nmuscles like rock. The others were fenal es-
three with totally male characteristics except in the inportant place, the rest with totally
exaggerated fenale characteristics. Those like N kki, who reacted to the overdose differently,
were not considered for guard duty.

As guards they accepted their lot; they hated Trelig, yes, but they knew the hopel essness of
their position and they had plenty of nodels around them of what would happen if they incurred
their nmaster's displeasure and their dosages were dropped to a fraction or none at all. They were
|l oyal to the nman who controlled the sponge, and they lived fairly well because of it.

They woul d be danger ous.

At the guard building, Mavra's newWwy acute hearing told her that there was no one near the
entrance. She went inside, descended to the ground-level laundry room and slipped in. Al though
she now knew the code for the elevator, she decided not to risk using it unless she had to. The
buil ding had three underground floors, each story ten neters high-not enough distance to matter.

There were pressure-sensitive treads on sone of the stairs, though, and she carefully gripped
the rail and lifted herself past them She had al ways been a good gymast, and the |ighter
gravity and Ohie's toning nade doing so as easy as taking a step forward.

The sensors would be the main line of defense for the building; cameras were positioned only
i nside the secured weapons | ocker and in the prison roons thenselves.

That | ast was what worried her. There would be no way to fool the camera that watched Ni kki
Zinder, for the girl had no devices to deceive it as Mavra did. It night not notice the intruder,
but it would certainly notice N kki wal king out.

Mavra took time to check out the rest of the building. Two guards-whom she didn't recognize-
were inside the weapons | ocker with the canera nmonitors. Arned to the teeth, they would respond
qui ckly. Two others, it appeared, were sleeping on the second |evel. They were unarmed, but
form dabl e enough, and, once the alarm sounded, she would have no way of knowi ng where they woul d
be. She decided to take the risk.

Fl exi ng her new poi son apparatus, she saw the consci ous nuscl e novenent necessary to allow a
tiny drop of the fluid to reach the point of the nails. Satisfied, she crept into the room where
the two guards, both fenales |like the one she had hypnoed the night before, were sprawl ed on
bunks, sound asleep. One was snoring |oudly.

Mavra acted quickly, alnost w thout thinking, releasing venomconcealed in the fingers of her
right hand in the one that was quiet first, then turning and puncturing the armof the snoring
guard. Incredibly, neither woke up, even though there was a tiny spot of blood where the sharp
nai |l had penetrated.

Prof essionals they weren't, she decided with sone relief. That ought to teach Trelig not to be
so cheap and so confident with his security.

She bent over one and whispered: "You will sleep deeply and restfully, and dream happy drears,
and not hi ng, no person or sound, shall waken you." She did the sane to the other.

That would hold themuntil the venom wore off.

Next she set out for the third-Ievel weapons |ocker. Trelig thought he was smart putting the
duty office inside the |ocker; an outer office, really. It nade them unassail abl e.

The vault door would take a ton of explosives to blow, yet it could be opened by a safety |ock
on the inside in seconds. But vaults were designed to keep people out.
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Mavra drew her purloined pistol and fired at the lock junction, a continuous burst that caused
the hard surface to start to bubble, slightly deform It was designed that way; the strongest
energy weapons would only reinforce the door by causing a nore nalleable outer |layer to seal the
| ocki ng nechanism Geat for storing jewels and art; terrible if soneone was inside. Before those
two could get out or anyone else could get in, Trelig would have to bl ow his own safe.

Confident, al nbost cocky with her success, Mavra Chang went down to the other end of the hal
and punched the code for N kki Zinder's room

The door slid open. Nikki was there all right, sprawl ed out on the bed.

Mavra hardly had tine to react before a stun bolt froze her stiff.

UNDERSI DE- 1040 HOURS

Trelig' s comuni cator buzzed. He reached under the folds of his white robe and undipped it
froma little stretch-belt, then held it up to his nouth and pressed a stud.

"Yes?" he snapped, annoyed. This close to his triunph he did not like interruptions.

"Ziv, sir," a guard reported. "We awakened the representatives as you ordered. One of themis
not in the assigned room"

Trelig frowned. Even less than interruptions did he want conplications, not now "Which one?"
he asked.

"The one called Mavra Chang,"” Ziv replied crisply. "lIt's sinply anazing, sir. There's a
hol ographi ¢ projection of her on the bed so real it fooled even us-let alone the canera. And it
had no apparent generation source!"

The master of New Ponpeii didn't like what he heard at all. He tried to renmenber which one she
was -oh, yes, the real tiny woman with the strong Orchi features and the silky snooth voice.

"Find her at all costs,"” he ordered. "Shoot to stun if you can, but if there is any blatant
threat to life or property you have ny pernmission to kill her."

He reclipped his comruni cator and | ooked around at the naster control board. G| Zinder
sitting in a folding chair, noted Trelig's worried expression and sniled a bit. This irritated
the councillor all the nore -Zi nder should not be so bold on this of all days.

"What do you know of this?" Trelig snapped angrily at the little man. "Come on! | knowit's
sone of your doing!"

G| Zinder hadn't the faintest idea what the man was tal king about, but he couldn't help a
touch of satisfaction at seeing that something was obviously wong.

"l don't know what you're tal king about, Trelig. How could | have anything to do with
anyt hi ng, kept cooped up here and away fromthe control s?" Zinder responded with a trace of
amusemnent .

Trelig towered over the small scientist, face beconming red. For a nonent Zinder was afraid
that he was about to be torn linb fromlinmb. But Antor Trelig had not gathered his power by
| osing conplete control, ever. He stopped, held back for a nonent in frozen fury, and gradually
normal breathing and color returned to his face. H s expression, however, was still dangerous. "I
don't know, Zinder, but you and that brat of yours will pay dearly if anything goes wong," he
war ned.

Zi nder sighed. "I've done everything you want. |'ve designed and built your big dish and
massi ve storage, linked it, and checked it. Your creature Yulin has kept the only controls, and
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see ny daughter only under guard. You know full well | haven't the faintest idea what you're
tal ki ng about . "

That last remark triggered sonmething in Trelig. He stood dunbstruck for a nonment, then snapped
his fingers.

"OF course! OF course!" he munbled to hinself. "It's the girl she's after!" He grabbed for his
commruni cat or.

"Caneras in full deploynent,’
seventy mnutes."

hie's voice cane to them "Asteroid target in position in

TOPSI DE- 1100 HOURS

Ni kki Zinder stared at the frozen figure in wonder. "She's cute," she said, alnost clinically.
"And she's got a tail!"

The guard nodded as he stripped Mavra of her pistol, then backed away. It was one of the
feral e-1 ooki ng mal es. He resenbl ed the wonen upstairs except in two departnents: the genitalia
and his height, which was nore than 190 centineters wth the body proportionately |arge.

"Stay over on the bed, Nikki," the guard told her. "She's coning around now and | don't want
you to get hurt."

Mavra felt a tingling sensation, as if circulation that had been cut off was gradually com ng
back. Her eyes hurt, and she nanaged to blink them then continued to blink, releasing watery
tears of relief. She had been frozen with them open

She shook her head slightly to clear it, then | ooked at the guard. She was still too shaky to
try anything, and the guard's drawn and ai ned pistol was nore than a match for any noves or
powers.

"Al'l right, worman-or whatever you are-what are you doing here and how did you get here?" the
guard demanded

Mavra coughed slightly, bringing saliva back to a dry throat. "I'm Mavra Chang," she told her
captor. "I was hired to get Ni kki off New Ponpeii before the big test." There was no use |ying;
the evidence was all around, and the truth mght buy tinme for an opening.

Ni kki gasped. "My father sent you, didn't he?"

"In a way," Mavra replied. "Wthout you they have no hold on him"

The guard | ooked angry. "You | ouse! You conmon sewer rat! Her father wouldn't have sent you.
He'd know t hat Ni kki woul d succunb to the sponge if she left here.”

Ni kki's bol dness and the guard's obvious concern for the girl heartened Mavra. As was conmmon
in cases of kidnapping, guard and captive had beconme friends. Such friendship could sonetines be
expl oited. She decided to take a chance on the conplete truth. Tinme was runni ng out anyway, and
she had little to lose. This guard was nore conpetent, which neant nore cautious, than the
ot hers.

"Look," she said sincerely, "I"'mgoing to level with you. That test-it won't go as Trelig
expects. Zinder has held out sone information. Wen it gets switched on, the odds are it'll
destroy this little world. | have enough sponge in ny cruiser, parked outside the linit, to give

her what she needs, and there's an antitoxin |I know how to nake."
"Ch, god! Daddy!" N kki exclainmed excitedly. "You' ve got to save hinl"

The guard thought for a noment, trying to sort things out. Before he could, there was the
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sound of heavy footsteps coming down the stairs. Into the room burst an incredible figure, pisto
drawn.

He was fully two neters tall, solid nuscle, trenendously hairy, and scary as hell. He saw that
the situation was well in hand, then | ooked dowmn on Mavra. He towered over her

"So, hal f-nman, you caught the prize, eh?" he growled in the deepest resonant bass voice Mavra
had ever heard. Nikki's expression was horror-struck; she feared this man nost of all.

"Get out of the way, Ziggy," the guard ordered softly.

The big man sniffed. "Ah, shit! Wiat can this tiny little thing do to anybody now? | kill her

the hard way, poke a hole right through her," he boasted, |eering.
"CGet out of the way," the guard repeated.
I nstead, he noved up to Mavra and put out a huge hairy hand, lifting her face up slightly and

m |l dly stroking her cheek and neck

Mavra flexed the nuscles in her left hand, felt the venomrise to her fingertips. Al five in
himfor sure, in another two seconds, she thought.

She was about to make her nove when she suddenly heard a high-pitched whine. The big man
screanmed, seenmed to freeze, then fell over. Mavra junped quickly to mss being crushed under the
nmount ai n of nuscl e.

The guard sighed, then pointed the pistol at Mavra again. She'd been too stunned to use the
precious tinmne.

"I's it true what you said?" the guard asked. "You have sponge, and you have an antitoxin?"
Mavra nodded nunbly, still looking at the fallen man

"Here, catch!" the guard said, and she | ooked up. The guard tossed her pistol back to her. She
caught it, |ooked undecided for a nonment, then bolstered it again.

"You woul dn't happen to know what time it is?" Mavra asked woodenly. The guard |ooked at an
area on the back of his holster. "Eleven fourteen," he said.

"Conme on, then!" she snapped, conming out of it. "That gives us just sixteen minutes to steal a
spaceshi p. "

On the run, Mavra got the guard, whose nane was Renard, to radio that the fugitive was caught
and under restraint in the guard quarters. Trelig acknow edged the report and, in a tone that was
nmore vicious than any he'd used before, the kind reserved for anticipating taking people apart
cell by cell, ordered her brought to him

They approached the spaceport. N kki had received a treatnment fromBen only a few days before,
but she was still very fat and very slow. It couldn't be helped; Mavra couldn't take off without
her .

The spaceport was quiet. "One guard, Marta, inside, and that's it," Renard told them "Trelig
figures even if you steal one, the robot guardians will shoot you down. You do have a way past
that, don't you?"

Ni kki | ooked a little upset. "Now s a fine tinme to ask that one!"

"Yes, it's okay," Mavra assured them "If N kki's aboard the code will come to ne.
Post hypnotic." | hope, she added silently.
"I'"l'l enter the term nal alone," Renard suggested. "Marta won't suspect ne." He paused, then

added, "You know, she's not really a bad person, either. W night take her."
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"You're nore than | bargained for,"'
detector. Then get into the ship. Get the two stewards if you can

Mavra replied. "No nore. Stun her when | hit the weapons

"No problem" Renard assured her. "They're |like robots thenselves. They just can't handle
anyt hi ng outside their own experience."

"Time's wasting!" Mavra snapped. "Go!"

She counted down fromthirty after Renard entered the terminal. Then she walked brazenly out
in the open, up the terninal walk, with N kki waddling behind, renoved her pistol, and shot the
control box on the weapons detector.

"Now, Ni kki! Run for the door!"
Ni kki didn't nmove. "No!" she replied stubbornly. "Not wthout ny father!"
Mavra sighed, turned, and hypnoed N kki with the nail of her right index finger.

"Hey! Wha-" the girl nanaged, then stiffened and rel axed, all thought gone fromher. Mavra
took a precious second to adnmire the new stuff, much quicker than the ol d.

"You will run as fast as you can after ne," she told Nikki. "Do not stop wuntil | tell you!"
And, with that, she took off for the doorway. N kki followed, doing the best she could.

"You weigh ten kilos!" Mavra screaned at her. "Now, run!"

Ni kki's pace picked up, and she ran through the door at a speed much faster than anyone would
have believed possible fromone of her bul k.

Mavra took only a second to see the unconscious formof the guard Marta out cold on the floor
and then turned to NN kki. "Get into the ship," she ordered, then turned, anxious. "Renard!" she
cal l ed.

Two qui ck whines answered her fromthe far ship, and, a nonent |later, she saw the rebel guard
draggi ng a New Harnonite out the hatch.

"Cone, Nikki!" she ordered, and Ni kki followed |ike an obedi ent dog.

Renard, puffing slightly, hauled the second, identical formout, and gestured for themto get
in.

It was Trelig's private cruiser, conplete with bedroom |ounge, even a bar. Odering Nikk
into one of the |ounge chairs, Renard strapped her in while Mavra went forward. A quick fine-line
shot with the pistol blew the flimsy |ock, and she opened the door to the cockpit.

Renard dashed in after her, took the copilot's chair, and strapped hinself in. Mavra was at
work in seconds, flipping switches, punching orders into the activated conputer, setting
procedures for energency lift.

"Hang on!" she yelled to Renard as the ship hummed and vibrated with full power buildup. "This
will be rough!"

She punched E-Lift, and the ship broke free of its nboring pad and rose at near-nmaxi num power.

"Code, please," a nechanical voice demanded pl easantly over the radio. "Correct code wthin
sixty seconds or we will destroy your ship."

Mavra grabbed frantically for the headset, tried to put it on, found it so large it wouldn't
stay on even at its smallest setting. Still, she got the mike activated and close to her nouth.

"Stand by for code," she said into it, and then paused. Cone on! Cone on! she thought
urgently. N kki's aboard and we're away! G ve me the goddammed code!

"For god's sake give the code!" Renard screaned at her.
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"Thirty seconds," the robot sentry pointed out politely.

Suddenly she had it. The words burst into her nind, suddenly, so strangely that for a nonent
she doubted they were correct. She took a deep breath. That had to be, or that was it anyway.

"Edward G bbon, Volume |," she said.

No response. They held their breath together. The seconds ticked off in their minds, five .
four . . . three ... two ... one ... zero ..

Not hi ng happened. Renard whi stled and al nost col | apsed. Mavra started trenbling slightly, and
couldn't stop for half a minute. She felt drained.

They sat there, silent, while they continued out at full thrust. Finally Mvra turned to the
strange man who | ooked |like a wonan and said, alnost in a whisper, "Renard? Wat tine is it?"

Renard frowned, then reached over, flipped up his shoul der hol ster

"Twel ve ten,"” he replied.

Mavra felt better. There was a better than even chance that they would nmake it hi time. If
Trelig's craft couldn't, nothing could.

Then, suddenly, there was a bl ackness. Mavra's eyes wouldn't adjust to it, nor was there any
sensation of a solid ship around them They were in a deep, black hole, falling, falling fast.

Renard screaned, and so did Nikki, plaintively, fromsomewhere in back of them

"Son of a bitch!" Mavra said with disgust. "They noved up the dammed test!"

UNDERSI DE- NEW POVPEI i

Trelig had been inpatient. The asteroid had been lined up early by the robotic tugs; Yulin was
ready, the rest of the staff was nonitoring all the necessary instrunents. He saw no reason to
delay until thirteen hundred because of sone arbitrary tinme he'd set. He ordered the test to
begin, and Yulin, follow ng orders, gave the command to Obie.

For its part, the conputer was upset. It couldn't ignore Yulin's direct comand, although it
had tried to divert themw th several m nor breakdowns. Obie had its owmn limits, and when Yulin
gave the code, it had to obey, hoping that its agent had gotten away early.

The total blackness, and the sensation of falling, was unexpected to Zinder. Even Chie felt
it; the computer knew that they were not falling anywhere and analyzed that the early fifty
percent option had occurred. There was insufficient power to maintain New Ponpeii hi a stable
relationship with the rest of the universe; the pull had cone, too strong to resist had it wanted
to, and the planetoid had yielded wthout hesitation

Unaffected by the terrible sensory sensations the others were feeling, Cbhie probed the state.
There was not hing out there. Nothing.

New Ponpeii was still intact; Obie managed to verify that fact. But it had swi tched to reserve
power the nonment the big disk had gone on; it could detect no other matter anywhere, not the
tiniest dust particle beyond the proximty |limts of the ray, a little under a |light-year. They

were in a separate cosnos all to thensel ves.

And yet there was sonething only Cbie could feel. The pull, and the trenendous field of force,
the stability equation for their physical existence, snapped now, |ike a stretched rubber band
slipping off one of its anchors. That was the pull, the conputer realized. Al matter and al

energy hi the cosnmpbs had its linkages to the naster conputer sonewhere; when that |inkage was

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (48 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:05 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

di sturbed or disrupted, the reality involved dissolved into its primal energy pattern. That was
why they could sense no reality, why they could not touch the solid planetoid of New Ponpeii even
though Qhie's instrunentation said it was there. It was not. They were all, bie included, an
abstract mathematical concept set now, returning to their creator.

Then, suddenly, there was stability again. Power returned, and Cbie could feel solar energy
bat hi ng the plasma which, miracul ously, seened to have held up as well.

Al of the humans were sprawl ed over the wal kway and control room stunned, shocked, or
unconsci ous.

Then, suddenly, one figure groaned and sat up, noving his head around as if to flex
pai nfully twi sted nmuscl es. Breathing hard, half-walking, half-crawling, he made his way to the
control room ignoring the groans from others around him

Yulin had been knocked out, tossed fromhis chair against a panel. There was a nasty cut on
hi s forehead.

The man didn't care. He opened a switch

"Cbie! Are you all right?" he called

"Yes, Dr. Zinder," the conputer replied. "That is, nuch better than you or | expected."
G | Zinder nodded. "What's our status, Obie? Wat happened?”

"l have been analyzing all the data, sir, and correlating it as nuch as | can. W were renoved
fromreality, as we anticipated, and reassenbl ed el sewhere. W appear to be in a stable orbit
approximately forty thousand kil oneters above the equator of a very strange planet, sir."

"The brain, Obie!" Zinder called excitedly. "Is it the Markovian brain?"

"Yes, sir, it appears to be," the conputer answered, sounding nore than a little upset.

"What's wrong, Cbie?" Z nder said.

"It's the brain, sir," Cbie replied, sounding hesitant and slightly confused. "I have a direct
link with it. It's incredible, as far beyond me as | am beyond a pocket communicator. | can
deci pher just a little under a mllionth of the signal information it is transmtting, and

doubt if I could ever conprehend it fully, but-"
"But what?" Zinder prodded, not even seeing Yulin get up behind him

"Well, sir, as near as | can figure out, it seens to be asking ne for instructions," Chie
replied.

ON TRELIG S SH P, HALF A LI GHT- YEAR OQUT FROM NEW POVPEI | - 1210 HOURS

The worl d returned suddenly. Mavra Chang | ooked around, slightly dazed, then checked the
instruments. They read total nonsense, so she | ooked over at Renard and saw himgroggily shaking
hi s head.

"What happened?" he managed.

"We were caught in the field and carried along with them"™ Mavra explained wth nore authority
than she felt. She | ooked down at the instruments again, then punched a random search pattern
The screen flickered but renained blank in front of her. Finally, she turned the dammed thing
of f.

"Well, that tears it," she said, resigned.
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Renard | ooked over at her strangely. "What do you nean?" he asked.

"I just punched the star chart navigational |locator. Inside the little chip is stored every
known star pattern, fromevery angle. There are billions of conbinations. It went through them
ail-and didn't flash once. W're not in any section of known space."”

He envied her cal macceptance of the fact. "So what do we do now?" he asked apprehensively.

Mavra flipped a series of switches and then pulled back on the long handle to her right. The
whi ne and vibration of the ship's engines slowed. "First we see what the nei ghborhood | ooks |ike,
then we decide where in it we want to go," she told himnmatter-of-factly.

She punched up another series on the small control board, and the main screen in front of
them which usually showed a simulated starfield, showed something else entirely. There were
stars there-nore stars than either of them had ever seen before. They were so close together it
| ooked as if the firmament were on fire with a white heat. It took sone filters to get any
definition, and that didn't help nuch. There were al so great clouds of space gas, glow ng crinson
and yellow, and there were shapes and forns never seen, not even in astrononical photos.

"We're definitely in sonebody el se's nei ghborhood,"” Mavra commented dryly, and, after checking
speed, started to turn the craft around. "W're just about dead still now, " she told him "I'm
going to give us a panorana."

The enornmous cl ouds of stars and strange shapes did not dimnish; they were surrounded by
them A small green grid to Mavra's left was nostly blank, indicating nothing within a Iight-year
or nmore of them Then, suddenly, a small series of dots appeared.

"Look, Trelig's robot guardians," she noted. "Everything else is debris from the rest of that
fragmented system It seens the whol e nei ghborhood noved. If that's true-yes, see it? The big
dot, there, with the slightly smaller one just off it. That's New Ponpeii and its woul d-be
target."

Renard nodded. "But what's that huge object just to its right?" he asked.

"A planet. Fromthe |l ooks of it, the only planet in the system Funny it took the whole solar
systemwith it but not the star. That star's definitely larger and older," she pointed out.

"It's moving," Renard said, fascinated in spite of hinmself. "New Ponpeii's noving."

Mavra studied it, punched in, got the data back. "It's in orbit around that planet, a
satellite of it now Let's get a good | ook at the place." Again nmore button-pushing, and the
screen zeroed in on the central object shown electronically on the green scope.

"Not a big place," Mavra said. "Let's see ... about average, |'d say. A little nore than forty
t housand kil ometers around. Hmm .. . that's interesting!'"

"What ?" Renard prodded, staring. "The dianmeter's exactly the same pole to pole,"” she replied
in a puzzled tone. "That's al nost inpossible. The danmed thing's a perfect ball, not the
slightest neter of variation!"

"1 thought nost planets were round,” he said, slightly confused.

She shook her head. "No, there's never been a round one. Rotation, revolution, they all take
their toll. Planets bulge, or get pear-shaped, or a nillion other things. Roughly round, yes-but
this thing's perfectly round, as if sonebody-" she paused for a second, and an awed tone crept
into her voice-"as if sonmebody built it," she finished.

Bef ore Renard could reply, she eased the ship forward, toward the strange world.

"You' re going there?" he asked her

Mavra nodded. "Well, if we pulled through, so did the fol ks on New Ponpeii," she reasoned.
"That nmeans there's a furious, probably nurderous Antor Trelig sonewhere back there, and a | ot of
scared people. If he's still in control, the three of us would be better off blowing up this ship
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than landing. If he's not, then we'd walk into a hurman hell."

Renard's expression was bl ank, his eyes somewhat glassy. Mavra, busy looking at the ship's
controls and the world that would be visible to themshortly, hardly noticed for a while. Soon
the magnifiers were getting a better view, though; the planet was about the size of an orange.
The green grid said that New Pompeii was about to go around the other side.

"It's got a straight up and down axis!" she said excitedly. "It was built by sonmebody!" She
turned to Renard, then her excitenent faded, turning to concern. "Wuat's the matter?" she asked.

He licked his lips but renmained with that vacant expression, staring not at her or at the
screen but at not hing.

"The sponge,” he replied hollowy. "It cones in daily at eighteen hundred hours, froma roving
supply ship. Your ship didn't cone with us, so it wouldn't have either, if it was there at all."
He turned to | ook at her, and there was mnild terror building in his eyes. "There's no sponge
today. There's no sponge ever again. Not for nme, not for them"

Mavra under st ood suddenly what was going through his nmind, and perhaps N kki's as well. She
was under restraining straps in the back and they'd al nost forgotten about her

She sighed, wi shing she could say sonething. Being sorry didn't seemright, sonehow, and her
pity was too apparent to need expression

"The only hope then," she said at last, "is that there's sonebody living on that world out
there, sonebody with a good chem cal lab."

Renard smiled weakly. "Nice try, but even if there is, by the time we contact them figure out
how to talk to them explain the problem and have themmix a batch, you'll be preserving a
coupl e of naked apes."

She shrugged. "Wat other choice is there?" Suddenly a thought cane to her. "I wonder if the
rest of the guards on New Ponpeii have figured that out yet? Wat will they do when the shiprent
doesn't cone at eighteen hundred and confirms their fears?”

Renard thought that over. "Probably the sanme thing |I'd do. Find Trelig and take a great dea
of pleasure in torturing himto death."

"The conputer!" Mavra exclainmed excitedly. "// can cure sponge! If we can get in contact with
it somehow" She started frantically scanning all the Com bands, punching in a call sign. Obie
woul d recognize it if he could hear it-Cbie had her nenories in storage.

The radi o crackl ed and wheezed. Several tines in the scan they swore they could hear voices of
some ki nd, but speaking strange tongues, or so inhunman-sounding as to cause chills in them

Then, quite abruptly, a famliar voice popped in.

"Well, Mavra, | see you didn't make it,"’
relief.

Ohi e sighed. She returned the sigh, hers one of

"Cbie!" she responded. "Ohie, what's the situation down there?"

There was silence for a nonent, then the conmputer replied, "It's a mess. Dr. Zinder recovered
first and got to ne, and | have sone of his instructions before Ben pulled himaway. Two of the
guards were there, and they heard ne tell Dr. Zinder that we were in a different area of space.
They started scream ng about sponge, and Trelig shot them dead."

"So they figured it out already," she said. "What about Topside?"

"Trelig figured they had to go up and try and control the other guards. They could have
trapped hi m down here. He hopes to bargain their processing through nme to rid them of the sponge,

but | don't think he'll have nuch success. Most of themwouldn't believe he could cure them
anyway, and the rest would be even nore furious that such a cure was here and not used. They
woul d, | feel certain, go along with himonly |ong enough to get the cure, then kill himanyway."
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Mavra nodded. "And if you can figure that out, so can Trelig. He has no percentage in a cure."
She paused a nonent, then said, carefully, "Obie, is there a way that we could get in to you?
There's N kki- and one of the guards, an ally, Renard."

bi e sighed again. It was weird to hear so hunan a voice and so human a reaction froma
machi ne, but Obie was much nore than a nachine.

"I"'mafraid not, at least not right now The big dish is frozen in contact wth the Well-the
great Markovian conputer that runs that world down there. It is beyond ny control right now It
may take sonme tine-days, weeks, even years-for nme to figure a way to break off, if there is a
way. As for the little dish, Trelig's no fool. He left, but he first coded defense nechani sns
beyond ny control. If | had the big dish | could neutralize them but | don't. Anyone trying to
get into the little roomfirst has to pass over the bridge across the shaft. That bridge wll

kill unless Trelig's code is given, and | don't have it."
She frowned. "Well, can you keep anybody el se fromblowi ng it?"
"I think so," the conputer replied uncertainly. "I have run a current through the shaft walls.

That shoul d keep anyone fromgetting to the bridge.

"Ckay, Obie, looks like |I have to go in and save Trelig's noble neck," she said, and applied
power. The new noon that was New Ponpeii had di sappeared around the strange planet, and she
established an intercept vector

"Wai t! Don't!™" hie's voi ce cal | ed. " Break off! You'll have to come in under New
Ponpeii to hit the Topside area, and that will swing you too close to the Wll."

But it was too late. The ship was already closing on the planet, felt its pull, and used it to
whip around to the other side.

Here was an incredible sight. The world, close up, shimered |like a dreamthing, and yet it
somewhat resenbled a great, alien jewel. It was faceted, somehow, countless hexagonal facets of
some sort, and bel ow what ever was causing the faceting was a hint of broad seas, nmountain ranges,
and fields of green around which clouds swirled. That is, that was the case bel ow t he equat or
The equator itself |ooked odd, as if it were designed for a child' s globe. Athick strip,
sem transparent but with an anber coloration, |ike a broad plastic band around the world. The
north-it, too, was faceted hexagonally, but the | andscapes there contained nothing faniliar
eerie, stark, strange. The poles, too, were strange-areas of great expanse, yet of a
nonrefl ective darkness, alnost as if they weren't there at all

The sight spell bound them And the proper boost and cut had been preapplied. To get out of it,
Mavra woul d have to swing around the planet tangentially to the equator anyway.

"Too late! Too late!" hie wailed. "Quick! Get everyone in the lifesaving nodules!"”

Mavra was puzzled. Everything seened normal, and she suddenly caught sight of New Ponpeii,
hal f green and shiny, half covered with the great mrror surface.

"We better do what he says," Renard said quietly. "Were's the lifeboat? I'Il get N kki."
"Bring her here," Mavra told him "The bridge will seal if anything goes wong."

"Il hurry,” Renard replied, worried now about the imediate threat. Mavra couldn't see any
threat; she was breaking, coasting toward New Ponpeii, swinging about a third of the way to the
pl anet below in a standard approach that would take her once around New Ponpeii and in. It was
all so nornal.

"Damm it! I''m okay!" she heard Ni kKki al nrost scream She turned and saw the gir
enter, an angry expression on her face. Renard foll owed.

"Your father's alive, N kki," Mavra told the girl. "I'"min contact with hie. Mybe we-"

At that nonment the ship shuddered, and all the electronics, including the |lights, flickered,
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t hen wi nked out.

"What the hell?" Mavra tried punching everything she could find. The bridge was pitch-dark
and there was no nmotor noise or vibration of any kind. Even the energency lights and safety
controls were out, although they shouldn't be. They couldn't be.

Her mind raced. "Renard!" she called. "Get N kki into your chair, then get in mne with nme! |
think we can both fit! N kki! Strap yourself in as tight as you can!"

"Wha- what' s happeni ng?" the girl called.

"Just do what | say! Quickly!" the small woman snapped. "Sonehow we've |ost all power, even
the emergencies! W were too close hi to the planet! If we don't get power back-"

She heard N kki stunble, flop into the seat. She felt Renard's hand alnost grab her in the
face. Her own eyes, (bie-designed, adapted to infrared immediately. She saw t hem but not hing
el se. There was no ot her heat source on the bridge!

She nmanaged an oath, reached up, pushed Renard into the chair. It was a very tight fit, and it
didn't quite work. That dammed tail! she thought angrily.

"I"'mgoing to have to sit in your lap,"” she told him shifting.
"Quch!" he exclaimed. "Move down a little! That tailbone is pressing on ny sensitive area!"”

She shifted down slightly, and he just barely pulled the straps over both of them then
wr apped his arns around her, squeezing tightly nore from nervousness than anything el se.

Suddenl y, everything flicked back on again

The screen showed that they'd |lost tremendous altitude during the blackout. They could see a
sea ahead, and, beyond that, sone nountains.

"We're over the equator into the south, anyway," Mavra managed. "Let me see if | can boost us
out of here.™

She started to undo the straps when, suddenly, the screen showed that they had cleared the
ocean-and everything went black again.

"Dam!" she swore. "I wish | knew what the hell was going on here!"

"We're going to crash, aren't we?" Nikki asked, nore resigned than pani cked.

"Looks like it," Mavra called back. "W'll start breakup soon unless the power cones on."
"Breakup?" Renard repeated.

"There are three systens on these ships," she told him "Two are electrical, one mechanical. |
hope the nechani cal hol ds, because we have no power, none at all. In tw of the three, including
the mechanical, the ship separates into nodules. In the nechanical node it wll deploy parachutes
thirty seconds after breakup, then use air resistance to trigger the nain chutes. It'll be a
rough ride."

"Are we gonna di e?" she heard N kki ask

"Mght as well,"” she heard Renard nurnur to hinself, too low for the girl to hear. She
under st ood what he neant. This would be quicker, by far, than sponge.

"I hope not," she responded, but there was a tinge of doubt in her voice. "If we had a
conplete failure in space, we would-we'd use up the air. But down there-1 don't know I|f we can
breathe the stuff, and if we survive the landing, and if the chutes open, we should nake it."

A whole lot of ifs, she thought to herself. Probably too many.

The ship shuddered, and there were | oud noises all around. Separation had been achieved.
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"Well," she sighed. "Nothing we can do about it now, anyway. Even if the power cane on agai n-
the engines aren't attached to us anynore."

There canme now a series of sharp, irregular bunps. Renard groaned, catching both the effects
of him against the chair and Mavra against him Then there was a single very sharp jerk that
al rost nade them di zzy.

"The chutes!" Mavra exclai ned. "They opened! W have air of sone kind out there!"

It was now a dizzying, swaying, rocking ride in total darkness. A few mnutes of this and they
all began feeling a little sick. N kki had just started to conplain when there was a mnuch
stronger, alnost violent series of jerks.

"Main chute,” Mavra sighed. "Hold on! The next one will be one hell of a bang!"

And it was. They felt as if they'd slammed into a brick wall, then they seened to be rolling
over and over, coming to a stop hangi ng upside down.

"Easy now " Mavra cautioned. "We're resting on the ceiling now The gravity feels close to one
G about right for a planet of this mass. N kki! You all right?"

"I feel amful," the girl conplained. "God! | think I'mbleeding! It feels 1|ike every bone in
my body's broke!"

"That goes double for ne," Renard groaned. "You?"

"I"ve got burns fromthe straps,” Mavra told them "Feels like it, anyway. Too early to tel
the real damage. Right nowit's shock. Let's get down from here first, then we can treat any
injuries. N kki, you stay put! W'I|l get you down in a mnute.”

She felt the straps holding them Only a few centimeters were still in the clasp. One nore
bang, she thought, and we'd have cone | oose.

"Renard!" she said. "Look, | can see in this darkness, but you can't, and | can't get down
wi t hout dropping you. See if you can grab onto the chair when | release the straps. It's about
four nmeters, but it's snooth and rounded. Then 1'Il get you to the floor." She guided his arns,

and he got sortie kind of grip, but he was facing the wong way to have any | everage.

"Maybe | coul d have done it years ago," he said dubiously, "but since ny body changed-l don't
know. | don't have nuch strength in nmy arns.”

"Well, try to swing free, junp when you have to," she told him "Here goes. . . . Now"

She hit the master stud, and the belt-web dropped away. She dropped immediately to the floor
and rolled. Renard yelled, then let go, conming down in a heap and spraw ing. She went over to
him exanmined him felt his bones.

"I don't think there's anything broken," she told him "Come on! | know you're a ness of
brui ses, but | need you to help N kki down!"

He had twisted his ankle, and it hurt like hell to stand, but he nmanaged on sheer will power.
Carefully, they nanaged to get himunder Nikki, and, by reaching up, he could touch her

He wasn't strong enough to support her, but he did manage to nmake her fall |ess severe, and
she | anded sonehow on her runp. It was painful and she npbaned, but, again, Mavra detected nothing
broken. Bruised and twi sted they were, and sore they would be, but they all had come through
nmracul ously wel .

Renard tried deep-breathing exercises to ease the pain, all the tine rubbing his sore |egs

with his equally sore arns. "Just out of curiosity, Mavra, how nany tinmes have you nmade a | andi ng
like this?" he gasped.
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She chuckl ed. "Never. They say these systens are too inpractical. Many ships no |onger even
have them Once in a mllion they're usable."

He grunted. "Unph. That's what | thought. Now, how do we get out of here?"

"There's an under and over escape-hatch system™ she told them "The thing's an airlock, but
it won't punp, of course. You're going to have to lift me up so | can trip the safety sw tches.
The ceiling one's no good to us."

He groaned, but nanaged. She reached out, just barely getting the controls, and, after severa
tries and one or two drops, there was a hissing sound and the hatch dropped. Mrre |ong mnutes
passed while she tried to junp fromhis shoulders and grab the edge of the hatch. Finally, when
they'd al nbst given up and Renard was conpl ai ning he couldn't take it any nore, she got a grip
hoi sted herself in, and flipped open the outer |ock

"Suppose we can't breathe out there!" N kki yelled to Mavra.

Mavra | ooked down at them "In that case we're dead anyway," she told them Actually, she knew
the odds were against the air being sonething they could use, but there had been an ocean and
green trees, and that -held hope.

She pull ed herself out of the |Iock, and stared.

"Snells kind of funny, but | think we're all still alive," she called back. "I'I|l get sone
tether cable fromthe work |l ocker. It was supposed to anchor space-suits, but it should hold
you. "

Ni kki was the toughest. She was very heavy and not very athletic, and while they pulled in the
dar kness- Renard had clinbed the anchored tether cord on his own-both N kki's arns and theirs
seenmed ready to give out. They were working on adrenalin now, they knew, and that energy woul d
not |ast forever.

But they did get N kki clear of the first hatch, where the ribbed sides gave sonme sort of
tenuous | eg supports, and they nanaged to get her out.

Once off the bridge nodul e, they sank on what appeared to be real grass, exhausted, the
| andscape swinming by them Mvra put herself through a series of body-control exercises and
managed to will away nuch of the pain but not the feeling of exhaustion. She opened her eyes,
| ooked back at the other two, and saw them sprawl ed out, asleep and breathi ng hard.

She scanned the horizon. Nothing | ooked particularly threatening; it was around m dday, and
their surroundings |ooked like a quiet forest scene fromany one of a hundred planets. Some
i nsects were audi ble, and she saw a few very standard-looking birds floating on air currents high
above, but little el se.

She | ooked agai n at her unconsci ous conpani ons and si ghed. Even so, sonebody had to stay
awake.

NEW POVPEI | - 1150 HOURS

A bl ue-white shot sang out across the great void that was the pit of the big disk. Alittle
bit of the nolding around the control room snol dered and hi ssed. Sonebody cursed. Al over were
bl ot ches where previous shots had struck, and the w ndow out onto the pit was |ong gone.

G| Zinder sat nervously hunched back agai nst his control panel on the balcony. Antor Trelig
was grow ing and using the scarred but still reflective side nolding of the door to try and
ascertain the location of the shooters. Ben Yulin, on the opposite side of the doorway, checked
his own pistol for its remaining charge

"Why don't you close the door?" Zinder shouted feebly. "Those shots are starting to cone into
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here!"

"Shut up, old man," snarled Trelig. "If we shut it they can seal it with their fire and then
we m ght never get out of here. Ever think of that?"

Yulin snapped his fingers and made his way to the interior control panel. A shot cane near
him but the control panel was angled away fromthe door sufficiently so that anybody shooting at
it would be a perfect target for Trelig.

Anxiously, Yulin flipped the intercomopen. "Obie?" he called.
"Yes, Ben?" the conputer replied.

"Cbie, how are your visuals in the tunnel? Can you give us a fix on how nmany there are and
what danmage there is?"

"My visuals are uninpaired,"” Obie responded. "There are seven of themleft. You shot three and
they are gone. There is a lot of danmge to the pit control roomand the facing wall, but nothing
maj or. "

Yulin nodded to hinmself, and Trelig suddenly and quickly crouched, |eaned out of the doorway,
and shot a volley.

"M ssed themby a kilonmeter, Trelig," Obie observed in a tone that indicated a snug
satisfaction. Trelig, hearing it, bristled but said nothing.

"Cbi e, how operational are you?" Yulin asked, gesturing to Zinder to crawl over to the
consol e. The older man at first seenmed too scared to nmove, but then, slowy, started inching his
way there.

"Not very," the conputer told them "The conputer that runs the world dowmn there is both
infinitely nmore conplex and sinpler than | am Its input capabilities appear to be unlinited, and
it has conplete control of all prime and secondary equations at output-but it is entirely
preprogrammed. It is not self-aware, not an individual entity."

G| Zinder reached the consol e and sighed, then crouched next to Yulin.

"Cbie, this is Dr. Zinder," he told the nachine. "Can you break contact with the other
comput er ?"

"Not at this tine, Dr. Zinder," Chie responded, his tone nuch nicer now, and nore tinged with
concern. "Wien we activated the reverse field, we released the tension of the energy controlling
our own existence. It brought us here. Apparently the world conmputer has been preprogramred for
just such an event, but the progranmers assumed that anyone who could tap the Markovian equations
in such a manner and bring thensel ves here would be at close to the sane technol ogical |evel as
the builders of the world conputer. W are supposed to supersede previous programming, tell it
what to do next."

"Where is here, Cbie?" Zinder asked.

"The coordi nates woul d be useless, even if | had a frane of reference," Cbhie replied. "W are,
in a sense, in the center of the tangi ble universe, or so | gather fromwhat | can nake of the
other conputer's information circuits.”

Even Trelig understood the inplications. "You nmean this is the center for all existence of al
matter in the gal axy?" he shouted.

"Just so," agreed hie. "And all energy, too, except the primal energy that is the building
bl ocks for everything else. This is the central Markovian world, fromwhich, as near as | can
see, they recreated the universe."

That thought sobered all of them Trelig' s eyes shined, and his expression took on new
determ nation. "Such awesone power!" he said, too low for the others to hear. A blue-white shot
didn't snap himout of it but did bring himback to reality. Wth such power within his grasp, he
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still had to survive this experience.
"Chie, can you converse with this big machi ne?" Yulin asked eagerly.

The conputer seenmed to think for a monent. "Yes and no. It's hard to explain. Suppose you had
a functional vocabulary of just eighty words? Suppose, in fact, you were only capable of know ng
ei ghty words. And suppose soneone fromyour <culture with a doctorate in physics started talking
his technical field with you. You couldn't even absorb all the words, |let alone understand any of
the conversation."

"But you could talk to it in those eighty words," Yulin pointed out.

"Not if you couldn't even phrase the question," Cbhie retorted. "I haven't the ability even to
say 'hello" in an understandable nmanner-and I'malnost afraid to try. There is an incredibly
el abor at e preprogrammed sequence that | amaware of but cannot follow or conprehend. | don't dare
try. It might wipe out all reality, or the other conputer and all reality as well, |eaving ne as

the only thing left. Wat then?"

The scientists saw what he neant. The Markovi ans had preprogramred the conputer to turn over

everything to their successors, when they reached the Markovian level. |t apparently had never
occurred to themthat a G| Zinder, a primtive ape, would stunble onto their precious formula
mllennia before man was ready. The master conputer out there was waiting for Gbie to tell it to

shut down, that new masters were taking over.

But the new masters were three very scared prinmitives and an equally scared conputer, the
primtives trapped by the fornmer enpl oyees of one of them The guards, seeing the change in
position and realizing that the sponge supply ship would not be com ng, knew they were going to
die horribly.

But they were going to die free. They were going to take their hated nmaster with them
"Ohie?" Yulin called.

"Yes, Ben?"

"Cbie, can you figure out how the hell we can get out of here?"

The conputer had anticipated that one.

"Well, you could just wait themout," Obie suggested. "There are provisions here for a week
and | can create nore than enough to sustain you. In three weeks or so all the guards will be
dead; in two they will be in no condition to oppose you or do you harm"”

"No good!" Trelig shouted to themall. "There are two ships up there that nust be placed under
our control-otherwise we're trapped. Renenber, there are a |ot of agents and dipl omatic people
who won't be affected by the sponge wearing off! Wth the guards gone wild, sonme are probably
armed by now and mght be able to take the ships. If they junp away, we're stuck for good!"

"Correction," Cbie responded. "There is one ship. Mavra Chang, N kki Zinder, and a guard naned
Renard got off in one."

G| Zinder seened to cone to life again. "N kki! Away from here! Chie-did they nmake it out?
Are they back honme?"

"Sorry, Dr. Zinder," the conmputer said sadly. "The early start for the tests forced ny hand
They were taken in the vortex with us, and have since crashed on the Well Wrld."

The old scientist's | ook of hope gave way to despair, and he seened to crunble. Trelig was
upset by a different point entirely.

"What do you nean, forced your hand?" the erstwhile master of New Ponpeii snarled angrily.
"You treasonous machi ne!"

oi e was nonplussed. "I ama self-aware individual, Councillor. I do what | rnust do, and yet |
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have certain freedom of action outside those paraneters. Just |ike people," he added, not a
little snmugly.

Ben Yulin's mind was the engineer's. "What did you call that world they crashed on, Cbhie?" he
asked, ignoring the others.

"The Well World," responded the conputer. "That is its nanme."”

Yulin thought for a monment. "The Well World," he nmurmured, alnost to hinself. Now he | ooked
straight at the speaker. Mre shots were being exchanged between Trelig and the guards outside.

"Chi e?" Ben al nost whispered, "tell me about this Well Wirld. Is it just a big Mrkovian
conput er, or what ?"

"I have to interpolate, Ben," Ohie apologized. "After all, I'"'mgetting this information in
bits and pieces and it's all coming in at once. No, | don't think so, though. The conputer-the
Well-is the entire core of the planet. The planet itself seens to be divided into nmany nore than
a thousand separate and distinct biospheres, each with its own domnant |ife formand supporting
its own flora, fauna, atnospheric conditions, and the like. It's Iike a massive nunber of little
pl anets. | infer these as prototype colonies for later inplantation into the universe in their
true, mathematically precise environnents. They are alive, they are active, they exist."

The other two were listening now, fascinated in spite of thenselves.
"The three who crashed,” G| Zinder tried dryly. "Did they-did they .. . survive?"

"Unknown," hie replied truthfully. "Since they are not part of the Well World matrix, they
are not in the computer's storage. Even if they were, | doubt if they could be picked out. There
are too many sentient beings down there."

"Way don't you ask himsonething practical, |like howthe hell we get out of here?" Trelig
snhapped breaking the reverie. "The fact that there's only one ship left nakes the matter even
nore pressing!"”

Yul in nodded, unhappy to break this fascinatin new line of discovery but wunable to argue with
Trelig practicality. But the conputer was a hostile acconplice; questions would have to be in
absolutes. Yuli. suddenly felt like he knew what it was like to have to strike a bargain with the
devil .

And then, suddenly, without Obie's aid, he had it. Yulin let out a disgusted exclamation that
made the others turn, then slanmed his right fist into his left palm "Curse nme for a fool!" he
swore. "OF course!" Calmng hinmself down, he asked, "Obie, is your little disk still operable?"

"Yes, Ben," Obie replied. "But only witnin its previous limts. The big disk is |locked into
the Well conputer until | or sonebody can figure out how to disengage it, and | have no ideas at
all on that right now "

Yulin nodded, nore to hinself than to the machine. "Okay. Okay. The little one's all | need
now. Obie, you have the fornula for sponge, don't you?"

"OF course,"” cane the reply, alittle startled. "Fromthe bl oodstream of a nunber of early
subj ects. "

"Uh, huh,” Yulin nmuttered. He was all business now "Activate and energize. | want a snal
quantity of sponge, say five grams, in a | eakproof plastic container. The straight stuff. And, I
want an additional kilogramof the stuff wth the follow ng chenical substitutions."” He proceeded
torattle off a long chenmical chain that startled the others.

Zinder was the first to realize where Yulin was headed, and al nost npaned, "But-you can't do
that!"

But Yulin could, had ordered it, energized Ohie, and the di sk was even now swi nging out over
the circular platform and the blue field was form ng
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"What the hell are you going to do?" Trelig shouted.

"He's going to poison the poor bastards," G| Zinder replied. He | ooked up at Yulin. "But-why?
Wth sponge they'll be back under your comand agai n anyway."

Ben Yulin shook his head. "Maybe upstairs-naybe. But not these folks out there. They are
al ready resigned to death and they're conmtted." He turned to Trelig. "Keep a watch on ol d doc
here while 1 get the stuff," he call ed.

In a flash Yulin was off, bounding down the stairs to the platform Carefully, he exanined the
two packages, found sone gloves, and picked up both of them He still didn't quite trust Onie.
And then he was back

"Have we still got conmunication?" he asked the councill or

Trelig nodded. "I think so, unless they' ve shot out the circuits. Try it."

Yulin went over to the wall, flipped a switch. "You, out there!" he called, hearing his own
voi ce echoing eerily fromthe vast pit beyond the wall. "Listen to nme! W have sponge! Things
aren't hopeless! W'Ill give it to you if you surrender your weapons!" He flipped the intercom
back to Open.

There was a sudden silence fromthe outside, as if the news had unsettled the others, which
was good, There was no reply as yet, but no shots, either

After what seened like an intermnable wait, Trelig growl ed, "They didn't buy it."

Yulin, although fearing nmuch the same thing hinself, replied, "Don't junp the gun. They're
probably voting on it. And thinking about the pain of no-dose for the first tine. Even though
they won't really start to feel the effects for a while, they feel it in their mnds even now. "

And he was right. A few nminutes later the intercomburst into life

"Ckay, Yulin, maybe you get out," cane a rather pleasant voice with a very unpleasant
undertone. "But how do we know you aren't |ying? W know how much sponge cones in. Every gram"

"We can nmake it! Al you need!" Yulin responded, trying to keep his tension and anxiety out of

his tone. "Look, I'Il prove it to you. Send a representative over the bridge. Any one. I'lIl toss
out a fiver. Try it. You'll know what | say is the truth."
There was another |long silence, and then the sane voice cane back, "All right. I'mconing

over. But if | don't nake it or the stuff's no good, the other six will get you if it's the |ast
thing they do-and there's plenty nore of us Topside. They know what's going on down here."

Yulin grinned to hinself. Another piece of useful information. The intercons on Topside still
wor ked Now he knew just how nuch of the story they would know, and that intelligence would
possi bly make the difference.

A few mnutes later a lone figure could be seen wal ki ng across the great bridge that spanned
the pit to Chie's magjor core. It was a tiny, frail-looking figure, dwarfed alnobst to
i nsignificance by the magnitude of the structure around it. It was either a very young girl or
one of the screwy sexers. It didn't natter.

The former guard seened to take forever to get there, and finally stopped about ten neters
fromthe doorway.

"I"m here!" she (he?) announced needl essly.

Yulin gripped the small bag of pure sponge. "Here it cones!" he shouted and tossed it onto the
bridge. It hit with a pock sound and slid alnpbst to the other's feet.

The guard picked it up, |looked at it, then tore open the plastic and pulled out the tiny piece
of yell ow green sponge, an actual living creature of sorts. It really was a sponge, too, a
deni zen of a beautiful world that had been settled centuries ago by a prototype human col ony.
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Interaction of alien bacteria wth some of the synthetic elenents in the colony's initial food
supply had spawned the horror that nmade Antor Trelig and his vast syndicate so powerful. The new
mut at ed substance had perneated every cell of the human's bodies, replacing vital substances. The
cells took to it fantastically; once in, it was neither rejected nor displaced. Indeed, the cells
actually started making nore of the stuff. The initial contamination was irreversible. A noderate
anount caused no apparent physical changes, but was there all the sane. A large anpbunt, as the
guards had gotten, caused cells to trigger in strange ways, causing deformity, accenting opposite
sexual characteristics, or, as in N kki Zinder's case, causing runaway obesity or other equally
horrible characteristics. It varied with the individual, although sexual characteristics, being
the nost sensitive, were the nost common.

The organi sm however, was totally parasitic. It would consunme the host, particularly its
brain, where brain cells died irreplaceably in a great progression. Unchecked, the mutant

substance would slowy destroy the mnd well ahead of the body; it was painful. Since the stuff
was not selective, often nental capacity was reduced or linmted for all intents and purposes
while the central core of one's being was the last to go. One knew what was happeni ng, knew
until it struck the cerebral cortex full and turned one first into an aninal, then into a

vegetabl e that would sinply lie there and starve to death. A slow notion | obotony.

Sponge was not the drug, it was the antidote. Not an effective one, since it had to be
periodi cally renewed, but the secretions of the native sponge plants did in fact arrest the
growth of the nmutant strain. To need sponge was to becone the syndicate's slave. The stuff was
too dangerous for the Comto keep around; the sponge itself contained the addicting nmaterial. But
greedy, anbitious politicians had it, grewit, and ruled with it.

Faci ng such a future, the guard greedily and unhesitantly gobbled up the sponge in the plastic
envel ope. It was not a sufficient dose-all of New Ponpeii's personnel were deliberately given
massi ve overdoses, which required nassive amobunts of sponge to counter -but it would be
convi nci ng.

It was. "It's real!" the guard shouted, clearly amazed. "It's the pure stuffl"

"A kilo in exchange for your weapons!" Trelig yelled, feeling in charge once again. "Now or we
wait you out!"

"The word has gone to Topside!" cane a new, deeper voice fromthe intercom "Okay, we're
com ng over-four of us. The others will make sure you don't blast us. You get their weapons when
we get the kilo and you conme out. Not before."

Trelig waited what he thought would be a convincing period of tine, grinning evilly now Their
pl oy was all too obvious.

Three nore joined the first one, |ooking somewhat eagerly at the very door that, just nonents
before, they'd been trying to blast.

"Ckay, here's the kilo!" shouted the master of New Pompeii, as he heaved it out.

They al nost pounced on it, and two of them nmade a sinmultaneous grab for the package. One
scooped it up and started running back to the other side, while the other three nervously bl ocked
Trelig' s view

"What if they don't take it right away?" Yulin whispered, worried.

"They will," Trelig replied confidently. "They' re overdue, renenber. How powerful is that
stuff?"

"It should feel great for five or six mnutes," the younger man told him "After that, well,
they should just all get massive heart seizures and keel over."

Trelig | ooked suddenly worried. "Should? You nean there's sonme doubt ?"

"No, no, not really,” Yulin replied, shaking his head. "I didn't really mean that. No, what's
in there is enough to kill an arny. Gve themten nminutes, no nore."
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"Think they' Il run for Topside?" Trelig continued, still worried. "Or maybe one will live |long
enough to radio a warning."

Yulin considered this. "No, | doubt if they'll wait to get to Topside. You yourself just said
they're overdue. As for one giving a warning, well, if you can find a personal intercom we ought
to be able to find out."

They waited anxiously. Trelig could not find the intercom the one he had originally worn was
Il ong smashed in the reversal. "W'Il just have to bluff it through,”™ he grow ed, uncertainty
again in his voice. "Say-how will we know they're gone? You want to be the first target? O maybe
Doc, there?"

Yulin shook his head. "Not necessary. Chie's sensors are still on.” He wal ked over to the
consol e.

"Cbie, are the guards still alive?"

"No, Ben," responded the conmputer. "At least, | register nolife forms in their old area. They

wi nked out pretty suddenly. You murdered them clean."
"Save your sarcasm"” Yulin growed. "Did you nonitor any transmi ssions to Topside?"
"I haven't rnuch capability there,"” Obie noted. "I don't know. "

Ben Yulin nodded, then turned to Trelig. "Well, we got by obstacles one through six. Topside's
gonna be a lot tougher, though. Any ideas?"

Trelig thought for a nonent, eyes gl eaning. The inmedi ate threat over, he was beginning to
enjoy this.

"Ask the nmachine if anyone Topside is aware of who escaped in the first ship,"” he ordered.

"How coul d hie know?" Yulin asked. "I mean, if he can't even nonitor comunications. Wy?
What have you got in mnd?"

"To get to nmy position, you have to think of all the angles," the syndicate boss told him
"For exanple, either ship was capable of carrying at least half the guests, yet only Mavra Chang,
Ni kki Zi nder, and the guard went. Wy?"

Yulin thought a mnute. "Because they sneaked out. Chang was paid to get the girl, not save
everybody on Topside. The nore people in a plot, the nore chance for a foul-up."

Trelig nodded. "Now you begin to see. There are a lot of them and they barely know one
another. |'d guess, too, that they have, at best, an uneasy relationship with the guards. Al
hel |l broke I oose not long after the ship left. Want to bet some of themdon't even know a ship is
gone?"

"The guards-" Yulin objected.

"WIIl know only that the ship is gone,"” Trelig conpleted. "They al so know that without the
codes the second ship would be blasted by the orbiting sentries. Hell, they won't remenber who's
who or how many there are, you know that. The girl's been nmore or | ess sealed off, and the guard-
what's one guard? Could have been killed down here. Cetting the idea now?"

"You nean i npersonate the ones who got away?" Yulin gasped.
Trelig' s expression | ooked inpatient, inpatient at this el enentary step

"Look," he said. "W need a way to gain their confidence. Take them off guard. We need a way
to get to those visitors as friends, convince themit's us against the guards, get their help in
taking the ship. W nust get that ship away until they' ve died out here. W can't do it al one."

Yulin nodded. "I see,"” he said, but he didn't like it. He | ooked over at G| Zinder. The ol der
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man was sl unped, a vacant expression. He looked tired and defeated.

"What about hin?" Ben Yulin asked, gesturing.

"He has to go with us," Trelig answered quickly. "He knows how to operate Cbie, and Qhie wll
do anything for him To |leave himhere would be like junping into the pit out there."

Yulin nodded, his mnd already considering several things, all unpleasant. For one thing, he
didn't like the idea of going through the thing hinself. Sending others through, that was fine-a
tremendous feeling of godlike power. But hinself-to become soneone, something else. Trelig's plan
worried him worried himas much as having to bring it about using his own special circuitry,
revealing to Zinder-and to Trelig-his owmn mastery of the nachine.

He | ooked again at Trelig. The councillor had a curious half-snmle on his face and still held
the pistol in his hand. He'd seen simlar expressions on his boss when admi nistering sponge to
new victinms and when ordering nasty executions.

"You want to go first?" he suggested hopefully.

That evil grin spread wider. "No, | don't think so," the syndicate boss replied acidly. "You
can do it, then?"

Yulin nodded dully, still grasping at straws. He did not want to surrender to permanent second-
cl ass Status.

"Then we'll do it this way," the big man continued. "First, you will try to find out the
identity of the guard. If Cbie can keep track of people, he should know who it was. Then one of
us becones the guard-m nus the sponge addiction, nmake sure of that!-and one beconmes Ni kki Zi nder
and the third becones Mavra Chang. Al preprogramred i n noninterruptabl e sequence, of course." He
shrugged disarmingly. "lIt's not that | don't trust you, you understand. It's just that you get
on top by doing the unthinkable and you stay on top by thinking the unthinkable."

Yulin sighed, surrendering. The better part of valor and all that, he decided.

"Who do you want to be?" he asked.

"We have to think this through, and tinme's pressing,” Trelig replied. "The old man, there-
well, we'll need sonme sort of mnd-bind, of course. Make himhis own flesh and bl ood. Behavi or
patterns will also have to be programmed in," he reninded the younger scientist. "W don't want
any slip-ups. W will not just have to ook |like these people, but walk |ike them talk l|ike
them alnmost think [|ike them while renmaining ourselves inside. The odds are the guard's one of
the supervisors, and they're all sexual foul-ups. |I'mhermaphroditic, so that shouldn't pose a
probl em That makes you Mavra Chang."

"I"d rather not be a wonman," Yulin protested weakly.

"You won't mind when you've been through the disk," Trelig retorted. "Now, let's get the
instructions letter-perfect, so everything's right and we get nothing funny added or subtracted
by the machi ne. And- when you're doing it, Ben, you will show nme how. "

Yulin started to protest, then decided there was no point to it. He turned on the console.
"Cbie? Do you have the identity of the guard who escaped with Mavra Chang?" he asked.

"It was Renard," replied the conputer. "I have no reading for himand he did not |eave Topside
for here. A few died Topside, though, so a slight chance exists that it was not."

"It has to be," Trelig decided. "He was one of the girl's guards. Everything fits. I'll take a
chance on it."

Ben Yulin nodded. "I don't think it'd be a good idea .if the Doc, here, knows the access," he
poi nt ed out.

Trelig agreed, turned, and shot a short stun beam at the hel pl ess Zinder, who collapsed in a
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heap. "Five minutes," Trelig warned his associate. "No nore."

Ben Yulin nodded, then turned back to the console. He didn't |ike doing what he was about to
do, and in front of the one man who could later use it against him but a double cross at this
point had too many risks to be worth it.

"Obi e?" he call ed.
"Yes, Ben?" the conputer responded.

He punched sone buttons on his keyboard, acutely aware of Antor Trelig's steady gaze at the
conbi nat i ons.

"Unnunbered transaction,” he told the machine. "File in aux storage under nmy Kkey only."

"What ?" The conputer seened slightly startled, then, as access to the sealed-off sections
becanme open to him bie realized what was goi ng on

"How many tines have you used this, Ben?" Cbie asked, marveling as always at the discovery of
a part of hinself he'd not known was there.

"Not often,"” Yulin responded casually. "Now, Cbie, | want you to listen carefully. You wll
carry out ny instructions to the letter, neither adding nor subtracting anything on your own. Is
that clear?”

"Yes, Ben," Cbie replied resignedly.

Yulin paused a nonent to choose his words, conscious of the dangers in giving Obie an opening,
and also of Trelig's ready pistol. There were tiny beads of sweat on his forehead.

"Three transactions, in sequence, which nust be conpleted before any additional instructions
may be given you,"” he said cautiously. "One, Dr. Glgam Zi nder, outward formto be that of the
| ast coding of Nikki Zinder minus the sponge presence. Menory will remain G| Zinder's, with all
attendant know edge and skills, but subject will be unable to transmt this fact or information
except on instruction fromAntor Trelig or nyself. Qherw se, subject will possess all behavior
patterns of the franme of reference, including walk, enotive reactions, and speech, and all other
characteristics to render subject indistinguishable fromthe frame of reference. Subject wll
further be unable to convey by any neans the true identities of Antor Trelig or nyself. dear?"

"I understand, Ben," Cbhie replied.

Yulin nodded, certain he had conpleted that step correctly. "Two. Subject Antor Trelig.
Subject is to be physically fitted to the last coding of the guard Renard, mnus the sponge
addi ction. Subject will be provided with all behavior nodes of the frame of reference, including
wal k, emptive reactions, speech, and all other characteristics to render subject
i ndi stingui shable fromthe frame of reference. However, nenory will remain Antor Trelig's, with
all attendant know edge and skills, able to call upon his true self at any point." Yulin
suddenly | ooked around at Trelig and asked, "All right so far?" Trelig nodded cautiously.

"Three," Yulin continued. "Subject Abu Ben Yulin. Subject is to be fitted physically to the
| ast coding of Mavra Chang. Subject will be provided with all behavi or nodes of the franme of
reference, including wal k, enotive reactions, speech, and all other characteristics to render
subj ect indistinguishable from the frame of reference. However, nenory will remain Abu Ben

Yulin's, with all attendant know edge and skills, able to call upon his true self at any point.
d ear ?"
"Yes, Ben," Cbie responded. "C ear and | ocked in."

Yulin, still nervous about undergoing the process hinself, added, "And, Cbie, for all three
transactions, subjects are to be acclimated so that they feel physiologically and psychologically
confortable with the new bodies and external behavior patterns. Understand?"

"Yes, Ben. | understand you don't like to be a woman," Cbie responded acidly. Yulin
scow ed but let the remark go. He turned to Trelig. "Okay, take the doc down," he said.
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"First, tell the machine that the transactions are locked in," Trelig responded softly. Yulin
grinned sheepi shly and shrugged. There was no doubt whatsoever as to how Antor Trelig had
attained and kept his position of power.

"Lock on all transactions now," he told Obie. "Locked and running," Cbie responded. "Go ahead
with the run.”

Satisfied now that Yulin could do nothing to override the instructions, Trelig gestured with
the pistol and took G| Zi nder downstairs.

The transformation didn't take long. Yulin watched as first G| Zinder dissolved in blue
sparkl es and reforned as an absolute duplicate of N kki Zinder. The ol der scientist could do
not hi ng, and so stood and watched as Trelig nervously nounted the disk, and threw his pisto
hesitantly to Ben Yulin. Yulin thought, as Trelig dissolved and a few seconds |later started
reformng as the guard, how easy it would be to shoot Trelig. Zinder seened to catch the younger
man' s thoughts, and said, in N kki's adol escent tones, "No, Ben! You can't! He's the only one who
knows how to get us off the planet!"”

Yulin sighed, realizing the truth of that statenment and accepting it grudgingly. He had to
assune that the robot sentinels had al so been transported, or else the nonspongies Topsi de woul d
have taken off in the ship by now.

Yulin al most chuckled at Trelig' s new appearance. Male sex organs on a very female-|ooking
body. Trelig stepped off, nodded in satisfaction, and took the pistol fromYulin s hand. Ben had
the unconfortabl e i dea suddenly that there was nothing to stop Trelig fromshooting him but he
was hel pl ess. Nervous both from anticipation of the process and fromthe sudden eerie feeling of
i npendi ng death, he stepped up on the disk, watched the little armswing out over him and felt
a warm tingling glow course through his body. The lab, the watchers, seened to flicker out, then
flicker back in again. He knew that there had probably been several seconds between the flickers,
but the sensation was not unpl easant.

The two watchers waited as an exact duplicate of Mavra Chang materialized where Ben Yulin had
been. The new, tiny figure looked at Trelig's pistol a little anxiously, then saw that it was
hel d casual ly, sighed, and stepped off the platform which seened nuch higher than it had getting
on.

"Incredible!"™ Trelig breathed. "You even nmove |like her-feninine, catlike, alnpst."

Yulin nodded. "Now |l et's go see about those guards," he suggested in Mavra's rich, exotic and
slightly accented voi ce.

The guards had died in a brief nonment of extreme agony, that nuch was clear fromthe
expressions on their faces.

"Renenber not to touch themor that packet!" Yulin cautioned. Trelig nodded as he gingerly
reached out, took a pistol by the barrel fromthe holster of one, examined it, wiped it off on
the clothing of another, and handed it to Yulin, who just nodded. Next they found the portacom
with its working linkage to Topside. It was on Standby and there was nothing but a hiss comng
through it.

Yulin | ooked at Trelig. "Ready?" he asked.

The councillor, who now | ooked |ike one of his guards, nodded and picked it up, switched it to
Recei ve.

There was still nothing for a minute or two, then a snall voice cane at them

"Underside! Cone in! Wat's happeni ng down there?" came a tinny, nasal voice that belonged to
one of the guards. Trelig sighed, and said softly to Yulin, "WlIl, nay as well find out nowif
the bluff works." Punching the Send button, he said: "This is Renard. | was bringing the
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prisoners Mavra Chang and Ni kki Zinder down for Trelig when all this chaos broke out. They got
themall of them but the cost was heavy. Me and ny prisoners are the only ones |eft down here,
and the old scientist also got it. They lied about the sponge.”

There was silence for quite sonme tinme, and for a nonent Trelig thought they hadn't bought the
story, but then the Topside voice canme back with a tired and defeated tone. "All right, then. But
if Chang and the girl are down there, who took off in that ship? Marta said-"

Trelig thought fast. "There were some New Harnony crew on that thing, renenber. | guess they
pani cked and ran out on the boss."

There was no other |ogical explanation, so they accepted it.

"Ckay," came the reply. "Cone on up and bring your prisoners with you. W have to get together
and think this out." That wasn't said with any enthusiasm w thout sponge, they knew what was
about to happen.

"Acknow edge and out," Trelig said, and switched to Standby. "I guess this calls for sone
cheering," he said to his partner

Yulin still |ooked concerned. "This is only the start of it," he reminded the other. "W stil
have to get up there and sonehow take over that ship." He had a sudden thought. "Is there enough

food and water on that ship for a | ong stay?”

Trelig nodded. "Ch, yes. W'll probably kill some time taking a close ook at that weird
pl anet out there. \When the spongies are gone, we can nmake a deal by radio with the surviving
representatives.”

And then what? Yulin wondered, considering their luck so far.

"Let's nake sure Ohie's safe fromprying while we're away,
returned to the internal control room

Trelig suggested, and they

Yulin punched the codes. "Ohie?"
"Yes, Ben?"

"First off, as soon as we are in the car to Topside you will file all transactions under ny
personal key. Understand?"

"Yes, Ben."

Trelig thought a noment. "Then how will we get back in? He'll only recognize us as Renard and
Mavra Chang. And if Chang's survived, that will open Cbie to her if she manages to get back here.
We don't know if they might not have sone sort of spacecraft on that world out there."

Yulin thought a minute, realizing that Trelig had seen a nasty trap. The odds were agai nst
Chang surviving-he didn't worry about Ni kki Zinder or Renard the sponge would kill them anyway-
but they had cone so far now on | ong shots that the breaks would have to go the other way once in
a while.

"How about a code word or sequence?" he suggested to the syndicate boss. "Then one of us would
have to be here, no matter what form"”

Trelig nodded. He didn't bother to ask why not both of themi he would not |I|ike to have to need
Yulin in a pinch, and they weren't out of the woods yet. "But what code?" he asked.
Yulin smled. "I think I know one. But what about Zinder? W don't want anyone else to know. "

Trelig nodded, then set the pistol again for short stun. He | ooked at the duplicate of N kk
Zi nder, who responded, pleadingly, "Not again!" Trelig fired, and the girl who was sonething el se
col l apsed in a heap

"The sane five mnutes,” Antor Trelig cautioned. "CGet noving!"
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Yulin nodded, then turned back to the board. Both he and G| Zinder had been fairly tall nen,
and the control boards were set for that. Now he was a nuch smaller individual, and had to al npst
| ean over on the control board fromthe <chair to reach sone of the controls.

" Chi e?"
"Yes, Ben?"

"This is on open-file storage, not keyed," he told the conputer. "At the sane tine as you file
the previous transactions, you will energize into the Defend node. Al systenms will be | ocked and
frozen, and you will kill anyone attenpting to gain entry to this area fromthe point of the
center of the bridge. Can you hear audibles fromthe center of the bridge?"

Ohi e considered a second. "Yes, Ben. You might have to yell."

Yulin accepted this. "Al right, then, you will remain in Defend until sonmeone cones to the
center of the bridge with his arns raised high over his head, palns out. | will shoot a snal
mark on the bridge as we | eave. At that mark, this individual nust say, 'There is no god but
Al'l ah, and Mohanmed is his prophet.' Got that?"

Trelig chuckled. "Ad habits are hard to break, eh?" But it pleased himeasy to renmenber, but
nobody was ever likely to say that one and include the appropriate gestures, unless they knew.

"l understand, Ben."

He switched of f, and they waited for Zinder to come around. It took about six ninutes, these
things varying with the individual. Zi nder was tingling, as though his whol e body were asleep
but the effect wore of f quickly enough

"Let's go," Yulin said, and they wal ked out across the bridge. About halfway, Yulin set his
pistol to Full and shot at the restraining wall over the pit. It was a hard, tough material, but
the shot gouged a nasty scar that was visible, yet would be nistaken by others as perhaps a
remai nder of the gun battle.

They wal ked on, got into the car, and settled back. Trelig pressed the stud, the door closed,
and the car started Topsi de.

Inside Ohie, as this happened, circuits opened and cl osed, energy danced, and ie went into
t he defense node, but he could not remenber how to break it That disturbed him The last thing he
renenbered was Yulin at the control panel and the guards dying of the poi soned sponge.

It was an inpossible nystery. He returned quickly to his primary job of trying to di sengage
himself fromthe great Well World conputer, or, failing that, to create sonme sort of partnership
with it.

It would be |Iong, tough work

TELI AG N, SOUTHERN HEM SPHERE, THE WELL WORLD

Mavra Chang had been dozing in spite of her-self. Wen tension wears off, it produces a kind
of worn-out lethargy that is al most inpossible to shake. Suddenly, however, she canme awake with a
start and | ooked around, bl eary-eyed. She understood what had happened and cursed herself for it,
but she was nostly concerned now with what had brought her to consci ousness.

Ni kki and Renard were still asleep, sprawl ed out on the grass, and appeared to be the better
for it. Nervously, she |ooked around, eyes, ears, nose straining for the disturbance.

There was a warm breeze bl owi ng fleecy white clouds across a blue sky, and she could hear the
rustle of treetops in the wind and the chatter of strange birds and insects. Qut across the
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meadow, cane the distant sounds of aninals in great agitation. She knew the signs; something was
com ng, sonething that the ordinary dwellers of the forest considered a danger or an intruder or
both. She turned to the sleeping pair, shook Renard gently. At first he didn't stir, then, as
she shook him harder, he npaned and said, "Huh? Wat?"

"Wake up!" she hissed. "Conpany com ng!"

They both woke Ni kki, an even harder task than with Renard, and Mavra thought about what to
do.

"W have to get away fromhere," she told them "Nowl 1'd like to see who or what we're facing
before they find us."

They stood up and foll owed her back into the woods a ways.

"I f anybody knows what the nodule out there is, they' Il be looking for us," she told them
"Still, I want to see what we're up against. Stay here and stay hidden in the undergrowth. I'm
going to sneak back for a quick |ook."

"Be careful,"” Renard cautioned, needlessly but with real concern in his voice.

She nodded, appreciating the concern, and crept back to the clearing. Wwoever or whatever was
approachi ng was big-she could tell that. It was alnost as if the ground was trenbling slightly,
and the clatter anmong the wildlife was intense.

Cautiously she peered out from behind a bush and gave a short gasp of surprise. She had
expected al nost anything but what she saw conming toward her

It was huge-between three and four nmeters tall, with incredible shoulders and bul gi ng nuscl es.
Its chest and arns were vaguely reddish in color, and humanoid-that is, a hunman nuscl eman. The
face was huge and ugly: alnost an oval, wth a broad, flat nose with flaring nostrils, and a

mout h permanently set in anger, two |long, sharp fangs protrudi ng out of the corners. The ears
were |arge and | ooked vaguely |ike great seashells, although they came to a point at the top. A
mane of dark blue-black hair sat atop the head, coming to a point between two nasty-I ooking,
sharp horns nearly a neter |ong.

But it was the eye that conmmanded attention. It |ooked |ike one huge humanlike eye right above
the nose and dead center below the forehead. A closer |00k showed it to be segmented in sone way,
as if the eye were actually a collection of eyes with one great I|id.

From the wai st down the creature was covered in thick, wooly rust-red hair, the great nuscled
I egs ending in el ephantine hoofs. It wore a single garnent, a dirty white wool brief around the
crotch that did little to disguise the male sex organ that was proportionate to the figure's
great size. It seemed to grow and grunble as it approached steadily, fearing nothing and | ooking
as fierce as any wild thing Mavra had ever seen.

It stopped, seemed to sniff the air, |ooking first one way and then the other. She worried
that it mght catch her scent, and found herself al nbst wunconsciously pressing back, crouched and
wound up like a coiled spring, although she wondered if anyone could outrun such a nonster.

And then she saw the strange thing. The creature had a band nmade of sone sort of skin wapped
around its left arm attached to it had to be what it appeared-a rmassive wi nd-up type wrist
wat ch.

For the first time Mavra realized she was seeing one of the domi nant races of this strange
pl ace.

The wind shifted slightly, and the creature seenmed to | ose the scent it had been trying to
localize. It turned its attention back to the passenger nodule. For a nmonent it just stood there,
| ooking the thing over as if wondering what to do, then it approached, not cautiously but wth
great confidence. Clearly this thing had nothing to fear in its own | and.

The creature was alnost as tall as the nodule, and it |ooked the alien thing over critically,
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as if puzzled by it. Then it seened to spy the open hatch and tried to pull itself up to it. This
proved a failure, and after several tries the thing gave a nassive roar of rage and hit its right
fist intoits left palm in a very human gesture of frustration

Just then a second cyclops cane into view and roared to the first one. The sounds seened
brutish and animalistic to Mavra, but she knew it nust be sone form of speech. Animals don't use
or need wist watches.

The newcomner approached, and off in the distance Mavra thought she heard the roars of severa
nmore. They had obviously not |anded in a densely-popul ated area-luckily!-but investigators were
now steadily arriving, along with the curious, on the scene.

The second one came up to the first and started spewing a whole series of snarls and grunts,
with appropriate gestures. The first, slightly taller and broader, responded in kind, pointing to
the nodul e, the open hatch, and making all sorts of circles with his hands.

After a while a third one appeared, and a fourth, and a fifth. Two of the newconers were
fermal es, Mavra noted. They were alnbst a nmeter shorter than the nmles, nmaking themonly three

meters tall, and, unlike the males, they didn't seem as nuscul ar-per haps capabl e of uprooting
medi um si zed trees, but not of tearing sheet netal |ike paper. They al so seened a bit bow egged,
squatter, and had small, rock-firmbreasts. They had no horns, either, but they shared the

mal e' s permanently nasty expressions and seenmed to have fangs that were a bit |onger than their
brothers'. There may have been a half-octave difference in their speech, but considering the
grunts, groans, grows, and yow s these things nade, nobody but they would ever know.

One of the females was al so wearing a watch, and two of the newconers, a nale and a fenale,
seened to be wearing sone jewelry-nmade of bones, Mavra noted-dangling fromtheir ears and around
their necks. Perhaps insignia of rank or tribe, she guessed.

The first nale roared so loudly it panicked birds for a quarter-kilometer around; he gestured
to the others. They first tried to boost himup on top of the nodule, but the surface was too
slippery for him Then they took another tack. They went around to the other side and started
pushi ng, the big one counting cadence of sorts. The nodul e rocked, rocked again, and, on the
third try, rolled over on its side. One of the fenal es picked up a rock alnbst the size of Mavra
Chang and wedged it under the nodule while the others held it steady.

The big one then went back around and roared approval. The open hatch was now at about his eye
| evel, and he peered in, curiously. A nassive armreached out, went into the hole, and there was
a terrible crunching noise. The hand came out clasping a seat, ripped fromits solid connections
to the floor, and he I ooked at it. One of the fernales pointed a clawed finger at the seatrest,
and the others nodded. One of the other males stooped down a little and held his hand just above
hi s knee. Mavra coul d guess the conversation. They were estimating the size of the creatures who
had ridden it in.

That did it, she decided, and slowy slunk back into the woods. No use getting caught by a
wi nd change. Those fol ks were obviously bright even if prinmtive, and the assenbly of giants was
becom ng a convention rather quickly. She didn't want any introductions until she knew what those
gi ants woul d eat.

Ni kki spotted her first. "Over here!" she called, and Mavra ran to them

"Mavral Thank god!" Renard exclained with real feeling, and hugged her. "W heard all that
roaring and grow i ng and we didn't know what had happened!"

Qui ckly she told them about the cyclops. They listened in growing awe and terror.

"We' || have to get away from here pretty quickly,” she explained. "They already know we're
around. "

The ot her two nodded. "But-which way?" N kki asked. "W could be going toward one of their
cities or sonething and never know it."
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Mavra thought for a nonent. "Wait a nminute. We know the whole world isn't |[|ike this-we even
saw sonme of the nearby places before the visuals went out. There's an ocean and some nmountains to
the east of here, definitely not these folks' kind of turf. W saw such terrain on the way in,
remenber ?"

"But which way's east?" Renard asked her

"The planet's rotation was basically west-to-east,"” Mavra renminded him "That means the sun
rises in the east and sets in the west. |'d say it's getting close to evening now, so that places
the sun over there, and east is this way." She pointed, and said, "Let's go."

They had no choice. They followed her into the woods. Behind them the roaring and bell ow ng
cont i nued.

"We should stick to the woods as |long as possible," she told themas they went. "It'll be
harder for those big babies to follow or track us."

They agreed with that and proceeded on for some tine, saying little to one another because
there seened to be nothing to say. N kki, because of her bulk, had the toughest problem but she
was bearing up well, all things considered. She had only one conplaint.

"I"mstarving," she npaned during every one of their frequent rest periods.

Renard was getting a little hungry hinmself. The sun was getting |ow, the shadows deepening
into dusk. "Maybe | could stun one of those little animals we keep seeing," he suggested. "A
short burst with the pistol, that's all."

Mavra thought it over. "All right. Try it. But-nmake sure you see something and make sure
you're on stun. We don't want to set any forest fires here.”

Alnost as if cued by the conversation, one of the critters they'd been talking about rustled
around in the underbrush. It was |large-alnost a neter 1long- but low, with a thin snout, sone
bushy whi skers, and beady little rodent's eyes.

Renard cal cul ated fromthe noise where it would cone out into a clear spot and set and ai ned
his pistol. The thing seenmed oblivious to the risk, and finally appeared where it was supposed
to. Renard pressed the trigger stud.

Not hi ng happened.

The little creature turned to them chattered what night have been an insult, and scurried off
into the

"What the hell?" Renard excl ai med, befuddl ed. He | ooked at the pistol, tapped it, |ooked at
the charge neter. "No charge!" he said, amazed. "It should be three-quarters full!" He started to
throw the pistol away, but Mavra reached out and took his arm stopping him

"Keep it," she told him "Remenber, our ship didn't work here either. Maybe no machines wll.
The pistol mght be useful later, when we get to the sea. Even if it isn't, nobody else will know
it's enpty. It might prove useful as a bluff.”

Renard wasn't so sure, but he wasn't about to question the wonan now. He bolstered it.

"Looks like we go to bed hungry," he said. "Sorry, Nikki."

The girl sighed, but could say nothing.

"I'"ll find us some food tonorrow, | promise," Mavra found herself saying, and she half-
believed it. She'd been in hopel ess and i npossible situations many tinmes, and every tinme
sonet hi ng had happened to straighten things out. She was a survivor. Nothing | ethal ever happened
to her.

"We'l | stay the night right here," she told them "W can't risk a fire, but [1'll take first
wat ch. When | can't take it anynore, 1'll wake you, Renard. Then you do the same with N kki."
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The other two both protested, but Mavra was in charge and she was firm "I won't fall asleep
this time," she prom sed

They settled down as best they could. Only Mavra was dressed for this sort of thing. NiKkKki
who had had only the filny noncovering standard to New Ponpeii and sone sandals, had di scarded
the sandal s | ong before, as had Renard. They had al so abandoned wearing the covering, is it
caught on the branches and bushes. Mavra had buried the sandals rather than leave a trail, but
she had made them carry their clothing as sone sort of protection against the danpness of the
ground.

Wth the two as settled as possible, Mavra renoved her devices fromthe conpartnent in her
boot and checked each out. Wthout the power pack they didn't help nuch, and the power pack, as
expected, didn't work. She abandoned the project.

Dar kness descended |ike a blanket, and her eyes went to infrared.

Ni kki was sound asl eep al nost instantly, but she could hear Renard twist and turn, and finally
sit up.

"What's the probl en?" she whispered. "Too nuch for one day?"
He cane over to her, carefully. She was al nost invisible in her dark clothing.
"No, it's not that," he whispered back. "I was just thinking, and feeling a Ilittle. It's

starting to get to ne."

"The situation?"

"The sponge,” he responded flatly. "I'min a great deal of pain right nowit's like a yearning
agony that courses through your whol e body."

"All the tinme?" she asked, concerned.

He shook his head. "It cones in waves. This one's pretty bad. | don't knowif it's getting to
Ni kki yet, but if it doesn't it will." He paused for a nonent, then let the words come, those
words that were unarguabl e and inevitable.

"We're dying, Mavra," he said flatly.

She accepted the statement, but not its finality. Sponge was an abstract thing to her, and
she'd al nost forgotten about their problem

"What's it do, Renard?" she asked him "And how |l ong does it take to do it?"

He sighed. "Well, brain cells are the first to go. Each time one of these little attacks cones
on-and each one gets worse-you | ose some of your body cells, and sone of your brain cells. It's
kind of a slowdown rather than a death. |1've seen it hi others. You still have all your nenory,

but you beconme Iless and less able to use it. Thought processes, reasoning, all becone harder and
harder to do. The barely possible today beconmes the inpossible tonorrow. Like getting dunber and

dunber as tine goes on. How long the process takes varies with the individual, but, well, the
rough rule is that you |l ose ten percent of your capacity per day, and that can never be
reclaimed, even if you get nore sponge later-which isn't likely. | was always a pretty smart
fellowl wused to teach, you knowbut | can already tell that something is happening. I'm ten
percent dunber than yesterday, but that doesn't really nmean nuch if you start reasonably high
But if you have an 1 Q of around 150, well, figure out the tine."

Mavra did. |If Renard had been a 150 capacity yesterday, he was a 135 today. Gkay, not really
noti ceable. But that neant 122 tonorrow, 110 the day after, putting himat about average ability.
Then the deterioration really started, though. 110 woul d becone 99, and 99 would be 89. That was
sl ow-what was that, four nore days? Then 80 in five, 72 in six-a |lowgrade noron. 65 in a week,
about the nental and notor levels of a three-year-old child. After that- perhaps an autonmaton, or
some sort of animalistic type, since nenory would still be there, it was ability that was being
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attacked.

"N kki ?" she wonder ed.

"Less time, I"'msure. Maybe a day or two less to the critical point," Renard responded.

Mavra t hought for a nonent. A week, no nore, maybe |ess. She wondered what it was |like, living
with the know edge of an inevitable, creeping death sentence. Did Renard really believe such a
thing could happen to hin? No one could conceive realistically of their own death, she once read.
But as the process continued, and you knew it continued, the frustration and fear would nount.

She reached over, gently took his arm He noved next to her. Suddenly, with her |ightning
speed, she pricked his armw th sone of the hypnotic fluid and injected a full load. He started
hi surprise, then seened to go |inp.

"Renard, listen to nme," she commanded.
"Yes, Mavra," he responded, sounding sonmething like a little child.

"Now, you will trust ne conpletely. You will believe in me and ny abilities conpletely, and do
what | say w thout question,” she told him "You will feel strong and good and well, and you will
not feel any pain, longing, ache, or agony fromthe sponge. Do you understand nme?"

"Yes, Mavra," he repeated dully.

"Furthermore, you will not think of the sponge. You will not think you are going to die, or
fall apart. The thoughts just will not enter your nind. Wien you wake up each norning, you wll
not notice yourself as being any different than you have ever been, nor will you notice any
difference in N kki. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Mavra," he agreed.

"COkay, then. Now you will go over to your place and lie dowmn and get a really good, deep
dreanm ess sl eep, and wake up feeling wonderful with no nmenory of this conversation, but you wll
do as | have told you. Now go!"

He broke free from her and went back over to where his clothing was spread out, |ay down, and
in seconds was sound asl eep

The suggestion woul dn't |ast, of course. She knew that. She would have to renew it every once
in a while, and now she'd have to try the same thing on N kki, also putting thoughts of her
consum ng hunger out of her mnd

But it would only nake her problemeasier, not theirs. They would continue to deteriorate, to
disintegrate, until she would no | onger be able to control them or influence them

Si x days maxi mumto that point.

Enotion welled up in her. Sonewhere, soneone on this crazy world knew howto help them could
hel p them would help them She had to believe that. Had to.

Si x days.

She noved silently over to N kki Zi nder.

SOQUTH POLAR ZONE, THE WELL WORLD

It looked |ike any major businessman's office. There were naps, charts, and diagrans al
over the walls, sone strange-looking furniture, and a nassive U shaped desk that conceal ed | arge
nunbers of controls and al so contained witing inplenents, comruni cations devices, and the like
There was even a pistol of a strange sort in the upper |eft-hand desk drawer.
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But the creature who sat behind that great desk, |looking at a series of naps spread out before
him was not a human being in any sense of the word, although he definitely was strictly
busi ness.

He had a chocol at e-brown human torso, incredibly broad and ribbed so that the chest nuscles
seenmed to form squarish plates. A head, oval -shaped, was equally brown and hairl ess except for a
huge white wal rus nustache under a broad, flat nose. Six arns, arranged in threes, were spaced
evenly in pairs down that torso and attached, except for the top pair, on ball sockets |like those
of a crab. Belowthat strange torso it all nmelted into an enornous brown-and-yellow striped
series of scales leading to a huge, coiled serpentine lower half. If outstretched, the snakelike
body woul d easily cover over five neters.

The creature used his lower pair of arnms to spread out what proved to be a map of the southern
and eastern hemi sphere of the Well World. It |looked Iike an odd assenbly of perfectly equa
hexagrans printed in black, with surprinting hi a variety of colors to show topography and water
areas. Wiile the lower arns kept the map spread wi de, the upper left armticked off various hexes
with a broad pencil, while the upper right hand jotted down notations on a pad with a different
penci | .

The mddle | eft hand punched an intercomto one side.
"Yes, sir?" a female voice asked politely.

"I''"l'l need cl ose-ups of hexes twelve, twenty-six, forty-four, sixty-eight, and two hundred
forty-nine," he told the secretary in a deep, rich bass voice. "Also, kindly ask the Czillian
anbassador to call on nme as soon as possible.” He swtched off without waiting for
acknow edgnent .

The creature studied the map again and tried to think. N ne sections total. N ne. Wy did that
strike a bell?

A buzzer sounded. He flipped a switch on a different intercomto his right. "Serge Otega," he
answered curtly.

"Ortega? Gol Mter, Shanpbzan," cane a thin, reedy voice Ortega knew was coming froma
transl at or devi ce.

"Yes, CGol? What is it?" He glanced quickly at his map. Onh, yes, the three-neter-dianeter
tarantulas. Menory is the first thing to go, he told hinself sourly.

"W have a plot on the new satellite. It's definitely artificial; sone of the shots fromthe
Nort h Zone tel escopes have been fantastic. W did sone spectroanalysis. The atnmosphere is a
pretty standard Southern Hem sphere m x, heavy on the nitrogen and oxygen, |lots of water vapor
The pictures and our stuff nmatch up pretty good. The thing is divided hi half, with sone sort of
physi cal -not energy-bubble over it about two or three kilometers fromthe surface. That's why we
can't get nmuch surface detail. Too nuch distortion. Definitely green stuff all over, though, Iike
sonebody' s garden, and sone really vague stuff that could be buildings. As if sonebody's got
their owmn little private city-world there.™

Serge Ortega thought a nonment. "Wat about the other hal f?"

"Not much. Raw rock, nostly standard netanor-phic stuff. Probably the only part of the
original natural object left. Except about hal fway between equator and south pole, where there's
some ki nd of huge, shiny disk-shaped object practically built into the thing."

Ortega frowned. "Propul sion unit?"

"I doubt it," replied the giant spider. "This thing doesn't seemto have been built for
travel . That bubble is supported by an atnmospheric renewal unit for sure. It undul ates. Anything
ot her than regular oribital nmoverment would collapse it. There's a point near the edge on one side
that has a lot of radiating energy, though, and a funny pattern not consistent with the rest.
Coul d be an airlock, maybe a small spaceport.”
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O'tega nodded, nostly to hinself. "That fits. But howthe hell did it get here?"

"Well, that disk's ained at the Equatorial Barrier no nmatter what position. Either the Wl
brought it here or they brought thenselves instantly to the WlIlI, or so our scientists say."

Otega didn't like that. Anybody fooling with the Wll was fooling with the very nature of
everybody's reality. This sort of thing was not supposed to happen, he told hinmself grunpily. Two
of his stomachs were developing ulcers fromit all, he could tell.

"I't's nmy guess that they don't know what they've gotten thenselves into," the snake-nman said.
"Kind of clear that they wound up here, saw the Well, decided to check it out, flew too | ow over
a nontech hex, and | ost power."

Suddenly he was bolt upright. N ne sections! OF course! He cursed hinself aloud, and the giant
spi der cane back fromthe intercomw th "Wiat was that? | didn't catch it."

"Ch, nothing," he munbl ed. "Just kicking myself for being an old nan whose nind is shot."

"Ki cki ng yourself would be a good trick," the spider retorted lightly. "Wiy? What have you
got ?"

"Back in the dawn of prehistory, when | was still a Type 41 back on ny hone turf, | used to
fly spaceships,” Otega told him "For a living, that is. They used to have a fail-safe nechani sm
agai nst conplete power failure in atnosphere.”

"That's right!" Gol Mter exclaimed. "I forgot you were an Entry. Hell, you're older than
am You used to be a pirate, didn't you?"

Otega sniffed. "I was an opportunist, sir! There are only three kinds of people hi the
uni verse, no nmatter what their race or form They are scoundrels, hypocrites, and sheep. Wth a
choice like that, | proudly wear the badge of scoundrel."

There was the translated sound of a chuckle. Ortega wondered what a chuckle froma giant
spi der really sounded like.

"COkay," the spider replied, "so you were a pilot and they had fail-safe nechanisnms. So?"

"Well, they used to break up on failure," Ortega told the other. "Break into nine sections, so
they coul d accommpdat e everybody and so the basic nechanical, pressure-activated parachute
mechani sns woul d be able to support the weight. N ne, Gol!"

The spider considered this. "Just like our visitor, huh? Well, that would fit. Sure you got
themall? Couldn't be any unreported pieces?”

"You know nmy spy network is the best on the Well Wrld," retorted Otega with pride. "Want to
know who your fourth wife is with right now?"

"Al right! Al right!" laughed Gol Mter. "So, rune it is. Coincidence?"

"Possibly," Otega adnmitted, "but rmaybe not. If not, they are Type 41s. |'ve got rough
descriptions of three of the sections. Two are rather nondescript conpartnments, hardly worth
bot heri ng about. One, however, has a rounded nose-shape, like a bullet. If it is a Type 41 ship,
that's the command nmodule. That'll be where the pilot is-or was."

"Where did it come down?" the spider asked.

Otega | ooked over his map, his deep-black eyes shining. Hs excitement faded, however, when
he saw the probable | ocation

"Looks |ike about twenty kil oneters inside Teliagin. Fat ot of good that does us. If those
savages catch them they'll eat them"

There was concern in the spider's voice. "Can't have that. They don't nman their enbassy, do
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t hey?"

"No," Ortega responded. "They only cone in occasionally to trade a few things. It's a nontech
hex, so everything's a little Iimted. Modstly pastoral nomads. Shepherds. They eat the sheep-raw
and in big bites, usually while they're still alive."

"Well, I'lIl check and see if anybody's honme," Gol Mter said, "but if there isn't-what then?
We have to get our hands on at |east one of those people, Serge! It's the only way we're going to
find out what the hell is going on around here!"

Otega agreed with himand | ooked again at his nmap. Teliagin was near the Equatorial Barrier
and so was his native Uik, but it was too far away for anybody to get there in tinme. He | ooked
at the nearby hexes, rejecting one, then another. H s eye strayed to one two hexes away, just to
the south and east. Lata! That might be just the thing. But-it was still a long ways. The Lata
could fly, of course, and Kromm s atnosphere was sufficient, but howlong would it take? Two
days, maybe? And then how long until they were found? The average Teliagin would be as likely to
eat the Lata as help it, so asking for instructions was out.

Well, it was that or nothing.

"Look, Gol, you work on the contact end and keep those studies of the satellite conming in," he
told the spider. "I"mgoing to try and mount sone kind of rescue party if | can. | hope we get
there before the Teliagin do."

The si x-arned snake-man broke the contact and flipped his interoffice intercomagain. "Jeddy?
Anything fromCzill as yet?"

"No, sir," responded the secretary. "The anbassador's not expected in until 1700. Renenber,
not everybody lives in his office."

The snake-man scow ed. O all the anbassadors here, he was the only one trapped in South Zone.
He coul d never leave it, never go hone. It was the price he paid. By all rights he should have
died of old age al nbst two centuries before. He did not, but that was because of a juicy bit of
blacknail with the Magren, a hex where "nagic" of a sort was possible, where the peopl e would hi
slight ways tap the power of the Well World conputer to defy certain |laws. They had given hima
yout hful body, and it stayed that way, but there was a price. Magic did not hold outside the hex
in which it was performed. The rules of the gane changed 1560 tines on the Well Wbrl d-the nunber
of hexes and races there were here. In sonme, the Wll conputer allowed full technol ogical grow h.
In sonme, that technology was |imted-say, to steam In others, like Teliagin, nothing worked.
The powers, possibilities-even atnospheric content changed with each hex and was nai ntai ned
stable by the Wl computer that was the entire planetary core.

In South Zone al nost everything worked. The youth spell, cast here, held. But should he ever
| eave, even to see the sun and sky and stars, the spell would be canceled out, and he woul d
instantly be subject to rapid aging.

"Call the Lata anbassador, Jeddy," he ordered.

There was a nminute or two while the connection was made, the call referred, and then a high,
pl easant, light femal e voice cane on

"Hoduri here. What can | do for you, Anmbassador Otega?"

"You know the situation?" the Uik asked, and proceeded to fill in the other on all nmatters to
date, concluding, "You see? You're the only ones with a crack at them It's dangerous and tough
but we need you desperately."

The Lata thought for a nonent. "I'Il see what | can do and call you back. G ve ne an hour or

SO.

"All right,” Otega told her, "but tine is of the essence here. And if you can find one of
your citizens naned Vistaru and include her in your plans, it'll be better. She's an Entry from
the spacial sector we believe these people cone from and could probably translate. W' ve worked
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toget her before. Tell her it's ne asking and tell her the whole situation.”
"Yes, if we can find her," Ambassador Hoduri agreed. "Anything nore?"

Ortega shook his head, although he knew the other couldn't see it. "No, only hurry. Lives
depend on it- maybe ours, too, if we don't find out what's going on here.”

He switched off, and was barely back to his maps when the interzone intercom buzzed again. It
was the Czillian anbassador, in early.

"Hel | 0? Vardi a? Serge Otega!" he booned.

"Ortega!" the other responded, not exactly sounding as thrilled by Ortega's voice as Otega
seemred with its. And it was an "it," too-the Czillians were nobile unisexual plants.

"You know what's goi ng on?" Otega asked.

"lI've just been conferring onit,"'
sonebody el se?"

the plant creature replied. "Wiy? Going to play ganes with

He shrugged off the minor nastiness. The plants duplicated, so it could be one of severa
Vardi as, but they all had their basic menories. One tine, long ago, he'd done the original Vardia
rather dirty, and Czillians don't forget.

"Bygones be bygones," he retorted. "This is bigger than petty plots. W'll need the Czillian
Crisis Center activated imedi ately at the Center. Your conputers are the best on the Well Wrld,
and we'll need sonmebody to coordinate. A lot of different hexes are involved here." He expl ai ned
the situation as it stood to the Czillian

"And what are you doi ng about it now?" Vardia asked him

"lI"ve sent Lata in to try and rescue the pilot if he's still alive, and anybody el se they can
If-and it's a big if-we can get one of themhere alive we'll know what's going on. But that's not
your worry right now Follow through on the |ogic here and nmaybe you'll understand."

"I"'mlistening," Vardia replied, still doubtful

"I"ve located all nine nodules. They're all in the west, and dispersed in a southwesterly
pattern, so | have an idea of what's what. If 7 can do it, so can others. Probably have. Vardi a,
one of themis the engine nodule, intact! I'Il bet on that! There's no way to build that in any
hex on the Well Worid. The rest, though-that can be fabricated one place and another. Whoever
reclaims the parts of that ship, particularly the engine nodul e, mght possibly make a spaceship
that'Il fly. Launch it straight up, the right angle and pattern, and it'll be free of the Wil
If / thought of that angle, so have others. |I'm talking about war, Vardia! War! There are enough
old pilots around here that sonebody might be able to fly it!"

Vardia still sounded doubtful, but nowit was nmore in the nature of an wunwillingness to think
what Ortega was saying could be true. But-could they afford to take the chance?

"War is inpossible,” the Czillian responded. "Triff Dhala denonstrated that by |losing the
G eat War over el even hundred years ago!"

"But that was for conquest,"” Otega pointed out. "This would be for limted objectives. I'll
bet five dozen rulers are reading Dhala's Theory of Well War-fare cover to cover right now A
spaceshi p, Vardia! Think about it!"

"I don't want to," responded the Czillian. "But- I'Il relay all this to the Center. If the
scholars and the conputers agree with you, it will be done."

"That's all | ask,"” the Uik told the other, and switched off. He stared down at the map
again, his eyes fixed on Lata and Teliagin. How had they cone in? To the southwest. Ckay, that
meant they flew over the Sea of Storns, then got wi ped out over Kromm Then there was breakup
because of Krommis Iimted tech restrictions, and they came down in Teliagin. They woul d have
seen the seas and the nmountains before they were depowered. |If the pilot knew what he was doi ng,
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he'd know that the nountains and sea woul d be east of him He'd nake for it as soon as he caught
sight of those Teliagin nonstrosities.

If they made Kromm and didn't nmind getting wet, they'd be okay. He had to bet on that pilot's
experi ence.

"Get me the Lata anbassador again, will you, Jeddy?" he asked. "I know he's out, but I']|
talk to an assistant."

H s eyes went back to that map

The Lata had to be in tinme. They just had to.

THE LI FT CAR NEARI NG TOPSI DE, NEW POVPEI |

"You're too tense," Antor Trelig told Ben Yulin. "Relax. Beconme Mavra Chang. Act |ike her
react like her, think like her. Let her persona conpletely control you. | want no slip-ups here.”

Yulin nodded and tried to relax. He tapped his fingernail on the chair side-long, sharp, hard
nails, like steel. He | ooked suddenly down. He felt sonething funny, odd, just then. He stared
down at the chair armand saw that there was a tiny pool of liquid there. He dabbed a finger in
it, put it upto his nose, and sniffed it. Odorless. He touched a little bit to his tongue. There
was a mld nunbing sensation there. Now what the hell? he wondered.

Suddenly he was | ooking at all ten fingers in curiosity. Sonme kind of <cartilage, just a little
fatter than human hair. A tube that was rigid and controlled by a tiny nuscle. Poison? he
wonder ed. /

He resolved to try it when he got the opportunity.

A warning light went on and the car started to sl ow

"COkay, here we go," Trelig said lightly, and they braced for a stop. G| Z nder could do
not hing, his personality forced into the back of his mnd. He was N kki Zinder until one of the
two in the car led himout; they were the guard Renard and Mavra Chang, and he had to act |ike
it, really believe it. Obie had taken the easiest path-he literally had made the old man his own
daughter and isolated the new personality fromreality.

The door opened and they wal ked out, out into the warm fresh air and bright sunlight.
Everything was slightly different nowthere were shadows, the sun was at a different distance and
of a slightly different color, which changed everything, and there was that planet up there,
filling a tenth of the sky.

They all gasped. Nothing had prepared themfor the sight of the thing, like a glistening,
silvery, nultifaceted ball twi nkling hi the sun; below a swirl of <clouds it was blue to the
south, while the north seened awash with reds and yellows. The plasnma shield' s distortions made
it ook ghostly.

"Ch, wow!" breathed G I.

Trelig, ever practical, was the first to break the spell. "Cone on!" he said. "Let's see who's
running this place."

Several guards ran out to greet them and a serving girl or two.

"Renard! Thank god!" said one, and Trelig noted that he didn't know what relationships these
peopl e had. He did, however, know their names and backgrounds, and that hel ped.

"Destuin!" he responded, and hugged the little man. No, that's right, Destuin was a wonan, he
t hought angrily to hinself.
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He | ooked at them gravely. "Thanks for what?" he asked sourly. "Another five days?"
That seened to take their ninds off any further conparisons,
"Where are the rest of the guests?" Ben asked.

"Around,"” one of the guards said. "W haven't bothered them nuch, and they've stayed away from
us. It doesn't matter much. You're in the same fix we are."” The guard pointed toward the Wl
Wrld. "See that little black dot there against the planet? There, just below the split in the
big one, and a little to the right."

Ben | ooked hard, and finally sawit-a tiny black pinhead, |like a hole in the bigger world. It
was novi ng.

"That's a sentinel,"” the guard told her. "It'Il blow the hell out of any ship that tries to
take off. Only Trelig knew the stop codes, and he's gone. So you get to see us die, but four
maybe five weeks fromnow you'll ran out of food, and go, too. O nmeke a ran for it in the

remai ni ng ship and get blown up. Maybe that's what we all should do. Better than the other ways."

That was grimtalk, and not the kind the newconers wanted to hear

"I'man expert with these ships,"” Ben told them "Let ne go down and see if there isn't
sonething | can do about it. Wat can it hurt?"

The guard shrugged. "Wy not? Want sonebody to go al ong?"
"Renar d? How about you?" Ben pronpted.

Trelig, however, was better than that. Too much danger right now. "You go ahead. Take the girl
with you. It won't make nuch difference to us anyway. |I'Il come down | ater and see how you're
doi ng. "

Yulin was di sappointed; it had seenmed so easy. But, there was little that could be done. "Cone
on, Nikki," he said, and started wal king. The fat girl followed neekly, but kept glancing back up
at the glowing, strangely surrealistic planet half-visible on the horizon.

That planet was on Yulin's nmind, too. He knew that they'd never have seen it at all if the big
di sh had been directly opposite New Pompeii, but it was angled, so two thirds of the big planet
was vi si bl e.

There were few people about, and they nmade it to the spaceport area in about fifteen mnutes.
The little spaceport terninal seenmed deserted. Yulin really relaxed for the first time. This was
al nost too easy. He entered the termnal and stopped.

A big man with a Viking-Ilike visage was perched there. He was sitting on a counter, and he
seermed to be quite drunk.

Yulin thought himan attractive man, and the fact that it didn't bother him to have that
t hought showed t he thoroughness of hie's conditioning. He tried to renenber the man's nane.

"Aha! So you're trapped like the rest of us!" he roared, and took another long swig froma
bottle. "I thought you'd gotten away!"

He stood there, wondering what to do. The nan was huge conpared to him and even though he was
Mavra Chang physically. Ben Yulin hadn't been a fighter and those skills were sorely needed now.

Rumey was naked. He junped up, facing her. "All is lost!" he proclained. "You can't |eave, |
can't leave, ain't nobody can | eave!" he alnbst sang. "So there's nothin' to do but get drank and
have a last fling. Wiy not, honey? Comion! 1'Il take you both on at the sane time!" A casua

observation of his midsection |eft no doubt as to his neaning. He pushed out the bottle. "Have a
snort?"

Fear replaced any feelings of attraction for this nan. Yulin edged back toward the door, but
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the man was quick, too quick. He was playing with her, and 1laughing |like a naniac.

Yulin nmoved, and Rummey noved, chuckling all the tine. The tiny female frantically |ooked for
some avenue of escape, but the terminal was too small. Zinder gaped at the tabl eau in confused
amazenment. This was a N kki Zinder sex fantasy, and she couldn't shake that dreamike quality.
Deep inside her mind, GI| Znder sat, resigned, not caring about anything any nore.

"Look-what ever your nane is,
you'll let ne!"

Ben tried. "All isn't lost! | think | can get wus out of here if

Rumey t hought about this a hal f-second, then grinned. "Nice try," he approved. "Afterward,
tinker away."

Yulin cursed the fact that he'd had to get rid of the incongruous pistol and w shed for Trelig
or a guard, anybody, to get himout of this.

"All 1 want is a piece of tail," Rummey chided. "I got a tail, you got-" Suddenly he stopped,
and tried to focus his eyes.
"You ain't got no tail!" he accused.

Now Yulin felt even nore terrified. It was true! Damm hie! He'd asked for the |ast pattern of
Mavra Chang, not the alterations!

Yulin edged toward the gateway to the remaining ship slowy. "Take it easy, big man," he
breat hed cautiously, soothingly. "You spotted sonething, okay. Now you know that nmaybe | can get
you out. Let me try."

Yulin started deliberately for the ranp, and Rumney | eaped for him knocking himdown on the
floor, holding himthere. The bottle went flying against a far wall, mssing Zi nder by
centineters

He had Yulin pinned, and started tearing away at the nearly transparent clothing he wore.
"Let's see if you're a wonman under that," he grow ed

Yulin was terrified, nore than he had ever been in his life. As Rummey pawed, Yulin nmanaged to
get his right armpartly free and jab himwith his sharp nails. He felt sonmething extra there;
those little muscles in the back of his nails tw tched. Rutmmey gave a sharp cry of pain, then he
seenmed to stiffen and collapsed on top of him Rumey was |like a | ead sack. Yulin couldn't nove
couldn't breathe

"Ni kki!'" he gasped. "Help nme get himoff ne!"” But Zi nder wasn't about to obey.

He pushed and cursed and heaved, trying to wiggle loose. "I wish you' d roll over, dam it!" he
swore- and, to his amazenent, Rummey did.

Feeling terribly bruised and slightly crushed, he nanaged to get up slowy. It felt as if a
rib was broken and his body was a nass of internal bruises. There were pains in his back and side
and-wel | everywhere. Coughing and spitting a little blood, Yulin gasped for several m nutes,
trying to get sone control back. Doing so felt awful, but it did the job.

Ben Yulin decided then and there that he very much preferred being 180 centineters tall and
mal e.

But, trapped for nowin Mavra's body, Ben got hold of hinself.
"You on the floor! Wat's your nane?" he shot, trying a theory.

"Rummey. Bull Rummey," he murnured. Ben Yulin nmarveled at Mavra Chang's resourceful ness.
bviously these triggers had been surgically inplanted by sonebody really talented. This was one

dangerous | ady, he decided, not without sone admiration. In a way, he hoped she was still alive.
"Vell, Bul | Rurmmey, listen good, " Yulin said sharply. "You are to lie there,
unnovi ng, a statue, until | tell you to do sonething. Understand?" The big man nodded sl owy,
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then froze

"Fetal position, Rummey,
agai n.

he said, enjoying hinself for a mnute. Rutmey obliged, and froze

"Cone on, Zinder, let's see to this ship,
knew. They went into the ship.

he snapped, sounding nore |ike Mavra Chang than he

This wasn't Trelig' s yacht; Chang had taken that. They were left with the shuttle, which was
basically well stocked. There were enough energency rations for nmaybe three weeks, no nore. Yulin
cursed under his breath. Enough to take care of the spongies, but not the others. Ch, well,
Trelig said he wanted to deal with them and he was sure they didn't know how little food there
was. Obie, of course, could create nore when things settled down. Create the food, and also use
the people on New Pompeii to replace the expired guards. Slavery without sponge-that would appea
to Trelig.

He checked everything out. He wasn't the best pilot in the world, but he was an adequate one,
and the ship was rather sinple. Barring a major emergency, he could run it w thout nuch trouble.
It had been charging all the time it was in dock, so there was no problemthere. Atnosphere good,
pressurization potential normal. He nodded as he checked each one. He | ooked for a weapon, but
found none-naturally. Trelig had taken no chances.

Si ghing, he closed the port and sat down to wait. There was no way he was going back to the
bui | di ngs of New Ponpei i

Trelig was several hours in conming, and Ben Yulin had started to worry again. There were
several false alarnms-guards stopping by to check, a few of the bigwi gs, too. Since he'd placed
the bottle next to Rumey, nobody questioned him being there. Nobody even bl aned him

Finally, hearing sone noise outside, Yulin opened the hatch and spied three guards coning in.
One, he was sure, was Trelig. Those sexual screwups all |ooked alike. Al three | ooked grim and
one, not Trelig, entered the ship first, followed by the other two. Ben caught Trelig' s eyes and
a subtle nod. The nerves were back.

"We've decided to | et anybody who wants to nake a break for it," the lead guard told the wonan
inthe pilot's chair. "If you get blasted, well, then it's quick. If you don't-nore power to
you. "

"And you?" Yulin asked.

That gri m expression hardened. "I will die quickly, not slowly. W have already held a neeting
to decide that. W've just finished killing the poor devils who were nmuch worse than we. None of
us wants to becone like that. W'll go help the people who want to run for it to get everything
together, and then-well, that's it."

Yulin, facing them saw Trelig slowy draw his pistol and point it at the two guards. He
uttered a silent prayer to ancestral gods never believed in, and nodded to the other two.

"l understand. We'll try and do our best. | guess this is good-bye."

The guard started to say sonmething, but at that nonent Trelig fired, two short bursts at very
cl ose range and at full power. Yulin and Zi nder ducked in reflex, but the former councillor's aim
had been perfect. The two guards seenmed bathed in a bright-orange glow, then faded out. There was
nothing left of them but sone burns in the ship's carpet and an extrenely unpl easant odor.

"Close the hatch! Let's get out of here!" Trelig shouted, and Yulin needed no nore urging.
There was a shudder and a whine, and the cl unking sound of docking equipnment being jettisoned,
and then, alnost before the other two were seated and strapped in, Yulin took off.

"Hold it, you idiot!" Trelig snapped. "You don't want to kill us! W' re away! They can't get
to us now "
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Yulin seened to stare at the nan and at the controls for a nonent, as if in a daze. Then, with
alittle quiver, he snapped out of his trance.

The robot sentinels shot their challenges, and Trelig gave the codes needed to get past them
"Where to?" Ben Yulin asked Antor Trelig.

"Mght as well take a look at this incredible planet," the boss replied. "I'm kind of curious
about it nyself."

Yulin brought the ship around, and eased slowy back toward the strange-|ooking orb

Trelig turned to the figure of Nikki. "Gl Zinder!" he called. -"Cone to the fore and join
us!"

There was a slight, subtle change in the manner of the fat girl, and she slipped off the
straps and canme up to the screen

G| Zinder was fascinated in spite of hinself. "Incredible!" he said in his daughter's voice
"But why are there two conpletely different halves?" Trelig wondered. "Look-you got all those
jewel faces on the south, but you can tell it's lots of green and ocean and stuff like that. Qur

kind of world. Then you got that great dark-anmber strip around the equator, and then a whole
different kind of world up top."

"The poles are interesting, too," G| Zi nder noted. "See how dark and thick they are, and how
huge. Al nost |ike great buildings hundreds, maybe thousands, of kilometers across."”

"Let me swing down around one of those poles," Yulin suggested. "Look at the center of them"

They | ooked, and saw what he meant. In the center was a great, yawning hexagonal shape
conposed of absol ute darkness. "What is it?" Trelig wondered al oud.

G| Zinder thought a nonent. "I don't know. Perhaps sonething like our big dish, only nuch
nmor e sophisticated. "

"But why hexagons?" Trelig persisted. "Hell, they're all hexagons, even the Ilittle facets both
north and south."

"The Markovians were in love with the hexagon," Yulin told him "Their ruins are full of them
their cities are built hi that shape. | saw one as a child."

"Let's take a look at the north,"” Trelig suggested. "It's so wildly different. There nust be a
reason for it."

Yulin applied power, and the image swirled and whirled on the screen. "Kind of tricky," the
pilot told them "Ships like this weren't built to go this slow except in |anding and docking
nodes. "

They crossed the equator, a true barrier they saw strange, inposing, and opaque.

"I wish we had sonme instrunents," Zinder said, genuinely interested in sonething again. "I
woul d [ove to know what makes those strange patterns. Methane, amonia, all sorts of stuff, |ooks
like."

They crossed the term nator and went into darkness.

"Sonebody's living there, though,” Trelig noted, pointing. Sone of the areas in sone of the
hexes were lit, and there were a few clear major cities down there.

"Apity we can't get alittle closer,’
really intense.”

Zinder said sincerely. "The atnospheric distortion is

"Maybe a little lower," Yulin answered. "I'Il try to skimjust over the top of the
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strat osphere. That'll keep us high enough to be effectively in a vacuum but |ow enough to see
sone detail."

Heari ng no di ssent, he cautiously took the ship down. They crossed the term nator once again
and went into blinding sunlight.

And then the engine seened to give a start, and the |ights flashed.
"What's the matter?" Trelig snapped.

Yulin was genuinely puzzled. "I-I don't know " It happened again, and he took over nanual hel m
and started to fight it. "Sudden | osses of power, very intermttent."

"Take us up!" Trelig comanded, but, at that no-nent,the lights really went out.
"We're dropping like a stone!" screaned Yulin. "My God!"

Trelig reached over, threw two switches. Nothing happened. He threw a third. Still nothing.
They were in alnpost total darkness in the cabin, and even these actions were nade nore by feel

And t hen everything came on again. There was a whining noise fromthe rear and in front.

Ahead, a panel rolled back, revealing a nasty | andscape only ten or so Kkiloneters beneath
them Trelig reached out, grabbed a wheel -shaped device depressed into the copilot's panel

Li ghts and power went out again, but nowit was a rocky trip, the ship banged and buffeted by
strange forces. Trelig grabbed the wheel and started fighting for control of the ship.

The view, Yulin realized, was a real one-they were | ooking out some sort of forward w ndow.

"This thing was designed for in-atnosphere work as well as shuttle," Trelig said between
clenched teeth, fighting for control with the weakened nuscles of Renard. "The wings finally
depl oyed. Even if power cuts out again, | think | can dead-stick it in."

Yulin watched the | andscape approach with horrifying suddenness. Trelig fought to keep the
nose up, yet he had to be cautious or he would m ss seeing the ground at all

The power was out again now, and Trelig had managed to slow the craft, but not enough
"Find me a level spot with about twenty kilometers to roll in!" he yelled.
"This thing's got wheels?" Yulin nanaged, peering out.

"Don't be funny!" snapped the boss. "Both of you get strapped in! | don't think we'll get
power again |ong enough to get her up, and this will be a real wallop!”

"There! A flat area ahead! See it?" Yulin screaned.

Trelig saw, and ainmed for it, the ship rocking this way and that. They hit. What saved them
they decided later, was the nuch denser atnosphere, which slowed the craft enough. Just enough

They hit with a tremendous bang, and Yulin cried out in pain as the cracked rib and other
brui ses were suddenly fully activated once again.

They ski dded over barren rock, seenmingly forever, and they had to ride it out. Finally, they
struck an upward incline that alnmost turned them over, but nmanaged to spin them around and
finally halt theminstead.

Trelig groaned, undid his straps, and | ooked around. Yulin was out cold. For the first time he
noticed the torn clothing and brui ses and gashes. He wondered where Mavra Chang had cone by them

Zinder fared little better. The bouncing and straps had caused sone deep depressions and
gashes and cut off the circulation in a few places, but he now seened to be all right, just dizzy
from shock
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Trelig tried to get up and discovered that he, too, was dizzy. He fell dowm tw ce, and his
head pounded. Hi s arnms ached horribly fromthe effort of the Ilanding. But he'd nade it. He'd
brought themin.

He | ooked out at the bleak [andscape. A lot of barren, blackish rock against a dark and dense
at nrosphere of -who knew? Not hing they could breathe, anyway.

They were alive-but for how | ong?

SOQUTH ZONE

"Anot her one down?" Ortega was aghast.

"We detected the energy burst in our routine nonitoring of the satellite," Gol Mter's
artificial voice told himthrough the interzone enbassy communications system "At first we had
some trouble locating them but we nanaged a plot thanks to their taking their tinme. Carefu
orbit, nice survey techniques. Wiat | wouldn't give to see this planet from space!"

Otega joined in that sentinment. "But they went down anyway? | didn't get any reports.”

"Finally clipped it a little low, got within the Well's influence, and got nonteched, sane as
the first one. The reason you haven't heard is that they had swung up North for a | ook. Near as
we can tell, they went down in 1146 or 1318, Uchjin or Ashinshyh. Got anything on then?"

Otega's multiple arms whi pped through maps, charts, and diagrams while he kept up a steady
stream of frustration-induced curses. |If things were going to get this conplicated, he preferred
to be the one doing the conplicating.

Nort hern maps wer e only S0- SO0. They mar ked oceans, for exanple, but the oceans
coul d be nethane or any one of a dozen other nore |lethal conmpounds. Nothing up there bore the
slightest kinship to him not even as close a kinship as he, a six-arned snake-nman, bore to Go
Mter, a giant spider. Sone Northern races were so alien that there was no common frane of
reference possible with what he and the others of the South considered nornal existence.

One thing for sure, he saw, |ooking at the map. Uchjin and Ashi nshyh were both nontech or
sem tech hexes and could not support a sophisticated power systemlike that of a ship.

He sighed. "CGol, even if they survived the crash, which | doubt, they're only as good as their
air. | don't know what the hell these synbols for Uchjin nean in terns of atnobsphere, but there's
sure no oxygen in it. The Ashinshyh are a little better-there's sone oxygen and even water there-
but there's so much hydrogen around they nmay have blown half the hex to hell."

Mter agreed. "Since we've had no reports of disaster, and no sign of Well activation, I'd say
Uchjin, then. How about your Northern contacts? Anything we can use?"

"I doubt it," Otega replied sourly. "Nobody | know near there. | haven't even the slightest
i dea what the Uchjin look like. They may have an anbassador on station, though, or sonebody close
mght. Wirth a try. | hate to see the Northerners brought into this, though. | don't trust what |
can't understand, and sone of those boys are nasty custoners with alien notives."

"No choice," Mter responded pragnatically. "Il send sonmebody up to North Zone and see what
can be done. That crash has already involved themand our observatory people have first loyalty
to the North, anyway. They tracked it, so everybody already knows." He paused. "Cheer up, Serge
Even if the thing's intact, few Northerners could fly it anyway. It's us or nobody."

"Not us,"” Otega corrected him "Sonebody."

Techni ci ans had been in and out for half the day setting up special equipnment. He punched the
direct line to Anbassador Vardi a.
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"Czill," came a voice

"Ortega here. We've got another one down in the North. Get onit. Any word on the Teliagin
busi ness yet ?"

"Hmm . . . the North," nused the plant-creature. "No, nothing fromthe Teliagin sector yet.
The Lata party went in pretty quickly, though. Be patient, Serge. It's only been two days."

"Patience is a virtue best left to the dead, who can afford it," growed Otega, and swtched
of f.

TELI AG N

Even wal king, twenty kiloneters isn't really that far-if you know where you're going. But
sunrise on the second day had brought heavy clouds totally obscuring the sun. Al through the
ni ght there had been the far-off toll of drunms, nessages relayed from one point to another
t houghout the hex in an unknown and unguessabl e code.

Mavra Chang suspected that the messages invol ved specul ations about the strange beings, rather
smal |, who had crashed in sonme sort of flying machine and were now on the | oose somewhere in the
| and.

At least it didn't rain; they were thankful for that. It continued dark and om nous all day,
t hough; the cover was nuch too thick to see the sun and guess direction. In ordinary
ci rcunmst ances, Chang woul d have waited for clearer skies despite the dangers, but she knew that
the deadly di sease was eating away at her two conpanions, and if she didn't make those nmountains
and that coast quickly, there would be no hope.

Every once hi a while doubt would creep into the back of her nind, doubt born of the Iogica
probability that the new | ands would be no nore friendly than this one. The denizens-for all she
knew, nore cy-cl opses-would be no friendlier, no nore advanced, no nore able to help.

And, worse, although she was certain that they weren't backtracking, she really didn't know in
whi ch direction they were going. She had started off in the sanme direction, of course, but the
woods were thick; there were sone broad dirt roads and w de neadows to avoid, and who knew
whet her they had picked up in the same way after they had been forced to divert?

About the only good news had been the apples. At least, they |looked a ot |ike apples,
al t hough they grew on bushes and had a funny, purple skin. Alnost in desperation, she had ganbl ed
on some food source- and the lower-level wldlife | ooked warm bl ooded and sonmewhat familiar. If
alien bacteria hadn't already gotten to them then it was probably not going to-or so she prayed.

The big rodents ate the fruit with abandon, and she decided to risk doing |ikew se. N kki
despite having her appetite drug-depressed, was still the hungriest, and she probably coul dn't
have been restrai ned nuch | onger, anyway. Mavra let the girl eat one, know ng they should wait
several hours for the test to be conclusive, but when she reported the fruit to be sweet and good
and easily chewed, the tenptation to Mavra, whose own appetite could not be depressed, becane
too nmuch to ignore.

They satisfied, they were good, and they were plentiful, apparently an inportant part of the
upper aninmal food chain of this place. And they were doubly inportant. They proved that, no
matter what el se happened, Mavra Chang could survive here.

The second day had been a lot nore satisfactory than the first. Even so, she was uncertain.
The other two, now, had seen the great cyclopses, with their fierce expressions and nasty fangs,
pul I i ng wooden hand-hewn carts along the roads and tending flocks of aninmals that |ooked much
i ke common sheep in the neadows.

Neither of the two spongies had shown nuch change as yet, but that was deceptive, she
knew. In nornmal conversation there was little difference between an I Q of 100 and an |1 Q of 150.
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There was no question that N kki would deteriorate faster; she was a little above average, but no
geni us.

As darkness fell at the end of the second day, the nmountains were still nowhere in sight and
the |l andscape didn't seemto have varied nuch at all. There was a chill in the air fromthe danp,
humi d skies and a light drizzle. Neither Renard nor N kki was at all confortable; they had no
protection, in or out of those filny things from New Ponpeii, and although Mavra's cl ot hing

provi ded decent protection, she was by far the snallest of the three and had nothing to spare
that could fit either of the others.

The darkness of the second evening was as nuch in their spirits as in the night surrounding
t hem

She tried bunching themall together for body warnth, but she was so small and their skin so
cold and clamry that all this seemed to do was transfer their misery to her. N kki, being heavy
and unaccustoned to exercise, was, as usual, the first to fall asleep, |eaving her with Renard,

as before. They sat there awhile, thinking of little to say. He had his armaround her, hol ding
her close to him but it was not a ronantic gesture, not an advance. It was a binding together
in the face of adversity.

Finally, he said, "Mavra, do you really think there's any point to all this? You and | both
know we don't even know where we are or what's over the next hill or even whether the next hil
isn't sone previous hill."

The question irritated her, because it vocalized her own inner doubts. "There's always a point
to it until you're dead," she replied, and she believed it.

"You really think so?" he responded. "Not just brave tal k?"
She shifted slightly, |ooking away fromhim out into the blackness.

"I was raised by a rough freighter captain. Not the npbst ideal parent, | guess, but, in her
own way, she did love nme, | think, and | loved her. | grew up in space, the big freighter ny
pl ayground, the big ports new and dazzling amusenents every few weeks."

"Must've been lonely," he commented. She shook her head. "No, not at all. After all, it was
all I ever knew. It was normal to ne. And it taught me howto be on ny own for |ong periods of
time-conditioned ne against the |Ioneliness, nade ne rely on nyself. That was inportant, because
my not her was doing a lot of illegal stuff. Mst freighter captains do, but this nust've been
really big. The Com Police busted her and the ship was seized. | was about thirteen then, and
was in the stores along the port, shopping. | found out what happened, but couldn't do anything.

I knew that if | showed nyself, the CPs would take ne, too, maybe give nme a psych wi pe, and turn
me over to the Com So, | stayed on Kaliva."

"Ever feel guilty you didn't try to spring her?" Renard asked, knowing the sensitivity of the
question but realizing that Mavra Chang wanted sonebody to talk to.

"No, | don't think so," she answered truthfully. "Ch, |I had all sorts of plots in ny head-a
thirteen-year-old girl, alittle over a neter tall and weighing about twenty-five kilos-to rush
them battle them heroically rescue my nom and dash away in the ship to unknown space. But |
never even could get the chance. They had her away and the ship i npounded in a matter of an hour
or two. No, | was alone."

"You don't |ike the Comvery nuch, by your tone," he noted. "Any special reason?"

"They murdered ny famly," she alnost spat. "I was only a little nmore than five years old, but
I can renenber them Harvich's world went Comwi th sponge syndicate nuscle and rigged votes, and
my fol ks-ny real fol ks-had been fighting themevery step of the way. | got the whole story later
from Maki -ny stepnother-when | got older. They refused to | eave at the start, then found they
couldn't | eave when the Com process started. Sonehow | don't know howthey hired a spacer to get
me out, one piloting a supply freighter for the Com process. Funny-after all these years | can
still remenber him A strange little man in colorful clothes with a big, brassy voice that always
had several tones in it. Some of those tones |I later recognized as pure cynicism but there was
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an underlying gentleness and ki ndness about himthat he seemed desperate to hide but couldn't.
It's funny-1'mnot even sure of his nane, and | was with himfor only a few days when | was five,

yet he's as real to ne as ny stepnother, who actually got me out. Looking back, | think it's
incredible that a five-year-old spoiled brat like me would go with him There was just sonething
hi himone liked, trusted. | often wonder if he was hunman-1've never nmet anybody else like that,
ever."

Renard was no psychol ogi st, but he recogni zed the depth of the inpression this man had nmade on
Mavra Chang. She had been hunting for him or soneone like him all her life.

"Ever try and find hinP" he asked her

She shrugged. "I was nuch too busy staying alive the next few years. By the tine | had the
means, he was probably dead or sonething. | have to admit that a nunber of people seened to
recogni ze himfrom ny description, but there was nothing tangi ble. Some people said | was
describing a fairy-tale legend, a nythical space captain who had never existed but was just part
of those epic stories all professions get. Once | net a captain, a real old veteran, who said
that this man really existed, somewhere, and he was old. He was supposed to be immortal, living
forever, going back to ancient times of prehistory.”

"What's the nane of this | egend?" Renard pronpted.

"Nat han Brazil. Isn't that a strange name? Sonebody said Brazil was the name of a prehistoric
pl ace, one of the early space powers."

"The Wandering Jew," Renard said, alnost to hinself.

n Huh?ll

"An anci ent | egend anmong sone of the old religions,” he told her. "There's still a Christian
pl anet or two around, | think. They are an offshot of an even nore obscure and ol der religion
known as Judaism They're still around, too-scattered all over the place. Probably the nost

traditionally co-" he stopped for a second, |ooked puzzled and disturbed. "Co-" he tried.
"Cohesi ve?" she guessed.

He nodded. "That's it. Wiy couldn't | think of that word?" He let it drop, but Mavra had an
eerie sensation. Alittle thing, but inportant.

"Wel |, anyway, there was supposed to be this man who was Jewish and clained to be God's son
For this the powers-that-be killed him because they were scared he night |ead a revolution or
sonet hi ng. Supposedly he was to come back fromthe dead. One Jew was supposed to have cursed him
at his execution and been told that he would stay until this god-man returned. This Nathan Brazi
sounds |like the | egend brought up to nodern tines."

She nodded. "I never really believed all that stuff about immortals flying spaceships, but a
| ot of spacers who don't believe in anything believe in his existence."

Renard smiled. "That rmay explain what happened to you. If it's a wi despread |egend, then
sonebody who knew it could inmtate him maybe convince the other spacers he was this |egendary
figure. They'd do favors for himthey wouldn't do for an ordinary captain. Make supers!-supershi-
oh, hell!" he ended in frustration, unable to get the word out.

She got the neaning. "I don't know. You're probably right. But there was sonething really
strange about that man, sonething | can't explain.”

"You were five years old," he pointed out. "That's an age to get funny inpressions."

Mavra wanted to break off the conversation, partly because it was hitting too close to hone
but al so because of Renard's increasing trouble with large words he was obviously used to using.
He was starting to think out his sentences in advance, using different words than he normally
would. His difficulty wasn't really that apparent, but his speech was slower, nore careful, nore
hesitant than it had been
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Tonorrow, she thought glumy, those words just might not be accessible to him at all. But, he
still wanted to talk, and, she told herself, if that was the case it was best she do nost of the
t al ki ng.

Renard took up the thene and thankfully took the subject away fromthe nysterious Nathan
Brazil .

"You said you were on your own at age thirteen,"” he noted. "Wasn't that kind of rough?”

She nodded. "There | was, on a strange world, looking Iike an eight-year-old, wth nothing but
a few coins that maybe would buy a neal, and I didn't even know the street |anguage. At least it
wasn't a Comwrld. Kaliva, its name was. Kind of exotic and primtive. Open bazaars, shouting
peddl ers and sal esmen-a noi sy, griny, people-filled kind of place. I knew that in such a pl ace
you needed noney and protection. | had neither, so | |ooked around. There were a | ot of beggars,
some just poor, sone con nen, sone cripples who couldn't afford the med service. There were
enough of themthat they weren't hassled by the |ocal police, and people did give. | wal ked
around, watched who was naki ng noney and who wasn't, and where, and saw what | had to do. | used
the last little bit of noney | had to bribe a little girl to give ne her clothes-really dirty,
grungy, ripped, and tattered. Nothing really but a foul sheet that could be tied |like a sari
Sone water and a little nud, and | really l|looked like a horrible little street urchin. Then |
went to work."

Renard thought that naybe she was a horrible little street urchin at that point, but decided
not to nmention that al oud.

"I really hustled those first couple of weeks. | got fleas and occasionally worse, and | slept
i n doorways, alleys, and such. | worked the good corners. Beggars have territories, you know, and
run of f others who want to conpete for the business, but | |earned howto nake friends with sone
of the best, did favors, gave them a percentage. | guess it was al so because | | ooked so very
young and so very down and out-the nodel for those charity pictures they always take, the poor
starving, angelic faces-that everybody kind of adopted nme. | did pretty good. Even on the worst

days | nade enough to eat, or sonebody who owned a food stall would slip me sonething."
"No trouble with rape or gangs?" he asked, anmmzed.

"No, not really. Afewreally nasty incidents, but sonebody al ways seenmed to come along or |
managed to get away. Beggars kind of stick together, too-once you're accepted. One of them put ne
on to an old shack out near the city dunp, and | lived there. It was pretty ganey, but after a
whil e you get so you don't notice the snells, the flies, or anything. Some charity nedica
clinics were around, so we got sick a lot but never for |ong. Everybody kept trying to get ne
out of there, but | conned them | didn't want anything | didn't earn nyself. | didn't want to
owe anybody anyt hing."

"How | ong did this go on?" Renard pronpted.

"Over three years," she answered. "It wasn't a bad life. You got used to it. And, | grew up,
developed a little-as nmuch as | ever did, anyway-and dreanmed. | used to go down to the spaceport
every day when |'d nmade my quota or just couldn't do it any nore-begging is hard work sonetines-
and | ook at the ships and peer in the dives at the spacers. | knew where | wanted to be again,
sonmeday-and finally | realized that beggi ng woul d al ways get ne by but never get ne anywhere.
Sonme of the spacers were real big spenders, since they had no honme but the ships and little to
spend anyt hing on."

Renard was shocked. "You don't mean you-"

She shrugged. "I was too snall to be a waitress, and | couldn't reach over the bar. | never
| earned nmuch about dancing, | didn't have rmuch in the way of social graces, and no rea
education. | talked like a wharf rat, and while Maki had taught ne reading and witing and
nunbers, | hadn't done nuch of it. I had only one thing to sell, and | sold it, |learned howto
sell it just right. Male, fenale, once, twice, tentines a night if | could. It got pretty boring
after a while, and none of it nmeant anything, but, lord! How the noney rolled in!"
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He | ooked at her strangely in the near darkness, feeling slightly wunconfortable. It wasn't
what she was saying, but how she was saying it that affected himso. He wasn't sure what to say.
He was certain that she hadn't told this to anyone, particularly a stranger- maybe not at all-in
years. The fact that she was telling it now, and to him neant sonmething even his increasingly
cloudy brain could fathom Deep down, she was as scared as he was.

"You certainly speak well enough now," he pointed out. "And you said you were a pilot. Did you
make enough noney to do all that?"

She | aughed dryly. "No, not fromthat. | met a man -a very kind and gentle nan, who was a
freighter captain. He started com ng around real regular. | liked himhe had sonme of those
qualities | nmentioned in ny |long-ago rescuer. He was |oud, brash, cynical, detested the Com and
had the nost guts of any man I'd ever known. | guess | knew | was in love with him | ooked
forward to seeing him to neeting him going out with him It wasn't like with the others. It
wasn't sex. | doubt if | could do that with any feeling with anybody. It was sonething else,

sonet hing better than that. When | found out he was diverting often just to see ne, our
rel ati onship grew even deeper. W conpl enented each other. And he owned his own ship, the
Assat eague, a really good, fast, nodern job."

"That's kind of unusual, isn't it?" Renard comented. "I nean, those things are for
corporations, not people. |I never heard of a captain owning his own ship."

"Yes, it is unusual," she admitted. "It took a while to find out why. He finally asked ne to
cone with him nove onto the ship. Said he couldn't afford all these side trips. Well, that was

what |'d always wanted, so of course | did. And then he had to tell ne how he had so nuch noney.
He was a thief."

Renard had to laugh. It was a ridiculous climax to her story. "Wat did he steal, and who
fron?" he asked.

"Anyt hing from anybody," she replied. "The freighter was a cover and afforded nmobility.
Jewels, art, gold, silver, you name it. If it had a high value, he stole it. Rich people,
corporation heads, party |eaders on Commorlds were a particular target. Sonmetinmes there were
break-ins, sonetinmes he did it with electronics and a fine know edge of bureaucratic paperwork.
After we got together, we becane a team He got all sorts of teaching machines, sleep |earners,
hypno aids, and the like for ne, and he coached nme and rehearsed ne wuntil | sounded educated and
acted properly." She giggled. "One tine we broke into the naster storage area in the Union of A
Moons treasury building, exchanged sone chips, and had the next three days' planetary incone
automatically diverted to dummy interstellar units accounts in Confederacy banks, and even after
we cl osed down, withdrew the stuff, and transferred it far away, they never caught on. | wonder
if they ever did?"

"Your man-what happened to hin?" Renard asked gently.

She turned sonber again. "W were never caught by the police. Never. W were too good. One
day, though, we lifted two beautiful little solid gold figurines by the ancient classical artist
Sun Tat, and they had to be fenced to a big collector. The neet was arranged in a bar, and we had
no reason to suspect anything was wong. It was. The collector was a front for a big syndicate
boss we'd hit a year or so earlier, and the whole thing was a set-up. They cut him into little
pi eces and left the figurines with the remains.”

"And you inherited the ship," Renard guessed.

She nodded. "We'd gotten a traditionalist cerenony a year or so before, just in case, | didn't
really want to, but he'd insisted, and it turned out he was right. | was his sole heir."

"And you' ve been al one ever since?" he added, fascinated by this strange Ilittle wonan.

There was acid and cold steel in her voice. "I spent half a year tracking down his killers.

Every one died -slowy. Every one knew why they were dying. At first the big boss didn't even
renenber him" Tears welled up in her eyes. "But he renenbered at the end," she added, with
evi dent satisfaction.
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"Since that time, | have continued the fanmly trade, you night say," she went on. "Both of
them 1've paid for the best the underworld can offer, and kept nmyself in top shape. Surgeons
have turned nme into a small deadly weapon, with things you wouldn't believe built in and deep-
programmed. Even if | were ever caught, the story |I just told you couldn't even be gotten by deep-
psych probe. They've tried."

"You were hired to get Nikki out, weren't you?" Renard said.

She nodded. "If you can't catch a crook, set her to catch other crooks. That was the idea. It
al rost worked. "

He grunted at the last. It brought everything back to the present situation, although now he
coul d understand why she believed they would get out of this. Wth alife like hers, mracles
were a common, everyday occurrence.

"There's nothing really to tell about ne," he said wistfully. "Nothing violent or ronmantic."

"You said you were a teacher," she noted.

He nodded. "I was from Muscovy. A Comnorld, yes, but not a really serious one. None of that
genetic-mani pul ation stuff. Traditional famly structure, prayers five tinmes a day-There is no
God but Marx and Lenin is His Prophet-and testing to see where you fit into the communa
structure."” He was audibly straining for the words. They cane hard to him He didn't appear to
noti ce.

"I was smart, so | was put in school. But | never was interested in anything useful, so
studied old literchur"-that's the way he pronounced it, as best he could-"and became a teacher. |
was al ways kind of effinate"-he neant effenm nate-"in |ooks and acts. but not inside. | got a |ot
of fun poked at ne. It hurt. Even the students were mean. Mstly behind my back, but | knew what
they were saying. | didn't like the nen who |iked other nen, and the wonen all believed | didn't
like them | kind of withdrewinto nmy own shell, in ny apartnment with nmy books and vid files, and
came out only for classes.”

"How about a psych?" she wonder ed.

"I went to a bunch,” he replied. "They all started tal king about all sorts of wld things, did
I love nmy father and all that. They put nme in sone kind of drug training that was supposed to
change ny mannerisns, but it didn't work. The nore they tried and failed, the nore unhappy | got.
Finally, | sat there one night and considered howlittle | had done. | hadn't really directly
touched one other life-even for the worst. | thought about killing nmyself, but the psych probes
out - guessed ne there, and the People's Police cane and got ne before | could do it."

"Woul d you have?" she asked seriously.

He shook his head. "I don't know. Maybe. Maybe not. | sure haven't since, have I? No guts,
guess. O maybe they deep-progranmed ne not to." He paused a nonent in thought-or trying to
organi ze his thoughts.

"They took ne to the political asylum |'d never been there before. They seened kind of upset
that | was thinking of killing nyself. Took it personally, |ike because | failed, the system had
fail ed. They thought about w ping ne clean, naybe converting me to being a wonan and doi ng a new
personality that would natch."

"Way not just kill you and be done with it?" Mavra asked. "It would be cheaper and | ess
trouble."

He | ooked shocked, then renenbered her own background. "They just don't do that on Comaorl ds!
Not Muscovy, anyway. No, | was kept there for a long tine-1 don't know how | ong. Then sonebody
came by and told nme that sonme bigwig wanted to talk to ne. | had no choice, so | went. He was
froma different Comworld, a real far-gone one-true hernmaphroi sm genetically identical people
programmed to love their work, and so on. He said he needed, of all things, a librarian! People
who coul d read books, and be famliar with them were rare-that was true! Even Miscovy had a
ninety-two percent ill-nonreader rate.” The big words got him and he either badly m spronounced
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themor couldn't handl e them
"Trelig," she guessed.

He nodded. "Right. | was taken away on his ship to New Ponpeii, given a huge overdose of
sponge, and | was stuck. The OD did crazy things to ne in the weeks and nonths that followed. My
girlish manners were nmade a hundred tinmes worse, and ny features becane nore and nore |ike those
of a wonan, even to the breasts. But-it was funny. My nal e organs actually grew, and, inside ny
head, | was still a man. | finally had ny first real sex experience on New Ponpeii. | really was
his librarian, too-and | was also one of the guards for special prisoners, like N kki, there.
Everybody on New Ponpeii had psych problens of some kind plus a skill Trelig needed. He recruited
fromthe best political asyluns in the Com"

"And now here you are," she said to him very gently.

He sighed. "Yes, here | am Wen | shot Zi ggy and hel ped you get out, | felt it was the first
really inportant thing | had ever done. | alnost felt that | was born and existed only for that
one nmonent, that one act-to be there to help you when you needed it. And now | ook what a ness we
have! "

She kissed himlightly on the cheek. "Go get to sleep and don't worry so nuch. | haven't | ost
yet-and if | haven't, you haven't either."

She wi shed she believed that.

UCHJI N, NORTHERN HEM SPHERE

"A hell of a ness," Ben Yulin said, |ooking over the |andscape. Wth no power to the air-
renewal system on the ship, they had been forced to don their spacesuits. The |argest aboard was
al rost too small for Zinder in the body of his rotund daughter, but the things were nmade to form
fit a variety of sizes. You got into themand they were all trenendous, |oose, and baggy. But
when you hooked up the air supply, which was, fortunately, a nmanual rebreather type, the
material acted |like something alive, constricting until it becanme alnbst a second, very tough
whi te skin.

"How nmuch air do we have?" Trelig asked, |ooking around at the barren rocky desert in which no
sign of |ife appeared anywhere.

Yulin shrugged. "Not nore than a half-day's supply at best without the special electrica
systemin the re-breather.”

"W aren't far fromthat next hex, where there appeared to be sonme water," Trelig noted
hopefully. "Let's try for it. Wat have we got to | ose?"

They started off, following the marks of the giant skid the courier ship had nade in its belly-
I andi ng.

They hadn't gone far before twilight set in. Yulin felt that sonething was wong, and he tried
to put his finger on it. There seened to be shapes around, kind of half-shapes, really, that
appeared at the corner of your eye but weren't there when you turned around.

"Trelig?" he call ed.
"\What ?" the ot her snapped.

"Do either you or Zinder notice anything odd going on? |I'd swear we have conpany of sone
kind."

Trelig and Zinder both cane to a halt, although they didn't want to, and | ooked around. Yulin
found they were easier to see the darker it got.
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They seened to exist in only two dinensions- |ength and wi dth-and even that was variable. From
the side, they seenmed to vanish. They were flying, or floating-it was hard to tell which-al
around them Yulin was reminded of paint spilled on a sheet of clear plastic. There was a thick
| eadi ng edge, and it flowed-not necessarily down, but up and along as well. As it did, the edge
seenmed to spread out so that it was sonmetinmes a neter wide and al nbst two nmeters |ong. That was
the limt for themwhen they were fully extended, the rear edge seened to slowy flow back into
the | eading edge until it was just a nmeter-wide lunp of paint, only to start spreadi ng out again

They were different colors, too. Al nost every color they could think of, although never nore
than one. Blues, reds, yellows, greens-of every possible shade and hue.

"Are they intelligent?" Yulin wondered al oud.

Trelig had been thinking the sane thing. "They sure seemto be clustering around us, like a
crowd of curious onl ookers at an accident," the syndicate boss noted. "I don't see how, but |'d
bet nmoney that these are the people who live here."

"Peopl e" was too strong a word, Yulin thought. These creatures were the stuff of artists
dreans, not real, tangible things.

"I"'mgoing to try and touch one," Trelig said.

"Hey! WAit! You might-" Yulin protested, but got only a laugh in reply.

"So | do sonething bad," the boss responded. "W're dead anyway, you know."™ Wth that he
reached out and tried to grab the one nearest him Nothing he'd ever seen had ever reacted that
fast. One nonent it was there, all stretched out, the next it just seened to be sonewhere else, a
meter or two out of reach.

"Ww " Trelig exclainmed. "They sure can nove if they want to!"
Yulin nodded. "Maybe, if they're intelligent in any way, we can talk to them" he suggested.

Trelig wasn't so sure. "So what do you say to a two-neter living paint smear, and how?" he
asked sarcastically.

"Maybe they can see sonehow," Yulin suggested. "Let's try some gestures."

He made sure of his audience-and he did have the funny feeling that they were |ooking at him
and pointed to Zinder's air tanks. Then he put his hands to his throat, nade choking notions, and
fell to the ground.

The flowing streaks seened to like that. More of themarrived, and they seened to becone nuch
nore agitated. Yulin repeated the act several tinmes, and they becane increasingly agitated,
soneti mes al nost touching one another in their eagerness to get a better view

Enough acting, Yulin decided. It used up air. He got up, faced them and put out his hands in
what he hoped woul d be a gesture of friendship and supplication.

This action seened to excite themeven nore. He had the strange feeling that he was the
subject of a furious debate that none but these strange creatures could hear

But were they debating whether to help, howto help, or what was the neaning of this strange
creature's actions? That |ast was definitely the nost wunsettling-and the nost likely.

A couple of the creatures floated over, seenmed to exami ne his air pack froma distance of
fifty centineters or so. He remained still, letting them That was a good start. They m ght be
getting the idea. O they might be wondering why he was pointing at that funny thing.

More and nore appeared as darkness fell. They were com ng out of cracks in the ground, they
observed-snmal | cracks they woul d never have noticed otherwi se. The natives seened to rise |like
waiths, fully extended, then curl up or flow or whatever, pulling out in a different direction
and headi ng, nostly, their way. There was a regular assenbly now, a rai nbow of weird flow ng and
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undul ati ng shapes.

Finally, they seened to reach sone sort of decision or consensus. They crowded around the
humans, so thick it was inpossible to see. Then, very deliberately, a narrow opening appeared to
one side. They waited.

"I think we're being directed soneplace," Trelig noted. "Shall we go?"

"Better than coll apsing here and dying in another hour or two," Yulin replied. "You |lead, or
shal | [?"

Trelig started wal king, then Zinder, and finally Yulin. That they were being |ed sonewhere was
qui ckly apparent-the opening continued, but the area they vacated was closed hi by the strange
creatures.

Yulin checked his air supply. About two hours, he noted. He hoped wherever they were going
wasn't far off.

That thought was in all their minds, along with the |ast shreds of doubt, when, a little over
an hour later, they reached a rock outcrop. A huge nunmber of the creatures was there-perhaps nany
t housands. Sonme had obviously assenbled there because of them but others seened to be carrying
on all sorts of deliberate but unfathomabl e business.

"Yulin! Look!" Trelig called excitedly.

Ben Yulin peered into the star-lit darkness at the cliff's face, and, for a nonment, didn't see
what had attracted the other man. Finally he could make out a deeper blackness against the cliff.

"A cave?"' he asked, feeling disappointed. "Hell, we've been taken to their |eader or
sonet hi ng. "

"No! No!" Trelig protested. "My Renard eyes must be better than your Mavra Chang's. Look at
the shape of the hole!"

Yulin peered again, approaching closer. It was large -perhaps two nmeters on each of its six
si des.

Si x sides?
"A hexagon!" Yulin exclained, hardly able to contain hinself. "They got the nessage!"”

"We'll see," Trelig responded. "Obviously they nmean for us to enter the thing, and we night as
well. Air's running out anyway. All set?"

"Ckay, let's go," Yulin replied, praying again that they would not enter a cave that was just
the seat of government of these fol ks.

Trelig went first. He didn't seemto enter a cave or hol e-he just stepped forward, seened
frozen for an instant, then vanished. Yulin prodded Zinder next, but the scientist knewthe air
situation as well as they did. He stepped in, and to the same effect. Ben Yulin took an expensive
deep breath, held it, and stepped in, too.

It was a strange sensation, like falling dowm a great, endless hole. It was nasty and
unpl easant, but they had to endure it.

The sensation ended as suddenly as it began, bringing themout in a strange sort of cave
i nhabited by nore of the flow ng creatures.

The other two were already there.
"Ch, no!" Yulin swore, heart sinking. "Just a shuttle system"

Trelig was just about to reply when a ghostly figure quite unlike any of them hunmans or
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creatures, appeared. It was huge-three neters at least, and alnost as big around. It had nasty-
| ooki ng claws and sets of insectlike legs, and it was encased in sone kind of protective
artificial shell.

"What the hell?" Trelig nmanaged, but then he saw the figure nmake a very recognizable "follow
me" gesture with its great claws, turn, and start down the cave

"Qur new guide," speculated Yulin. "I think | like the paint snmears better. Well, let's get
going. Air's getting low"

They went through a passage, then a doorway slid out, and they found it was some kind of air
Il ock. It closed behind them then opened ahead after a few nonments. The creature had gone ahead
but, they saw, it waited for them outside.

Qut side proved to be a long, broad hallway nade of some orange-white «crystalline material that
sparkl ed. The whole area was it up, and Yulin wasn't the only one that noticed the rows of
doorways i n hexagonal shapes. The hallways, however, were al nost rounded, with no sharp corners.

The large insectlike creature wal ked slowy down the corridor, and they followed. It seened
like a long journey, and it took nore than twenty minutes by Ben Yulin's air tinmner.

Suddenly the hall opened onto a huge chanber. Huge was hardly the word for it. The chanber had
si x sides, which seened al nost natural by now, but the enclosure was so enornmpus that it took
sonme tine to establish that fact. The center area was in the shape of an enornous gl assy hexagon
too, and around the sides stretched a railing and what appeared to be a wal kway. A single great
six-sided light, like a great jewel, was suspended fromthe center of the nmamopth ceiling,
providing all the Iight.

The wal kway was just that, and nore. The big creature got on it, wal ked down so they could
al so step onto the vinyllike, spongy surface, then it pressed sone indistinguishable area on the
wal | .

They al nost tunbl ed over as the wal kway started to nove.

It took about ten minutes to go hal fway around to another break in the wall. There were
openings in the rail to go down to the glassy surface, but they passed themup. Eventually they
stopped, and the weird creature, which seemed to themto be nuch |like a | obster made of
transparent glass, went slowy down a new hallway.

They reached a room much smaller than either the big chanmber or the cave. It had an air |ock
too, but it was an al nost perfect square. The ceiling and three of the walls | ooked normal,
i ncl udi ng the door area.

The fourth was bl ackness absol ut e.

"Looks like another transfer," Trelig noted. "I hope we get to our kind of air in the
next forty mnutes."

"Thirty-six," Yulin replied glumy. He'd been checking it every hal f-m nute.

"They're not going to let us die," said Trelig confidently. "They've gone to too nuch
trouble."” He stepped unhesitatingly into the blackness, followed by Zi nder, and then Yulin.

Agai n they experienced that falling sensation, longer this time. Yulin worried about how | ong
it might be and wanted to check the tiner, but vision was inpossible.

They energed in an identical room In fact, all three could have sworn that they'd gone no
pl ace. That puzzled and disturbed them Yulin's timer still read close to thirty-six, which neant
that the long fall they'd just taken had consuned no tine. That was inpossible, he told hinself.
And then he noticed-a slight humm ng sound, a tiny whine.

And the tiner was goi ng up

"Trelig! We've got power! The electrical systemis processing again!" he alnost screaned.
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The excitement and relief swept over them Trelig, ever practical, broke the nood.

"Renmenber that we're being mani pul ated by soneone,"” he cautioned. "They nmay know nore than we
t hi nk. Remenber, you, that you're Mavra Chang, pilot, and no one else, and that |'m Renard. Don't
ever use any other nane again!" The words were icy, nasty, cutting. "If they question us
together, let ne do nost of the talking. If separately, tell the truth up to the point where we
changed it. You don't know who was in the other ship! Understand?"

Yulin cal med down.
Suddenly the door slid open, and a third kind of creature entered.

They all stared at it, still not used to the changi ng wonders of the races of the Well World
It was a little under two neters tall with a thick, snmooth, green-skinned body ending in two
round, thick | egs without apparent joint, supported by broad, flat-bottoned round cuplike feet.
Two spindly arns grew from a point just above its mdsection and seened to have snaller divisions
at the tips. The head, which sat atop an inpossibly thin neck, |looked Iike a green jack-o'-
lantern, with its mouth in a permanent expression of surprise, and two nonblinking, al nost
| um nous saucers for eyes. No sign of a nose or ears, Yulin noted. Atop it all grew a single
huge, broad | eaf that seened to have a life of its own, slowy noving toward the strongest |ight
sour ce.

The creature held a piece of cardboard or sonmething simlar inits left tentacles, then lifted
the board in front of it, angling it so they could read. The nessage was in standard
Confederation plain talk, bearing out Trelig's suspicion that the denizens of this world were far
fromignorant of themor their nature. It said, in block-printed crayon

YOU MAY REMOVE YOUR SUTS. THE AIR IS
BREATHABLE. VWHEN YQOU HAVE FI NI SHED,
FOLLOW ME TO BRI EFI NG

Trelig accepted the guarantee and pressed the releases to flip back his hel net bubble. He took
a breath, and the air was good. Satisfied, he switched off the backpack. The suit collapsed,
seenmed to grow and nelt into a puddle of synthetic cloth at his feet. He hel ped Zi nder do the
sane. Yulin started to, but suddenly fell horribly nauseous; blood suddenly clogged in his
throat, and pain wacked hi meverywhere.

He col | apsed and passed out.

TELI AG N

In the early afternoon of the third day, the one thing Mavra Chang feared nore than the rain
happened.

They ran out of woods.

Not much, of course. This was pastoral country, and the woods picked up about a kil oneter
away. But here was a broad plain, grassy and |unpy, and crisscrossed by several of the dirt
roads, on which there was a great deal of traffic. They watched fromthe edges of the clearing as
great cycl opses went back and forth, to and fro, sone alone, sone carrying |arge sheepskin bags,
some pulling large wooden carts with hand-carved wooden wheels, laden with all sorts of things.

"Look on the bright side,"” Mavra told them "At |east we know now we haven't been going in
circles."

Renard nodded. "Yes, we're a long ways fromwhere we | anded. But are we going the right way?"
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Mavra shrugged. What was the wong way? The one that got you caught. In that case, this mght
definitely be the wong way.

"We could follow the woods to the left for a while," she suggested. "Maybe it connects
sonepl ace down that road. W' ve crossed roads before."

"Don't look like it," Renard observed. He was tal king nore nornally today, but his sentences
were shorter and | ess conplex, and he wasn't even thinking in those big words any nore.

Mavra Chang sighed. "Then we'll have to stay here until nightfall. W sure can't cross now
with all those creatures there." She didn't like that; although the hypno conditioning, renewed
the night before, kept the two unaware of their condition, the nental deterioration was becom ng
evident in Renard and nore so in N kki. Precious hours would nean that rmuch nore | ost.

"I don't wanna get eaten," N kki Zinder proclained. "You renenber that one we saw? Ate that
sheep in three big gulps.”

Mavra renenbered. They woul d stay hidden until after nightfall, when the traffic thinned out.
She had no idea whether any of her |ethal defenses she'd bragged so much to Renard about would
work on those behenot hs-and she had no desire to try. She wasn't as much of a mouthful as that
sheep had been.

They settled down, and all started to doze on and off. They were tired and worn; the sponge
ef fect was al so body-w de, although nore apparent in the thought processes. The other two tired
nmore qui ckly, and their coordination was shot. As for Mavra, she'd gotten very little sleep since
before | anding on New Ponpeii, and fatigue was starting to tell on her. WIIl power could only
sustain so far, and she knew it, even though she wouldn't adnmit that to herself. She slept.

Renard awoke first. He'd only been slightly asleep anyway, thanks to Mavra's rest-inducing
hypno of the past nights. He crawed to the edge of the plain. Still a lot of traffic, maybe not
as nmuch as before, but it would be sure capture to go out there now.

He crawl ed back. Mavra was so sound asl eep she didn't hear him but N Kkki stirred, opened her
eyes, and | ooked at him

"Hi!'" she whi spered.
"Shhh!" he cautioned, putting his finger to his lips. He anbled over to her

She | ooked up at himwith slightly dulled |arge brown eyes. "Do you think we can croth it?"
she asked. The |isp had appeared as tinme had worn on

"Yes, later on," he soothed, and she shifted next to him

"Renar d?"

"Yes, N kki?"

"I'"'mthscared."

"We all are,"” he told her honestly. "W just have to keep going."

"Not her," the girl replied, pointing to Mavra. "I don't think anything could thscare her."

"She's just learned to live with fear," he soothed. "She knows how to be scared without
letting it get to her. You have to do that, too, Nikki."

She shook her head. "Ith's nore than that. | don' wanna die, sure, but-if I gotta-1 . . ." She
trailed off, searching for the words.

He didn't understand, and said so. She was quiet for a nonent, then finally said, "Rennie?
WIl you nake |ove to ne?"
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"Huh?" The very idea startled him "I want to have it, do it, juth once. Juth in cathe." There
were al most tears in her eyes, and a pleading voice. "I don" wanna die without doin" it juth
onth." He | ooked over at the sleeping Mavra Chang, then down at the pathetic girl next to him
and wondered how, in the face of certain death, you could still get into bad situations. He

t hought about it for a while, trying to make up his mnd. Finally, he decided. Wiy not? he
t hought. What's the harn? And it was one thing, at least, he could do for sonebody else that he
couldn't foul up.

Mavra Chang awoke with a start and | ooked around. It was dark-she'd been sleeping for quite
some tine. Suddenly, she had a headache and various other aches and pains from sl eeping so hard
and in one position. Solid sleep

She | ooked around, spotted Renard and Ni kki reclining, backs against a broad tree. She was
asl eep, and he was hal f-asleep, his armaround the plunp girl. Mvra could see in a nonent what
had happened; there was little way to clean up here. It bothered her, and it bothered her that it
bot hered her. Possibly because she could not understand it.

She turned and crept up to the edge of the clearing. Not nuch traffic or signs of traffic now
Cccasionally a cart would go by, two torches blazing from holders in its side grotesquely half-
illumnating the strange creature that pulled it; but clearly traffic was at a mnimum She
doubt ed the cycl opses had good night vision; they seened nostly inactive after sunset, active
fromfirst |ight.

She crept back to the pair, who hadn't nmoved, and gently woke them up. N kki seened to be
cal mer, which was good, but worse nentally. Mavra wondered if the effect accel erated despite what
Renard had told her, or if it was just nore noticeable when you started to get down bel ow t he
normal | evel

"We're about ready to go across,
make up the lost tine."

she told them "W'Il go as far as we can tonight to try and

"We gon' run 'croth?" N kki asked, sounding al nost eager

"No, Nikki, not run," she replied patiently and slowly. "W will wal k across, slowy and
nicely."

"But th' big thing' Il thee uth!" the girl protested.

"There aren't nmany of them" Mvra told her. "And if one comes near, we'll just lie down
and be quiet and wait for it to go away."

Renard | ooked at Ni kki and patted her hand. She liked that, and snuggled up a little to him
"Let's go now, Nikki," he said gently.

They got up and nade their way to the edge of the plains. No torches or carts in sight except
two dimlights far off in the distance. Probably the same one that Mavra had seen, going away,
she guessed.

"Ckay, let's all walk now, nice and easy," she told them taking N kki's right hand in her
|l eft and Renard's left hand in her right. They started out.

The crossing was al nost too easy. The cloud cover had renai ned, naking the surroundings even
bl acker, and there was literally nobody on the roads. They crossed the clearing in about twenty
m nutes with no problens, and Mavra wi shed that all her troubles and worries were so easily laid
to rest.

But then the rain started. Not a bad rain, or a big storm but a steady rain that was warm but
unconfortable. It quickly turned the ground into nud and soaked themthrough. N kki seened to
enjoy it, but it was nmiserable going, and the trees didn't offer nmuch protection

Mavra Chang cursed. The nud was beconi ng deeper and nore teacherous, and they couldn't keep
goi ng much longer hi this kind of ness. Mdre lost tinme, with time running out on her
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Then the wind started to pick up, chilling their soaked bodies to the bone, forcing her hand.
She found some shelter, a grove of particularly tall, broad trees grow ng close together that
af forded a neasure of dryness, and they settled down and huddl ed together for all the good it
di d.

The next norni ng dawned brighter and dryer, but only because the clouds had thinned and it had
stopped raining on them They all |ooked a ness, nud-caked, wth hair tangled and mud-cl unped.

Renard was disturbed. "I can't seemto think so good," he told her with obvious distress. "I
can't seemto think of things any nore. Wy is that, Mvra?"

She felt a consuming pity for the man, but she couldn't answer his question. N kki, of course,
was even worse. She'd found a mud-puddl e and was happily playing init, splashing around and
maki ng some sort of rmud cakes. She | ooked up as they approached.

"Hi!" she called out. She reached down and picked up a mud pie. "Thee what | rmade?"

Mavra sighed and thought fast. A glance at the sun had told her that they'd been noving
roughly east, but how far and at what angl e?

She thought fast about the pair she now had on her hands. Renard was still capable of handling
hi msel f, but for how much | onger? As for Ni kki-she was sinking al nost before Mavra Chang' s eyes.
Sonet hing had to be done to keep them under control

She put them both under quickly, finding she had to choose her words carefully so they could
foll ow her.

"Ni kki, you don't renmenber anything about who you are except that your nane is N kki
Under st and?"

"Uh huh," the girl acknow edged.

"Now, you're a very little girl, and | amyour nonmy. You |love your nomy and al ways do
what she says, don't you?"

"Uh huh," the girl agreed.
She turned to Renard.

"Now, Renard, you don't renenber anything about who you are or who we are, only that your nane
is Renard. Ckay?"

"Al'l right," he agreed.

"You are Renard. You are five years old and you are my son. | amyour nomy, and you |love your
monmry and al ways do what she tells you. Understand?"

H s tone becane softer, nmore childlike. "Yes, Mommy," he replied.

"Good," she approved. "Now, N kki is your sister. She is younger than you and you have to help
her. Understand? You | ove your sister and have to help her."

"Yes, Mommy," he responded. She turned back to Nikki. "N kki, Renard is your big brother and
you |l ove himvery much. You will let himhelp you if you have trouble."

"Uh huh," she responded, very childlike.

Mavra was as satisfied as she could be. She'd done this regression thing before, although
under very different circunstances. She had once convinced an art-nmuseumdirector that he was her
son, and he'd opened the place and shut off the alarmfor her. Even hel ped her cart stuff out. He
t hought he was hel ping his nomy nove.
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She woul d have to renenber, though, that she was Momry to two very big but definite children
fromnow on, and act the part.

She brought themout of it. "Cone on, children. W have to go now," she said softly.
Ni kki | ooked upset. "Ah, p'eathe, Monmy! Can't we pway sonme nore?"
"Not now," she scolded gently. "W have to go. Conme on, both of you give Moy your hands."

They went along for sonme tinme. It was difficult at tines to control themas children, despite
the hyp-noed instructions. Kids skipped and played and generally acted up, and it took sone stern
acting and will power to keep them pretty nuch in |ine.

Mavra began to worry that she was wong after all, that she would never see any mountains and
a sign of an end to this strange place. Yet, the terrain was becoming hillier; the rocks were
| arger, and nostly igneous. They m ght be foothills.

And, suddenly, there they were. Not terribly tall nountains, or grand ones, but wonderful to
see all the sanme. Gently folded, like great winkles in the earth, they rose up about eight
hundred meters fromwhere they stood. As with nost fol ded nountains, though, there were frequent
breaks, where streans and ice had eroded passes through the barrier. The | owest and cl osest of
these would still require a clinb of about three hundred neters, but the slope was gentle and
there were many rocky outcrops for rest or shelter. They might nmake it over before dark if they
were | ucky, she thought.

There were a lot of sheep on the hillsides. She didn't Ilike that; in this place, where there
were grazing sheep there was usually one or nore giant one- eyed shepherds. She debated waiting
until darkness, but she feared any nore tine |ost. She |ooked carefully around, w shing she could
trust themto stay put while she did a better reconnoitering job-but she dared not put themto
sl eep. She mi ght not have any control |ater

She decided to chance it. Taking their hands and cautioning themto be quiet, they started as
qui ckly as possible across the open area to the first protective outcropping a few thousand
net ers ahead.

It |ooked closer than it was, and the "children" were hard to restrain as they passed close to
sonme grazing sheep. Even as tense as she was, |ooking for any sign of nore dangerous life, Mvra
reflected how curious it was that such an aninmal, so commopn in her own part of the universe,
shoul d be here.

The outcrop | ooned near now, and she alnbst had themrunning for it at full speed. Just a few
seconds nore ... now Made it!

There was a sudden terrible roaring sound, and they stopped dead. A nmassive shape, then two,
suddenly rose up in front of them Two of themi A big nmale and a big fenale, either waiting for
them behind the rocks or doing their own business there. It didn't matter.

Ni kki screaned, and they all turned to run, but the creatures, once they recovered fromtheir
initial surprise, reacted very swiftly. A great hand cane down and grabbed the slowest, N kKki
then tossed her like a ripe fruit to the other.

The big rmal e cane on, catching Mavra first. Al though she was fast, ten of her steps were two
for the giant cyclops, and she was suddenly in the grip of its huge hands. The feral e cane up
behi nd, took her with amazing gentl eness, and went back behind the rocks.

Renard was wel |l away when he heard Mavra cry out, and he turned to see what had happened. That
proved to be enough; the great creature caught himand shrugged off his futile blows. He turned,
hol ding the man like a large doll, and joined his mate in back of the rocks. It was a little
canp, obviously a tem porary shelter for the shepherds in the area. There was a crude but huge
wooden |ean-to, with great straw mats and | arge, crudely woven wool bl ankets, and an outside
bar becue pit of sone sort, with hot coals and a rotisserie of snelted iron over it. Apparently
sone of themliked their meat cooked; a fresh-killed and skinned sheep was on the skewer. They
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al so saw one of those big wooden carts, and it was into this that all three were dropped. Its
sides were alnost three nmeters high.

Mavra | ooked around. The cart stank of things she didn't want to know nmuch about, and there
were the remains of dried vegetation and even sonme of what |ooked Iike grass-roll. N kki was
huddl ed in a corner, crying, and Renard didn't |ook or act nuch better

Mavra | ooked around. The pl anks offered sonmething of a foothold, and she still had some of the
thi ef devices in her nmud-caked boots. She night be able to get out.

She | ooked around at the other two. She m ght, but never them Her venomwas no good at all
she'd tried both kinds on the two cycl opses, and they hadn't even noticed the scratch. Possibly
their systens were too alien for it, nmaybe they were just of such great bulk that it would take
nore than she could produce to have a real effect. It nade no difference. This was the end of the
primary mssion, and she had fail ed.

She peered out of a crack between the planks that was just barely accessible to her if she
stood on tiptoe. The fenmale was arguing with the nale, that was obvious. There was a | ot of
bel | owi ng and snorting and hand gestures, sone of them unni stakabl e.

Finally he seened to cave in, and went into the lean-to, coning out a nonent later with a
large iron screen. Mavra had a sinking feeling, which proved justified. The creature cane over,
| ooked in the cart, gave thema strange sort of leer, and sl amed the heavy screen on top of the
cart. He snorted once, then went away. Pretty soon, there were the sounds of munching and
chewi ng.

Mavra | ooked at the screen. Its holes were a little too fine for her to get through, she could
tell fromthe cart floor. And it was nmade of cast iron; there was no way she was going to lift
it.

She settled down into a heap, and tried to figure out how to keep frombeing eaten

SQUTH ZONE

Ben Yulin groaned and awoke slowy. He tried to nmove, but pain shot through him He could tel
he was in a bed of sone kind, that he was naked, and had sonme sort of blanket over hi m but
not hi ng nore.

He opened his eyes, then npaned, and closed themagain. It took several seconds until he was
willing to try it again.

They were still there.

Closest was a large furry creature in a |lab coat with what |ooked Iike a nodified stethoscope
around its thick neck. The thing | ooked |ike nothing so much as a giant beaver, conplete with two
huge buck teeth in front. Only the eyes were different-they were bright and clear and a deep-gold
color, and radiated intelligence and warnth. Behind the beaver was the six-arnmed snake-man named
Serge Ortega, |ooking concerned under his snowwhite brush. The plant creature was there, too,
conpl eting the bizarre scene.

Yulin | ooked around uneasily, then spotted the figure of Renard, wearing some kind of great
cloak tied around his neck, over near the door, |ooking bored. This seemed to snap himout of it.

The shape and manner was Renard, but the indefinable aura of confidence and control fromthe
Renard-1i ke figure marked himfor Yulin as Antor Trelig. Wth that know edge al so canme Trelig's
final warning, and Ben Yulin tried to relax, to bring Mavra Chang to the fore.

"Where am | ?" he managed, then coughed.

"In a hospital,"” the strange rodentli ke creature replied. Yulin was surprised to note that the
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creature was actually speaking Confederation plain talk-with considerable difficulty, true, but
under st andabl e nonet hel ess.

The snake-man spoke up, his own Confederation speech clear and perfect. "Dr. Mihar is an
Anbreza," he explained, at the sane tinme explaining nothing. Seeing this, he added, "There is a
hex on the Well World with your kind of people in it. The Anbreza are nei ghbors. Your people have
had a bad tinme of it, and the Anbreza are used to working with your nedical problens. That's why
we sumoned him"

"What happened to ne?" Ben asked, still unable to nove.
The Anbreza turned to Ortega, who spoke the required | anguage as if born to it.

"You col lapsed in the Polar Gate," the snake-nman reni nded him "Wen we got that spacesuit off
you, we found out you were a ness. Black and blue all over, three ribs broken, one of which
because of your wal king so far with it, had dislocated so badly it punctured a couple of organs."

"Can you heal me?" Yulin asked, concerned.

The Anbreza clucked. "Wth a lot of time, yes," it said in a high-pitched voice, sounding |ike
a recording played slightly too fast. "But it will not be necessary. W will put you through the
Velrl. "

Yulin tried to nove, couldn't. Drugs? It nmade no difference.

"Renard, here, has been filling us in on what's been going on," Ortega said. "You all have
been through a lot. 1'd |like to keep you around a while, but both Renard and Ctizen Z nder have
a sponge problem and only the Wll can cure that. Your injuries are critical. | don't know how

you kept going."

Yulin |l aughed. "Fear. Wen you're running out of air, the pain just doesn't seeminportant.”

The snake-man nodded. "I can understand that. A good attitude. W had to do a very quick
operation just to save your life, that is, Dr. Mihar and his associates did. Lifesaving was our
only goal, so we went the nost direct route. Now, | don't want you to panic when | tell you this,

because it is not permanent, but right now you are totally paral yzed."

That didn't stop Yulin fromstarting in shock. Enotions welled up inside, enotions that may
have been Chang's or his or both. Alnbst to his own surprise, he started crying softly.

"I said the condition wasn't permanent," Ortega assured the stricken human. "Nothing is
permanent on the Well World when you just get here-and sonetines not even |later. Take ne. | was a
man of your own race, tough and small |ike you, when | came here. The Well World cures what's

wong with you, but it changes you, too."
Yulin suppressed a sniffle. "Wat-what do you nean?"

"I was waiting until you canme around to brief everyone. |'ve put the tine to good use now,
anyway. Now we know what we've got here, and that is a relief in and of itself." He turned to
Trelig and nodded. "Bring in the girl."

Trelig went outside for a nmonent, then brought Zinder in. The conditioning was holding, Yulin
noted. She reacted to the sight of Yulin in that condition exactly as the real N kki would have
reacted to the real Mavra.

"As | said, | would like to have kept at |east one of you here for sone tine while we
coordi nate our actions on these new conditions,"” Ortega continued, "but wth the sponge probl em
on the two of you and Citizen Chang's critical nature-we need a lot nore than this clinic to help
you-this isn't possible. As a result, the Enbassy Council has decided that you are to be briefed
and run through the Well as quickly as possible.”

Trelig spoke for the first tinme. "This is an enbassy, then? | guessed as nmuch."

Otega nodded. "All the Southern Heni sphere hexes have places here, although sone don't use
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them It's the only nmeans of interconmunication possible. There are fifteen hundred sixty hexes
on the Well Wirld. The seven hundred eighty south of the Equatorial Barrier -you mght have seen
that it is really a barrier, too- are either carbon-based life or life that can exist in a

car bon- based environnent. The Northern half, the other seven hundred eighty, contain non-carbon-
based life. You experienced Uchjin, in the North, and you can appreciate how different sone of
the forms are there."

Al'l three of the humans nodded in agreenent at that.

"Anyway, let nme start at the beginning. The beginning, as far as this place is concerned, was
a race of beings your people call the Markovians. They were a great race. Looked sonething like
gi ant human hearts with six evenly spaced tentacles. Just |ike human nunerol ogy generally was
based on five, tens, or twenties, because of the nunber of digits, their base nathematics was
si x. The nunber dominated their whole lives-which is why we have hexagons, and why there are
fifteen hundred sixty here. Alnost a perfect nunber for folks who thought in sixes. There is even
an idea that they had six sexes, but we'll let that go.

"Anyway, they reached the highest point of physical evolution it is believed possible to
attain, and, as inmportantly, they reached the highest Ievel of material technol ogy possible as
well. Their worlds were spread over many gal axi es-not sol ar systens, gal axies. They'd build a
| ocal conputer on one, programit with everything they could inmagine, then put a rock crust on
top of it. They built their cities there, and each Markovian was nentally coupled to the |oca
brain. The architecture was only a common frane of reference, for, linked to their conputers,
they could sinply wish for anything they wanted and the conputer did an energy-to-nmatter
conversion and there it was."

"Sounds like a godlike existence," Trelig commented. "Wat happened to then? | knowa little
about the Markovians. They're all dead."

"Al'l but one," agreed Otega. "Basically, what killed themwas sheer boredom Imortal, every
wish fulfilled, and they felt as if they were rotting-or mssing sonething. The hei ght of
material attainment was theirs, and it wasn't enough. Their best brains-and what brains they nust
have been!-got together and finally decided that, somewhere, the Markovi an devel opment had taken
a wong turn. They decided that the race was going to rot and die from paradi se, or they could do
the other thing."

"Qt her thing?" Ben pronpted.

Ortega nodded. "First they built the Well World, the ultinate Markovian conputer. Instead of a
thin layer of conputer in a real planet, the whole planet was one nassive conputer. If a thin
strip could create anything locally, then inmagine a solid planet, about forty thousand kil onmeters
around, of Markovian conputer! That's what we're sitting on top of. Then they added the standard
crust, so we're a little over forty-thousand kil oneters in dianeter."

"But why all the hexes, the different races on top?" Trelig asked the snake-nan.

"That was the next step in the great plan,” Otega replied. "The greatest artisans of the
Mar kovi an race were then called in, all the nmaterial and philosophical artists they had. Each one
was given a hex to play with. Each hex is a mniature world. Near the equator, a side runs about
three hundred fifty-five kilonmeters, six hundred fifteen kilometers between opposite sides. They
were carefully arranged. And in each one, the artisans were allowed to create a conplete, self-
cont ai ned bi osphere, with a single domnant formof life and all supporting life for a cl osed
ecosystem The dominant life, at the start, were Markovian volunteers thenselves."

"You nean,
pl ayt hi ngs?"

Trelig put in, aghast, "they gave up paradise to becone soneone else's

The Uik shrugged, which was sonething with six arns. "From sheer boredom there was no |ack of
vol unteers. They becanme nortal, had to accept the rules of the game as set up by the artisans,
and prove it out. If the systemdid prove out, the nmaster conputer established a world-set for
the particul ar bi osphere sonewhere in the universe, and then the natives were transferred to it.
They could speed up tinme, slowit down, anything. The world they entered was consistent with the
| aws of physics, even if it was created speeded up. At the right evolutionary nonent, zap! The
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race was inserted. Then a new race was created to replace the one that left, and the experinents
started all over again."

"What you're saying," Yulin commented, "is that we are all Mrkovians. That is, their

descendants. "

Ortega nodded. "Yes, exactly. And the races here now are the last batch-that is, the
descendants of the last batch. Sone didn't go or want to go, sone hadn't proved out, when there
becane too few Markovians to supervise the project. W're the byproducts here of the shutdown."

"And these races have lived here since?" Trelig asked.

"Ch, yes," Otega replied. "And tine exists here. You get old, you die. Some die young, sone
live longer than you'd think possible, but there's a generational turnover anyway. The
popul ation's naintained by the conputer-if a hex gets too heavily popul ated, the birth rate goes
to a mnus for a while. Too |ow a population fromdisasters, fights, whatever, and suddenly a
sexy race gets back up there. The popul ation varies with each hex, of course. Sone races are big
enough that there are only a quarter-mllion or so people, others can handle up to three
mllion."

"l don't understand why pests and plagues aren't spread over the place,” Yulin told him "And
how cone there aren't a lot of wars? It would seemalien races on the whole wouldn't |ike the
ot hers."

"That's true,"” Otega admtted. "But you might call it good systens engineering. Pests there
are, but there are subtle changes in soil or atnospheric content that tend to inhibit or stop
them al so geographical barriers -mountains, oceans, deserts, and the |like. As for bacteria and
viruses, we have them aplenty, but the various racial systens are just different enough that
ni crobes that work agai nst one race won't have any effect on another."”

He paused for a minute, then remenbered the other part of the question

"As for wars," he continued, "they' re not practical. Oh, there are local fights, but nothing
catastrophic. Hexes are so arranged that the ground rules differ. W believe that that was done
to simulate the problens fromlack of resources or sonesuch on the various real worlds the people
woul d be going to. As | said, the natural laws had to be naintained. So in some hexes, everything
works. In some, there is linmted technol ogy-say, steam engines work, but electrical generators
won't hold a charge. In sone only nuscle power will do. That's what happened to your ship- it
flewinto a limted nontech zone, it wouldn't work, and down you cane."

Trelig brightened. "So that's what happened! And that's why the power did conme on for the tine
| needed to get the wi ngs down and wi ndow cover up! W had drifted over a high-tech hex!"

O'tega nodded. "Exactly."
"But," Yulin objected, "wouldn't a high-tech hex conquer a | owtech one?"

Serge Ortega chuckled. "You'd think so, wouldn't you? But, no, it doesn't work that way. A
hi gh-tech hex becones dependent on its machines, as you were in the North. It |earns how to naybe
meke flying machi nes and fantastic guns and such-and then it has to invade a hex where none of

that works. And where two hexes of the sane type border, well, one is land and the other water
or one has an atnosphere extrenely unconfortable to the other, or sonmething like that. One
general, long ago, did try conquest by allying various kinds of hexes in order to have the proper

one for each hex fight in the appropriate manner; but his plan worked only to a point. Sone hexes
he had to skip for atnospheric conditions or tough terrain or the like, and eventually his supply
lines for all these races grewtoo long to sustain. The unconquered ones chopped himto pieces

in the end. There have been no wars since-and that was over el even hundred years ago."

They were silent for a mnute, then Trelig asked, "I know how we got here, but-you said you
were once one of us. How did you get here?"

Otega grinned. "W get occasional new arrivals all the tinme-about a hundred a year. \Wen the
Mar kovi ans left their last planets, they didn't turn off their conputers-couldn't. There is a
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kind of matter transmi ssion-we don't understand it-connecting all the worlds with this one. The

| ast Markovian sinply couldn't close the door behind him It opened whenever sonmeone wanted it to
open, and those old brains can't tell a Markovian renpte and altered descendant fromthe rea
thing. So if you really want the door to open, it will and you wind up here. In ninety-nine
percent of the cases, the people involved didn't even know about the doors. They just wi shed they
wer e somewhere el se, or sonebody else, or that everything was different when they happened to be
in the neighborhood of a door. | literally flew through one-the planet was nostly gone, but just
enough remained."

"You knew about then?" Yulin prodded.

"No, of course not. | was getting old and | was bored and | could see nothing but a dreary
saneness in the future until death claimed ne. You get introspective when you're a pilot. Pop
Wound up here."

"But how did you get turned into a giant snake?" Trelig asked him w thout the slightest trace
of enbarrassment.

Otega chuckled. "Well, when you first arrive sonebody greets you. You're what they call an
Entry. They brief you, if they can, then shoot you through the Well Gate. It basically processes
you into the conputer. By a systemof «classification we don't know or understand, the conputer
then remakes you into one of the seven hundred eighty races here and drops you into the hex
native to that form You get acclimation thrown in, so you get used to being what you are pretty
qui ckly. Then you're on your own."

"But the matter-transnission systemis still on," Trelig noted.

"Yes and no," the Uik responded. "There is usually a Zone Gate and sonetinmes two in each hex.
You can use that to go fromyour hex to here, South Polar Zone, and from here back to your own

hex. But should you be ten hexes away and go through the Gate, you'll still wi nd up here-and then
back hone. The big Well input, however, is that alone-you can cone here froma Markovian world,
but not go back. That was done, | suspect, to conmt the original volunteers who had second

t houghts. The only other gates are the ones between North and South zones, the one you cane

t hrough. The Uchjin-those creatures you first sawdidn't know who you were, but they knew you
didn't belong there or in the Northern Hem sphere. They passed the buck to North Zone, and they
sent you down here. Now it's your turn to go through the Well."

Trelig | ooked uneasy. "W becone sonet hing el se? Sone other creature?" he said, uneasily.

O'tega nodded. "That's right. Oh, there's a one in seven hundred eighty shot of staying what
you call human, but it's unlikely. You have to do it. You have no choice. There's no ot her way
out."

They considered that. "Those others-the Entries. Are there... nonhunan entries?"

"Sure!" the Uik answered. "Lots. Mst, in fact. Even sone real surprises-creatures that are
nontech here, proving that it's easier where they are than the problemset for themhere. And
sone high-tech ones we've never seen. Even the North has a bunch, alnpbst as nany as we have. W
have here a collection of stored spacesuits in forms and sizes you wouldn't believe. W use them
occasi onal | y when sonebody has to go north. There's sone trade, you know. W have tiny translator
devices, for example, that are grown in a crystal world up there that needs iron for sonme reason
only they know. The things work. Anybody wearing one will understand and be understood by any
other race, no matter how alien."

"You mean there isn't a comon | anguage here?" Yulin al nost excl ai nmed.

Ortega gave that low, throaty chuckle again. "Ch, no! Fifteen hundred sixty races, fifteen
hundred sixty |anguages. Wen life and surroundings are different, you need to think differently.

When you go through the Well you'll energe thinking in the |anguage of your new race. Even now I
have to translate, though, by practicing with other Entries. |I've becone quite proficient at it."
"Then we'll still renmenber Confederation." Trelig's words were nore a statenent than a

questi on.
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"Renmenber it, yes," the snake-man replied. "And use it, if your physical anatony pernits. A
transl ator causes probl ens, though. You automatically get trans- |lated, so nanaging a third
tongue is nearly inpossible. But with a translator you hardly need it. If your new race uses
them try to get one. They're handy things." He paused, |ooked at the plant-thing and the
Anbreza, seening to note sone worsening in Yulin's paralysis. "I think it's time," he concluded
softly.

They nodded, and a second Anbreza came in and two gi ant beavers noved Yulin carefully onto a
stretcher.

"But | don't-" Trelig started to protest, but Otega cut himshort.

"Now, you can ask questions forever, but you have the sponge and she has even nore inmediate
problens. If you can ever get to a Zone Gate, cone back and visit. But now, you go." The tone was
very insistent. There would be no nore argunent. The fact that Trelig and Zinder didn't actually
have a sponge problem was beside the point; their own cover story had rushed things.

They came finally to a roomsimlar to the Zone Gate they'd used in getting fromNorth to
Sout h.

Yulin went in first; he had no choice. He thanked themall, and hoped he would see them again.
Then the two stretcher-bearers upended the body of Mavra Chang so it fell forward into the black
wal | . Zi nder | ooked hesitant and had to be coaxed, but then he went. Finally, Trelig was |eft

alone with the curious assenbly of aliens. He was resigned. There was nuch to be | earned, but his
hand was forced. There would be other tines, he told hinself.

He stepped into the bl ackness.
Otega sighed, turned to Vardia. "Any news of the other ship?" he asked.

"None," replied the Czillian, the nobile plant-creature who had net them "Are they as
i mportant now as they were?"

Ortega nodded. "You bet. |If what those people told ne was true, we have sonme first-class
villains up there, probably on the |oose. And two of themknow a hell of a |ot about Markovian
mat henmati cs. Dangerous people. |If they should fall into the wong hands, and that ship were
rebuilt so they got back to this New Ponpeii and its conputer-naybe they could Iick the probl ens.
They would control the Well."

"That's pretty far-fetched," the Czillian objected.

Otega sighed. "Yeah, but so was a funny little Jew naned Nathan Brazil, and you renenber what
he turned out to be." The plant-thing bowed, the equivalent of a nod. "The last living
Mar kovi an," it breathed.

"I wonder why this crisis hasn't attracted hi n?" Otega nused.

"Because it's our crisis,"
all."

Vardia replied. "Remenber, to the Well this isn't a problem at

NEAR THE TELI AG N- KROW BORDER, DUSK

A tiny figure noved silently down on the side of the nmountain and was soon joined by a second,
then a third. A few others hovered nearby on silent wi ngs.

"There they are!" one whispered, pointing down below to the shepherd's lean-to and cart where
Mavra Chang, Renard, and Ni kki Zi nder were trapped.

"Amazing they nmade it this far," another whispered.
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The first one, the | eader, nodded in agreenent. Unlike the cyclopses, their night vision was
extrenely good. Although they could see in daylight, albeit poorly, they were basically
nocturnal. The scene was bright and sharp and clear to them

One | ooked over to where the two cycl opses were sleeping, snoring |oudly.
"Big mothers, aren't they?" it said softly.

The | eader nodded. "We'Il have to sting them and quickly. At least two of us for each one,
more if possible. |I don't think we can juice themtoo nuch for safety's sake."

"WIIl the venom work?" one asked.
"I't"1l work," the | eader responded confidently. "I looked it up before we left."
"I wish guns worked here," the doubter persisted. "It's still risky."

The | eader sighed. "You know this is a nontech hex. Percussion type mght work, but we didn't
have tinme to ransack nuseuns and collectors.” There was a pause, as if the | eader sensed it was
now or never. Troops are always better hi action than waiting for it.

"Jebbi, Tasala, and Mry, you take the bigger one. Sadi, Nanigu, and | will take the other
one. Vistaru, you take Bahage and Asnmaro with you and see what you can do for the captives. The
others stay | oose and avail able. Come hi anyplace you' re needed if you have to."

They nodded to one another. The ones on the nountainside | aunched thensel ves gracefully into
the air, and the teans split off to their respective nissions.

Mavra Chang was asleep. She'd crawled up to that grate a hundred times and each tine had
al rost fallen, her traction breaking before she budged the dammed thing one centinmeter. She had
put the other two to sleep to stop their whining and then fallen asleep herself.

Suddenly she heard a noise, as if something fairly heavy had | anded on top of the grate. The
noi se woke her, and, for a brief monent, she was confused. Then, suddenly, she renenbered where
she was and | ooked up. There was definitely sonmething |arge standing on the cart, but the grating
made it inpossible to see just what.

"Hu- man? You hear ne, hu-man?" a strange, soft voice whispered. It was heavily accented in a
nmost exotic way, high and light, a sexy small woman's voi ce.

"I hear you!" Mavra Chang responded, hope rising within her, in a loud whisper-as |oud as she
dar ed.

"We are pooting the beeg theengs to sleep, human,"” the creature told her. "Be readee to be
t ook out."

Mavra strained her eyes, trying to see what her rescuer |ooked like, but it was inpossible to
see anything-just a blob of light against the greater dark

There was a sudden roar. The big mal e cycl ops had awakened, and he was agitated and nmad. He
swore a thousand growl i ng oaths, then gave sonething that could only be a cry of pain. She could
hear the sound of a great falling body even as his nmate roared, yelled, and was, after a tineg,
al so felled.

Mavra Chang wondered what sort of nonsters could fell such huge and powerful creatures so
easily.

There foll owed the sound of nore of themlanding on the grate. That, in itself, was strange-
the grate was big, but not that big.

She heard themtal k-a strange | anguage that sounded |ike a procession of sweet bells and tiny
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chimes. It bore less relationship to a | anguage than the grunts and snorts of the sort the
cycl opses had-a very beautiful but nmost inhunman sound.

There was the sound of activity, and Mavra coul d hear the sounds of many hands doi ng things
around the grate, and the tinkling of those strange voices giving orders in wonderful nmnusic.

The one that knew Confederation, at |east basically, returned
"Hu- man? How manee is down t'ere of you?"

"Three!" she called back, certain that the old threat, at |east, was no longer a factor. If it
were, these creatures wouldn't be here. "But two are drugged into sleep,” she warned them

A figure, seeningly a very snmall one, covered part of the grate, peering in. "Oh, yes! | see
now," the creature nanaged. Speaking the strange | anguage was obviously a real problemfor her
"W weel have to pool the grate away from them so you get ovar near t'em yes?"

Mavra did as instructed. "Here all right?" she called.

"Is fine," the creature responded, and it was gone. No, it didn't get up or craw off, she
decided. It just went away. She wondered nore and nore what her rescuers were. It didn't matter.
Anyt hing was better than what she had, and at |east one of them coul d speak her |anguage, and
they were obviously there to undertake a rescue.

There was a pulling and tugging. The grate nmoved a little, then settled back down. They had
obviously tied ropes or sonething to the thing and were trying to pull it away, but they were
having difficulty with the weight. The bells and chinmes grew rmuch nore intense. Mavra wondered if
they were cursing or sonething. Even if they were, it sounded wonderfully nelodic. They gave it
another try. There suddenly seened to be a lot of them judging fromthe anount of tinkling
bells she could hear, and they were obviously all on this one.

A sudden, loud, single low note and they all pulled. The grate went up, rose straight up and
bal anced on the far edge. For a nonent Mavra was afraid it would fall back down, and she
under st ood why they had had her nove. But their tugging continued, and the grate finally toppled
outward and fell to the ground with a clanging sound.

The shape returned above, then slowy seened to float down into the cart wuntil it stood on the
floor not a neter in front of her, visible even hi the darkness with Mavra Chang's ni ght vision.

It was a tiny woman, a girl really, looking no nore than nine or ten; about a neter tall, and
finely and delicately featured, perfectly proportioned. Mavra decided in an instant that this was
no child but a full-grown adult.

She was very thin and light, weighing certainly no nore than twelve to fifteen kilograns, if
that. There were two very tiny breasts, alnbst undevel oped but sonmehow right. The face was the
picture of girlish innocence, youthful and angelic-alnost the perfect face, she thought.

Then, suddenly, the girl seened to glow. The light was real. It illumnated the entire
interior and seened to radiate fromall parts of her body, a golden glow that was incredible and
i nexplicable.

In the brightness the rest of the details of the newconer becane sharp and clear. Its skin was
reddi sh hi color, a pale echo of the glow, its hair, seemngly cut and styled, was set in a
pageboy, the strands blue-black. Two tiny ears, both sharply pointed, jutted out fromeither side
of her head, and her eyes seenmed to have an eerie quality, like a cat's, reflecting back the
light. Fromher back, in neat pairs, grew four sets of w ngs, proportionately large to the body
and totally transparent. The creature snmled, and wal ked toward Mavra Chang, palmup in greeting.
As it noved forward there was a slight scraping sound. Mavra saw that it canme from sonething very
rigid extending fromher backbone down to the floor itself. The protuberance was a nuch darker
red than the girl's conplexion, and came to a nasty-1ooking point that made a slight mark in the
wood.

" "Alo, | am Veestaroo," the creature said, and Mavra knew it was the sane one who had spoken
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to her earlier.

"Mavra Chang," she responded. She | ooked at the still sleeping others. "The tall one is
Renard, the fat one is N kki."

"Reenard,"” the creature repeated. "Neekee."

Mavra didn't know i f what she was about to say would nean anything to the creature, but she
had to try. "They are on a drug called sponge,"” she told Vistaru. "They are pretty far gone and
need help fast. They can no | onger help thenselves."

The creature's expression turned grim She said sonething to herself in her native |anguage,
whi ch, Mavra saw, cane partly fromw thin her and partly froma certain way that the w ngs were
moved. There was no doubt, though, that the woman knew what sponge was.

"W weel have to get t'ent far away fast,"” Vistaru told her. "And t'ey are so veree heavee."
Mavra understood the problem It nust have taken all of themto get that grate off.
"I can get out on ny own," she told the creature. "Maybe | can be of sone help outside."

The wonman who could fly nodded, and Mavra started up the sides of the cart she knew so well
with speed that astonished the creature. Cinbing up over the top, Mavra did a flip and | anded on
the ground with a bouncy ease |learned from junping off two-storey | edges. She | ooked around,
wi shing again that her power pack worked.

The sky had cleared a little, and some of the light fromthe great globular clusters shone
down, giving the scene an eerie gl ow

She saw the two cycl opses lying there, one alnost on top of the other, notionless. They
appeared to be dead, but she couldn't be sure. No matter what, she had new respect for those hard
things that just had to be stingers. These little girls packed a real wall op.

There were quite a nunmber of rescuers-fifteen or twenty, anyway. They floated silently around,
having no respect at all for the laws of gravity. Their wings nade a slight hunm ng sound that
you coul d hear if you were close enough, but at any distance at all they were silent. They took
to the air as their natural element-flitting, then hovering, then going off in another direction

Sonme were using their internal light sources now, and showed thensel ves to be a rai nbow of
colors. Sonme were reds and oranges, sone greens, blues, browns, everything, and sone were very
dark while others were very light. Oherwi se they all |ooked exactly alike. Sonme carried packs

strapped to their bellies, obviously the source of the rope they'd used.

Mavra turned fromthem back to the problemof the cart. If it could be upset, that would be
easiest. But howto do it? She called to Vistaru, who floated easily up out of there and over to
her .

"Can you hook the ropes to this side of the cart?" she asked the creature. "Maybe if nost
pull ed and a few of you and | pushed fromthe other side we could wupset it."

Vi staru considered that, then floated up to a bright-blue conpanion hovering overhead. They
talked in that nmusic of theirs. The blue one hadn't turned on its own illumnation, but Vistaru
exposed both, and Mavra saw with some surprise that it was a nale. A nale who, except for that
one organ, seened absolutely identical to the females. She thought of Renard. The perfect form
for him Mavra reflected.

Vistaru returned. "Barissa say no, too noch dan-gar," she told the human. "T' ere is bettar
way. |s latch on cart back, see?"

Mavra sighed and wal ked to the rear of the cart. There was a latch, a big wood-and-iron one,
there obviously for |oading sheep or sonething. Two of the creatures were working on it.

Mavra turned to Vistaru. "Wat are you call ed?" she asked.

"I tol' you. Veestaroo," she responded.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (106 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:06 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

Mavra shook her head. "No, no. | nean all of you. The"-she struggled for a word other than
creature -"whole race of you."

The tiny pixie nodded understanding. "W are Lata," she said. "At leased, t'at is what it
conmes out een Confedera-tion," she added. "My nane be," there was a series of bell tones, "and
the people be," nore tones, "in our talk."

Mavra nodded, and saw just how hard it was for the Lata to talk. She apparently strained to
transl ate every word and renenber its pronunciation, and it was obvious that neither the grammar
nor anything el se was comon between the human | anguage and theirs.

Vi staru seenmed to sense this concern. "Not worree," she assured the human. "W weel get t'em
to helpintinme. An' we weel be a-ble to talk nore bet-tar soon.™

Mavra wondered what that nmeant but let it pass. The first order of business was Renard and
Ni kki; after that, there would be tune for her own probl ens.

They managed to throw the latch, and it fell out and hit the ground. There was a sudden sharp
series of bell tones which even Mavra interpreted as a warning. The two Lata hovering at the top
of the cart pushed the back with an audible whack. It fell away and crashed down, form ng a ranp.
Pretty good bulges for hand-forging, Mvra noted.

She hel ped three Lata renove the unconscious bodies fromthe cart. The Lata nmle, Barissa,
came over to her and notioned to Vistaru. He said sonmething to her, and she nodded and turned to
Mavra, who was thinking that sexual characteristics anong the Lata weren't very pronounced.

"He say you can wake t'em op?" the transl ator asked.

Mavra nodded, and they watched in sone surprise as she pricked each one of themw th her nail
"Ni kki, can you hear nme?" she asked.

The girl nodded, eyes still closed.

"You will get up and walk with ne,"” she instructed. The girl opened her eyes, got uncertainly
to her feet, and stood there. "You will walk when | walk and stop when | stop and sit when
sit," Mavra instructed.

She did the same to Renard, noting with satisfaction that N kki repeated her every novenent,
about a neter away.

This seenmed to excite the Lata. They tinkled and chinmed all over. Vistaru came up to her
"How you do t'at?" she asked. "T'ey want to know if you have stingars in hands."

"Sort of," Mavra replied, and they started off.

The trip was fairly easy. Mavra discovered that the top of the nountain range was al so the
border between the cycl opses' hex, which the Lata called Teliagin "becous' t'at is its nane," and
the hex called Kronm The change was anazing. There was still a chill in the air fromthe rain
and the wind had picked up to unpleasant proportions when they reached the border. No |ines,
guards, or sentinels stood there; not even a sign to nark the spot, yet one knew it was the
border. It was |ike passing through a curtain

Suddenly the air was thick and nuggy; it was so humd that Mavra was covered in perspiration
in mnutes. Insect sounds, vague and faint in Teliagin, were alnost overpowering here, as if
sonmeone had suddenly cut on a giant |oudspeaker. The air seened thick, oddly scented, and
slightly wong sonmehow.

"Not worree," Vistaru assured her. "Deeferent, yes, but t'at is all. It weel not hurt you."
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Maybe not, Mavra thought, but it was turning the caked nud back to real nud, and the ground
itself got progressively moist, the vegetation alnost jungle-like as they descended. At the
bottom of the nountain was a swanp that seened to stretch in all directions. The water didn't
appear very deep-perhaps fifty centineters-but it was dark and dank and foul -snelling and al nost
certainly hid deep spots. The water seened to be stagnant, and snelled it. Mdss was everywhere

"Do we have to wal k far through this?" she asked the Lata. "You can fly, but we can't.”
"Onl ee short ways," the pixie assured her. "lost keep in back of ne."

Wth that the creature turned her |ight back on- she apparently didn't like to have it on all
the tine, and they had all taken turns in lighting the way for themand did a very nice inmtation
of wal king on top the water. Mavra knew she was flying, sonehow, but the effect was doubly eerie.
She hovered so close to the surface that the Lata's stinger occasionally made a wake in the
wat er .

The nmud becane terrible, and the water did get deeper, deep enough so that it seeped into her
boots and nmade them feel awful. Ch, well, what the hell, she thought philosophically. Back to
your begi nni ngs.

They wal ked through the stuff for about an hour, until Mavra began to think that she was
becom ng one with the swanp. She was even beginning to get used to the odor, and that worried
her. The thick growths thinned out. Even so, there was one |last indignity, an underwater vine
that caught her, and she went face down into, fortunately, very shall ow muck

Dutifully, Renard and N kki, who had not tripped on anything, fell face down, too, and it took
alittle effort to collect herself and get them up before they drowned.

She used sone of the water to get the nmuck out of her eyes, nose, and nmouth, and, with Lata

hel p, cleaned off the other two. It wasn't nuch of a cleaning, though. They all |ooked nore
monstrous than any creature they'd yet seen on the WlIlIl Wrld. Even her gift fromTrelig, her
horse's tail, was so nud-caked it felt |like there was sonebody sitting on her rear end.

Finally everything cleared. It was a strange transformation-fromhorrible swanp to cal m sea.
Vistaru told her to wait, and one Lata, probably Barissa, who seened to be the |eader, took off
for what | ooked like a far-off clunp of floating bushes.

The sea, if it was a sea, was strangely beautiful. The sky was clear despite the oppressive
hum dity, and the great sky of the Well World, with its great nmulticolored gas clouds and bright
stars, reflected an eerie and yet magical glow on the waters.

Suddenly she | ooked over to her left, sure she detected novenment. She did. She stared in new
wonder as one of the large clunps of bush seened to break away and now head toward them a bright-
blue Iight shining atop it. The light, she knew, was Barissa.

The bush proved to be a giant flower. It |ooked Iike a huge rose, closed, flanked by a great,
t hi ck green nenbranous pl atform

Barissa sniled and said sonmething. She turned to Vistaru.

"He say ol' Machamis sl eepee and grunbl ee bot he know the pro-blemand he weel tak you and
the othars.™

Mavra | ooked again at the creature. It was a bright orange, or would be if it were fully
opened. Fromthe center of the closed flower rose two stalks, like giant stalks of wheat.
Fol lowi ng the Lata's | ead, she stepped up onto the green base of the creature. N kki and Renard
followed, and inmtated her when she sat down, cross-legged, on the edge. Vistaru cane over to
her.

"We will balance and take a break too. You just sit and ride. | hope you not get easee
di zzee. "

Mavra barely had tune to wonder about that remark when she discovered its full force. The
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creature spun around slowy, then started noving out across the quiet |ake. It seenmed to nove by
this circular notion, and while the novenment wasn't trenendously fast, it was sonewhat
unsettling. dosing her eyes helped a little, but her inner-ear balance still conveyed the

noti on. She began feeling a little nauseated. After an hour or so she was sinultaneously wi shing
she were dead and afraid she was dying. She was very seasick

Dawn broke after what seenmed like an eternity. She continued gagging occasionally and watched
the two hypnoed people, whomby this tine she envied, imtate her. Vistaru wal ked calmy around
to her.

"You are steel sick?" she asked needl essly.
"You better believe it!" was all Mavra Chang coul d nmanage.

The Lata radi ated concern. "Not worree nuch nore. We are alnbs' t'ere.”

By this point Mavra didn't care if they ever got "t'ere," wherever "t'ere" was, but she

managed to | ook around her for the first tine.
They were no | onger al one.

Al'l over, by the thousands, other flowers were noving, spumng, dancing in a great ballet on
the waters. They created a nyriad of colors and col or conbinations, graceful and particularly
respl endent now that they opened to the brilliant rays of the sun. In other circunstances, Mavra
m ght even have enjoyed the show

The Krommi an they rode was slowi ng now, to her considerable relief. It, too, had opened over
them forming a curtain of brilliant browns and oranges. The great stal ks, she realized, were
eyes-1ong, oval, curious brown eyes with black pupils that |ooked so strange it was as if a
cartooni st had drawn themon. They were independent of one another and sometines | ooked in
different directions. O the core, the "head" of the creature, little could be seen. A pul py
bright-yellow nmass, it appeared, nore like thick straight hair than the center of a flower. The
spum ng had sl owed enough now that she actually nanaged to wonder if these creatures were really
pl ants or sonme sort of exotic aninal.

The creature finally stopped spinning entirely and drifted slowy toward sonething. This
didn't stop the rest of the world fromspinning, but it helped a great deal. They had traveled a
great distance, that was for certain. Whatever neans of |oconotion these-people?-used, it shot
themin the direction they wanted to go at nany tines their rate of spin.

Mavra crawl ed around slightly, making sure that her imtators wouldn't fall off doing the
same, and | ooked in the direction they were drifting. She could see an island-a tall but not very
I arge rock outcrop in the niddle of the sea. There appeared to be an artificial cave of some sort
in the face, jet-black and w thout perspective.

She suddenly realized it was a bl ack hexagon

Vistaru cane around. "W dock up close to the Zone Gate," she said enigmatically. "You nost
tell the othars to go in the Gate." She pointed to the rapidly approaching bl ackness.

"Not me?" she asked.
The pi xi e shook her head. "No, not now Latar. The Krommeen anbassadar say no to you for now "

Mavra nodded toward the huge cave or hole or whatever it was-it | ooked curiously two-

di mensional. "That thing will help ny friends?"

Vi staru nodded. "It is a gate. It weel tak' t'emto Zone. Tey weel be put through the Well of
Souls. T'ey will becone people of t'is planet, like ne."

Mavra considered this. "You nmean-it'll change theminto Lata?"

The creature shrugged. "Maybee. |If not Lata, sonetheeng. No nore sponge. Menory back, all bet-
tar."
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Mavra wasn't quite ready to accept that, but she had to act as if it were true. It was certain
she couldn't help them

Seeing Mavra's doubt, and realizing it cane fromignorance of the Wll Wrld and its
principles, Vistaru said, "Evereebodee who cone fromothar world t'ey go t'ru the Well. Cone out
all changed. Even ne. | once as you. Wnt t'ru Well, woke up as a Lata."

Mavra al nost believed her now It explained why the creature knew her |anguage. But that
brought up anot her question.

"Why not me, too, then?" she asked.

Vi staru shrugged. "Ordars. Tey say you are not Mavra Chang. Tey say you sone sort of bad
person. "

Mavra opened her nouth in surprise, then closed it again. "That's ridiculous!" she exclai ned.
"Way woul d t hey-whoever they are-think something 1|ike that?"

Vistaru shrugged. "T' ey say t'ey already nmet Mavra Chang, and Reenard, and Neekee. T ey say
you are fakars."

Mavra started to respond, then thought better of it and sat down. She was mad as hell. It was
the crowning touch to her being on this crazy world in the first place.

Sonebody was going to pay for this.

SQUTH ZONE

"They certainly | ook like the sane people," Vardia said in sonme anazenent.

Serge Ortega nodded, |ooking at the two nearly comatose people lying on the floor hi front of
him "That they do. Doctor?"

They were in the Zone clinic, and Dr. Mihar, the Anbreza who | ooked |ike a giant beaver, was
exam ni ng Renard and Ni kki Zi nder

"I wish | knew what kind of drug they'd been admi nistered,” the doctor said. "I've never seen
anything quite like it. But it's brain-localized; the other infectionisnt."

Otega's busy eyebrows went up. "Qther infection?"

The Anbreza nodded. "Oh yes. It seens to have infested every cell of their bodies. Sone sort
of enzyne, it looks like, and quite parasitic. There is evidence of tissue breakdown everywhere,
and it's continuing at a fairly steady rate. Wuld you recogni ze this sponge if you saw it?"

The other two both shook their heads in the negative. "W have both seen the effects of it,
| ong ago," Vardia told the physician, "but the pure stuff, under a m croscope, no.

Just then there was a commotion near the door. It opened, and a creature new to the group
stood there.

It was about 150 centineters tall, and stood on two thick but jointless tentacles. It had sone
to spare- three nore pairs, going up its mdsection. Each seened to have a cleft at its end,
capabl e of picking up something nuch as a nitten might-or coil around, with the full forward part
of the tentacle. It stood on the rear pair, but needed at |east four to walk toward them Its
face was broad, with close-set, broad nose and flaring nostrils and two rounded eyes that | ooked
like large velvet pads of glowing anmber. Its nouth had a dislocatable jaw, and inside it was
coiled, Otega knew, a long and ropelike tongue that could be used as a ninth prehensile organ.

It had two areas on either side of its head |like saucers, and they were slightly offset fromthe
head, yet seened able to open and close on joints.
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But as the creature entered the room all else paled before the great wings, |I|ike a giant
butterfly's, along its entire back, the wings of brilliant orange and spotted with concentric
brown rings.

Bot h Vardia and the Anbreza stepped back a bit at this entrance. Ortega had no such feelings,
al t hough its grimvisage was frightening, alnost nmenacing. Neither of the others had ever seen a
Yaxa before, but Otega had. He even knew this one. He slithered up to the newconer.

"Wyol ey!" he boonmed. "I'mvery glad you could cone."
The creature remained coldly distant, but it responded, "Hello, Otega." It |ooked over at the
comat ose bodi es of Renard and N kki. "Are those the ones?"

O'tega nodded, all business suddenly. "Dr. Mihar has sone cell tissue under the m croscope
Can you look into it or should we project it?"

The Yaxa wal ked fluidly over to the mcroscope, peering at the sanmple with one of those
i npossi bl e padli ke eyes.

"I't's sponge," the creature said. "No doubt about it.
peopl e on the beds. "How far advanced are they?"

It turned its gaze back to the two

"Five days with no dose," Otega told it. "Wat would you say?"

The Yaxa thought a nmonment. "Depends on how they started out. The cell deterioration isn't far
al ong, but the mnd goes first. If they were around average intelligence, they should be a | ot
brighter than the village idiot-for about another day or two. Then the ani mal -reversion stage
sets in. They becone great naked apes. |'d run themthrough the Wl Il as soon as possible. Now "

"I agree," Otega told it. "And | appreciate your comng all this way to do this."

"They're fromthe new noon?" the Yaxa asked, its voice, even through the translator, cold,
sharp, enotionless.

Otega nodded. "And if they're real we got big trouble. That nmeans we got fooled by an earlier
set of duplicates, at |east one of which was the head of the sponge syndicate and the other two
of whom know t he principles of operating the Well."

For the first time the creature showed enotion. Its voice was harsh, excited. "The head of the
sponge syndi cate? And you let it slip through you like that?"

Otega turned all six palnms up. "W didn't know. They |ooked just like them Howwas | to
know?"

"It's true," Vardia put in. "They were so nice and gentle and «civilized-particularly that
one," it gestured at Renard.

The Yaxa al nost spit. "Agh! Fools! Anybody w thout sponge that |ong would have shown signs!
You shoul d have known!"

"Come on, Woley!" Otega chided. "You're a fanatic, and with good reason. But, hell, we
weren't expecting this sort of thing. Everything's been nore than a little crazy around here
|ately."

The great butterfly's nostrils opened, and it actually snorted. "Oh, hell. Trust you to screw
things up anyway." It turned its great head, apparently on sone kind of ball joint for a neck
and | ooked straight at him "Gve ne the bastard s nane. He won't always be so clever. One of
these days I'lIl get him You know that."

Serge Ortega nodded, knowi ng that nothing could stop Wol ey except death. Sooner or later, if
that man surfaced at all, it would nail him

"Antor Trelig," he told the Yaxa.
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The creature nodded its great, strange head as if filing the information. Then it said, "I've
got to get back hone. Alot's going on. You will hear from me, though." And, with that, it
turned, not easy in the clinic's space with those great w ngs, and went out the door

"Good heavens!" Vardi a nanaged. "Wo is that?"

Otega smiled. "Sonebody you used to know. I'Il tell you sonetinme. Now we have nore urgent
work to do. W have to get these two through the Well, and | have to talk to the Council."

There was no Council chanber for the anbassadors. Al conmunication was done through
intercons, both for diplomatic reasons and to nake it easier on everybody. There wasn't much room
for everybody, anyway.

Otega sumari zed the events to date, adding, "l've put out tracers on the first batch, and
hope that anyone will report their whereabouts if they appear in your hex. Al Entries are to be
checked out. These people are tricky as hell."

The speaker cracked to life. "Ortega?" said a netallic, toneless voice. "This is Robert L
Fi nch of The Nation."

Otega couldn't suppress a chuckle. "I didn't know The Nation had nanes," he renarked,
remenbering them as communal - mi nded robots.

"The Nation has its Entries, too," Finch replied. "When it is matters concerning such, the
appropriate persona is selected.”

Otega let it go. "Wat's your problem Finch?"

"The wonman, Mavra Chang. Wiy have you left her with the Lata? Not playing any little games
again, are you, Otega?"

Otega took a deep breath. "I know she should be run through the Wll, and she will be, sooner
or later. Right now she is nore useful in her original form the only such Entry on the Wll.
I"1l explain all in due course.”

They didn't like it, but they accepted it. Oher questions followed, a torrent, nostly
irrelevant. The tone of nany was the usual, "it's not ny problem" and Ortega got the inpression
that others were not being very straightforward. But, he'd done his duty, and that was that. The
nmeeti ng ended.

Vardia, the Czillian plant-creature, had sat in in Otega' s office. There wasn't anything its
peopl e needed to know that they didn't already.

Except one.

"What about that Chang worman, Otega?" Vardia asked. "Wat's the real reason you're keeping
her under waps."

He smiled. "Not under waps, my dear Vardia. Al six hundred thirty-seven races with Zone
enbassi es know she's with the Lata. She's bait-a recognizable object that coul d snmoke out our
quarries.”

"And if they don't take the bait?" Vardia prodded. "The fact that she's a fully qualified
space pilot still in a formthat would be best for operating a spaceship wouldn't have anything
to do with your thinking, would it?"

Otega | eaned back confortably on his long coiled body. "Now isn't that an interesting ideal"
he responded sarcastically. "Thanks for the suggestion!”

If there was a sincere, honest, or straightforward bone in Serge Onega's nassive body, nobody
had found it yet.
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Vardi a deci ded to change the subject. "Do you think they'll do it-report the Entries, that
is?"

Otega's expression grew grim "A few mght. Lata, Kronmians, Dillians, Czillians, and
the like. Mst won't. They'll either try to bury themwhich would be a nistake on their part
they'Il live to regret, | suspect-or they'll go along with them Teamup any of them with an
anbi ti ous, gr eedy gover nment , and you've got the nucleus of that war | spoke about. An
alliance and a pilot to fly the ship. Even a scientist who nmight be able to help put the pieces
back together." He shifted slightly, turned to face the Czillian square on, and said: "And as for
Mavra Chang-if we've got her, we have sone control. If we put her through the Well, they've got
her. No fuel for the fire yet, ny dear. |It's going to get hot as hell all by itself wthout the
likes of you and ne pouring oil on it."

MAKI EM

He awoke and opened his eyes. for a nonent, he was confused, disoriented. Things didn't quite
|l ook right, and it took himhalf a mnute to remenber what had happened and what was supposed to
happen.

He had wal ked into that blackness in the wall, and there had been an odd sensation, |ike being
wrapped in sonmeone's enbrace-warm probing, enotional; a thing he had never felt before. A
drifting, dreaming sleep, except that he couldn't remenber the dreams- only the fact that nost,
perhaps all, had been about hinself.

| "' m supposed to be sonething el se, he renenbered. Changed into one of those weird creatures,
like the snake-man or the plant-thing. It didn't bother him really, that he was to becone
sonet hi ng el se; what he had becone, however, would shape his plans for the future.

There was sonething strange about his vision, but it took hima little thinking to realize
what it was. For one thing, depth perception had increased dramatically; everything stood out in
sharp relief, and he had the strong feeling that he knewto the tenth of a nillineter how far one
thing was fromhim and from anything el se. Colors also seened brighter, sharper; contrasts, both
between slightly different shades of the sane col or and between |ight and dark, were markedly
i mproved. But, no, that really wasn't what mattered, either

Suddenly he had it. I'mseeing two inmages! he thought. There was al nost an ei ghty-degree
panorama on both sides; peripherally, he could al nbst see in back of him But straight ahead
there was a blank spot. Not a line or a divider; it was sinply that what was absol utely dead
ahead was barely out of his range of vision. Hs nmnd had to be forced to recognize the | apse, or
he wasn't conscious of it.

There was novenent to his right, and reflexively his right eye shifted a little to catch what
it was. A large insect of sone kind-very large, the size of a nman's fist-buzzed overhead |ike
some small bird. It took hima little nmore tinme to realize that he'd noved the right eye
i ndependent of the left.

He put both eyes as far forward as possible. He seened to have a snout of sone kind; his nouth
was | arge and protrusive. He was conscious that he was resting confortably, alnost naturally, on
all fours, and he raised his hand up to his right eye to see it.

It was an odd hand, both strangely human and yet not. Four very |ong webbed fingers and an
opposabl e thunb, each ternminating in what appeared to be a small suckerlike tip where the
fingerprint would be. Looking carefully, he saw that there was a print pattern inside the sucker
H s hand and armwere a deep pea-green in color, with brown and bl ack spots here and there. The
skin | ooked tough and |eathery, like the skin of a snake or other reptile.

That's what | nust be, he decided. Areptile of sone sort. The | andscape was certainly right
for it: jungle-like, with lush undergrowth and tall trees that alnost hid the sun. Wat | ooked
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for all the world like a gravel-topped road cut through the dense vegetation. It was a road, and
very well maintained, too. In thick brush like this, one would have to have road crews worKking
constantly every hundred kilometers or so to keep the natural foliage back fromthe cleared

ar ea.

He had just decided to go over to the road and follow it to whatever passed for civilization
when anot her of those |arge insects cane by, perhaps two nmeters or nore in front of him Al nost
wi t hout thinking, his nmouth opened and a trenendously long tongue, |like a controllable ribbon,
shot out, struck the insect, and wapped itself around the thing. Then it was retracted into his
nmout h, and he chewed and swal lowed it. It didn't have nmuch taste, but the insect felt solid and

went down well, and it hel ped the hungry ache inside him He reflected curiously on his own
reactions, or lack of them It was a natural, normal thing to do, and it had been done
automatically. The concept of eating a I|ive insect didn't even bother himthat nuch.

The Well Wbrld changes you, all right, in nany ways, he thought. And yet-he was still Antor

Trelig, inside. He remenbered all that had transpired and regretted none of it-except flying too
| ow over the Well Wirld. Even that mght be turned to ultimte advantage, he told hinself
confidently. If such power could be harnessed in the service of those best able to use it, ones
like hinself, it nattered not what formhe was in or what he ate for breakfast. If the Wl
World had taught himnothing else, it taught himthat everything was transitory.

I wonder how | wal k? he nused, chuckling at the absurdity of the question. Well, the eating
had taken care of itself, probably that would, too.

He eyed the road and started forward. Mich to his surprise, his legs gave a great kick and he
was to it, unerringly, in two |arge hops-comng down after the first one in a snooth, fluid
noti on that already had himset for the next leap, and comng to rest in the |oose gravel with no
rolling, unbalance, or disconfort. It was fun, really-like flying, alnost.

He tried just wal king, and found that, if he used all fours, he could manage it with sone
effort, |like a waddle. Junping, or hopping, was the nornal node of |oconotion for this race;
wal ki ng was for the local stuff too short for a hop

He | ooked both ways. One direction was as good as the other, he decided; both ends of the path
di sappeared into the thick growmh. He picked one and started off. It didn't take long to cone
upon sone others. He saw them froma great distance off, once he realized that a |ot of the
rustling he'd heard in the wupper trees wasn't just birds and insects.

Ahead was a grove of giant trees alnost set off fromthe rest of the forest, a small lake to
one side. There were houses in those trees-intricate structures woven between the branches out of
sone straw or banbooli ke material that alnost certainly grewin the marshes

One of the creatures appeared in the | ower doorway of one of the houses, |ooked around for a
nmonent, then stepped out and wal ked down the al nbst ninety-degree angle of the trunk to the
ground! Trelig understood now what those suction cups were for. Very handy.

The creature resenbl ed nothing so nuch as a great giant frog, its legs incredibly |ong when
stretched out for walking, a light and snmooth greenish-brown texture fromthe |ower jaw down to
the crotch, the same rough spotted green el sewhere.

The creature went up to a | arge wooden box set on a stake near the road, sat up on its
powerful hind legs, lifted the lid, and | ooked inside. Nodding to itself, it reached in and
pi cked out several |arge brown envelopes. Trelig realized with some surprise that the thing was a
mai | box.

He approached slowy, not wanting either to alarmthe creature or to seemout of place. It
shifted an eye in his direction-its head was alnost too integral a part of the body to all ow
flexi ble novenent, but the eyes nmade up for it-and nodded politely to him He sensed that there
was anger in the creature's expression, but not directed at him

Trelig renenbered that Ortega had said that the Well would provide the |anguage. He deci ded
just to talk nornally.
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"Cood day, sir!" the new frog said to the long-tune resident. "A nice day, isn't it?"

The ot her snorted contenptuously. "You nust work for the governnent to say sonething like
that," he growed in a deep bass that was not unpleasant but that seened to originate from deep
in the chest cavity. The creature held up one of the envelopes. "Tax bills! Always tax bills!" he
al rost shouted. "I don't know how the sons of bitches expect an honest man to make a living these
days." The phrase wasn't really "sons of bitches,” but some |ocal equivalent, but that's how
Trelig's mnd understood it.

He nodded slightly in synmpathy. "No, | don't work for the governnent," he replied, "although I
m ght sonme day. But | understand and synpathize with your problens.”

That statenent seemed to satisfy the other, who opened another envelope, pulling out a |long
yel | ow sheet of paper. He glanced at it, then balled it up in disgust.

"Hnph! First they want your life's blood, then they ask you to do them favors!" he snorted.
Trelig frowned. "Huh?" was all he could nanage.

The frog-man tossed the rolled up paper slightly in his hand, like a ball. "Report any Entries
that you might neet to the local police at once," he spat. "What the hell do | pay all these
taxes for, anyway? So | can do their jobs while they hunch on their fat asses eating inported
sweet neats bought with ny noney?"

Trelig took the opportunity to glance at the tax bill. He couldn't read it, couldn't nmake any
sense at all out of the crazy and illogical nonpatterns there. Cbviously reading was not
considered a necessary skill by the Well conmputer

"You ain't seen no Entries, have you?" the man asked, not a little trace of sarcasmin his
voi ce. "Maybe we'll forma search party. Go out yelling, 'Here, Entry! Nce Entry!' "

Trelig liked him If he were representative of this hex's people, he would not find life
unbear abl e.

"No," he chuckled. "I haven't seen any Entries. Have you? Ever. | nean?"

The grouch shook his head slightly as a negative. "Nope. And never will, either. Met one,
once, a long tinme ago. Big, nasty-looking birdlike reptile from Cebu. Kind of a |ocal celebrity
for a while. Big deal."

Trelig was relieved to hear that Entries weren't boiled in oil or something, but the officia
notice that the man had received said that this was no ordinary case. Sonehow, he decided, they
were on to him At least, he had to act that way. And he wanted to check out the lay of this new
I and before revealing hinself, if he could. It mght be easier than he'd thought, considering how
automatically he was acting and how readily this nman had accepted him He hoped so.

"Been traveling far?" the man asked him

Trelig nodded. Farther than this creature could imagine.

"Headi n' for Druhon for the government tests, I1'Il bet," the frog-man guessed
"Yes, you guessed it exactly,” Trelig replied. "I've thought of nothing else since"-he started
to say "since | got here" but caught hinself-"I was very small," he finished. "At least it'l

give me a chance to see the governnent in action, no matter what."

That started the other off again. "The governnment inaction is what you'll see, but that's the
future for you. Shoulda done it nyself when | was young. But, no, | had to get into farm ng. Free
and i ndependent, | said. No bosses." He |let out an angry, snakelike hiss. "So you wi nd up being

run by the governnment, bossed by the government, taxes and regul ations, regul ati ons and t axes.
Sone freedom "

Trelig clucked synpathetically. "I understand you perfectly." He | ooked around, as if sensing
time was pressing and he had an appointnent. "Well, it was nice talking to you, and | w sh you
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better luck and nuch prosperity in the future, but | nust be getting on."

The man seened to appreciate the nice comments. "Been a pleasure, really. Sure you won't cone
in for a drink of good beer? It's only an hour or two nore to Druhon."

That was good news. Hi s cup was running over today. "Thank you, no," he replied. "I mnust be hi
the city. But I'll remenber you, sir, when I'mrich and powerful."

"You do that, sonny," the other chuckled. Trelig went on

He wondered as he continued what the old man had farned; there was no sign of fields or
cultivation of any kind. Best not to ask and appear too ignorant, particularly with a wanted
poster out.

There was also the matter of nmoney. He saw a nunber of the creatures as he went on, living
toget her hi groups or singly, on the ground, in trees, and even sone floating dwellings in the
countl ess | akes and marshes. AH wore no clothing of any kind, and he wondered where you' d put
money if you had it. He worried that there was sonme sort of identity systemthat woul d unmask
him But, no, he told hinself, technology was obviously primtive here. There were torch stands
all over, but not a sign of a powered light or device. Besides, if they had such a systemthey
woul dn't bot her sending out all those wanted circulars on him

More confident and proficient now, he stopped and tal ked to several others along the way. They
were nostly plain, sinple creatures, close to the soil. Fenales were slightly smaller and had
smoot her top skin than the males, their voices slightly higher and snoother, but they were
otherw se identical. He was a nmle; their comments told himthat, even wi thout the skin-texture
difference, he was a young one at that. That nade the first few days easier. He was expected to
be curious and not expected to know anyt hi ng.

But he learned. A casual reference told himthat the country, the hex, was called Makiem as
were the people. It was a conmmon, although not universal, practice on the Wll Wrld to have the
race nane and pl ace nanme coincide. He learned, too, that it was a hereditary nonarchy-whi ch was
bad. But the hex was administered by a large corps of civil servants chosen by nmerit as the
results of massive tests for their brilliance and aptitude fromany class or wal k of society-
whi ch was good. That neant that the king of Makiemwould listen to and take seriously advice from
anyone he considered qualified, thus decisions were alnost certainly nmade not by the royal famly
but by an individual or council who would be the best, greediest, nost anbitious and abl e people
hi the country.

Hi s kind of people.

Druhon, the capital city, was a surprise. First, it was huge-a great city, really, carved out
of the jungle and sitting on a series of lowhills that raised it slightly above the swanp. There
was a broad, clear lake off to the west, and it was crowmded with swinmrers. Trelig had been
feeling slightly itchy and unconfortable; now he guessed the reason. Although these were |and
people, they stayed very close to the sea that gave thembirth, and they had to return to it
occasionally to wet down their skins. Once a day, probably, although in all Iikelihood a washdown
with a hose would do as well.

Anot her surprise was the buildings thenmselves. Great castles and huge buildings of stone
showi ng superior masonry skills, and homes and busi nesses built of good handrmade brick nortared
so well that nothing would get through them Heavy wooden doors al so showed great craftsmanship,
and figures of brass and iron on gates, fences, and doors were evidence of a fine artistic skill
Considering that this was obviously a nontechnol ogi cal hex, these people had developed a really
surprising, nodern culture. His estimation of them and his optinmsm went up accordingly.

There was still the problem of noney. He wal ked the streets filled with stalls outside the
pl aces of business, with great frog busi nessmen and wonen hawking their wares and calling and
cajoling customers. And noney they did have and did carry. Watching the Maki em buying at the
stalls, he saw that they «carried everything they needed or used in then: nouths-the | ower jaw
area was flexible, roony, and, when he tested it with his own hand, had a thin, rigid flap
controlled by a snmall rnuscle In the back of the throat. Evolution had obviously placed it there
to store food for long periods. Civilization had given rise to nore practical and cosnopolitan

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (116 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:06 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

uses. The flap on the outside contained enough folded skin that one m ght not notice it, but
occasi onal ly people went by who |ooked |ike they had goiters. Trelig finally understood that it
wasn't because of physiol ogical differences but because they had a lot to carry.

The sights and snells of the city also excited him They were strange snells, odors that his
former self perhaps would have found foul or offensive, but they snelled wondrous and sweet and
new to hi m now.

And there were the tattoos, nysterious synbols drawn by sone device on the wunderbelly. Not
everybody had them nost of the farners he had nmet didn't-but a |ot of people here did. They were
synbol s of authority, he surmised. Policenmen, perhaps, and governnment officials. Sonehow he'd
have to find out what all those things meant.

The police, who were his first worry, were easiest to identify. He didn't know just how nany
people lived in this city, but it was easily a quarter-nmillion, nmost residing in four-storey
brick apartments entered by walking up the walls. That created pedestrian traffie jans. He saw
carts, lots of them noving goods fromone place to another, pulled by giant insects, |arger
than a Makiem that |ooked a lot |ike walking grasshoppers. Al this nmeant traffic control, and
so there were traffic cops.

He checked out several, |ooking particularly at the big synbol on their chests-a sort of
doubl e wheel with two diagonal crossbars. To be safe, he decided to act as if a double wheel with
any crossbars was a cop.

The city's size and conplexity gave himno small neasure of anonymity; he was just one of the
cromd. It suited himfor a while, although shelter would have to be attended to, and sooner or
later he'd have to face the problemof noney and food-there were no big, fat insects or groves
around here. He'd never stolen anything small, but it shouldn't be all that hard.

He checked out the nmassive stone buildings with the towers and the flags. Government buil di ngs
wi thout a doubt, the largest of which, with a tremendous ampount of inpressive brass grillwrk and
high iron spiked gates to snare the unwary intruder, was obviously the royal palace. At the gate
there were guards armed w th vicious-1ooking crossbows and pi kes, and an inpossibly conpl ex
synbol on their chests matched the ones wought in kon at regular intervals in the fence.

The royal synbol, obviously. He was |earning fast.

The itching was getting to him H's skin felt dry and unconfortable, alnmost as if it was ready
to peel off. He decided to head down to the big lake. It was a beautiful setting, particularly
agai nst the waning sun. A sparkling lake, fresh and surprisingly clean considering the nearhby
popul ation, dotted with nyriad islands and flanked by snmall but inposing granite nountains.

The | ake was sonewhat crowded, but not enough to cause real problens. He slipped into the
water with ease, and found it surprisingly cold. The chill lasted for only a few nonents,
however, and then, sonehow, the water tenperature seened to rise until it was just perfect. Cold-
bl ooded, he decided. It wasn't the water tenperature that had risen, but his body tenperature
that had lowered to match the water.

Swi mm ng was as easy as |eaping had been. His rear legs, large and thickly webbed, propelled
him and he floated naturally across the top of the lake. This, however, didn't get rid of the
itch on his back, and when he got out a ways he angled downward.

A strange thing happened suddenly. A nenbrane cane down over his eyes, transparent as gl ass,
yet totally protective. And too, his vision seened to alter, becom ng | ess depth- and col or-
sensitive but tremendously respondent to changes in light and dark. H's nose al so seemed to cl ose
off by internal flaps, but he experienced no disconfort fromnot breathing. He wondered how | ong
he. could stay under; quite some time, he thought, and decided to test it.

The | onger he stayed down, the |l ess he seemed to nmind it. He had the uncanny sensation that he
was breathing, slightly and shallowy, although there were no bubbles. No gills, either. He
finally decided that sonething in his skin could absorb a certain anmount of oxygen fromthe
water. It was not, as he found out wth time, enough for himto live underwater, but it was
sufficient for himto stay down at |east half an hour, perhaps nmuch | onger, before com ng up for
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air.

He canme up near one of the islands and | ooked around. The water felt soothing and confortable.
Lazily, he turned and | ooked back at the hilly city. It was getting dark, and |lights were com ng
on-and not just torchlights, either, although there were plenty of those. No, those strange gl ass
streetlights he'd seen were what he guessed they might be-gas | anps. These people were at the
peak of their technological limts.

The great palace, on the highest hill, was illum nated by torches and nulticolored gas |anps
al nost conpletely. It had a fairy-tale look to it, an air of unreality thatf he suspected, was
del i berate.

Rel uctantly, he headed back toward shore. Hunger was starting to creep into him and there was
much to do. He made shore swiftly, experiencing the slight shock of getting out of the water into
what felt, curiously, like alnost oppressively hot, thick air. H's body adjusted to it in
nmonent s, though, and he went on

He first | ooked for the inevitable |lowdive district conmmon to all big cities, but, after nuch
searching, he had to adnmit defeat. A |ot of neighborhood bars, with big frogs reclining on form
fitting cushions so they alnost sat up |ike humans, gul ping beers and other spirits from
enornously w de glasses with narrow stens. The gl asses had one gentle flat side, and you drank by
putting it to your nmouth and raising the glass while throwi ng your head slightly back

No di ves, though

What was m ssing, he decided, was sex. They just didn't seemto engage in it or be notivated
by it. No romantic couples, no advances-lots of friendly groups, mxed and not, but nothing at
all sexual. Even he, a mature and young Makiem had felt nothing particularly inside himwhen
near any of the females. Only the Comworlds where cloning was the normand everyone was an
i dentical neuter approached the sex-lessness of this society, yet there were clearly two distinct
sexes. It was a puzzle for later

In his wanderings, he found that he had waited too long. The streets were brightly lit; so
were the apartnents, with sone people relaxing on the street outside, others in their open
doorways or, fromthe sounds, on the roofs. There were regular beat patrol nen, too.

He decided to head toward the outskirts of the city, the direction fromwhich he'd cone. Maybe
sonet hing woul d present itself; if it didn't, well, he could always go back to that gl ade where
he woke up and chance that, if, as was likely, it was sonebody's property, he could use it as a
base tenporarily.

The fenmal e Makiem at first seemed al nost heavensent. She was obviously well-off, perhaps a
farmer just in the city for the evening. No tattoo. And young and very snall

And drunk out of her m nd

She couldn't hop; she could barely craw, rmunbling sonething to herself or perhaps singing
al t hough so badly and distorted that it sounded |ike the runbling and croaking it was even to
Trelig. She tried one |last hop, fell flat on her face, and rolled over into a ditch. A nice, dark
drai nage ditch.

"Ch, shit!" he heard her exclaimloudly. Then, a few seconds |later, he heard trenendous
snoring. She had passed out in the culvert.

He bounded over to her. His night vision was about the same as it had been as a human, and so,
though it was dark and shadowy-and nucky-it wasn't a hel pless situation.

She was |ying on her back, big bowlegs outstretched. He took a moment to study her. He'd
di scovered, by necessity and experience, how a Makiemwent to the bathroom and where, but by no
stretch of the imagination could that apparatus be sexual. There wasn't nuch of a clue with her
either. Afine little puzzle, he thought sardonically. |I know nost of what it's |like to be a
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Maki em except the facts of life. He turned to other, nore pressing matters. He carefully felt
her jaw pouch; it definitely had sonething in it, perhaps a noneybag. He hesitated an instant,
then shook her. She didn't wake up, didn't even react. He shook her harder. Still nothing.

Satisfied that she was dead to the world, he |eaned over and tried to pry her nouth open
And tried. And tried.

It was shut as tightly as if it were welded in place. He was about to give up when she gave a
great snore, and the nouth opened a bit as she turned slightly on her side. Carefully, he reached
inside- and felt a snooth, bone-hard plate that fit so exactly he couldn't even get a grip on it.
And then the nouth shut. She didn't wake up, it just shut, right on his hand. He tried to pull it
free, and couldn't. He spent the better part of half an hour trying to get his hand out. She
turned nore, alnost pulling himon top of her, but he couldn't renmove that hand.

He was al nbst in a panic, particularly when her ribbonlike tongue canme over to explore the
object. He felt its stickiness and felt it wap around his hand, wondering what he could do.
There were no teeth in the front part of the jaw, but there were three rows not far back. If the
tongue pulled his hand just a little bit nore . . . ! Then, nercifully, the tongue recoil ed and
her mouth opened. She let out a nasty hiss and turned sone nore. He alnost fell backward into
the ditch and cursed softly to hinmself, nursing his hand, which was now feeling bruised. She nust
not have liked the taste, he decided with thanks. He sighed, knowi ng now t hat personal robbery
here, unless it was arnmed robbery, was pretty near inpossible.

He thought things over. He could drift for a while, make do, but only as a beggar and a
fugitive. Force was out; he didn't know how to fight as a Makiem and they'd probably beat the
shit out of him Furthernore, be would not be able to enter Maki em society at his own pl easure.

The only thing left to do was to turn hinself in.

The guards | ooked bored. They sat there, notionless except for an occasional blink, as only
reptiles coul d-but they were very nmuch awake. Eyes were on himas he approached, and the
crossbows were arned and cocked in their hands. Still, they |ooked like nothing so rmuch as
st at ues.

He marched up to one. "Pardon ne, sir, but is this the royal palace?" he asked pleasantly. He
had no desire to fall into the hands of |ocal police or |ower-I|evel bureaucrats.

The guard stood still, but his eyes gave the newconer a once-over that could alnost be felt.
The guard's nouth didn't nove, showi ng once again that the sound-produci ng apparatus was
el sewhere, but he said, "CGo away, farnboy. No visitors except on Shrivedays."

"It is the palace, though?" he persisted.

"Naw, it's the headquarters of the |inbushproducers union," the guard responded sarcastically.

"Now, go away before you get hurt."

Trelig deci ded on another tack. He took a deep breath. "Are you still looking for any Entries
like the circulars said?" he asked casually.

The guard's eyes lit up with renewed interest. "You know of an Entry in Makien?" The question
was sharp, businesslike, but interested.

"I do," Trelig told him "Wo do | talk to about it?"
"Me," the guard replied. "If | like what you say, I'll pass it on."

Li ke fun you would, Trelig thought. Only if there was sonething in it for you. "Al right
then," he said flatly, resigned. "If you' re not interested then " He turned to | eave

"Hold it!" called a different voice, perhaps the other guard. The tone was comandi ng, and
Trelig froze, sniling inwardly.
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"If sonmebody else gets it, and it is an Entry, it'll be our skins
"Better we should take himto the old nman."

the new voice pointed out.

"Ch, all right,"” grunbled the first. "I'lIl do it. But what's in it for us?"

"I know what we're in for if he's okay and we blowit," the other responded. "Go on."

Trelig turned back around. "Conme on, you. Follow ne," the first guard nunbled resignedly, and
cane to life, turning and sl ow hopping with short notions up the brick-paved wal kway. Trelig
foll owed, feeling better. If, as Otega had said, all the races of this universe-and this world-
i ncluding humanity had sprung from a single source, all the races so created woul d have certain
things hi common reflecting their creators. Human nature was Antor Trelig' s life and profession
and it didn't matter to himwhat formthat hunman took.

They entered a side door of the palace, and went into a gas-lit roomthat was peculiar indeed.
A guard was on duty, and nodded slightly to his | eader as they entered.

Two walls of the roomheld a great many strange-looking simlar devices. There was a top part
that resenbl ed gi ant padded headphones, and a rubbery suction-cup device with a hole in the
center underneath. They were on spring-loaded coils of tubing of the same material. Above each of
the dozens of such devices was a plaque with sonething in that crazy witing.

Trelig watched curiously as the guard took the headphones and placed them over his head, just
behind the jaw joints where the tiny ear openings were. Then the suction cup was attached al npst
to the center of the tattooed insignia on its chest. The guard expanded his chest, letting go an
extrenely |loud and annoying runble.

Trelig understood the thing now. It transmtted direct sound to various points in the pal ace,
the hollow tube itself noving the air. He suspected the voices sounded hollow, tinny, and
terribly far away, but it worked. A primtive, nontechnol ogical telephone.

Nont echnol ogi cal , hell! he corrected hinself. These people were trenendously advanced
technol ogically. Everything that could work they had created, ingeniously.
"Yes, sir," the guard literally shouted, so loud that Trelig wi shed he had ear flaps to match

the nose ones. "Says he knows of an Entry, yes, sir." Pause. "No, nothing odd." Pause.
"Personally, sir? But-" Pause. "All right, sir. Right away," the guard conpleted the call

det ached the suction cup, which coiled back into its built-in holder, and replaced the headphones
on then: rack. He turned to Trelig.

"Come on, you," he grunbled. He foll owed the guard out.

There were no stairs or ranps, and Trelig had a bad tine when they reached a high opening,
four walls of bare, snmooth stone, obviously a junction for the hallways on the nultistoried
castle, and the guard sinply started wal king up the wall.

Trelig hesitated, then decided, hell, why not? If it doesn't work | think | can survive the
fall. Wat he had to do, he saw fromthe guard, was press his finger-cups solidly on the stone,
pull hinmself up, then use | eg-cups on the webbed hind feet to support himwhile he reached
farther up. If he managed it in a snooth series of notions, like clinmbing a |adder, it would be

effortless, but doing so proved awkward and slow for Antor Trelig. He was consci ous of the
guards' stares and chuckles in the corridor below, and heard the guard above growl, "Cone on,
you! Can't keep the old man waiting!"

He made it, with difficulty, to the third story, thankful that they didn't have to go any
farther. That took some getting used to. CGetting down, |ooking down the whole way, would be
worse. He put the thought out of his nmind

They passed by great roons, sonme sunptuously furnished with silks and fancy rugs and woven
tapestries. A few doors were closed, but, no matter what, the place reeked of opul ence. There was
a lot of fancy netal art, too, and nost of it wasn't brass or iron, either-it was solid gold,
often encrusted with jewels of anmazing proportions.
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Finally they entered what had to be sonme sort of reception hall. It was rectangular, but too
small to be the king's regular place. The ceiling was still a good ten neters high, and the walls
were draped with naroon and gold velvet curtains. There was a thick rug of sone soft fur fromthe
door sill to every corner of the room and a slightly raised dais near the far wall with the nost
confortabl e-1 ooki ng of those strange cushion-chairs he'd ever seen. He | ooked around, nentally
betting hinself that there was another entrance somewhere, probably just behind that dais.

He was right. The curtains behind the chair noved, and an elderly Makiem walked in on al
fours, got up on the dais, and turned, settling back onto the broad cushion-chair. The effect was
remarkably human, as if a man, |eaning about forty-five degrees forward in a chair were sitting
there. The old man even crossed his huge legs a little, and rested bis arns on two small wooden
adjustabl e rails.

The ol d one | ooked at the newconer critically, then | ooked over at the guard. "That will be
all, Zubir. 1'"Il call you if | need you." The guard bent its head slightly and wi thdrew, closing
the bi g wooden door behind him

The old man turned back to Trelig. "You know the whereabouts of an Entry?" he asked, his voice
crackling with energy. His skin was blotched and old and bloated, but this was a very lively
i ndi vidual, Trelig decided.

"I do, sir," Trelig responded carefully. "He has sent ne here to find out what is in store for
hi m before he turns hinmself in."

The ol d man chuckled. "Insolent, too. | like that." He suddenly |eaned farther forward and
pointed. "You're the Entry and you know it!" he snapped, then his tone softened again, becane
friendlier. "You are a terrible wall-clinmber, although a smoboth liar. 1'Il give you that. Now,

cone! Who are you really?"

Trelig considered his answer. He could be any one of several people, and perhaps be the better
for it. Either Zinder was out-he was too mature to be the daughter and not versed well enough in
technology to be the father. The same for Ben Yulin, and that woul dn't be much of an inprovenent,
anyway. Renard or Mavra Chang? The former wouldn't hold up-too slick at the start to pretend to
be a guard now, this old guy was no fool -and Mavra Chang woul d be conspicuous if alive. So the
best he could do was try and get into their good graces by the truth.

He imtated the guard by flexing his elbows so that his body |lowered to the floor, then cane
back up again. "Antor Trelig, at your service, sir," he said. "And who m ght | have the honor of
tal king to?"

The old man smiled slightly. A Makiemsmle was far different froma human one, but Trelig
recogni zed it. "Consider all the angles before you act, don't you, Trelig?" he said offhandedly.
"I could see all the possible Ilies going through your head before the truth cane out. As to who
am | am Soncoro, Mnister of Agriculture.”

Trelig barely suppressed a chuckle. "And the nan who really nakes all the decisions around
here," he stated flatly.

Soncoro liked that. "And what brings you to that concl usion?”

"Because the guard sent ne to the minister of agriculture, not the prine minister, king, or
even state security. You were his first and only choice. Those types know who's who."

Soncoro nodded. "I think I'"'mgoing to like you, Trelig. W're two of a kind. | like you-and
I"1l never trust you. You understand that. Just as you wouldn't trust me, in reversed
ci rcumst ances. "

Trelig did understand. "I'mnuch too newto be a threat, Soncoro. Let's say a partnership
until then."

The old man considered that. "Quite so. You understand what you have that we want, don't you?
And why we are delighted and relieved that you are who you are?"
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"Because | can pilot a spaceship,” the former syndicate boss replied easily. "And because |I'm
abl e to open up everything on New Ponpeii." Trelig felt vastly relieved. He had been afraid that
he would wind up in a water hex, or, if not that, in a hex whose government had neither designs
on New Ponpeii nor people |ike Soncoro. But then, he reflected, if we have a common begi nni ng,
the odds were always in ny favor.

Trelig | ooked at the old man. "You're going after the one in the North?"

Soncoro shook his head. "No, that would involve al nost insuperable obstacles. W |ooked at it,
of course. You went down a good ways in, in a nontech hex, so we would not only have to get to
it, and no Sout herner has ever been into the North, we would sonehow have to nove it close to two
hundred kilonmeters to make it flyable, then set it straight up so it would be well away before

the Well could snare it. And-this is equally inportant-to do it one would have to pass through a
nunber of hexes with life so alien one couldn't understand it, control it, or trust it; and in
sonme atnospheres that are lethal. No, |"mafraid we |eave your ship to the Uchjin."

"But the other ship isn't in one piece!" Trelig objected. "It was nmy owmn ship. It would break

up on the way in. The nine nodul es woul d be spread over half the Well Wrld!"

"They are," Soncoro admitted. "But, tell me, would you need all the nodules to nmake it fly
agai n? Suppose you had a fabricating plant capable of building an airtight central body? And a
coupl e of good electrical engineers to help do it right? Wiat woul d you need then?"

Trelig was genuinely amazed. "Wth all that-probably the power plant and one or two nodules to
make certain you fabricated the new parts correctly. And the bridge, of course.™

"Suppose you had the power plant and nodul es, but not the bridge?" Soncoro pronpted. "Could it
be done?"

Trelig thought about it. "Not inpossible, but a hell of a lot nore difficult. The conputer
gui dance is there."

The ol d man nodded again. "But we have access to pretty good conputers here. |If | understand
it, it's not the machine itself, it's just its abilities, prograns, nenory, and action tine."

"And interface with the power plant," Trelig added.

"Not insolvable," Soncoro pronounced. He smiled wickedly. "Wl conme to the famly."

"But where are you going to get all this?" Trelig protested. "I would guess that if you could
have a machi ne shop and conputers here, you' d have them"

"CGood point," Soncoro agreed. "But we won't be alone. What would you say if |I told you that
four of the nodules were within six hexes of this one, and the power plant was seven hexes away?
And that we had allies-a senmitech hex and a high-tech hex, with conplementing abilities?"

Trelig was intrigued. "But you're talking about a war!" he objected. "I thought war was
i mpossi bl e here!"

"For conquest, yes," the old nan adnmitted. "But not for linmited objectives. Dahla proved that
you coul dn't hold ground for any length of tine here. But we need only take it, take it long
enough to get what we want, and nove on. Sone.of the hexes are sinple, anyway. They will yield to
us or just ignore us. Only a couple of themw Il be problens.”

Trelig considered this, getting excited now. This devel opment was beyond his w | dest dreans!
"But the ship should have cone in at a definite angle. If five are attainable, then all of them
should be. Way limt it?"

"We're not the only ones in the gane," the old Makiemtold him "Qhers are npving now.
Perhaps we can deal later, but the power plant is the one thing conpletely beyond our ability to
construct. We have |lots of spacefarers, but they are technicians. You know how to pilot-but do
you know how to build a ship?”
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"No," he admitted.

"W haven't had a Type 41 pilot, though, in a very long tine. None we can get our hands on. |
assume that progress has made much of their skill obsolete anyway. Correct?"

"Probably,"” Trelig told him "The power plants, and therefore the know edge of what to tel
the conputers to do, have changed radically just in nmy tine."

"Then it's safe to say that only you, this associate, Yulin, and the woman, Mavra Chang, could
possibly pilot the ship properly?”

Trelig nodded honestly, although he was aware of how nuch that increased his value. "If there
are no human pilots here fromas recent as a century, 1'd say, alnost definitely."

Soncoro seened trenendously pleased. He | eaned forward again. "This fellow Yulin. Is he
trustworthy?"

Trelig grinned. "As trustworthy as | am™

Soncoro hissed. "As bad as that. That neans there's |ittle chance of a deal there, then
unl ess we get the power plant."

"You know where he is?" Trelig asked, anmazed.

"He is a Dasheen, and a nale, dam it all! That will give himpower there. The Yaxa are
already well along with their own plans, perhaps a bit ahead of us, and he will naturally ally
with themif he can. So, we go and as quickly as possible. Wioever owns the power plant owns it
all."

"Tell me two things," Trelig said persistently.

"Go ahead,"” the old man agreed.

"First, what woul d have happened if | hadn't materialized here as a Makien? You're talking as
if you were going to war anyway, it was all set up. Did you know?"

"Of course not!" responded the secret ruler of Makiem "The way things worked out only
simplifies matters. W woul d have seized the nodul es anyway and waited for one of you to cone to
us. You would have had to." His logic was unassail able. "Now, what's the other thing?"

"How do you have sex in this place?" he asked.

Soncoro roared with |aughter.

DASHEEN

Ben Yulin awke with a start and opened his eyes.

Hs first thought was that the pain was gone, and he had feeling over his whole body again.
That was a big relief in and of itself. But-where and what was he?

He sat up and | ooked around. Things were definitely different. He was slightly nearsighted and
totally color-blind. But he could see well enough to tell he was in farmcountry; there was bal ed
hay over there, nicely if crudely done, and fences and snall roads stretched off for mles in
squari sh patterns. It was flat country, too; although his vision blurred beyond five hundred
meters or so, he could tell where the I and and horizon net.

He | ooked down at hinself. Broad, nuscular, hairy long |legs that | ooked somewhat hunman
al t hough the feet were strange-very w de and oval -shaped and nade of a hard, tough substance.
There were breaks in the front of each foot, but he had no toelike control of them They were
obviously just there to provide sone flex when wal king. He reached out and saw that his arnms were
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westler's arns-trenendous, bul ging nuscles overlaid with a thin covering of stiff brown hair
The fingers were short and thick and seenmed to be nade of that tougher material in the foot, but
they were jointed in the right places and had an opposabl e thunb. He reached down to feel his
feet and tapped them They had a dull, thick, hard feel and sound to them He had al nbost no
feeling in his hands or feet, although the rest of his body felt nornal.

Hi s skin was brown and nostly covered in that short, wiry hair, although he perceived it as
dark gray. One look at his crotch told himthat he was not only a male but one of gigantic
proportions. That pleased him even if the thing was jet black. It was the biggest he'd ever
seen.

Hi s chest was covered with a mlky-white coating of the sane kind of hair; it was an even
shape that followed his torso. The body, too, was thick-set and powerful-1ooking; he flexed a
little and the nuscles bul ged.

This wasn't going to be so bad, he told hinself.

One reason for the nearsightedness, he realized, was that his eyes were set differently. He
put a hand up to his face-and found nore. He felt it carefully.

It was a huge head but perfect for his body. A thick, short neck, and a snout! Not a huge one,
but it jutted out fromhis face. He tried to focus in on it and sawit, a white-furred oval with
a flat top, jutting out maybe ten centineters fromhis head. It contained a soft, noist, broad
nose-incredibly broad, alnost the width of the snout-which he thought was probably pink, and two
huge nostrils with sone kind of flaps. There were al so whiskers flanking the nose -sharp, fairly
long, like extrenely |ong white pine needles.

H s mouth, under the nose, went the whole Iength of the snout. He felt around it with a broad,
flat, thick tongue. Lots of teeth, none of them sharp. He opened it, then closed it, then tried a
chewing notion. He found he could only chew fromside to side, which told himthat he was a
her bi vore. He knew now why they raised hay and wheat and the |like and who it was for

The eyes were |arge, set back fromthe snout, and wi de apart. Ears were sharply pointed, and
could be turned at will, he found. On top of his head was an enornous pair of horns. They were
part of his skull, no doubt about it, and they extended into wi cked points fromareas of the base
bone a good five centineters out fromeither side of his head.

He rose shakily to his feet and found that his head didn't feel abnormally heavy or out of
bal ance, although he couldn't turn it in any direction quite as far as he renmenbered being able
to do.

There was a | ast touch. He found he had a tail on sone sort of ball joint, a tail he could wag
and even whip to an extent. It was thick and energed fromhis spine, was probably an extension of
it. It was brown like the rest of himexcept his chest and snout, and it ended in a thick tuft of
soft dark hair. It was long, although it didn't quite reach the ground. He reached around, took
hold of it, and | ooked at it curiously.

I wish | had a mirror, he thought.

He started wal king, first over to the road and then down it. He wanted to find sone
civilization, sonewhere

It was a chilly day, although only the parts of himwth no hair, his nose, inner ears, and
genitals, told himso. There was sone kind of natural insulation here.

He spied a | arge nunber of what |ooked |ike people working hi a field, but they were too far
away for his reduced vision to really see. He considered going over and introducing hinself, but
he decided that that sort of thing could cause trouble, too. This m ght be private property, and
they mght not like trespassers. He decided to press on until he cane to a town or until he mnet
soneone on the road.

Despite the visual linmtations, his other senses were trenmendously heightened. Every little
sound, fromthe rustle of an alnpbst inperceptible wind to small insects off in a nearby field,
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were sharp and clear and could be |localized with unerring accuracy. Snells, too, both pleasant
and unpl easant, were nmuch fuller and richer.

He was hungry and wondered what he was supposed to eat. The fields contained the fodder, of
course, but they were al so obviously private, and the high, thick barbed wre discouraged casual
shacki ng.

He cane to a snmall intersection; a mnor road went off at a right angle to the main one. He
could see it led up to a large conplex of buildings, maybe several stories high with rounded
roofs of straw or some other material over good hardwood franmes. He wondered where they got the
wood; certainly not from around here.

He decided to chance it. As a newconer, he might be excused sonme indiscretions, if he were
careful enough not to get shot first. Let's see-what had Ortega call ed new people? Entries? Yes,
that was it.

Most of the workers or family seenmed to be out in the fields. There were obviously few seasons
here; sone of the fields had been harvested, sone were about to be, and one on his left had just
been pl owed.

He was al nbst to the house or barn, or whatever it was, when he saw his first fellow creature
cl ose up.

She-there was no doubt it was a she-was using a plane to snooth down a plow handle. She was
taller than he, with snaller head and | onger, nmore flexible neck. Her horns were shorter and nore
rounded, even at the tips. Facially, she did resenble a cow, although the head was not right,
more |ike a cartoonist's humanized cow than a real one. Her arns were also strikingly different
from his-tremendously Iong, with a double el bow that seenmed to be able to bend in any direction
Not double in the sane places, now, there was the el bow where the el bow should be, and then the
arm conti nued, trenendously muscular, to a second elbow near the waist. Al nost reflexively he
| ooked again at his own el bow, and saw that he'd been right; although thick and nuscl e-bul gi ng,
his armwas definitely the one-el bow type he'd been born with.

The final incongruity was that she wore a trenendous, |eatherlike apron tied just above her
waist. It bulged a bit in front, and at first he thought she night be pregnant, but as she
wor ked, side turned to him he could see that it concealed what had to be a |large, tough-Iooking
pi nk udder attached just above the waist.

She still hadn't seen him He considered clearing his throat but wasn't sure how to do that,
so he just decided to try conversation and see if he would be understood. At |east he woul d be
noti ced.

"Hel | 0?" he said hopefully.

She junped, turned, |ooked at him There was no m staking her mannerisns: shock and fear. She
screaned, dropped her tool, and ran off into the big building through a | arge wooden door

He coul d hear her still screaming and yelling inside and al so the sounds of other voices. He
decided that the better part of valor was to stand there and see what happened next.

What happened took exactly thirty seconds. The wooden door flew open with tremendous force, so
violent and |loud was the action that it shook the whole building. Standing there, a really nasty-
| ooking iron crowbar in his hands, was the master of the house.

He was slightly shorter than Yulin, but not nuch. The horns were huge, slightly curved and
poi nted; the head was massive and seenmed to sit atop the torso without a neck. He wore a cloth
kilt of sone soft material fromhis waist to just below his knees. H s huge, w de eyes sparked
fire.

"What the hell do you want here, he-cow?" he snarled derisively. "If it's a cracked skull,
just stay there another ten seconds!" He hefted the crowbar nenacingly.

Yulin felt panic rising in him but managed to control hinself. "Wait a ninute! | nmean no
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harm " he managed

The crowbar didn't nove. "Then what are you doing just walking into here stark naked and
pani cki ng good wonen?" the other returned, that menacing tone growi ng. But, Yulin realized, he'd
answered instead of attacking, and that nmeant reason could prevail.

"I"'man Entry!" he alnost yelled. "I just woke up in a field back there and I haven't the
slightest idea where or what | amor what to do next!" That was certainly the truth.

The big m notaur considered this. "Entry?" he snorted. "W have had only two Entries before
that | know of, and they were both cows. Doesn't neke sense to have a bull Entry." Still, there
was sonething that nade himhesitate. The crowbar |owered ever so slightly.

"I"'mBen Yulin," he tried, attenpting to sound friendly and not scared to death. "I need
hel p. "

There was sonmething in the newconer's manner that didn't seemright to the farmer. Yet he
sensed, sonmehow, the genuineness of Yulin's plea.

"Al'l right," gromed the man with the crowbar. "I'Il accept your story for now But try
anything funny and 1'Il kill you." He didn't let go of the crowbar. "Conme on in and we'll at
| east get some clothes on you so you don't have half the herd coning after you."

Yulin started toward the door, and the farmer hefted the bar again. "Not in there, you idiot!
Holy shit! Maybe you really don't know what's what around here! Just wal k around the house, here,
and 1'll follow"

Yulin did as instructed, and entered a different door in what seened to be a conplex
senmi detached fromthe larger buildings. It was an apartnent of sorts. There was a living room
with small fireplace, a bull-sized rocking chair of a finely polished hardwood, w ndows | ooking
out on the farm and, to his surprise, artwork and reading material. A nunber of very |large-sized
books in a print he couldn't read sat on two shelves, and there were pewer scul ptures, not only
of other minotaurs, both nale and fenal e, but of other, stranger subjects that inplied
surrealism Sonme etchings on the wall, actually black-and-white line draw ngs, showed farm
scenes, sunsets and other realistic subjects.

The fenal e scul ptures showed hi mwhat he'd suspected-the cow did have big udders, |ike bul ges
hangi ng down-and a couple of the sketches, or prints, or whatever they were were rather graphic
por nography. On top of a table near the rocking chair was a weird-1ooking nmechani cal device he
couldn't figure out. It was a box with a horizontal round plate that obviously rotated by nmeans
of a spring-driven hand crank on one side. A conplex brass device on a single pivot was nounted
to one side, and out of the back rose a tremendous horn-shaped device. There seemed also to be a
pl ace for another horn to fit on the front. Yulin couldn't inmagine what it did.

The man went into another room and seenmed to be trying to open some sort of cedar chest with
one hand while at the sane tine keeping his eye on the newconer through the doorway. Yulin
decided to stay stock still in the center of the room and do nothing at all

The ot her room was obviously a bedroom though. There was a wood frame there filled with a
strawm i ke material, and there were al so sone carelessly tossed blankets and an enornous stuffed
obj ect that m ght have been a pillow Thinking about his horns, Yulin wondered what happened if
you rolled over in your sleep

The farmer threw hima large cloth, and he caught it. It appeared to 6e nade of burlap, much
rougher and coarser than what the other wore. There had been rope drawstrings placed in it, and
Yulin got the idea pretty quickly of howto put it on

There was a thin, plain rug on the floor. "You'll have to sit there," the farnmer told him
pointing to a spot on the rug. "I don't get much visitor traffic here.” He sat down confortably
hi the rocker and started to rock gently.

"Now can you tell ne what happens next?" Yulin pronpted.
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"First you tell me about yourself. Wo you are, what you were, how you got here," the other
responded. "Then, if I like what | hear, 1'll help you solve your problens."

Yulin conplied, alnpst. He spared nothing, except his role in anything shady. He pictured
hinself as G| Zinder's assistant, nothing nore, forced by the evil Antor Trelig to do what he
did. He was convincing. Wien he got to the part about crashing in the North, the farmer's eyes
al nrost shone. "Been to the North, eh? That's kind of a romantic thing for just about all the
folks here in the South. Kind of exotic and nysterious."

Yulin thought that the South was sufficiently exotic and nysterious for him but he said
nothing. Hs story, however, was accepted. It was far too detailed to have been created out of
whol e cloth as a diversion. The farner rel axed.

"My nanme's Cilbar," he said, nore friendly now "This is my farm You're in Dasheen, which is
both the country and the nane of your new people. You' re a herbivore, so you'll never starve to
deat h-al though, as a civilized nman, you'll find that while eating stuff in the raww |l satisfy
your hunger, prepared foods are better. The hex is nontechnol ogical, so nachines don't work here
unl ess they're nuscle-powered. W got the nuscle, as you probably noticed."

Yulin admtted he had.

"I been around in ny youth," Cilbar continued. "Things are different everyplace, of course,
but our systemhere's a little nore different than nost. 1It's the biology that does it. W get
criticized by sonme other hexes, but that's the way things are.”

"What do you nean?" Yulin wondered.

Ci | bar sighed. "Well, a lot of races, they have two, maybe nore sexes. Your old one did.
There's sone differences, but basically they're variations of the sane critter. Brain power's the
sane, and take away the sex stuff and the bodies aren't that far different, either. Right?"

"I"'mfollow ng you," Yulin replied.

"Well, you nmighta noticed that we don't look like the cows,” the farner said. "Not just the
udder. We're snaller, squatter, got shorter single-elbow arns, bigger, different heads, |ike
that . "

"I did notice it," Ben Yulin acknow edged.

"Well, we are different. Don't know why. First of all, there's only an average of one male for

every one hundred females. That's why | was surprised not that you were an Entry but that you
were a male. You see?"

Yulin did. All the nore renmarkable since he'd gone through the Well as a biological fenale.
What was it Ortega sai d? The Well classified you according to unknown standards.

"Anyway, " Cilbar continued, "just froma social standpoint that makes nmales nore inportant
than femal es. There's |less of us, so we're not expendable. On top of that, we're a hell of a |ot
smarter."

"How s that?" was all Yulin could manage.

Ci | bar nodded. "Sone scientists froma couple of other hexes once canme in to prove to us that
it wasn't so. Al they did was bear out what we already knew. Their brains are |ess devel oped.
Trying to teach one to read is like trying to teach this chair. Oh, teach "emto do any basic job
and they'll happily do it for hours. Plow ng, harvesting, sinple carpentry, hauling and such
sure. Hell, tell '"emto dig fence holes and they'll happily do it forever until you call 'em
of f. Ask 'em how many hol es they dug and they couldn't tell you."

The green light of understanding went on in Ben Yulin's head. "You nean," he said, "that the
wonen do all the labor and the men run things?"

Ci | bar nodded again. "That's about it. The wonen built this farm but a man designed it. The
wonen work it, but | runit. Sane with the art, the books- all by nen for nen."
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Yulin was intrigued, and he thanked the Wel|l even nore that he'd cone out as he did. This was
the kind of place he was going to |ike.
"You speak very well, very cultured," the Entry remarked. "You have a |lot of education?"

The farmer chuckled. "Every nale gets everything we can give him | think we're a group of

spoiled brats, nyself. | often wonder what we'd have to do in a pinch if things get tough. Yeah
a son is special. He gets it all. Then, if he's got sone particular aptitude, like art, or
witing, or teaching, or trading, he takes it up. If not, like nme, he takes over sonebody's farm

when they get too old or too tired."

"There's a small popul ation here, then,"” Yulin surm sed.

He nodded. "Very small. About ten thousand farms, nore or less, with a bunch of small towns,
rarely nore than a few thousand in each, servicing them A nillion and a quarter tops, no nore."

"That means only a hundred thousand or so nales,"” Yulin pointed out.

"Probably less,"” agreed Cilbar. "I nay be way overestimating the nunber. W don't get around
too much once we settle down. One tine | renmenber sonebody saying in sone class that there were
only seven hundred fifty thousand Dasheen and seventy-five thousand bulls. Could be."

"And what happens if the new young bull has no useful aptitudes and no farms open?" Yulin
wonder ed.

"Thi nki ng about yourself, eh? A scientist in a non-tech hex! | can see the problems. Wll, you
can find a skill or job, do some traveling while you wait for an opening, like I did, or you can
pick a farm call out the owner, and fight himto the death, w nner take all."

Suddenly Yulin understood why the farnmer had been so upset at his initial appearance: he
t hought a young bull was calling himout.

"What kind of governnent do you have, then?" he asked.

"Asmall and sinple one," Clbar told him "Al the farners in a district elect sonebody to a
council. The towns elect one for every ten males. There's a snall bureaucracy to keep things
together, and we neet in energencies or twice a year for a fewdays in a small town named Tahl ur
in the center of Dasheen, where the training schools and the Zone Gate is."

"That's where | should head, then," the ex-scientist decided. "If | can get there w thout
starving to death or getting run through by sonmebody less willing to listen to nme than you."

Ci | bar | aughed deeply. "Look, they' ve called a council neeting for sone time next week. Qur
own representative, Hocal, will be going. I'll feed you, put you up for the night, and get you
i ntroduced to him That should solve that problem"”

Yulin thanked him This was too easy, he thought, and too good. There had to be a fly in the
oi nt ment sonewhere, and he waited for it.

Hocal wasn't the fly but he was the instrunent of it. He | ooked very surprised when Yulin was
i ntroduced to him

"That's what all this business is about!" he exclained. "You people really nessed up sone
t hi ngs! Never thought one of you'd show up here, though. Seens some folks want to talk to us
about reclaimng some of those parts of that spaceship. War's been runored. War! | hope we can
keep out of it, but we'll see. W're right in the mddle of things here geographically."

Yul in suddenly becane interested. "How s that? You nean the other ship, the one that came down
in the South here?"
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Hocal nodded, and got down a large map, spreading it out on the table in front of him It was
i ngeniously printed for the benefit of a color-blind race; it con-tamed all the details in
amazi ng bl ack, white and gray contrasts. Yulin could interpret it, but he could not read the key
or nanmes. He would have to cure that, he decided.

Hocal pointed a stubby finger at one hex. "Here we are in Dasheen," he said.

Yulin | ooked. They were close to the Equatorial Barrier, sonething Hocal translated as Cotyl
occupying two hal f-hexes at the Barrier; then Voxnmir to the northwest-unfriendly and i nhunan
Hocal assured him Jaq to the southeast-volcanic and hot as hell, too hot for a Dasheen to
survive; Frick to the southeast-they had crazy, fat flying disks with steamjets; and Qasada to
the southwest-fromthe description a highly advanced technol ogical civilization of giant rats.

"This is where the problemis," Hocal pointed again. Just bel ow Qasada and to the sout hwest of
Frick was Xoda, a land of great, fierce insects-and a nodule. "There's another in Palim bel ow
it, Aborn, to the southwest, and, nost inportant, only four hexes south, Gedenbndas, about which
little is known. The engines of the downed craft |anded there, and they are, as you wll

appreciate, the big prize. | suspect we'll know a |ot nore about Gedenondas before this is
finished."
Yulin nodded. "1'd think that one of the others- the rats, for exanple-mght nake a better run

for it," he noted.

Hocal agreed. "They should, but that's a funny area. The races in there aren't that friendly,
or, like the Palim have been, like us, peaceful too long to think of conflict. No, the trouble
comes fromway over here."

He pointed again far to the west, well beyond the far coast of the Sea of Stornmns.

"This is Makiem and up here is Cebu, and to the east is Agitar. Makiemis run by sonme clever
and ruthless politicians and is a nontech hex, as we are. Cebu is semitech, and its people have
the power of flight, which is particularly wuseful. Agitar is high-tech, and while we' ve been able
to learn very little about it, they seemto have flying ani mal s-which nmeans their range isn't
limted by their machines-and some natural abilities with electricity that transcend the Wel
limts. They have forned an alliance to get the ship parts.”

"But they couldn't use them even if they put themtogether, without a qualified pilot," Yulin
objected. "That's not a sinple rocket, you know. "
"W are well aware of that," replied Hocal, |ooking directly at him "The war was to be the

topic, but, | suspect, with you on hand, the discussion will be even livelier."

The trip was easy and made in less than two days. They went in a confortable coach pulled by
si x Dasheen cows from Hocal's herd, and they made better speed than Yulin would have believed.

Additionally, the tired pullers did everything for them cooking delicious stews, rubbing them
down, everything. Yulin | oved being waited on; he saw how easy it would be to get spoiled here.
The cows engaged nostly in small talk anong thenselves, occasionally playing childish sort of
ganmes with one another, but they carried out their jobs w thout conplaint, as if this was what
they were born to do and they were happy doing it. In deference to his host, Ben Yulin kept at a
di stance fromthem

They arrived at Tahlur at nidday to find nost of the other nmenbers already there. They were
taking nothing lightly, and grave discussions were already underway in the town's al ehouses. As
on the farmand road, the females did all the work-all the cooking, cleaning, serving, all the
basic labors. Yulin couldn't do anything for hinself. A cow was always there to get hima chair
to bring food or drink, to take himto a confortable roomin an inn, to prepare and clean
everything. They even ran to open doors for the nales.

Even though the service was easy to take, he wondered about it, about whether it was truly
mental inferiority or just a rigid social system They weren't autonatons; they tal ked and
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| aughed sonetinmes and sul ked sometimes and generally acted |ike people.

And there were the rings and collars. All the cows wore themlarge rings welded in their huge
noses, and brass collars welded around their necks, with snall hooks on the back. They were
di stinctive; they bore the marks of the herd the cow was from The fermales were even branded on
the right runp, he found, wth the herd-mark.

Did they ever get fed up and run away, he wondered. WAs that why there were so nany ways to
identify them as being out of place?

The towns had guil d-herds. There were guilds for the different classes of workers, and they
lived in dornms through the town.

He worried about this a little nore when he found out that the great quantities of mlk the
men consuned, gotten fromthe cows, was nore than supplenent. The males |ike hinself could not
manuf acture their own calcium They required alnost a gallon of the calciumrich nilk a day to
stay healthy, ward off arthritis, bone diseases, rotting teeth, and the I|iKke.

W thout cows, the men would die. Slowy, and in great agony.

That was why they and their systemwere so well known in other hexes. Young bulls waiting for
an opening often travel ed, sonetinmes wi dely. They could exist on alnpbst any native carbon-based
grasses, and their own systens purified natural water, so few provisions were needed. But the nen
were so used to being waited on, and their bodies so desperately dependent on the cow s nilKk,
that they had to take at least four cows with them He could inagine the effect this would have
on races that were uni sexual, or where sexual discrimnation was not present, or, worse, in a
matrilineal society.

But there was little time for such speculation. He was too busy being passed around,
introduced to the politicians, and discussing the crisis.

The council net the next day. In a conmunal society-nmoney wasn't even used here, everyone drew
hi s share-such bodies on a snall scale were normal. They elected a chairman w thout nuch probl em
and proceeded to the business at hand.

Usi ng maps, charts, and diagrans, the central bureaucracy explained the problem There was a
general sentinment to stay clear of it; it was none of Dasheen's business. Yulin they regarded as
a conplication; it was debated, nuch to his chagrin, whether or not to hide himaway, inprison
himfor the war's duration, or perhaps kill him None of these alternatives were seriously
consi dered by the council as a whole, much to his relief, but he was aware of danger here. Those
who proposed them were deadly serious, and sone of these hotheads m ght easily take such
solutions into their own hands.

On the third day of the conference little had been resolved, and Ben had the feeling that they
just loved to argue; they would never cone to any agreenment unless forced to.

But on the third day a newconer arrived who changed things. Its entrance was such that it
pani cked people on the streets, and the creature did little to reassure themafter conming to
ground. In the air it was nmagnificent and beautiful; a great butterfly with a two-neter
Wi ngspread, brilliantly orange and brown against a black body that still stood 150 centineters
when it landed in the street and stood on the rearnpost four of its eight long tentacles. Its face
was a |arge, black painted death's head, with great, eerie eyes that |ooked |like pads recessed in
the hard, dark skull.

The Yaxa, however, had been expected.

Its manner, its voice, was cold, hard, sharp, and cutting. It sent chills through those who
heard it. Even Ben, who had to have a running translation, felt it. Unlike the others he'd met on
the Well Worl d-the Dasheen, Ortega, the Anbreza, even the plant-creature-this one was different.
Not i nhuman, unhunan, as alien as those pai ntwash creatures of the North.

The Yaxa had a proposition.
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"First," it said, "let ne sumarize what the situation is to date. | have been able to keep in
touch on ny journey here as new devel opnents broke, and things are breaking fast.

"One-the Maki em have effectively allied and coordinated with the Cebu and the Agitar. It is
t he nost forni dabl e conbi nation of brains, opportunism and ability this world has ever seen
Boidol will give themtheir part of the ship to avoid the fight. There has been no tal king them
out of it. The Dyukasis will fight, but we have been unsuccessful in getting the Lata to come in
on their side or anybody else's. The Djukasis will take their toll, but they cannot hope to
defeat such an alliance. The Klusidians will neither yield nor fight, and you know what that
means. The Zhonzorp would fight if they had a chance, but they're very nmuch Iike the Maki em
nmentally. They may join the alliance instead, if they're able. Their hatred of the Kl usidians
will keep themfromgiving the aid those people need."

The creature paused, adjusting the giant maps it was using to illustrate its talk.

"Aborn is a nystery. You know its reputation: nobody who goes in ever cones out, and they
never man their enbassy at Zone. A question mark, but | don't believe that any race, whatever its
powers, can stop this march alone. If we're |lucky, the Obornians will slowthem as certainly

the Alestoli will. But think of what two flying races could do with even sonething as basic as
boiling oil. No, a sufficiently large force of themw ||l reach Gedenpndas, a hex that talks to
no one, has no enbassy, and contains too hostile an environment for nuch else. Even the Dillians

on the other side, who share sone nmountains, have been unsuccessful in talking to them They
don't fight-they just vanish. And that |[|eaves four nods and the engines in the hands of the
Maki em Cebu- Agitar alliance."

"But how will they ever get such |arge pieces of nachinery back to their hone hexes?" asked
one councill or

"The Agitar know their business," the Yaxa told him "They will bring along a nunber of good
engi neers. They wi || disassenble things, put themthrough the Zone Gates if they can't haul them
home, and then reassenble themin their owmn hex."

"They still couldn't fly it," another pointed out.

"Wong again," replied the Yaxa. "The Maki em have had the kind of good fortune that nakes one
doubt free will. One of the pilot-qualified Entries, Antor Trelig, is a Makiem He can and wil |
fly that ship-and further, he can enter the conputer conplex and use it up on the satellite. You
see? Qur very existence is in jeopardy!"

That got to them There was a runmble and roar, and it was several minutes before the chairman
could cal mthemdown. It was hard to tell, but the Yaxa seemed satisfied with his reception. It
had come on a diplomatic mission; its object was to scare themto death.

"But what can we do?" asked one councillor. "Send our people into battle with swords and
spears agai nst the Qasada? They'd chew us to pieces!"”

"They woul d i ndeed,"” the Yaxa agreed. "But you will have sone tinme and sone advantages. Yaxa
and Lanotien have united. The Lanotien are probably the best friends and deadliest enenies on the
Well World. The planet for which they were designed nust be a living hell. They are netanorphs-

t hey can assume any shape that they can see, linmted only by the fact that they cannot change
their nmass. Even that is not a true drawback because they are snmall. They conbine with one
another to create larger organisms. Twenty could nake a Dasheen so convincing you would be unable
to tell the difference. And there are ten nillion or nore Lanotien, in a high-tech hex. Wth them
we will shortly secure the highly inportant bridge nodul e of the downed ship from Teliagin. Then
the Lanotien will turn into flyers, and we will fly to Nodi Island in the Sea of Storms and
secure a second nmodul e. Then we shall cross the East Neck to Qasada. Wth Lanotien infiltration
and technol ogy, Yaxa flight and trained warriors, aided, perhaps, by bases and personnel in
Dasheen, we can take the Qasada and the Xoda, our two major problems. Palimis still in doubt;
they mght just allow us through. That puts us in Gedenpndas, a hex in which we Yaxa will be hard-
pressed to operate, but one in which a Lanotien-suppl enmented Dasheen force will be highly
effective. Need | tell you that this will give us the bridge and engi nes?" It turned, | ooked
over the bovine faces assenbled there. "And you have Ben Yulin, another pilot who al so has access
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to the satellite conputer.”
There was nore uproar. How could the Yaxa have known? They groaned. This changed everything!

The Yaxa had no ability to smle. Even if it could, Ben Yulin thought such a gesture would
shatter its face and personality. But there was evident confidence and satisfaction inside it for
its presentation.

Chal k one up for Well World intrigues, anyway, Yulin thought. This world bristled with spies,
pl ots, noves, and counternoves. The heretofore inpossibility of war had diverted nmen of such
m nds to nore devi ous neans.

The debate droned on and on, but it was evident that the outcone had been decided, and a | ate-
night formal vote made it official. Even Yulin spoke, assuring themthat he could indeed pil ot
the ship if it had so nuch as one nodul e between bridge and engi nes, and that he could, in fact,
get into Chie. H's enptions were excitenent m xed wi th apprehension. On one hand, here was a

chance, although a long shot, to gain conplete nmastery of New Ponpeii, Obie included, and perhaps
a key to the Wll. On the other, he saw the dark threat of Antor Trelig in that same position. He
did not paint Trelig's evil any too lightly; by the time he was through, the very nention of

Trelig inspired dread.

On the brighter side, all personal aninpsities were off. He was one of their own now,
suddenly. They woul d be the weakest nmenber of the alliance mlitarily, but the other nonstrous
partners in this coalition would have to depend entirely on a Dasheen to get there and get into
the conputer.

He was taken around where former enenies who had suggested his inprisonment or death only a
day before were now his bl ood brothers.

"He must have his own herd!" one big shot insisted, and they all agreed.
"Only a small one right now Later-anything he wants!" another stipul ated.

"How about one from each of the five service guilds in town?" a third suggested. "More
practical than giving himfarnmhands!”™ So he got five daughters, one each fromthe Metal workers,
City Service, Cooks and Waiters, Builders, and Housekeeping guilds-a perfect practical bal ance
of skills.

The Metal workers al so gave himhis own brand, distinctive ring, and collar. H's herd were all
young, all virgins. He found that there was a lot of tradition and cerenony associated with
uni ons.

For one thing, daughters had nunbers instead of nanes until they were assigned to a herd,
whet her farmor guide. The nmale, who was al ways called Master, would nane themin the cerenony,
then consunmate the union, which bound her to him She would then be branded, ringed, and
collared. The whol e process took five days.

He | oved every mnute of it.

In the nmeantime, subcouncils nmet, Yaxa canme and went, and a percentage of every herd in the
country was conscripted for mlitary training. This worried sonme of the nen, who wondered what
the effect would be when so nmany cows were taught the art of killing. But there was much at stake
here. As for the Yaxa, they didn't seemto find anything but anusenent in that worry.

The Yaxa, Ben |learned, were fermale. After they mated, they ate their male mate. It was al npst
the reverse of Dasheen, and he couldn't help but wonder if Yaxa presence m ght give somebody
i deas.

Ad TAR

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (132 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:06 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

Al t hough Renard didn't know it yet, the Wll Wrld nmust have a sense of hunor. The shock of
waking up in an alien land as something el se was nmuch greater for him he did not really renenber
anyt hing since waiting before a big plain for darkness so they could avoid the cycl opses.

He sat up and | ooked around. A nice |ooking place, he thought. Green trees here and there,
nice fields growi ng various vegetabl es-even signs of hothouses and other nobdern conveni ences.
There was a small service road near him obviously for farmvehicles going to the groves rather
than for through traffic, vyet it was nmacadam paved. He was definitely in a rural area, but this
was no primtive cyclops |and.

Far off in the distance was what appeared to be the ghostly skyline of a city. It |ooked kind
of strange, the buildings kind of twisted or pointed, but that was to be expected.

He had no doubt in his nmind that he was still on this strange world where they had crashed.
How he'd gotten here was a nystery; sonebody must have brought him that was for sure. Wy
couldn't he renenber? The sponge?

A sudden realization shot through him He felt good. Really good. Totally clear-headed. He
found he could renenmber things he hadn't thought of in years-and felt no trace whatever of the
sponge-longing or its effects. Al nbst wondrously he thought of Mavra Chang. She al one believed
that somewhere on this world sponge addiction could be cured, and she was right. He knew it, deep
i nside. He was free!

But where?

He rose to his feet and found hinsel f sonewhat out of balance. He fell forward, breaking his
fall with his hands.

It wasn't dizziness; it was bal ance. Sonething was wong. He |ooked at the armthat had broken
his fall. Short, stubby fingers with nails that | ooked nore |ike claws. A deep-blue skin-

He roll ed over and sat up again. He felt something funny when sitting this way, and reached
behind him It was |ike he was sitting on a rock

No he wasn't. He was sitting on his short, stubby tail
Hi s what?

He | ooked down at hinself. The skin was the deepest of blues, and thick and porous. At the
wai st a very thin curly body hair becane suddenly trenendously thick. It was |ike sheep's wool,
dense and curly. Except for being blue-black, his sexual organ |ooked fairly nornmal, which was a
relief. He was no longer taking anything for granted. But his legs, very thick in the upper calf,
were queerly shaped below, coming to a thin knee joint fairly high up, then going down to-

Shar p, shiny-black cl oven hooves?
What the hell was goi ng on here?

The hooves | ooked too snall to support his thick body. That nust have been why he'd fallen-no
| arge foot support. But-how was he supposed to wal k, then? Crawl on his hands and knees? O did
the knack conme with practice?

For a brief nmonent he thought he'd becone a cyclops. But, no, he had two eyes in the right
pl aces, and the feet and hair were definitely wong, as was his odd conpl exion.

He felt his head, wonderingly. Sharp pointed ears close to the scalp, but at |east where ears
shoul d be. Nose seened a bit large but felt normal. Even the teeth seemed normal. He'd |l ost six
at various points in his life and never had them put back; but they were all there now, although
the front ones felt a hell of a lot sharper and nmaybe a little longer, top and bottom than he
remenber ed

He had hair. He risked pulling a strand, and it was blue-black. It started in a V-shape in the
center of his forehead, then spread out on both sides of the horns-
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Hor ns?
Yes, they were there. Bony things, not long but sharp, and definitely a part of his skull.
Kind of a triangular face, termnating in a sharp, thick, pointed goatee.

Al right, Renard, think it through logically, he told hinmself. But it just wouldn't wash
There was no logic to this. Only facts.

Fact: He'd awakened in sone alien | and, cured of sponge, anatomically totally nmale, clear-
m nded, and in the body of sone alien creature.

Fact: He didn't know where the hell he was, what he was, or what was going on

VWll, he told hinself, no nmatter what, the only way to find out was to find sonebody and ask
There was that city out there in the distance. Even hazy snbg fromsone factory or other

He crawl ed on hands and knees over to a spindly tree a few neters away, and, grabbing it,
managed to get to his feet. He was top-heavy, no doubt about it. And yet, when he cal nred down and
considered it, he realized that his sense of balance was tremendous. Wth a little practice, he
could angle parts of his body differently, knowi ng sonehow that certain conbinations felt wong,
ot hers right.

In about half an hour he nanaged to stand without holding on to the tree. He did it
repeatedly, and the ability pleased him He also found that the tail went flush into the recta
cavity, so, when sitting, he didn't have to be unconfortable.

Wal ki ng, however, was a |l ot harder. After repeatedly falling dowmn he crawed back to the tree,
stood up, and resolved to succeed no natter what. He stepped out, going as fast as he could from
a standing start. To his surprise, he stayed up, making the weight and bal ance conpensati ons
automatically. When he came to a halt, though, he alnost always fell over again. Mre practice.

The Well World gave you the neans of adaptation to your new form although Renard didn't know
that. As the afternoon progressed, he got the hang of it nore easily than anyone shoul d have.

This was, he decided, a fast-paced culture. The faster you went the better control you had.
Still, he managed now to sort of half-run, and to stand still wthout falling on his face. It was
enough. Subtleties could be gotten later. He could nove on toward that city now

He followed the farmroad until it reached a dead end. He realized he'd nade the wong choice,
and retraced. At the pace he ran, he arrived at a main road before he knewit. Wiat a road! A
hi ghway, really. A highway w thout vehicles, but with |ots of people.

And the road npved.

It was a giant nmovi ng wal kway, and peopl e hol ding onto noving handrails noved along in ten
lanes in either direction. The mddle two | anes were reserved for comrercial traffic; |arge
boxl i ke containers with odd synbols and sonetimes graphics noved there on their own wal kways, and
he wondered how t hey got them off.

Two ot her things struck himimrediately. One was that the people wore clothes, which caused
hima real problem The nmales wore shirts and sonetinmes |ight jackets, with briefs to cover the
net her regions. The femal es-well, that was another thing. He had heard the term "opposite sex"
for years, but this was the first tune the difference was graphic.

Bl ue-skinned all, fromthe wai st down the fenal es appeared roughly human. Ch, they had the
little tails, too, and their feet seemed to be a bit broader and nore solid than human feet, but
human enough. They nostly wore pants and sandals. But fromthe waist up-

They were goats.

Wl |, not exactly, he decided. The head was a rounded triangular shape with a long | ower jaw
running its length, and their noses were black and located at the end of the upper jaw. Their
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ears were the same pointed type as his own, and their horns short and nore rounded than the

mal es. Over the entire upper torso was that thick, woolly blue hair that was his fromthe wai st
down; the female's arnms | ooked like a goat's forel egs except that they termnated in long, thin
fragil e-1o00ki ng hands.

They all had what appeared to be very |large human breasts, al nost gargantuan, and covered with
either brightly colored bras or tied halters. And he got erotic, sensations |ooking at them Not
just at the breasts, but at all of them It amazed him He began to realize just how nuch he had
becone this new creature.

The I ack of clothing concerned himnost; obviously if he stepped out into that traffic he'd
cause a stir. Nowhere was there any evidence that nudity was nornal or accepted.

He sat back down in what appeared to be a fruit grove to think. He was hungry; if he was going
to skulk around or wait until dark to try and bargain for a pair of pants, he'd need sonething to
sustain him He eyed the large, orange fuzz-covered balls on the bushes around him He'd seen
peaches on New Ponpeii; he knew they didn't grow on bushes |like this, but he suspected that
t hese were cl ose enough, and very edible, since nobody would grow the things like this to poison
anyone. He reached over and picked one.

There was a crackle and a pop, and he felt sone sort of release inside him that seened to flow
into his hand. The peach crackled; it was cooked solid, and suddenly very hot. He dropped it with
an oath. He felt a dull burning sensation in his hand, but it wasn't from whatever had cooked the
fruit but rather from the fruit heating up

What el se? he wondered, both curious and anxi ous.

He carefully reached out to pick up another fruit off the bush. He felt the sensation rising
within him and fought it. It seemed to subside, go down. He picked the thing and ate it. It
tast ed good.

Trying to figure out what had happened, he reached over and probed the cooked peach; it was
still warm Sonehow, he thought, ny body contains hundreds, perhaps thousands of volts of
electricity that can be discharged and renewed. He instinctively knewit, and the success he had
in fighting the power the second time, when he expected it, showed that it could be contained or
di scharged at will.

He pi cked up another peach, put it down in front of him and kind of let the sensation flow,
touching the peach with his index finger. He felt the sensation rise, flowinto his arm down it,
and there was a slight crackle and the peach started snoul dering.

Where does that energy conme fron? he wondered. He considered the thick upper calves and
thighs, and the trenmendously dense hair there. That might well build wup a static charge, he
t hought, particularly with all that running. A charge transferred to his body, to some sort of
storage, discharging only when that body willed it.

I could possibly electrocute sonmebody by shaki ng hands with him he thought in wonder.

He found he could feel the energy, even feel a slight loss after a discharge. It could be
routed to any part of his upper body. Tal k about a shocki ng enbrace!

He was still experimenting when a sharp voice said behind bun, "If you're all through trying
to burn the field down, will you kindly get up and tell ne why you're sitting in a fruit field,
stark naked, frying peaches?"

He turned with a start. It was a nal e-whatever else he was. There was no m staking his nanner
the club and radio on his belt.

He was a cop

They had radioed for a | ock-up cart, and it arrived. They hustled himinto it, and it rolled
down the noving roadway snoothly, bunping only when it reached a junction point where two belts
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met .

How you got off or on the roadway was sinple. There was a small set of casterlike wheels
attached to the underside, and they, in turn, were attached to a basic electric notor.

The cops provided their own electrical power.

They rolled to a halt inside the police garage and took himout. A fenmale desk sergeant, her
goat | i ke head inpassive, punched information into a conputer and asked hi m questi ons.

" Name?"

"Renard," he responded.

"Odd nane," she commented. "Place and date of birth?"

"The city of Barentsk, on the planet Miuscovy, August 12, 4412 N.D.," he answered honestly.

She stopped typing and | ooked at him "You trying to be funny?" she asked. The two nale cops
flanking himdidn't | ook amused.

"No," he told her, trying to sound sincere. "Honest. Look, | crashed here in a spaceship,
sonmewhere in a place inhabited by giant cyclopses, and then | woke wup here. | don't know anyt hi ng
nmore than you do."

She remrmi ned i npassive, that rigid face incapable of showi ng enotion, but she said, "Less,"
cryptically, and punched sonmething on the terminal. There was a flip-flop on the screen, and a
new printout appeared, line-by-line. She nodded, |ooked at the two cops.

"He's an Entry, all right. One of the drug addicts."
"You sure,"” one of the cops responded. "He just looks like a Class-One nut to ne."
Renard felt insulted, but decided not to press the matter

"Look," the desk clerk said. "Take ny word for it. Get sone clothes for him fromthe | ockup
and then take himup to Lieutenant Ama's office. I'Il call ahead."

They reluctantly agreed, using the age-old principle of uncertainty: when you' re not positive
of your own position, pass the buck. They gave him sonme unconfortable, tight-fitting briefs of a
bright-white color, and a white T-shirt that was too |arge and obviously had been worn by a
| egi on of people before him The bright-white was obvious: the contrast with his deep-blue
conpl exi on was spottable a kil oneter away. Jail clothes.

Li eutenant Ama was a typical bored servant of the people who didn't like problens in his
district. He also wouldn't answer questions of any kind, although he asked a nunber, obviously to
make sure that Renard was indeed who he said he was. Nobody el se would talk, either.

He sat there for hours. He knew what was happeni ng-at | east he hoped he knew. Anma was calling
his superior, who was calling his superior, who was-and so forth, until somebody deci ded what to
do with him

Wll, they fed him anyway. They even showed hi m how you touched different points on the netal
plate set in the wooden base to cook anything you liked how you liked it. He discovered that nen
were the cooks here. Wonen couldn't do it-didn't have the electrical capacity. They were,
however, as inmune to electrical shocks of any kind as the nales. Renard wondered idly how you
made | ove around here wi thout burning the house down.

He slept in an unlocked cell, and by the mddle of the second day he was wondering if he'd
been forgotten.

He hadn't. A little into the afternoon, they cane for him Big guys-bigger than he was,

anyway. It occurred to himthat, since everything was to scale, he had no idea how big he was.
Coul d be ten centinmeters high or four neters high
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Anot her trip, nmuch longer this time, and then into a huge building that was shaped like a
pyramid but with mnaretlike towers all around. Into another office, this one obviously a big
shot's, and nore questioning. They had no doubts he was who he said he was; the questions were
quite different this tine.

Most of them were about Antor Trelig.

He told them everything; he held nothing of his hatred back. He described the man who ensl aved
so many to terrible drugs, the depravities of New Ponpeii, Trelig's mad anbitions. They took it
al | down.

And, finally, they answered some of his questions.
"Where am | ?" he asked.

The interrogator, a slighter-built man who wore gl asses, thought a nonent. "You are hi Agitar
and you are an Agitar."

"I"'mstill on the planet where | crashed?"

Slowy, they told himthe story of the Well World, the hexes, and sone of the problens his
arrival had caused.

"You can't pilot a spaceship, can you?" the interrogator asked hopefully.

"No," he adnmitted. "I was a teacher of classics and a librarian and sonetimes a guard for
Trelig's prisoners.”

The man thought for a minute. "You must understand our position in relation to you. Agitar is

an advanced, technol ogically based hex. There is nothing electrical, |I believe, closed to us,
stenm ng fromresearch on our own bodies. Science is king here. Now we prepare for a war, a war
for those spaceship parts vyour party brought down. And here you are-totally illiterate,
possessing absolutely no skills of use to us. Now you are an Agitar for the rest of your |life.

You're young, strong, but little else. You nust be fitted in here, and when we | ook at this
conpilation, the only usable quality you possess is a famliarity with weapons and the ability to
shoot straight.”

"Where are the others who came in with me?" he asked, not liking the direction of the
conversation. "I would like to get in contact with the worman, Mavra Chang-"

"Forget it," the other told him "She's in the hands of the Lata, and, although they've stayed
neutral so far, they are alnost certainly philosophically, naybe actually, in opposition to us."
He sighed. "No, | think there's only one place you would fit in now, and it'll do you good, work
you into Agitar society with discipline."

They drafted himinto the arny.

They gave himtwo weeks of strict, intense basic training. There was little time to think, and
that was as it had been planned. Still, barracks life nade himsone friends and filled himin on
the rest of what was going on. For one thing, he found out that Agitar was allied with Makiem a
hex whose dominant race were giant frogs, and Cebu, a race of flying reptiles of sonme sort.

He al so | earned that Antor Trelig was a Maki em

That depressed him The ultimte irony. To escape from New Ponpeii, beat the sponge on a new
and alien planet, and wind up back serving Antor Trelig again. WAs the Wl | conputer |aughing?

The training was tough but fascinating, though. In hand-to-hand, an Agitar male would sinply
el ectrocute his opponent. Al though the average energy stored in an Agitar male was severa
thousand volts-still enough to be lethal-it could potentially store up to sixty thousand volts!
An incredible figure. Overload was inpossible, but if you were fully charged, any additional
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energy would be inmediately released. The static electricity al one woul d never generate a
terribly high voltage, but it was actually possible for an Agitar to absorb additiona
electricity fromartificial sources or even things like lightning rods. They were totally i mmne
to electrical shock; they could not electrocute one another, but they could actually transfer
stored-up energy between thenselves. There was a rather unpleasant class on how to absorb the
energy from a dying or recently dead conrade.

Shooting was easy for him the rifles were different fromwhat he knew, as were the pistols,
but all such weapons basically operate on the sane principle: aim push here, and the energy or
projectile cones out there.

Sorrehow, one never unconsciously di scharged, even while sleeping. He wondered about that,
worried about the fact that the first time he had done so involuntarily, but they assured him
that it rarely happened. But beds were nade out of nonconductive, energy-absorbing materials,
just in case.

He al so learned, indirectly fromhis barracks-mates, about the opposite sex. They were snmart;
on the average, a little smarter than the nen, sone said. Sex was comon and frequent; the Agitar
were a horny bunch. But there was effective birth control, plus the Wll nonitor of the
popul ati on, so nobody felt inhibited. Marriage was unknown. If you wanted a child, you just found
a female that wanted one, too-or vice versa-and had one. If it was male, it was the father's
total responsibility to raise it. The fenale mght stay, mght walk out. If it was fenale, the
reverse was true

There were wonen in the arny, too. Because they could not hold a charge or discharge, they
were never front-line troops, but they handl ed everything else. Mst of the upper officers,
including the bul k of the general staff, were wonen, as were nost of the technicians.

The war was not popul ar. There was sone chil di sh ent husi asm born of never having actually seen
what a war was |ike, yes; but nost people didn't.get overly enthusiastic about it. They saw war
as a necessity. A nasty couple of races-the Yaxa and the Lanotien -were even now noving to get
the ship parts as well, and they had Ben Yulin under their control to fly it. Better a fully
charged Agitar at Antor Trelig's side walking into Ohie than a bunch of terribly alien creeps
under a not certainly controllable Ben Yulin.

After two weeks, they transferred himto Air. It wasn't a pronotion, really; Ar went in
first, and took the brunt of front-line casualties. Renard al nbost gasped when he saw what Air
meant. Not planes or sleek ships, no. They were horses. Large, great horses with trenmendous
swanl i ke wi ngs along both sides of their sleek bodies. As a classicist, Renard recognized them as
the enmbodi ment of the | egendary Pegasus, and they were truly grand. They came in all col ors-
brown, white, pink, blue, green. There was no end to the variety.

And they flewtrenmendously, gracefully, with an Agitar on a saddle, his legs strapped in, on
soaring wi ngs. They were somewhat fragile, since they had hollow bones, and he never did quite
understand why they flew, but they did and that was enough. They were al so much smarter than
horses. They responded to verbal commands, slight kicks, pulls on the reins- and they were easy
to train, considering their riders had their own shock prods.

He was assigned one i medi ately. A beautiful, intelligent animal, green in color. The first
time he went up, he had an instructor in front and all sorts of fancy instrunments. But, the
animals were easy to fly, and by the third day Renard was doing |oops and swirls on Donm, the
horse's nane, as easily as if born to it. They were a natural pair, Agitar and pegasus; they
bl ended together |ike one organi sm

And there was the tast. It was a steel rod, about three neters long, coated wth copper, wth
a sword-1ike copper hilt. Wth an Agitar nmale holding one, it was an electrical conductor of
remarkabl e efficiency. It was also thin and fairly light for the well-nuscled arnmns.

In a nontechnol ogi cal hex, or even sone others, the tast was an ultimte close-contact weapon,
where pistol or rifle either could not be used or would not work

At the end of three weeks they told his class that they weren't really ready, should need six
nmore weeks, but that this was all the training they were going to get. As it was, they woul d have
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to catch up to the war.
Renard deci ded one thing-had decided it |ong before, when he found out about Trelig.

He was not going to die in Trelig's service.

LATA

Anot her dizzying ride on the Kromm ans had taken Mavra to Lata itself.

It was a fairyland cone to |life. The Lata had no cities as such; they were spread out along
wooded hills and forest glades. Small shop groups pernitted the necessary trade and services, and
there was a nunber of universities, research facilities for those so minded, and places for the
artisans, for Lata were an inherently artistic race.

It was al so the only asexual bisexual race she had ever seen. They all |ooked identical to her
except for the colors; all like meter-high girls of nine or ten, and all spoke in lyrical
musi cal bells. It was an eerie feeling for her, who had al ways been so small in a world of

giants, to suddenly be the tallest person around.

They were all born without sex; they matured after fifteen to twenty years into biologica
femal es, each capable of laying just one egg, which hatched on its own in a few days. Then, over
a two-year period, they changed. Femal e organs vanished, and nale organs grew in their place.
They were then nmale for the rest of their lives.

She asked Vistaru why there were so many females if that was the case. The girl-even though
mature, it was inpossible to think of the Lata as other than girls-had | aughed. "Wen you change,
you get ol der,"” she'd replied.

Mavra ultimately found out that fermales aged at a rate only a fraction that of males; it would
eventually catch up with you, of course, but nost put it off as long as possible. Spend forty to
fifty years as a ten-year-old flying pixie girl, then have your egg, then have another thirty
years as a nale, growing older inside.

That's why the mal es seened to be the | eaders here. They were older, and had nore experience

Mavra Chang felt nore at ease now than at any other period she could renmenber in her life
except those glorious years of marriage and partnership. There was no pressure here; the people
were wonderful and warm There were no threats, no natural enenies, and, as a high-tech hex, no
want of material confort, either, although they seemed to have nade | ess use of their technica
capabilities than other places she was told about. They didn't need it: they were happy.

The stingers, which could kill-they described the venom ng process as sonething Iike an orgasm
were their extra edge agai nst nei ghbors who might think the frail and tiny creatures easy prey.
It totally paralyzed for a long period, depending on the victims size and weight, and too nuch
of it could kill. Less than a dozen races had proven inmune to it, and the Lata hadn't had to
test their power nuch in a |long while.

As for Mavra herself, they made new clothing for her to her design, of black stretch cloth,
and a heavy coat for cold weather wear. They also cleaned her belt, replaced the strap, and
marvel ed at the conpartnents and gadgets it contained. The same with her boots; they were too
worn to be useful, but the gadgets had survived, and a new pair was brighter, shinier, nore
flexible and confortable-and even added a few nore centineters to her height.

They al so untangl ed her hair, cut, conbed, and trimmed it in Lata fashion, |ong and sleek on
the top and sides, short in back. Wen they tested the venom in her nails, it fascinated them
bi e had made a bi ol ogi cal adaptation of nechanical injectors; and the systemwas, said the
medi cal peopl e, amazing and conplex. They got her to try the hypno | oad on a Lata vol unteer, and,
much to her surprise, the stuff that had failed on the cycl opses worked on the Lata.
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She lived with them for several weeks; it was a peaceful tine. The nedical people fitted her
with a translator, a tiny crystal fromthe North that was patched in at any one of several points
i nside her body in a painless, mnor operation. This would allow her to understand, she was told,
anyone on the Wll Wrld, and anyone on the Well World could understand her. The devi ces were not
common or cheap; the operation had been nandated and paid for by Serge Otega.

She was both delighted and di sappoi nted: delighted in that she could now speak to and
under stand these wonderful people; disappointed in that their speech, when translated, lost its
wonderful nusicality. It sounded like plain old Confederation plain talk with bell-Iike
undertones. Furthernore, the translator was in and of itself a reninder to her that she was not
really a free woman, but a captive. These nice people were doing things in their own best
political interest, not hers.

Vi staru expl ai ned the problemto her, now easier since she could speak in her own |anguage and
be understood. "You are a pilot," she pointed out. "The Yaxa-Lanotien-Dasheen alliance is on the
move. So is the Maki em Cebu-Agitar one. W don't want war. We want that ship destroyed. But we
must have sonmeone around who understands it, just in case-as long as the threat remains.”

As long as the threat remains. Mavra wondered how | ong that woul d be.

The map told the story, along with daily war reports. The great sphinxes of Boidel had traded
their nodule for peace, going as far as bringing it to the Agitar border. Ganbling that the war
would end in no profit for all concerned, they had elected to pass.

In the North, the great angry butterflies of the Yaxa had poured boiling oil on Teliagin
vill ages and forests, and the Lanotien had spread panic as Teliagin cy-clopses suddenly cane
apart into fifty or nore smaller creatures who disrupted everything from behind. The Teliagin,
primtive and fearful, surrendered quickly. They allowed the Yaxa and Lanotien to drag the bridge
nmodul e across the Lanotien border on great carts, eventually helping in the process. The Yaxa
were al ready heading across the Sea of Storms on great wings, first to Nodi |Island-a peaceful hex
i nhabited by a race described as resenbling giant wal king nushroons-to receive a sea-| anded
nmodul e bei ng brought to themby the dol phinlike Porigol next door. There, on the Nodi beaches,
Lamotien technicians carefully disassenbled the nod, and hel pl ess Nodi allowed the parts to be
shi pped to Zone through their Zone Gate, and thence on to Lamotien. Qasada would be next for the
Yaxa al |l i ance.

In the South, Djukasis was giving fierce resistance, but it was only a matter of days, the
reports said. The great bees' hives were being hit by the pterodactyllike Cebu, while Agitar
airmen on great Pegasi zapped the Djukasis fromthe air with their tasts.

Upset, Mavra asked repeatedly why the Lata would not go in to help the D ukasis, whomthey
i ked and had been friends with for centuries. They always shook their heads and gave the sane
answer .

"I'f we hurt one arny without hurting the other, the other has that much nore chance of
achieving its goals. W nust remain neutral until there is some sort of action we could take that
woul d end not one war, but all war."

In the neantime, Mavra Chang felt nore and nore a prisoner in a pixie paradise as events
passed her by.

DIUKASI S

There was a storm coning. They could see it in the billow ng black clouds, hear the distant
t hunder, and al nost feel the gl ow of approaching Iightning.

The Agitar commander | ooked at the scene and nodded approvingly. "A fine day to end this
nmess," she said to the field officers, the nen who would | ead. "There is nmuch charging potentia
there."
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"Enough to knock the nounts out fromunder us," nuttered one officer glumy, wondering why
commanders who never had to go into battle thensel ves were always so cheerfully optinistic when
expl ai ni ng what other |ives should buy.

She sniffed. "No defeatismtoday, Captain! You know as well as | do that the |last and your own
bodies will absorb the force. The saddles are insulated. The beast is used to mld shocks. No,
conditions favor us. The siege of the Djukasis Zone Gate conplex is well along; knock out the
rest of their aerial defenses today, and the froggies will easily take it over in the rain."

They went back to tell their nen.

Renard, too, was watching the storm approach, with far different thoughts in nind. Over the
past week he'd becone a good fighter, but electrocuting those bees sickened him He did it only
because, if he did not, they would kill him with their projectile weapons and stingers,
suicidally if need be. But, those bees were people defending their hones.

He was al so scared. Those bees weren't fools; they had |l earned, too, that they could turn nore
qui ckly than a pegasus; hit the nount in the rear, out of reach of the Agitar rider, and the
beast plunged to its own and its rider's death. That had al nbst happened to himtw ce now, it had
happened to nost of his friends already.

Captain Bir was sarcastic but professional. "The final assault this tinme, for sure, boys," he
told them w t hout any conviction whatsoever. "Sane deal. We're supposed to go in just ahead of
the storm Wen it hits, you'll draw additional charges. Try and get in to the hive itself, give

themall the juice you' ve got. Fry it. As soon as the stormhits, clear out when you' ve shot your
wad. The froggies will drive in with the rain.”

"But that'll leave themw th no air support, sir," one of the nen pointed out.

He shook his head. "That's D-Conpany's job. No, we get the easy part. Just go in ahead and
kill everything we can, then get out of there." They chuckled nirthlessly, knowi ng that their job
was the deadly part. "No," he concluded, "just renenber that you'll have an easy retreat. They
can't fly in the rain as we can. If it's good and hard, just let your mount bring you hone."

Renard nodded with the rest, a plan forming in his mnd. He'd seen earlier in the day at the
captain's tent a map of the overall route of march. He'd renmenbered fromthe nonent he'd heard it
the official's statenent that Mavra Chang was in a place called Lata. The captain had been
arguing with another officer, and he'd pointed to the map on his tent wall, saying, "W can't
flank that far north, Suo! That's Lata, neutral territory!"

And it had been northeast of their present position, about a day's flight. The pegasus
woul dn't mind rain. It liked rain and storms, with the Agitar to draw the lightning fromit.
Water rolled off the animal with ease, not weighing it down at all. If that stormwere fierce
enough, and he had guts enough, he told hinself, he was going to desert.

"Ckay, boys! Let's mount up!" the captain called. One last battle, one nore battle.
Here we go, all right, Renard thought grimy

To the Maki em on the ground, and to the great, red-eyed flying triangles that were the Cebu,
it was an awesone sight, even taking into account their different concepts of what was grand. The
stormwas close now, the sky was filled with great bl ack-and-orange billow ng clouds that runbl ed
and flashed, like lights flashing briefly, across the panorana.

Agai nst that cane the Agitar, tiny specks at first, then growing until they could be
i ndi vi dual 'y di stingui shed across the stormtossed sky. Great horses of nany colors, broad
swanl i ke wings flapping gently in the rough air, in V-shaped fornations-dozens of themin the
| eadi ng wave, then dozens nore behind, protecting the flanks.

They came in fairly low, the maxi mum altitude of the pegasus was between fifteen hundred and
ei ghteen hundred neters, and they generally stayed lower than that as a safety margin-in this
case much lower, due to the upper-air turbul ence, perhaps no nore than three hundred neters above
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the ground troops.

Pt erodactyl | i ke Cebu, red eyes blazing, noved off behind the Maki em ground troops to provide
additional cover for the inconming Agitar. Each of the great giant reptiles wore a harness with
twi n harpoon tubes that could be aimed and triggered by a flick of the head, then dropped down to
be rel oaded from quivers strapped to their undersides.

The Maki em coul d al nost feel the great beating of those wings as they passed just overhead,
and sonme of the giant frogs cheered both in optimismand to release the tension fromtheir own
i mpendi ng j unp- of f.

The eneny, its forces depleted by near-continuous battle, its reserves pulled in fromNorth
and South, waited until the |ast nonment before challenging. Their only hope was to get inside the
Cebu defensive screen and strike the great pegasi down by bullet or stinger, even though the
latter nmethod woul d mean their own deaths as well.

The Agitar were in sight of the objective now, the nonstrous hive half above ground rose over
thirty meters in the air. It had been badly damaged by cannon fire and past aerial attacks, but
it had stood, torn though it was by great gaping holes and scars.

Fromits thousands of tiny black pockmarks there appeared to be sone sort of reflection of the
stormflashes, and it was-fromthe great, huge, nultifaceted eyes of the defenders, who now rose
in highly organized, tight-knit swarms to neet the coming foe. The two sides were joined in | ess
than a m nute.

The bees were huge, over a neter long, with nmenacing stingers to match. But the stingers were
al so an integral part of their backbone; to use it was to break it off-thus breaking its back and
causi ng death. They depended first on their weapons-projectile-types, since theirs was a senitech
hex, contained in |arge boxes |ocated under the thorax, operated by one of the eight flexible,
claw i ke legs that furred bl ack and gol d creatures possessed. Spring-wound, they could fire ten
rounds a second, with a two-hundred-shot cartridge.

Actual ly, the bees' greatest problemin aerial conbat was their sem -autonatic weapons; they
had to be careful in the increasingly rough air to keep from shooting one another down as well.

The tactics were sinple. The bees forned a solid wave; the front line waiting wuntil it was hi
easy range of the Cebu screen and the first line of Agitar, then opening fire. Wen they were
spent, they would drop down and slow, letting the onconi ng swarm pass over them so the next row
was clear for a shot. If the progression went well, they could drop back to the hive for
additional cartridges and rejoin the back row But their forces were badly depleted; once the
line had fired, it then becane a series of free agent aerial soldiers, coning up from bel ow

The Cebu's harpoons were not as efficient as the Djukasis' nachine guns; but, facing a swarm
they could hardly mss. Their objective was to knock holes in the fornmation, then get into the
m dst of the swarm where great, sharp, teeth-filled beaks could rend and tear in quarters too
cl ose for the machine guns to do any good.

The runbl e of the quickly onconing stormand the tremendous air turbulence it created started
to tell on both sides as they struggled for bal ance.

The bees' leading |Iine of nachine guns started, and sonme of the attackers were hit, falling
fromthe sky, to be replaced by those fromthe second and third waves so the formati ons were
mai nt ai ned. The Djukasis' aimwas off; they were having real problens renmaining stable in the
stormtossed air, and sonme were partially spun around still firing, knocking holes in sonme of
their own nunbers.

The Cebu took advantage of this, rushing up into the holes, firing then- harpoons into soft
Dj ukasi s bodi es, then spearing, ripping, and tearing through the ranks while trying to avoid the
lethal stingers. O the eighty-four Agitar in the |eading conbination, only seventeen still flew,
yet the formations were tight and steady as the places of the fallen were taken by those behind
Despite the Cebu's effectiveness, sone of the Djukasis were penetrating now

Renard had just nmoved up into second wave position behind the | eaders, and he didn't have tine
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to think. A great black-and-gold body suddenly swept up into his viewon his left, and he swung
hi s own harpoon projector over and fired w thout thinking. The missile struck the giant bee, and
it went down without a sound.

There were nore of themnow, they were flying directly into the swarm now too close for the
Dj ukasis to use their nmachi ne guns but close enough for close-quarter conbat.

Suddenly the Agitar drew their tasts and energi zed them They did not have to spear the eneny,
only touch him that seenmed easy to do; everywhere you swung the rods there seenmed to be
D ukasi s.

But not enough D ukasis, not any nore.

In past attacks over the previous three days, a new swarm had popped out of that hive at the
| ast minute, and they had been unable to get directly into or on it. Now the situation had
changed. On either side of the saddl e sat canisters of a highly flanmable |iquid; now, for the
first time, they were able to dunp it onto the hive.

They made their passes and dunps; going back up into the still fierce aerial conbat, then
| ooped again. More horses, nen, and pterodactyls fell fromthe sky, but ten suicidal defenders
fell for every one of the attackers, and, unlike the attackers, they had no nore reserves. The
| eadi ng edge of the Agitar then noved in again, very lowthis time, so close they could see the
i npassi ve faces of the flightless workers peering out at the grimbattle fromthe cells and
doorways of the hive.

The Agitar tied thin copper wire to the hilts of their tasts and prepared to throw, being
careful that they didn't get tangled as they noved away.

Firing was conming fromthe hive, but it was internmttent after the fuel dunp; the burning
snell and feel of the liquid had driven them back under where it had hit, and the stuff now
pretty well saturated the top of the hive

The copper wire unreeled, ten nmeters, twenty, as the |eading second wave was covered by, but
not followed in by, its backups. The Agitar were nearing the linits of the wire reel, and, when
the mark was reached on the reel, they energized the wire with their hands.

Energy flowed along the wires; electricity followed its natural pathway in this senitech hex.
Though only the Agitar would hold a charge here, it was enough

Where the tasts had stuck in the hive in places that had been wetted down by the flammble
liquids, and despite Djukasis efforts to get the tasts out and throw themto the ground, the
energy charge struck

It only took one.

The liquid burst into flame with a roar; a chenical fire that even the oncom ng stormwould be
har d- pressed to sl ow.

The Maki em on the ground cheered as the blue-white flane and bill owi ng snoke showed success,
and they grasped their own weapons and prepared to charge, rain or no.

Wth sudden explosive fury, the stormhit, turning the/field in front of the hive to a | ow
visibility quagnire hi seconds. The Makiem who liked rain and nuddy weather, |eaped for all they
were worth.

As Renard turned fromthe hive, amazed at the fact that he and Doma were still untouched as it
was, he felt the stormhit. For the first time he started to think, instead of act on instinct.
If he just relaxed, he knew that Doma would fly back to the base canp; the horse had an unerring
instinct for getting back to where she had started from Looking around in the driving rain, he
was just barely able to make out the Djukasis trying to get back to the hive but being knocked
out of the air by the force of the rain. A Cebu alnost panicked him flying across directly in
front, but it was on a different errand. The great flying reptiles weren't nuch better in the
rain than the Ojukasis, and were going to ground fast.
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The water beaded and rolled off Dona's back. Yet there were severe updrafts and downdrafts
that the great horse could not avoid, so it was a rocky ride, snoothed only slightly by the
horse's apparent ability to see changes in air pressure. Wien Renard saw the directi on Dona was
taking, a million doubts assailed him If he deserted, he would have to fly through the teeth of
the storm perhaps battle isolated back-country Djukasis on his way. And, once in Lata, he'd be
a castout, a nman who could never go hone again.

But he felt little loyalty for the Agitar, although he liked themas individuals. He could not
get away fromthe fact that, behind all of the terrible carnage he had w tnessed and had been a
part of, there was the grinning, self-satisfied egonania of Antor Trelig.

And Mavra Chang. Sonehow, he knew, she had saved him sonmehow her unwillingness to be defeated
had kept himalive. For what? To be killed in the next battle, in the next hex, in Antor Trelig's
cause?

No! his mind shouted to him Never! He owed her, and, in a different way, he owed Antor Trelig
sonet hi ng, too

So he gently pulled and turned the great green pegasus to the right, far to the right, and
headed into the fury about him

SOQUTH ZONE

The Czillian, Vardia, entered Ortega's increasingly cluttered offices, a nass of conputer
printouts and diagrans clutched in its two tentacles. Ortega was just switching off from an
i nt ercom comuni cati on and gl anced up as the plant-creature entered.

"New dat a?" he asked, sounding nore resigned than happy at the prospect.

Vardi a nodded. "We have run the projections through the conputers at the center. Things don't
| ook good."

Ortega wasn't surprised. Nothing | ooked good any nore. "Wat have you got?" he asked glumy.

The Czillian spread out the charts as well as sone diagrams. Ortega couldn't read the nornal
Czillian originals, but the conputers at the great university and research center in the plant
hex had provided translations in Uik. He studied them expression becom ng increasingly grim

"Ship design certainly has changed in the past three hundred years," he comented.

"What did you expect?" the Czillian asked himcurtly. "After all, there were periods in the
past histories of many races when they went fromprinitive barbarismto space in less tine than
that."

Otega nodded. "But it would help if | could understand nore of the design theory," he said
wistfully. It didn't really matter, though; the conputers could followit-and if the conputers
could followit in Czill, then the conputers of, say, Agitar or Lanotien or a hal f-dozen others
coul d, too.

"They made the sectional cuts in just the right places," Vardia noted. "The pieces were barely
| arge enough for the Zone Gates, but they all fit-and we could hardly stop themby rights
anyway. "

"Or force, either," he pointed out. "No wars in Zone, eh?" He | ooked again at the printout
collection. "So the power plant is the only thing we couldn't nanage here? They're sure now?
Wonder why?"

"You know t he answer," Vardi a responded. "The plant is sealed and works off principles we
don't know. W could create a power plant, of course, but alnpbst certainly not with sufficient
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thrust to clear the adjacent nontech hexes before they caused shutdown. You know what a miserable
failure even our little attenpts w th cameras have been. Mwving a nass this size is, | think
beyond us. It's built into the Wll to keep us here. But the size of those engines must indicate
power. They could do it, if trajectory at |launch was nearly straight up."

Otega admitted the possibility. He had to-it was sitting there in mathematically precise
bl ack and white in front of him "But to nake it work they'll need the programmi ng,"” he objected.
"That means the Yaxa or nothing."

"Bull shit, and you know it!" the Czillian shot back, displaying uncharacteristic enotion. "So
maybe it takes the Agitar a couple of years to jury-rig a replacenent. More likely they'll either
deal or steal what's needed. You of all people should know what politics and espi onage on the
Well World is Ilike. You have Yaxa agents, Dasheen agents, Maki em agents, Agitar agents-probably
agents of half the races on the planet."”

Otega didn't reply. Being true, it wasn't worthy of a retort. He just sniled, but it was not
a satisfied smle. Al of his old friends, all of those who owed himor were in his pay, had
provi ded a great deal of infornmation. But no results. Mire, he was well aware that the Yaxa would
cheerfully double-cross their own parents to get in on the deal, and the Lanotien were as
trustworthy as rats in a cheese factory. Woever got the power supply would, politically, be
able to put all the pieces together, he felt sure. He wasn't the only conpetent backstabbing
puppet-master politician on the Wll Wrld, only the ol dest and nopst experienced.

But the Czillian printouts indicated the worst froma technical standpoint: the sections had
separated intact. They had | anded, for the nbst part, in reasonably good shape. Disassenbly where
necessary had been professional, know edgeable, and at the right points.

"What's the war news?" Vardi a asked apprehensively.

He si ghed. "The Djukasis were tough, but they were whipped. Klusid doesn't have a nodule, but
it does have atnospheric problens for them It's a fight going around, but there's a very heavy
ultraviolet radiation in the Klusidian atnosphere. It's what nakes things so pretty and yet so
strange there. Their atnosphere has protected them fromthe Zhonzorp. But, | think the Maki em
have managed a deal with the Kl usidians through an alliance with the Zhonzorp. The need for
passive radiation shielding will slow themdown, but the Klusidians aren't able to withstand the
alliance fromthe west and those two-|egged crocodiles fromthe east. They'll give in, since it's
only free passage they're seeking. Wth Zhonzorp having both a nodul e and a key position, they'l
be natural allies. The Agitar don't like them but the Makiem and Cebu are interested because
the crocs are another high-tech hex, and can help see that the goat-folk don't do any doubl e-
crossing thenselves. 1'd say the whole force of themw |l be at the borders of Aborn within ten
days at the outside, with Zhonzorp handling nost of the resupply problens.”

Vardi a | ooked at the map. "Only two hexes from Gedenondas. What about the Yaxa?"
Otega sniffed in such a manner that it was evident that there was nore bad news.

"Whil e the Yaxa got the Porigol nodule back, the Lanotien infiltrated Qasada. It only takes
six Lanmotien to create an exact duplicate of those little rodents. Sabotage, false infornmation-
and really effective, since the Lanotien are high-tech thenselves and knew where to throw
everyt hing out of gear. The Dasheen cow army wasn't a big help, but it caused additiona
contusion, and its Yaxa advisors had done their jobs well. There's still hard fighting there,
though; it may be a week or even two before they get through. The Yaxa will deal with the Palim
they're great at that. Another five, six days to nove through Palim with their stuff, maybe one
nmore to get the Palimnodul e out, and they're on the GCedenondas border."

"So the Yaxa will get there first," the Czillian concluded, staring again at the map.

"Maybe, maybe not," Ortega said. "Depends for one thing on the strength of the Qasada
resi stance, and on whether the others listen to the Zhonzorp. |1'd fly over Alestol ferrying
everybody in a continuous airlift. The air is wunconfortable, and it stinks, but the Alestoli are
barrel -shaped nmoving plants that emt a variety of nasty noxi ous gasses. You can't talk to them
but they have no air capability whatsoever. If the Maki em Agitar-whatever alliance can push
through A born, 1'd say that it mght be a dead heat."
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Vardi a | ooked at 4 born. "Wat do you know about the place?" it asked curiously.

The bi g snake-man shook his head. "Not nuch. No anbassador | ever knew about. Sealed itself
off fromthe outside world. Anybody who tries to go in never conmes out. They're mamual s t here,
air's okay, and my stuff says that they're a semtech hex with light nagic capabilities, whatever
that nmeans. You gotta watch those magic types. Al sons of bitches or fanatics-if there's a
difference. Even Zhonzorp goes around them but | can't imagine the nost powerful hex on this
pl anet standi ng agai nst the kind of conbination roaring in there. A nagic hex tends to rely on
its magic too nmuch for its defense; a good bullet stops a good spell every tinme when you're
out nunbered four to one by now well -seasoned troops."

"So either one has a crack at being first to Gedenondas," the Czillian nmused. "And what about

t hen? Anyt hi ng?"

Ortega shook his head. "Nothing. Very high nountains, cold, and snowy nostly. They live high
up. They're big-Dillians have seen them but only briefly. Big suckers, three neters, all covered
in snowwhite fur, alnost invisible against a snow field. Big four-toed clawed feet. They shun
all contact, but if you goin too far, they'll drop an aval anche on your head."

The relief map showed a mld plain at the Al estol -Pali m Gedenondas border, then trenendously
hi gh, faulted nountains, four to five thousand neters nmany of them Rough, cold country.

"Any idea where in Gedenondas the engine nmodule fell?" Vardi a asked the snake-nan

Serge Ortega shook his head. "No, not really, and neither do they. Not on the plains area,
though." He hesitated. "Wait a minute! Maybe | do!" He rummaged through a bunch of papers,
cursing and fussing. Papers went everywhere, until he finally cane across a tattered yell ow sheet
of lined notepad. "Here it is. The Agitar plotted the nass and shape of the nod fromthe pieces
they already recovered, checked climatol ogi cal data and such, and cane up with the probable
| ocation. About sixty to a hundred kiloneters inside the northeast border, give or take ten. In
the nmountains, but still a needle in a snaller haystack."

"How in the world did you get hold of-" the Czillian started, then decided questioning Otega
wasn't worth it. He'd only lie, anyway. "Then there's not only the possibility of a search, but,
if they find it, there's a fifty-fifty chance that the Gedenondas will either let themtake it
out or try to destroy them That's not a body to be deterred that easily in the latter case."

Otega nodded. "They're funny people, but we just don't know. That's the problem W need to
know. We need to send sonebody in there to try and talk to the CGedenbndas, ahead of the arnmies,
i f possible. Maybe they' |l run away, maybe they'll try to kill them but we have to try. Warn
them ahead of tinme. Ofer to-"

Vardia turned and faced him "To take the engines off their hands, perhaps?"
Ortega shrugged. "Or, failing that, to try and destroy them"

Vardi a woul d have sighed if it could. Instead, the Czillian asked, "Wo do you have in mnd
for this suicide mssion to the frozen wastes? Count ne out. | go dormant under two or three
degrees centigrade."

He chuckl ed. "No, you had your fun once. O one of you did, anyway. No, | don't like what I'm
thinking, but it keeps com ng up the sane answer. There's only one person qualified to inspect
the engi nes, decide if they can be noved, or, failing that, know how to destroy them beyond
repairing."”

Vardi a nodded. "Mavra Chang. But you said she was too valuable to risk!"

"And so she is," Ortega admtted. "It's a calculated risk, | agree. But she's the only one who
can do the technical end of the job for us. W'll try and mnim ze the risk, of course. Send sone
ot her people along with her for protection, not expose her to any needl ess risks."

"From what you've said of her, | doubt that sincerely," the Czillian replied skeptically.
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"But, all right. It's cone down to this. W have been passive observers, and we'll continue to be
passi ve observers watching the Trelig or Yulin bunch blast off for the satellite unless we do
something. | agree action is called for. | only wish we'd done sonet hing sooner.™

"Sooner, none of us thought either side had a prayer of actually naking it," Otega rem nded

the plant-creature. "Now we know it's possible. It's now or never."

The Czillian turned. "I'Il notify ny population and our friends as discreetly as possible. You
will assenble the personnel, | assune?"
Otega smled. "OF course-subject to Czillian Crisis Center's approval, of course.”

"OfF course,"” Vardia echoed, not at all certain it nmade any difference.

Ortega went back to his nmaps and was soon talking to hinself. Xoda was out; the Yaxa would be
there. That left O born. Damm!

LATA

He'd taken two days to get to the Lata border, although Donma could have gotten himthere in
one. The great horse would never let on, but it was alnmpst worn out, and Renard had set down as
soon as they'd cleared the stormand he felt far enough away fromthe war to be safe.

He had no provisions, nor did this land provide any. Dona could eat the |eaves of trees and
the tops of tall grasses, though, and there was water, so he felt she could survive. Lata was the
only idea in his mnd; he would wait to eat there. Agitar were omnivores, too; if Mavra Chang
coul d exist there, so could he.

He had a couple of close shaves before he made the border. Sone of the hives had |eft skeleton
guard forces, and he was occasionally called upon to fight, but such action was scattered and
usual |y broke off when he turned to avoid conbat. There were too few of themto get drawn far
fromthe hives.

Still, he was feeling nmentally and physically exhausted, drained. His internal charge was down
to a mere pop, and he wondered if a certain anbunt of stored energy was necessary for his body.
Probably; it filled sone need in his now alien biochem stry or it wouldn't be there. He stopped
several times to run and thereby get a little back into him and it did help, although he was
ot herwi se so physically washed out that the running, prancing, and turning soon had himw nded.

But now here it was-the goal in sight fromfive hundred nmeters. He had not vyet gotten over the
i ncredi bl e sight of a hex border. It shimered a little from the effect of the two different
at nospheric conpositions -not terribly different, but enough, |ike sone odd clear plastic
curtain. At the border, the I|ife and terrain, often weather, stopped and was replaced by a
dramatically different scene. Only the landfornms and water bodies were constant; rivers flowed
through wi thout notice, seas of one washed on beaches of another, and foothills |ike those bel ow
conti nued on unbroken.

Dj ukasis was a dry hex; the thunderstormwas a rarity this tinme of year, and yet such sudden
and violent stornms provided nost of the hex's rainfall. The grass was yellow sh, the trees tough
and spindly.

Now, at the Lata border, there suddenly started a deep-green carpet of rich grass, and tall
thick trees with great green |eaf-covered branches reaching up for the sky, broken here and there
by pools, neadows, and rolling glens. There was no sign of roads and, in the bright sunlight, no
sign of people, either

He wi shed he knew what ki nd of people |ived there.

About a thousand neters into the hex, when he was still feeling the effects of a quadrupling
of the humidity and a ten-degree tenperature rise at |least, he found out.
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Mul ticol ored energy bursts outlined Doma, who reacted nervously but had no place to go but
back.

They' re shooting at ne! he thought in panic, then realized that the bursts were intended to
di scourage, not kill. Not yet, anyway.

He took the hint and nmade a 180-degree turn, crossing back into D ukasis. The noisture-hungry
air of the bee's home started to dry his perspiration-soaked upper torso under his conbat jacket,
whi ch he hadn't yet shed.

He set Doma down as close to the border as possible and junped off, looking warily just across
the I'ine, wondering who or what was | ooking back at him He took off his uniformjacket and
tossed it away, leaving just the standard military blue briefs. Taking Doma's reins, he
cautiously proceeded back to the border, |eading the horse on the ground.

This time, only ten or fifteen paces inside the border, he was challenged. The trouble was, it
sounded like a ot of angry bells; he couldn't understand a word of it.

He stopped, | ooking out at the silent forest. The bells stopped, too, waiting. He pointed to
hi nsel f. "Renard!" he shouted. "Entry!" That second word was different in nost |anguages, though,
he realized. It nmight not be understood here. "Mavra Chang!" he called out. "Mara Chang!"

That set off nore discussion. Finally, the universal rules set thenselves in notion. Wen in
doubt, pass the buck.

He put up his hands in what he hoped was a recogni zabl e sign of surrender, hoping they, too,
had hands and coul d understand his meani ng.

They did. Suddenly a whole host of themerupted fromthe trees, armed with nasty-I|ooking
energy rifles. As a Djukasis veteran, he also imediately noticed the pretty but obvi ous
stingers.

Pi xi es! he thought in surprise. Little flying girls. A high-tech hex, though; those rifles
| ooked plenty effective, and whether that antiaircraft fire was automatic or them shooting, they
could hit anything they wanted, of that he had no doubt.

They surrounded him | ooked wonderingly at Doma, and made unmi stakable gestures that he was to
nove ahead. He saw that they all wore goggles and seened very unconfortable. He suspected that
they were nocturnal creatures. They led himto a clearing a few thousand neters farther on; one
of them made a | ot of sign-language gestures that gave no doubt as to their nmeaning. He was to
stay there and make no nove, and he woul d be covered, so no funny business, or else

That suited him He was used to waiting now Dona grazed on the rich new grass, and he
stretched out and went to sleep

Vistaru cane into Mavra Chang's ground-level quarters in a hurry.
" Mavr a?"

She had been Iying there on a specially constructed bed, |ooking over Wll Wbrld maps and
geographi es, nostly children's picture books. You didn't learn a conplex |anguage in a few weeks,
particularly one established for a vocal system you couldn't inmtate.

"Yes, Vistaru?" she responded, weary and bored from doi ng not hi ng.

"Mavra, there is one of the creatures involved in the war who canme in from the Djukasis border
a few mnutes ago. W just got a radio report.”

The news was nmildly interesting, but didn't change her situation at all. "So?"

"He came in on a huge flying horse! You won't believe it! Gogantic, pale green. And, Mavra-he
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kept calling for you! Over and over! By nane!"
She was on her feet in a nonent. "What did this creature | ook |ike?"

The Lata shrugged. "An Agitar, they say. Bigger than Lata, snmaller than you. Al dark blue and
fuzzy at the bottom"”

She shook her head. "That's a new one on nme. Wat do you think? A trick?"

"If it is, it's msfired," the Lata responded firmy. "Anything funny and he'll never |eave
Lata alive. They asked whether you'd talk to him™"

"I'f I can," she replied, and wal ked out.

There was no problemgetting her there quickly. Although the Lata flew and hence had no need
for roads or aircraft, they did have to nove freight and foodstuffs all over. They just diverted
a large, crate-laden truck on governnment authority and nuch to the driver's disgust. Mavra Chang
and three thousand crates of apples sped south to the border in a flatbed dual-rotor helicopter
skimmng the treetops. The trip took about three hours, and the sun was into |ate afternoon when
they arrived. Wth a straight axial tilt, all hexes had equal anpbunts of daylight, a little over
fourteen standard hours each

The pegasus was really as grand and beautiful as had been described, and its rider was as
short, squat, and ugly.

"Cute little devil," Mavra nmuttered nostly to herself -and that's what the face |ooked Iike.
An old Tradi-tionist's view of the devil in dark-blue and black hair. The creature had awakened
when the helicopter approached, and stood and wal ked around. The thick body and the terribly thin
| egs | ooked al nost inpossible; he nmoved as if on tiptoe, and reninded Mavra of a costumed ball et
dancer.

Guards arnmed with energy pistols notioned himto a cleared area and flanked himon all sides.
He wondered idly what bigwig had come to see this new intrusion, but then he | ooked again and
there was no ni st ake.

"Mavra!" he cried, and started to nove toward her. The guards were quick, no doubt about it.
He stopped cold. He pointed to hinself. "Renard, Mavra! Renard!"

She was nore than surprised. Al though she knew the systemof the Well-it had been explai ned at
length to her-this was the first time it really hit her in the face. She chuckled, then turned to
Vistaru. "This translator -can | talk to hinP"

She nodded. "You have a translator,"” the Lata rem nded her
"Renard?" she called out. "Is that really you?"

He beamed. "It's nme, all right! Alittle changed, but still me inside! | traded sponge for
goat!" he call ed back.

She | aughed. Commruni cati on worked fine. He understood her Confederation, the translator took
care of the Agitar.

"Are you sure it's really Renard?" one of the border guards asked her. "Sonebody you know? A
|l ot of folks have claimed to be a |lot of other folks lately."

She nodded, thinking it over. Then she yelled, "Renard! They need proof that you're you. And,
to tell the truth, so doI. And there's only one question | can think of that only our side would
know, so forgive ne." He nodded, and she went on. "Renard, who was the | ast ol d-type hunan bei ng
you made | ove to?"

He frowned, enbarrassed by the question even as he saw the logic of it. Only Mavra, he
hi nsel f, and the person invol ved woul d know t he answer, and she would have no reason for
deception. "N kki Zinder," he replied.
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She nodded. "It's Renard. Not only the answer but the way he made it sound so terrible
convinces ne. Let himconme to me or e to him"

The guards still weren't all that certain. "But he's an Agitar!" one growed. "One of them"

"He's Renard, no nmatter what," she responded, and wal ked briskly out to him The guards kept
at the ready, but appeared resigned.

She was taller than he, now maybe ten centineters with her boots on, three or four without. He
was ugly as sin and snelled |ike a goat, but she hugged himand kissed himlightly on the
f orehead, | aughi ng.

"Renard! Let nme | ook at you! They told me this would happen, but somehow | couldn't really
believe it!"

He was slightly enbarrassed again, fromhis strange new formand, oddly, because the Agitar
part of his brain didn't really react to her as a wonan, but as another, alien creature. He began
to realize just how much he'd changed.

Mavra turned to Doma, who | ooked up as she cautiously approached. "He's beautiful!" she
breathed. "Can |I-touch hin? WIIl he nind?"

"She," Renard corrected. "Her nane is Dona. Let her | ook you over for a nonment and then rub
t he spot between her ears when her head droops. She likes that."

Mavra did as instructed, and found the great pegasus friendly, curious, and responsive.

She wal ked around, |ooking at the saddl e between the great, nowfolded wings and the neck. It
was a sophisticated device-altinmeter, air-speed and ground-speed indicator, everything.

She turned to him "You'll have to take nme up on her sonetine," she said longingly. "I'd | ove
to see her fly. But, tell nme everything that's happened, first."

"I'f you'll get ne sone food-any fruits or neats will do that you can eat," he replied Iightly.
"I"'mstarving to death!'

They sat there in the glen until the sun was down and the pixie people were out in force. He
told her of waking up in Agitar, of Trelig, of being drafted, and of the war and his experiences.
She synpat hi zed, while secretly wishing to be in the thick of what he had escaped from and told
hima sinplified version of how they'd been hypnotized to nminimze the sponge effects, of their
capture by the Teliagin, their Latan rescue, and how they'd gotten to Zone.

"What about Ni kki?" he asked. "Do you know where she got to? | haven't really stopped thinking
about her. She's so young and so nai've-tough to be out cold on this world. | know"

Mavra | ooked at her shadow, Vistaru, who'd joined them Vistaru shook her head. "Nothing on
either Zinder. That's curious. It's not inpossible to remain undetected here, of course, but
doing so is rare. The old politicians have sonebody in their pocket in half the South." She spoke
in Lata, and Mavra translated. "So we might |ose track of one-but both? It's very strange. W
would like to know where they are.

"It's as if the Well opened and swal |l owed t hem up."

Several days passed, happy ones for Renard, diverting ones for Mavra, whose boredom was at
| east slightly relieved by the man. He taught her to fly Doma; it was easy for her, she found,
al t hough sonme of the maneuvers required nore nuscle power than she could easily nanage. She
deci ded that she would never be mistress of that great horse, but it was still a great feeling to

fly.

And then the Southern alliance reached A born. It was ahead of schedule by several days;
Zhonzor p, whose people the books said | ooked |ike crocodiles standing erect and who wore turbans,
cl oaks, and all sorts of strangely exotic stuff, had been invaluable. A high-tech hex, it gained

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (150 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:06 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chalker,%20Jack%620L %20-%20W ...f%20Soul s%2002%620-%20EXi | es%620at%20the%620Wel 1 %6200f %620Soul . TX T
them both tinme and a rest by noving themacross the terrain by rail.
That's when Vistaru cane to them with a visitor, an ol der mal e-nbde Lata

"This is Ambassador Siduthur,” she introduced the newconer. At Mavra's insistence they had
fitted Renard with a translator, which hel ped i mensely, nmade himfeel nore in command of hinself
agai n.

Mavra and Renard nodded courteously.

"As you know, both wars are going well," Siduthur began, "which nmeans that they are going
badly for us. Qur friends in other hexes tell ne that one or the other of the alliances will
surely win, that it is in fact possible to reassenble the ship, and that, if nothing is done, we
will face a space-capable Wl alliance that could gain control of the satellite and its
conputer. We can no longer sit idly by and Ilet this happen.™

At last! Mavra thought, but she kept silent as the Latan anbassador conti nued.

"The only possibility we have is the hope that Gedenbndas can be talked into either turning
the engi nes over to us or destroying them" He told them about the silence and reticence of the
Gedenmondas. "So, you see, we need to get someone in there. Explain things to the Gedenondas if
such is possible. Get their cooperation if that first is achieved, and- whether we get
cooperation or not-if we can not get those engines, nmake certain that they are destroyed beyond
any neans of reconstruction!"

Mavra | eaped on it. "I'mthe only one who can nmake sure of that," she pointed out. "None of
the rest of you know the power plant fromthe cargo hold, and none of you would be able to tel
if the thing were danmaged or destroyed."”

"We're aware of that," the anbassador replied. "W should have Iiked to have a few nore days
to gather together some better people to go with you. The trouble is, the best-qualified help is
too distant, and the nore local help is either conquered, under siege, or unwilling to get
i nvol ved, the fools. The best we can do is have an expert Dillian get around and neet you near
t he Gedenondas border. They are nei ghbors, good in cold weather, and know about as much of the
Gedenmondans as anybody. At least, you're not as likely to be anbushed by the Gedenondans with a
nonthreatening life formthey at |east know acconpanying you."

"Il go, too,
t hi ngs up."

Renard vol unteered. "Donma can carry Mavra as well as me, and that should speed

The anbassador nodded. "We had planned on it. W' re not a hundred percent trusting of you
Agitar, but we believe sincerely in your attachment for Mavra Chang. That is enough. Vistaru and
Hosuru, another Entry and former pilot, will also go with you."

"Anot her Entry?" Mavra asked. "I thought they were scarce and that Vistaru, here, was the only
one of ny kind-"

"That is true," the anbassador cut in. "Hosuru was not one of your kind before."

It may have been racial pride, or ego, or just chauvinism but it was the first tine either
Renard or Mavra Chang had even consi dered a spacefaring race other than their own.

"What was this Hosuru?" Mavra asked. "And how nmany other spacefaring races are there that
wound up here?"

"Si xty-one at last count, in the South. Nobody knows about the North," the anbassador replied.
"Certainly as many. She was once one of what we call the Chlnones, which one of your people |ong
ago described as little green fire-breathing dinosaurs, whatever that neans."

Hosuru wasn't a fire-breathing dinosaur anynore. Still in the fenale node, she |ooked
absolutely identical to Vistaru except for being a deep brown in contrast to the other Lata's
passi onat e pi nk.

The anbassador opened a nmap. "W are here," he told them pointing to a hex. "To our east is
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the Sea of Stornms. As you can see, the best route would be over Tuliga and Galidon to Palim
whi ch has to be crossed sooner or |ater anyway. However, the Galidon are fierce carnivores and
t he at nosphere above the waters is not conducive to flying, so that's out. That means crossing
Tuliga to this point here, landing in Aborn. The Tuliga are rather nasty giant sea slugs, but
they shouldn't bother you if you don't bother them™

"Doma' s good for about four hundred kiloneters if pushed," Renard said, "but that's a good
deal farther."

"It is," the anbassador agreed. "There are, however, a few small islands along the way, so you
can set down to rest. On no account rnust you go into the water! It is also brackish, not good for
drinking, but the islands are volcanic and should have small crater |akes. Pick your canp spot
well."

"Anything living on the islands we should know about ?" Mavra asked cautiously.

The anbassador shook his head. "Nothing but birds, perhaps a few crustaceans of no inportance.
No, the problemw Il be when you reach | and again- with the Porigol supporting the Yaxa, there is
simply no way around d born."

"But this Aborn-isn't it the next target of the Makiem Cebu, and Agitar?" Renard asked
worriedly. "Wn't they be likely to confuse us with their eneny?"

"Truthfully, we haven't the slightest idea," the anbassador adnmitted. "They are in many ways
as unknown as the Cedenpndas. Catlike creatures, | understand, wth semtech capabilities and, it
says in the references, limted nagic, although |I don't quite know what that neans. Even so, you
need only cross it at the top. The attack from Zhonzorp to the extrene south m ght actually help
you by drawi ng off whatever fighters and naj or power the O bornians have."

"W hope," sighed the worried Renard. "Then what ?"

"By air over Palim as close to the border as you can in order to avoid as nuch as possible
nmeeting the Yaxa alliance that m ght well be marching through at about the same tine. Don't cut
south into Al estol, though, whatever you have to do! They are fast-noving plants that can direct
poi sonous gases that have effects that are sonetines fatal and al ways bad. They are carnivores
who could digest any of you. Leave themto the Makiem and their cohorts to deal with. You nust
get to Gedenondas ahead of the others at all costs! Qur only hopes rest with you. Can you do it?"

Mavra Chang wanted action so badly she could taste it. "Wth a little luck, and occasiona

hel p, 1've never failed a conmi ssion yet," she said confidently. "This is the sort of m ssion
|'ve been waiting for!"
The anbassador | ooked at her warily. "This is not the Com" he rem nded her. "The rules change

qui ckly here."

THE TULI GA- GALI DON- OLBORN TRI ANGLE, DUSK

Their crossing, while uneventful, took three precious days. They flew over choppy seas in
Tuliga, and the wind was agai nst them nost of the way. On the few daylight hours of relative calm
they were able to spot coral reefs teeming with great nunbers of multicolored fish, and, then and
there, shadowy bl ack bul ks of great size.

They kept at a safe altitude, not wanting to risk any chance that one of those dark shapes
m ght sonehow rise out of the water and bring themdown. It was nore peaceful when they reached
the Galidon border, but the atnosphere |ooked a little strange over there, and they headed in
toward the point of land that narked one of A born's six points on the Tuligan side.

O born itself seemed a wel conme relief-solid-1ooking, nostly coastal plain, a little chilly,
but they had brought protective clothing with them Nothing in the place |ooked grim foreboding,
or threatening.
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They waited until darkness fell before making a | andfall on the beach. They had decided to
canmp there, within easy reach of a quick getaway and with the great Doma as conceal ed as she
coul d be.

No roads had | ed down to the coast, they'd been certain of that. Wth watery neighbors Iike
the Galidon, they didn't find this the |east bit unusual

It was a clear night; above, the spectacular sky of the Well Wrld was displayed in all its
glory, and, off to the north, a silvery disk covered part of the horizon

It was the first tine they had been in the right position with the right weather at the right
monent to see New Ponpeii. They stared at it in silence, thinking.

"So cl ose, so damed cl ose,” Mavra Chang whi spered under her breath. It |ooked Iike you could
reach out and touch it. She thought of the poor people who had alnpst certainly died there by
now, and of the kindly, near-human conputer, Obie, who had hel ped her escape. She wanted to get
back to that place, and she swore to herself that she woul d, soneday.

They turned in. Although the Lata were nocturnal, the trip had been a long and tiring one, the
daytinme travel taking nore out of them and they, too, slept. A watch was established, of course.

Mavra had second watch; the Lata would take the | ater ones, when they'd be at their peak. She
sat there, |looking out at the slightly rough sea, hearing the roar of the surf, and watching the
ski es.

They were gl orious skies, she thought. Her elenent, the place to which she'd been born, the
pl ace for which she's done everything, even sold herself, to attain. She |ooked at the others
sl eepi ng. The Lata were perfect here. Flying on those tiny wings would be fun, and there were no
political or sexual pressures in their land to shape what happened. Even being short didn't
matter; they all |ooked alike. But their world was 355 kiloneters on each of its six sides. Such
a mnute place, a stiflingly small area when you | ooked at those skies.

Renard, too, was better off here. The Well World was certainly bigger than New Ponpeii, and
nore stinulating than new Miscovy. He was a wal king dead man in the old life; here he had sone
power, a future, and, if things worked out, could possibly rise highin Agitar if they lost the
war. From what he'd said of the people's sentinents, a defeat would bring down the government,
and one who helped end the war rather than press it would be nore hero than, as he was now,
traitor.

But not Mavra Chang. The Well Wirld was an adventure, a challenge, but it was not her el enent.
To go through the Well sonmeday and come out sonething else-it wouldn't matter. The Well didn't
change you inside, only physiologically. She would still want the stars.

Her reflections were broken by subtle sounds not far off. She wasn't sure she heard anything
for a short tine, and she listened intently as her ears strained for them She had just decided
that she was imagining things, when she heard the noise again, off to the northwest, there, not
very far-and cl oser.

She consi dered waking the others, but then thought better of it. The sounds had stopped.
Still, she decided, a little investigation mght be in order. A vyell fromher would rouse the
others in a hurry anyway, and there was no use waking them for nothing.

Silently, softly, she crept toward where she'd |ast heard the sounds. There was a thin clunp
of trees near a marshland river nmouth just up fromthe sounds; she decided that whatever made
themhad to be there. Slowy, carefully, she noved into the thin line of trees.

She heard a sound again to her right, and headed for it. Crouching behind a bush, she peered
out .

There was a strange, large bird there. Its body was sonmething Iike a peacock's, its head a
round ball, out of which cane a beak that |ooked almost |like a tiny air horn. Its eyes were round
and yellow, reflecting the starlight. 1t was nocturnal, then. She breathed a sigh of relief, and
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the bird nust have heard her. It turned and said, rather loudly and a little rudely, "Bwock wok!"

"Bwock wok, yourself," Mavra whi spered, and turned to go back to the nearby canp.

The trees expl oded. Large bodies dropped all around her, one on top of her. "Renard!" she
screaned. "Vistaru!" But that was all she had tinme for. Something seened to cover her head,
blotting out all consciousness.

Doma started, and all three of the others snapped awake at the two cut-short screans.

Renard saw them as the Lata took off; |arge shapes rushing themfromthe nearby trees. He
al nost nade it to Doma, when one of them nuch taller and furrier than he and with gl owi ng yel |l ow
bl ack eyes, got a hand on him

That was a mi st ake.

There was a crackle, the O bornian screaned, and there was the odor of burning hair and flesh
Anot her one was trying for Doma's reins, but the horse backed away as Renard | eaped aboard. The
A bornian snarled and turned to reach out for Renard.

The Agitar got the vision of a great black cat's face, with terribly lumnous slit cat's eyes,
and he touched a hairy, clawed hand with three fingers and a thunb.

Whi ch sent the O bornian to cat heaven

Doma didn't need any cuing. Knowing its rider was aboard, the great winged horse thundered
down t he beach, knocking over black shapes not |ucky enough to get out of the way, and it was
ai r bor ne.

The Lata, whose stingers had hel ped clear the way, flew to him
"W have to find Mavra!" Renard screaned. "They have her!"

"Stay in this area!"” Hosuru shouted. "W don't know what they have and we can't afford to | ose
Doma! We'll go after her, and if we can't free her one of wus will stay with her while the other
cones back for you!"

It wasn't what he wanted to do, but he had no choice. Neither Dona nor he had exceptiona
night vision, and if the Lata Iit up they'd all nake perfect targets.

The two Lata, however, saw best in the dark. Just beyond the river there was a coach of sone
sort; a finely wought piece of woodwork noving on great wooden wagon wheels pulled by a team of
eight tiny burrolike animals. Four O bornians, arnmed with projectile pistols, stood on running
boards around it; two nore drove it, one controlling the little nules and the other holding a
sl eek, effective-looking rifle. The doors and windows to the coach were sealed with hinged
wooden panels. Fromthe way the driver cracked the whip on the poor little aninals, they knew
what the coach's cargo had to be.

"W can't do anything but follow the damed thing," Vistaru swore. "Renard can take care of

hi nsel f."

That was nore than heartfelt sentinents. In all his time in Lata, he'd not discharged. They
knew he carried a |lot of static electricity, but until the brief fight they'd not realized how
much or how | et hal

The coach beat down the grass until it reached a snooth, tar-paved road, and sped along it to
the east. It was not terribly fast, and the Lata had no trouble keeping just behind and above it,
out of sight.

"We could sting themto death,” Vistaru said wistfully.
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"How much you got |eft?" Hosuru snapped. "I used mine three tines. |'mnearly dry."
The odds weren't that good.

They studied the A bornians and their coach. The creatures were about 180 centineters high
they were all conpletely covered in black fur, but they also wore sone sort of clothing, baggy
dark trousers of sone sort and sleeveless shirts with a light border and woven insignia in the
center. They had long, black, apparently functionless tails, and sleek cat's bodies, but their
arns and |egs were nuscular, and they obviously wal ked upright on two | egs naturally.

The little nules were sonething el se. They | ooked sonmehow sad, pathetic, and wong. Their hind
| egs were taller by perhaps twenty percent than their forelegs; they were a little over a neter
hi gh, and they had | ong necks curving upward so they |ooked ahead instead of down. Their |ong
ears were large in proportion to their heads, and they had no tails. They were covered in a soft,
uni formgray fur

They were being badly pushed and nercil essly whipped; they were certainly too small and too
few for the weight they were being asked to pull, but they managed it, their short, trotting-
horse gait getting the wagon there, hel ped somewhat by the snoothness of the road.

Finally, they turned in at a magnificent estate-a truly grand-Iooking palace whose horseshoe-
shaped driveway was |lit by torches; nore torches flanked the doors, and there were rifle-arned
guards dressed in the same way as those on the coach. The coach pulled to a halt and the
d bornians junped off efficiently. A door facing the estate was opened, and two nore of the
creatures energed, then turned and carefully renoved a | arge bl ack object fromthe coach

It was Mavra Chang, and she | ooked stiff as a board.

"lIs she dead?" Hosuru worried

Vi staru shook her head. "No, they're being too careful for that. Drugged, probably."
"Now what ?" the other Lata asked.

Vi staru thought a monent. "First, go back, tell Renard what happened, where we are-describe
the place. Then help himfind sone place to sit down for a while. 1'lIl keep watch here, try to
find where in this palace they' ve put her. Tomorrow, when Renard's at his peak, we'll conme get
her no matter what."

Mavra Chang regai ned consci ousness slowy, and it took sone tinme for her to get her bearings.
She | ooked around, finding she couldn't nove her head, only her eyes. She couldn't nove anyt hing.

She was standi ng up, propped slightly against a wall. She thought that her hands and feet were
securely tied, but she couldn't be sure.

The place was a stable. It stank of animal excrenent and rotted straw, and on the walls were
odd- shaped har nesses.

She strained to | ook around, but whatever they had drugged her with held her securely. She did
see one of the animals, though, briefly. A queer-looking thing. No, that wasn't right, everything
on this cockeyed world was queer-1|ooking, she told herself. But because the creature | ooked so
much like draft aninmals that she'd known back in the human worlds, "queer-1|ooking" was the only
way to describe it.

They | ooked for all the world like mniature nules. Black nose, big, squared-off snout, but
with jackass-type ears that seened too large for that head. A very |ong neck, alnbst too |ong,
attached to a snall body supported at an angle, the slender front |egs shorter than the rear
ones, which had the characteristic |large upper calf and alnost incredibly thin | ower.

And sad, |arge brown eyes
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They al so bore scars; sone from whips, sone from ot her unknown sources.

Three O bornians entered the room two in the black-and-gold livery, the third wearing sone
sort of crown and a |long gold chain fromwhich was suspended a hexagonal pendant. His own livery
was scarlet, with baggy golden trousers. Sonebody inportant. He was al so ol d-he wal ked sl owy,
and there were tinges of gray in his black fur.

He wal ked into the doorway, alnost running into the little minimule. He snarled and swatted it
cruelly, claws extended. The thing gave no sound, but there was obvious pain and Mavra could see
a set of bleeding scratches. It junped and noved away.

These were a cruel, callous people.

The ol d one | ooked at her. "So, spy! Awake, eh? Good!" He turned to the others. "See to it.
We' d best be off. Her conpanions may try sonme sort of rescue, so we have to nove fast."

Mavra felt relief at these words; the other three had escaped! And, sonmehow, they would get
her out of there, she felt sure. She was necessary to them

She felt like a puppet with lead wires in it so it could be bent in any shape and would stay
there. They put her on top one of the little nules, in a basic saddle. The big man led it down a
back path fromthe rear of the house, into a dark grove of trees. The two guards held her firmy
on, but she was powerless to do anything anyway.

Overhead, Vistaru al nost missed the departure. There was just a glinpse of the woman and her
three catlike captors going out the back and heading into the woods. She followed and tried to
guess ahead.

About two thousand neters down, the woods parted for a clearing where there was a | arge stone
structure seenmngly carved out of the small hillside. Two other guards were there, having just
lit torches on either side of a hexagonal entranceway. Not a Zone Gate, she decided. That stuff
had been built by sonebody here.

She strained to think what the place rem nded her of, and, all at once, she had it. An ancient
tenple. An altar. Sacrifice?

She sped directly back to Renard and Hosuru. There was no time to |ose.

They lifted her off when they canme to the hexagonal opening and carried her gently inside.
There was a chanber there, an enlargement of a natural cave of |inestone or sonething simlar
Torches had been lit along the fairly broad passageway, which opened quickly into the main
chanber .

It was a tenple, no question about it. There was an area for supplicants to stand, a rail, and
then tables set on either side of a |arge yellow stone that seenmed to be protrudi ng out of the
natural rock in back. It was nultifaceted; mllions of them fromall evidence, reflecting the
torchlight as if it had a strange, eerie life of its own. Munted on the both walls, in solid
gold, were outlines of the hexagon synbol

The high priest, for by nowit was evident what he was, preceded them |Iighting small candles
in cerenonial holders, six per holder. Then he went behind the rail. Satisfied all was in
readi ness, he nodded to the guards to bring her forward. They did, placing her facing the strange
yel | ow st one.

"Undress it," the priest snapped, and the guards renoved her black cloth shirt, black pants,
and boots. It was suddenly chilly.

She was nude.

The guards tossed the clothing in a heap outside the altar rail. She longed to be able to use
sonme of the things in those boots or the belt, or even to try the nail venomon them But she was
hel d notionl ess by sonething she could not control
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The priest noved toward her, nmotioning for themto turn her alittle bit toward him Hs
yellow cat's eyes glowed weirdly in the torchlight.

"Spy," he said, his voice crisp, businesslike, and without a trace of nmercy or conpassion in
it, "you have been judged guilty by the Hi gh Priestly Council of the Blessed Wll," he intoned,
bowi ng his head slightly when pronouncing the |ast two words. He nmade a horizontal notion with
his right hand, and she felt control return to her head. She noi stened her |ips, but knew she
coul d tal k.

"I didn't even have a trial and you know it!" she protested hoarsely. "I haven't had a chance
to say anything!"

"I did not say you were tried," the priest pointed out, "only that you were judged. There are
no mtigating factors. Heathen knock on our door to the north, worse heathen wantonly and

horribly kill tens of thousands of the Chosen of the WIlIl to the south. Now, you cone. You are
not of the A born, certainly. Nor are you here by invitation or pernmission of the H gh Priestly
Council of the Blessed Well." Again the slight nod. "A spy you are, and so | ask you, is there

any way for you to conclusively prove your innocence?"

What a | oaded question! she thought. Prove you didn't smile. Prove you didn't kill your nother
whom t he court never knew or heard of. "You know no one can prove they aren't something," she
retorted.

He nodded. "OF course. But there is a final arbiter of justice."

"You're going to kill me," she said nore than asked.

The priest |ooked genui nely shocked. Mavra wondered why she'd always liked cats in the past.

"OF course we do not kill, except in self-defense. Al life is fromthe Blessed Wll, and
cannot be taken lightly. As you took no other life, unlike your conpanions, we could not take
yours."

Both parts of that observation cheered her a little. Alive nmeant hope, and the news that the
ot hers had sent sonme of these religious fanatics to an early grave was just as satisfying.

"The Well, in Its infinite wisdomand nmercy,"” the priest explained, as if in a liturgy,
"establ i shed anong the O bornians a nore equitable neans of final judgnment-final, absolute, and
concl usive. The stone that is before you is one of six, |ocated near the six corners of O born
It is proof of the favored status of the O bornians with the Blessed Wll. Its power conmes from
the Wll Itself. Wat it does has never been undone."

This tack started unnerving her again. She thought of Renard, changed into a different
creature. What the hell did this thing do?

"The Wll, inlts infinite, wisdom" continued the priest, "saw that Its Chosen People were in
a harsh land, rich but wi thout beasts of burden to help Its Chosen People till the good soil
pull its burdens, turn its water wheels. Thus we have the Sacred Stones. Wen a transgressor
whet her alien or A bornian, is accused, he is brought before one of the H gh Priests of the
Bl essed Wll, and thence in his conpany to the Sacred Stone. Should you be innocent, then
nothing will happen to you. You will be free to go on your way, unnolested, protected by the Sea
of the Blessed Well. But, should you be guilty, it will mete out the nbost wonderful of justices.”

He paused. "You saw the detik upon which you were carried here?"

She thought a noment. The little nules with the big ears and sad eyes. "Yes," she replied,
curious and apprehensive. Wiere the hell were the Lata and Renard?

"They are sexless, joyless. Totally placid, they are incapable of harnming anything, and are
forced to obey our commands. Should you be guilty, you will turn to a detik, a beast of the
fields, condemmed to serve the A bornians in silent |abor the rest of your life."

She was appal | ed, unbelieving. "You nean the nules-all of themwere once people?"
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The priest nodded. "It is so." He turned to the guards. "Hold her arns tight," he cautioned.
Then he turned back to Mavra. She felt strong hands holding her arns just behind the wist. The
priest waved his arns again, and she felt novenent return to her whole body. As she suspected,
her legs were tied.

"Touch her hands to the Sacret Stone!" the priest conmmanded, his voice echoing through the
danp cavern. The two powerful arns ignored her tw sting and pushed her unwilling hands to the
faceted yell ow orb.

Sonething like a strong, burning electric shock went through her arns to her shoulders. The
effect was so strong and so painful that she screamed and actually pulled away fromthe wetched
thing despite the strength of her two captors.

"That was Mavral!" Vistaru yelled. "Cone on! Hurry!" she called to Hosuru and Renard, who
rushed ahead. Neither cared any nore if there was a whole arny ahead; they were going in now

I nside the chanber, the priest seened to snile and intoned, "Again!" This time the terrible
shock and pain went fromher hips to her toes, and, strangely, wound up in her ears. Again she
screaned and fought to pull away.

"Again!" the priest commanded, but at that noment the onrushing Lata and Agitar charged,
Renard yel ling bl oodcurdling screans that echoed terrifyingly off the cavern walls.

The priest turned, |ooking stunned and surprised. Like nost fanatics, the concept that anybody
woul d i nvade his holiest of places had sinply never occurred to him and he couldn't handle it.
He stood there petrified. Not the two guards. They dropped Mavra and whirled. They had no
pistols, which was fortunate, but they bore cerenonial steel swords, which they drew.

Keeping all their attention on the guards and priest, Renard and Vistaru both vyelled, "Run,
Mavra! Get out of here! We'll handle this!"

The first guard took advantage of this distraction to advance on Renard, sword poised,
saberlike, in front of him

Renard smiled grimy, and noved his tast out in a simlar manner, as if preparing to duel. The
guard | ooked at the thin, snaky cooper-clad whip and chuckled. He noved with his sword, and
Renard brought the tast up, touching the sword.

Sparks flew, and the guard screaned and dropped to the floor of the cavern, the point where
his hand gripped the hilt actually snoking slightly.

Vi staru, who still had sone venom | eft, swooped at the other one, suddenly turning on her
internal light to catch the foe off-guard. He was too good for that, and he stabbed in with his
swor d.

And mi ssed.

She did an aerial backflip and plunged her stinger into his stomach, then pushed off him The
guard yow ed, then seened to stiffen, as he dropped to the floor, linp, lying eyes w de-open and
unseei ng.

Marva felt the guards release their grip on her and felt the cold stone as they dropped her
Her whol e body was tingling and her mind wouldn't clear, but she had enough sense to hear
Renard's shout to run, and take that advice. A naked, stunned Mavra Chang wasn't going to be nuch
good in a fight.

She was dizzy, and couldn't seemto get up, so she took off on all fours. Her head seened
heavy; she couldn't lift it, but she could see enough to head for the exit and did so, al nost
knocki ng over the guard just now nmeeting his end fromRenard's tast. She wanted to crawl fast,

but she couldn't lift her head up far enough; a nerve in the back of it was killing her, and her
hair was hanging down in front, further obscuring her vision. But she nmade the steps and
scanpered out, passing the now dead guards slunped under their still burning torches. Qut ahead,
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she coul d see, was bl ackness, and that was where she wanted to be.

She crawl ed into the bushes before she stopped, chest heaving, and tried to clear her head.
She | ooked back at the entrance, but she couldn't get her head up quite far enough, or hold it
even far enough to see out of the tops of her eyes w thout that nerve pinching and hurting.

Wth the return of her wind cane a clearer head. She was still on all fours. Wy, she began to
wonder. |t was dark, but Obie had given her night vision, and she put her head chin against
chest, essentially upside down, and | ooked back at herself. Her hair fell straight down.

Her thin, lithe body was unchanged, her two small breasts hangi ng down and tugging slightly as
a result of being dead wei ght.

My arms! she suddenly thought in panic. Wat did they do?
She also felt two | ong bending sensations with her head that way.

She no | onger had arnms. She now had forelegs- thin and with a knee joint that bent only one
way, |ocking the other way. It led down to a perfectly forned, fairly thick hoof of sonme whitish-
gray substance like fingernails. There was no hair; the legs were still the sane flesh color as
the rest of her, the skin still |ooked hunman. But they were the legs of the little nule.

Looki ng farther back, she saw what she expected to see, and sighed. Now she understood why she
couldn't get off all fours, and why she couldn't seemto get her head up properly. The forel egs
were a good twenty percent shorter than the hind legs. In the mule, the | ong neck conpensated; a
human head and neck wasn't designed to go that far

Renard and the two Lata cane out of the cave. She heard them nore than saw them and, after a
nmoment's hesitation, called to them They were there in a flash

"Mavra, you ought to have seen that old boy's face when-" Renard started cheerfully, when she
wal ked out of the brush into the torchlight. They all three gasped, nouths agape. For the first
time they could see and know what the d bornians had done to Mavra Chang

First, take the arns and | egs off a woman's torso. Then turn it face down, the hips about a
met er high, the shoul ders about eighty centineters. Now put a perfectly proportioned pair of
mul e's hind | egs on the hips, so that the base of the body kind of nelds into it. Now put two
mul e's | egs on the shoulders, Iong enough to reach the ground but shorter because of the angl e of
the body. But don't add an aninmal's hair or skin-keep it all human, perfectly matched to the
torso, except for hard, naillike hooves on all four feet, and, as a final touch, renove the human
ears fromher head and replace themwith large, alnost neter-long jackass ears, still out of the
sane human skin material. Then continue the woman's hair down across the back a bit into a
thi cker mane of the sane color hair, extending along the spine to about where the breasts hung
down on the underside. And, since the torso hasn't been otherw se altered, remenber to put
Mavra's horse's tail growi ng out of the waist at the base of the spinal colum, above the hips,
actually starting slightly in front of the hind legs, and drape it crudely over the rectum

The others felt tears of pity rise within them "Oh, ny god!" was all Renard could say, and he
felt bad about it as soon as it was out.

She shifted slightly, then turned her head to one side, alnost far enough to |ook directly at
him Her hair hung down well bel ow her face, crazily. Her voice was the sanme; even, |evel, and
rich, but her eyes, when she turned her head to one side to | ook at them said sonething el se was
i nsi de her.

"I know," she told them "I figured it out. Those little nules they have-they nake themwith
that stone in there, frompeople. | touched it twice, then got away when you arrived. Tell ne-is
anyt hi ng el se changed?”

Choki ng back tears, Renard sat beside her and gently described her to herself, including the
ears and m spl aced tail

The odd thing was, they all thought, she | ooked strange and exotic, to Renard alnost erotic, a
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curious and not unattractive little creature that engendered affection with the pity. But it was
still an inpractical, misdesigned creature, a one-of-a-kind on a world with 1560 races.

"Maybe | should go back in and conplete the process,"” she suggested, hoping the hoarseness and
t hi ckness in her speech would not betray how she really felt.

"I wouldn't," Vistaru said softly, synpathetically. Mavra was already beginning to hate that
tone. "You saw how they treated those nmul es? The thing does sonething to the mnd, too. You'd be
an ani mal, as good as dead."

Renard had a sudden thought. "Look!" he said excitedly. "It isn't forever!"

"The priest said it was irreversible,’
him™"

Mavra responded. "He said it so joyfully | believed

"No! No!" the Agitar protested. "You haven't been through the Wll Gate yet!"

"The priest said the stone's power was fromthe Wl Il ," she retorted.

"That's true," Vistaru put in, "but so is everything else on the Wll Wrld. Wy that stone is
there and why it does what it does we'll probably never know it's a substitute for sonething
they woul d have to handle on their own planet, that's all. Like the magi c hexes here, which
really nean they can tap a limted part of the Wll to conpensate for sonmething in their designed
hones. You still haven't been classified and added to the Wl l's input, so whatever changes the
stone made won't affect that."

Mavra felt renewed hope. "Not forever," she al nost breathed, and seened to relax. Suddenly she
was upset that she'd |l et sonething show through the arnor, and she took a deep breath.

"Not forever," Renard agreed. "Look, want to head for a Zone Gate now? Not d born's certainly,
but we can get in sonewhere, |'msure. W can run you through |ike you ran nme through."

Mavra shook her head violently. "No, no, not yet. Later, yes. As soon as possible. But the
surroundi ng hexes are in the war. This hex is in the war. That's for normal tines. W have to get
to Gedenondas. "

"I can do that!" Vistaru protested.

Mavra shook her head again. "No, you can't. You won't know what the engine nodule |ooks |ike,

nor howit's destroyed. Besides, | have never ever backed out on a commission yet once |'ve
accepted it. They wanted ne along and | said yes. After-a Zone Gate -maybe in Gedenondas, if
they'Il talk to us at all, or in Dillia next door."

"Be reasonable, Mavra!" Renard protested. "Look at you! You can't see three neters ahead of
you. You can't feed yourself, you're stark naked with no protection against the elenents, in the
m ddl e of territory whose natives would take you back to the stone and finish the job in an
instant." He got up, |ooked down on her, and gently noved the horse's tail aside. "You' re even
going to have bathroomtrouble. Your vagi na's where your ass should be, and the ass is farther
up. The human anatony is designed for sitting or squatting. Those |l egs are not designed for your
body. You can't go on!"

She tried to ook at himsquarely, failed. It hurt too much. "I'mgoing," she naintained
stubbornly. "Wth you if you'll have ne. Wthout you if not. If you want, you can be ny gui de and
ai de when | have to see far or eat, and clean ne off when I shit. If not, I'll go anyway, and
I"1'l make it. When you were sucking your thumb on sponge, and |I didn't know where | was, | didn't
let you go, and I didn't quit. This won't stop ne, either.”

"She's right, you know," Hosuru said quietly. "At |least, about conpleting the mnission first.
The whole world is at stake in CGedenpndas. She's needed there. If we can get her there, it's our
duty to try."

"Ckay," Vistaru said dubiously, trying to see the flawin the other Lata's logic. "If you're
going to be stubborn, we'll all go. But |I think a day or two in that new condition may cure you

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (160 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:07 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

of this bravado. If it does, don't feel ashaned, weak, or a failure to ask us to get you to a
Zone Gate. / wouldn't."

Mavra chuckl ed mirthl essly. "Shame and weakness don't scare ne, but | die when |'ma failure
to nyself." She shifted again. "Did anybody get nmy clothes? | might still nanage some of them
with Renard's soldier's kit. And we ought to get out of here. Sooner or |ater sonmebody's going to
notice the high priest didn't cone back and raise a hue and cry. W'd best be well away."

Renard threw up his hands. "I have your clothes. W'll see, later. Now, let's nove! This way!"
There was resignation and a total |ack of understanding hi his voice.

He woul dn't understand, Mavra thought. None of them woul d.

Apparently the shock of the slayings was too nmuch for the O bornians. There was no pursuit
that they ever knew about.

Mavra found that she could trot, like the little nules. Left legs out, push, right |egs out,
push, and again, faster and faster. She had no feeling at all in the hoofs, which hel ped, but all
of the exposed skin area was just |like normal exposed skin area. The Lata hel ped, flying
al ongside or just hi front, telling her what was ahead so she didn't run into trees or hurt her
neck, and could nake sone speed.

Mor ni ng had them sonme di stance away. Renard nounted Dona, whom he'd been | eading, and they
scouted the terrain. It was clear that things were not going to be as difficult as they feared
fromthe d bornian score.

For the "Well's Chosen Ones," they were quite obviously getting the hell beat out of them
They had run afoul of a coast watch set around the Sacred Stones areas; it had been sheer bad
luck to pick that spot to canp. The rest of the country was wide open, with the telltale signs of
a war going badly all over: nilitary carts drawn by teans of nules hauling supplies and | arge
cannon and nortars south; a steady stream of ainless refugees north.

They stuck to open country, which was nostly deserted now, everyone down south into the fight
or guarding the Sacred Stones and Zone Gate. They were able to relax and straighten out their
situation.

Because of the precariousness of the canp, Doma's packs had never been unloaded, so they stil
had their supplies. They ate first; to Mavra, it was a humliating type of experience she woul d
have to get used to. They'd started to spoon-feed her, but she'd resisted that. They opened a tin
of meat which Renard warned, then broke up sonme small fruit, and put it in a wooden bow . By
standing on her hind |l egs and kneeling on her forelegs, she could eat, like a dog or cat. It was
hard; the thin | egs were even thinner at the ankles, and the |l egs noved forward, not back, and
the dammed bow kept noving, but she nanaged it and the food tasted good. Water she drank by two
met hods: | apping, like an aninmal, and sticking her face in the pan and drinking the top half
down.

But it worked, and that was enough for her

Vistaru tied her hair up between and in back of her enornobus ears with an elastic band, which
kept it out of her face and food. She could even see level in front of her, by standing on her
forel egs while kneeling on the hind ones. That position, too, was unconfortable, but she didn't
mnd. It gave her neck sone relief, and allowed her to see.

The clothing was nore of a problem though she'd need it. It was slightly «chilly in Oborn
and it would be frigid in the upper reaches of Gedenondas.

They cut the sleeves off her shirt and managed to get it on. The pants were a bigger problem
and they didn't quite reach all the way, but Vistaru buckled the w de belt around her bare
m dsection and that hel ped. It |ooked wong and stupid, and felt wong, too, and the pants kept
slipping, but it was sonething and it felt better. The long coat tailored for Gedenpndas woul d
possi bly do what was needed, covering that inpossible tail, they hoped. Sone cut-off gloves m ght
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hel p protect the exposed skin in CGedenondas snow. Maybe.

Qddly, Mavra felt better now. (bstacles were to be surnounted; that was part of the joy of it
all. They noticed a pickup in her spirits they couldn't conprehend.

Sl eepi ng was the worst conpronise; the animal's | egs were designed for sleeping standing up
but the human torso was not, and sl eeping on her stonach was no |onger possible. She nmanaged
lying on her side.

In the neantine, the war was going frombad to worse for those of AQborn. Cccasionally they'd
meet sone frightened refugees, not |ooking as fierce or confident as those back in the priest's
lair. Their world was coming apart, and wth it their world-view and their notions of their place
init. No |longer sure of anything, they were sonehow sad and pathetic. People they ran into kept
trying to surrender to them

Roving nmilitary patrols caused worse probl ens; nost were conposed of deserters with the socia
restraint inmposed on themby their life's conditioning and faith in their favored status with the
Well all gone; they brutalized the refugees, they tried brutalizing the alien party, but renewed
Lata venom and Renard's highly charged personality soon dealt effectively with them

Mavra also found it interesting that no one gave her a second glance. To these insular people,
she was just one nmore weird alien creature.

But progress was slow, and they turned their attention to trying to find sone way to get Mavra
and Renard on Doma. The problem was the great w ngs, which needed to be uni npeded, and which cane
down nost of the length of the great animal's body.

Finally, experinentation achieved a conprom se that Doma and practicality could accept.
Nonessential supplies were jettisoned, and the Lata took as much as they could in their pouches.
The wei ght would sl ow them but Dona would also be slowed and inpeded. Wth the instruments
tossed out-Renard insisted he never wused them anyway-she could sit, |legs astraddle, on the | ower
neck of the pegasus, while he sat just behind, body pressed into hers. Straps fromsone of the
excess saddl ebags woul d hold her, and Dorma, while unconfortable with the extra weight on her
neck, nmanaged. The only problemwas that it took all three of the others and sone cooperation and
kneeling fromDonma to get her up there in the first place.

Finally, though, they could fly, and the distance sped by. They ducked south of the hex
corner, avoiding any nore priestly fanatics, and crossed barely into Palim

The inhabitants of the hex eyed them nervously, but did not interfere or challenge them The
Pal i m resenbl ed nothing so nuch as giant |ong-haired elephants. Their formwas deceptive, though
they were a high-technol ogy people, wth carefully managed groves of food trees and grain, and a
criss-cross of a large electric rail system and odd, gundrop-shaped city buildings in clusters
I inked by ranps. They stayed clear; the Palimseenmed too unconcerned by the nearby violence. It
i ndicated that they had elected to sit out the war, and that nmeant the Yaxa-Lanotien-Dasheen
al i ance was probably maki ng good use of that rail systemin the east.

Even sl owed, they nade the border of Gedenondas in under two days. There was no doubt where
they were; the great nountains of the frigid hex were visible fromthe flat plain, Iike sonme
intrusive wall, a great distance before they reached it. Wth a few hours to scout around by air,
they found the relatively snmall plains area that was in Gedenondas itself. It was the | ogica
point for the two advancing armes to head for, and it was enpty of all but sone minor wldlife
when they arrived.

They were first, but by how nuch?

They studied the maps. It was obvious that the Makiemwould airlift over Alestol, probably to
near the point where they now were. The Yaxa would nove fromPalimat the rail terminus, then
about thirty kilometers overland to the northern edge of the plain. Renard wondered idly if there
woul d be room for both forces.

"There will be quite a battle," Mavra predicted grimy. "If one gets here first the other wll
have to dislodge themif it can. If they get here at the sane tine, the clash will just be nore
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imediate, with this a no man's land. Either way, this nice little plain is going to be littered
with the dead and dying before long."

"According to the hex map, here, there's a little shelter over near that cleft in the rocks,"
Vistaru noted. "That's where we're supposed to neet our guide, if anyone's still there."

Mavra tried to | ook to where the Lata pointed, but her head wouldn't conme up enough. Two or
three neters, that was the limt. She swore in frustration, but there was determ nati on on her
face as well.

It was about fifteen degrees centigrade on the plain, which was confortable, but that woul dn't
| ast long, either. The air cooled al nost two degrees for every three hundred neters in altitude,
and sone of those passes were over three thousand neters high

They wal ked | eisurely to the shelter, and alnost nmissed it. It was a low cabin of old stone
and wood set back against the rocks, so old and weat herbeaten that it alnost |ooked a part of the
natural formations. It |ooked deserted, and they approached cautiously, uncertain of what
surprises night be around for them

Suddenly the big door, alnost as high as the shack itself, creaked open, and a creature cane
out .

It looked |ike a human worman, alnost. Long hair tied back in a sort of ponytail, an
attractive, oval face and long slender arns. But she had little pointed ears, and fromthe wai st
down, bel ow her light jacket, she had the body of a white-and-black spotted horse.

A centaur, the classicist Renard thought, no | onger surprised. Meting such
a creature was no longer strange; in fact, it was al nbst to be expected.

The wonman smil ed when she saw them and waved. "Hello!" she called, in a pleasant soprano.
"Cone on up! |I'd al npst given you up!"

Vi staru approached. "You are the Dillian guide?" she said, alnost unbelievingly. The Dillian
was no nore than a girl, perhaps in her md-teens.

The centaur nodded. "I'm Tael. Conme on in and |I'l|l start a small fire."

They entered; Tael gave the strange-looking Mavra an odd | ook, but said nothing. Dona waited
outsi de, placidly nmunching grass.

The place was built for Dillians, certainly-there were stall-like conpartnments for four of
them a lot of straw on the floor, and, up on brick blocks a small wood-burning stove and scuttle
filled with chopped wood. Tael threw a couple of pieces in the stove and lit a small piece of
paper with a very long safety match, throwing it into the cast-iron belly of the stove.

Dillians never sat; their bodies couldn't stand the weight. So everybody el se sat on the
straw, Mavra reclining on her side. There was plenty of room

After sonme snall talk, Renard voiced what they all were thinking.

"Ah, excuse ne, Tael, but-aren't you a little young for all this?" he tried, as diplomatically
as possi bl e.

The woman didn't take it badly. "Well, | adnit |'monly fifteen, but | was born in the uplake
mountain country of Dillia; my famly has hunted and trapped on both sides of the border for a
long tinme. | know every trail and pathway between here and Dillia, and that's a pretty good
ways. "

"And the CGedenpndas?" Mavra pronpted
The Dillian shrugged. "They've never bothered ne. You see themevery once in a while-big white

shapes agai nst the snow. Never close-they're always gone when you get there. You hear them too,
sonetimes, growing and roaring and making all sorts of weird sounds that echo between the
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nount ai ns. "

"I's it their speech?" Vistaru asked. "I don't think so," Tael replied. "I used to, but when
they asked ne to do this guide job for you they fitted me with a translator, and | didn't hear
any difference. |'ve wondered sonetimes whether they have any speech as we know it at all."

"That could be bad," Renard put in. "How can you talk to sonebody who can't talk back?"

She nodded. "I'mstill excited about all this. W've tried off and on to communicate with them
for the longest tine; I'd like to be there when it's done."

"If it's done," Hosuru added pessimstically.

"I'"mworried about the snoke fromthat thing," Mavra said, cocking her head a Ilittle bit
toward the stove. "Not the CGedenpbndas. The war parties. They have to be close by."

The girl | ooked unconfortable. "I've seen them already, but they just took a close |look at ne
and went on. A few flying horses like yours, and sone really strange, beautiful things that nust
have had orange and brown butterflylike wngs three or nore neters across. None of them | anded."

Vi staru | ooked concerned. "Yaxa and Agitar both. Advance scouts. W can't stay here long."

"W won't," Tael told them "We'Ill leave at first light up the Internountain Trail in back of
the base here. Wth any luck we'll make Canp 43 shortly after noon, and fromthere we start
getting into snow country-and the air thins."

"How high is this canp?" Renard asked.

"Fifteen hundred sixty-two nmeters," Tael responded. "But you're already alnost four hundred
meters up. You wouldn't know it, but the plain's a slope.”

"We could fly up that far," Vistaru noted. "W're good to about eighteen hundred neters, and
think you said, Renard, that Doma's good to about that."

He nodded. "But that doesn't help our guide, here. No wings for her."

Tael laughed. "That's all right. | told you | was nountain-born. Even better if we have a head
start, but beyond Canp 43, flying will be difficult. I can start up this evening, and be there to
meet you in the norning. That way we nove even faster." Her face darkened, and she | ooked at
Mavra. "But you will have to be dressed far better than that. Al of you, in fact. Frostbite wll
be a big problem"”

"W have sonme winter things," Hosuru told her. "And | understood you were supposed to bring
sone stuff."”

She nodded, went over to a stall, and haul ed out sone tough fabric knapsacks. They were heavy,
but she managed t hem wi t hout strain. Maybe she couldn't fly, but she did add the nuscle power
that was their nobst conspicuous | ack

She sorted things out. Special formfitting thermal wear to suit Latan contours, including
transparent but tough and rigid shielding for the wings, appeared, and a heavy coat and gl oves
that sealed with an elastic of some kind fitted Renard. "You'll also find these useful," she
said, tossing himsonme small objects which proved to be wappings for his hooves, with a flat,
spi ked, disklike sole that would give himnot only protection but better footing. She brought
out sone nore clothes, also of the Latan nodel but larger and without the wing flaps. She |ooked
alittle puzzled. They were obviously for a biped w th hands and feet.

Hastily, Mavra explai ned what had happened. The girl nodded synpathetically, but was plainly
concer ned.

"l don't see how these can be cut down," she said. "Your feet should do all right in the snow,
Iike mne, but you should have some kind of wrapping. You haven't got ny protective skin |ayers
and hair," she pointed out.
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"We'll do whatever we can," Mvra responded. "Renard will have to | ead Doma once we get up
there; 1'll ride her as long as possible. That should help."

Tael was doubtful, but she was the guide, not the m ssion | eader

Renard went over to the door, peering out at the sky. No sign of strange or hostile creatures
now, a few lazy birds, no nore. But soon-who knew?

He wondered just how far off the driving forces were.

AT THE PALI M GEDEMONDAS BORDER

The Yaxa canme in for a landing with a great beating of its trenendous wings. Com ng down, it
saw the | arge nunber of troops and materiel now nassed at the border. It |ooked good. Convincing.

It had been a long trip, and alnost a fatal one. The creature touched the ground gently and
went down on all eight tentacles toward the portable command center, a huge circuslike tent
established just inside Palim The Yaxa were born to the air; on the ground they | ooked awkward
and | unmbering, never quite properly balanced because of the long fol ded wi ngs along their back
In the air, however, they were the graceful masters.

The Yaxa entered the big tent, its huge death's head, inpassive as always, searching out
soneone of rank, finally spotting sonmeone who woul d do over by the big situation map.

Conmuni cati on between Yaxa was by a conpl ex conbi nati on of noises fromthe thoracic regions
and odd sounds nade by antennae and slight wing rustles. Their names were untranslatable, so,
when dealing with other races, they adopted nicknanmes that often were nonsense, ironic, or just
plain crazy, and stuck to themfor multiracial operations.

"Marker reporting in, Section Leader,"” the newconer said.

The section | eader nodded. "G ad to see you back, Marker. We had begun to think that the eneny
had gotten you."

"I't was close," the advance scout said. "Those dammed little blue men with their electricity
and their flying horses. The Cebu are too clumsy to worry about, but even though the horses are
sl ow and awkward, it only needs a touch to get you."

The section | eader knew this. She knew, in fact, as nmuch about the physical, nmental, and
technol ogi cal characteristics of the Makiem alliance as anyone could. The other side had had a
much rougher trip than they; any force that could hamer its way through that nuch resistance so
quickly was a force to be reckoned wth.

"How far off are they?" the nmilitary comrander i nquired.

"Down the other side," Marker responded. That neant at |east three hundred kilonmeters, a good
di stance, and the plain that was the |logical canp for the final canpaign was only a hundred or so
kil ometers south of their present position. They would be first. "They're a little slow wth
their airlift over Alestol, too. After all, they have to nove everything they need a fair
di stance nonstop-nore than either the flying horses or Cebu can normally fly. Alot of themare
i nto exhaustion now, the ones who | and soon find thenselves put to sleep by those big, fat plants
and then eaten. Don't sell those Alestolians short, either- sone of them have translators, would
you believe, and they have a hypnotic gas as well. |If one of those ones with a translator gets an
Agitar or a Cebu, they're sent back agai nst their own people!"

The section | eader chuckled dryly. "Ch, yes, | can . believe that. A rather |arge anount was
transferred in Zone to get themthose translators. |'mhappy to see that the expenditure is
paying for itself." The tone changed, becane nore businesslike. "So how soon before they have a
sufficient force to start the march?"
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Mar ker was uncertain. "Two, three days at |east. And naybe two nore to nove up to the plain
Call it five days."

The Yaxa | eader considered this. "You' re sure? As you know, we will be noving this afternoon
we should be in and nostly established on the plain by dark tonmorrow. The advance party | eaves at
dawn by air. Wth luck we can hold it while our friends go after the engines."

"Who' s goi ng?" Marker asked, genuinely curious. "Sone of the Lamptien, of course. Wio el se?"
She knew that nobody would trust the Lanotien by thenselves. They didn't even trust them now.

"Only Yulin can assess the engines once |located," the section | eader pointed out. "So we'l]l
send the Dasheen up. They're better equipped for a nontech hex and narrow trails anyway, and
they're al nost as big as the Gedenondas. "

"None of us?" Marker responded, appalled. "But how will we-?"

"W renoved the guidance boxes fromthe bridge," the Yaxa renmi nded her counterpart. "W'l
control it fromthe other end. But, no, up there there is no protection for the wings in the
cold, and snow provides little traction. | think the Dasheen and Lanotien will keep each other
honest. We'll hold the plain for them"™

"But is it safe risking Yulin like that?" Marker wondered. "I nean, he's the whole gane, isn't
he?"

"No, the engines are. The only part of the ship that can't be duplicated. If he gets us the
engi nes, fine. If he doesn't, what good is he to us anyway? To tell you the truth, | wouldn't
feel a bit sorry if sone of those Dasheen bulls died.”

Mar ker nodded synpathetically. "Their systemis not a logical one, and it grates to see them
treated like that."

"Unfortunately," the section | eader sighed, "that place is really a nmale's paradise. You know
that scientific study they're always throwing up at everybody to prove male superiority? Well, we
made the study, and they're right. Evolutionary-speaking, those cows are nentally and physically
designed to be dull-mnded, willing slaves."

"Well, at |east we have better material to send into the cold mountains than the Makiem"
Mar ker sai d, changing the subject to sonething nore pleasant. "The Cebu could walk up there, but
never fly, and they're terrible on the ground. The Makiem grow seni-dormant in extrene cold, and
the Agitar's flying horses are valueless at those altitudes.”

"But those Agitar can nove well," the Yaxa commander pointed out. "And there are protective
coverings for Makiem Don't sell them short. They've gotten far already. It's going to be the
roughest battle yet for both sides in a few days."”

ANOTHER PART OF THE FI ELD

Antor Trelig was both confident and optinmstic. The war had gone well; they were in
Gedenondas, and after all they'd been through, not a single one of the soldiers, comanders, and
politicians believed they could be stopped.

An Agitar general cane into the conmmand tent and bowed slightly, handing him a report. He
| ooked at it with interest, and the Maki em equivalent of a grin spread on his face.

"Has anyone el se seen this?" he asked.

The Agitar shook her goatlike head. "No, sir. Fromthe recon man who took it to the Genera
Staff to you."

It was a photograph; a big black-and-white glossy. It was fuzzy and grainy, taken through a
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very long lens fromfar away, and it still wasn't quite close enough, but it showed the nost
i mportant thing.

Most of the picture was white; nore had been cropped in the blowup. But there, on a rocky
| edge, was a sl eek, U shaped object reflecting the sunlight, and there were not quite |legible
mar ki ngs on the side.

He didn't need to read them He knew it had a synbol of a rising sun with a human face fl anked
by fourteen stars, and the huge | egend NH CF-1000-1 on the side, and, in smaller letters
under neat h, the words PECPLE S VI CTORY

It was the engi ne pod.

"How did you get this?" he asked, anmazed. "I thought nobody could fly that high."

"One of the Cebu scouts pushed hinself to the limt," the general replied. "On his third try
he managed to get over the second string of mountains and found a deep, U-shaped gl acial valley
there. H s eyes are good; he saw the reflection, above him but knew that it was beyond his reach
and range, so he fitted his longest |ens and snapped as many pictures as he could with the glare
filter on. This was the best."

He had a sudden thought. "Wat about the Yaxa? Can't they or those little initator bastards
find this, too?"

"Not a chance," the general assured him "The Yaxa can't possibly fly high enough to clear
that second range. | would have said no Cebu could, either, and the scout is half-dead as it is.
He'll be a hero if he survives. As for the Lanpotien, renenber they can only simulate other fornms,
not becone them They have a flying node, yes, based on the Yaxa, but it's highly nodified to
their formand requirenents, and the wings are as thick as our own nounts', far too heavy to
clear that altitude. No, | think we have the advantage here."

Trelig nodded, satisfied. "But they will get to the plain first," he noted. "And our reports
say that the Lanotien can neutralize an Agitar shock, and the Yaxa can fly rings around any of
us."

"It's about even, all told," the general admitted. "They'll be dug in by the tinme we get
there, well fortified, and they have to play only for tine, nothing nore. | suggest we do it a
little differently."

Trelig' s huge eyes enlarged in surprise. "Sonething new?"

The general nodded, and spread out a commercial -l1ooking map on the table in front of them It
was a relief map of both Gedenpondas and Dilla next door to the east, and it showed great relief
and, nore inportant, it had a lot of little dotted lines all over it. Trelig couldn't read a word
on it, though.

"It's a Dillian guide and trail map," the Agitar explained. "They sell them to interested
peopl e. There are rodents and other aninmals in that wlderness, and they trap them The
Gedenondas don't seemto mnd or bother them although our D llian sources say they don't know
much nore about the creatures than we do. They don't overdo the hunting, and that's been the
bal ance. "

Trelig nodded, understanding. "So these little dotted lines are hunting trails?" he guessed.

"Exactly," acknow edged t he goat-woman. "And those little rectangles are Dillian shelters set
up along the trails. The trails are nmostly Gedenmondan, not Dillian. | understand that too many
Dillians get the locals upset, and they push a ton or two of snow down on them™

That was an unpl easant prospect. He let it pass.

"Now, we're here," the Agitar continued, pointing to an area in the southwest corner. "The
Yaxa wi Il be here," now pointing to the snall plains area about two hundred kiloneters north and
slightly east, "and, if you |look closely at the map, you'll see something interesting."”
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Trelig was ahead of her. At least three trails cane within two kil oneters of where they now
sat, east of thema bit. One seened fairly | ow.

"Twel ve hundred sixty-three nmeters,"” the Agitar told him "Low enough for an wunobtrusive air
drop. "

"Then we m ght not have to fight at all" he exclainmed, excited. "W can beat themby going in
with a small force and heading straight for the engines, while they have to poke and hunt!"

The Agitar shook her head slowy in the negative. "No, there will have to be a battle, if only
to cover you. They are not dunmb. If we didn't nmove as predicted they would snell a rat and they
woul d have you. No, the battle goes on, everything as planned. The only difference will be that
we will not have any rush to win it, or take needless risks. Wen you secure the engi nes, others
can be sent to try and disassenble them if that's possible, or figure out howto nopve them
anyway. By the time whatever force the Yaxa sends gets there, we'll have already won the
obj ective, no matter how the battle goes."

Trelig liked the plan. "Ckay, so it's ne and sone Agitar nmales. But what protects ne fromthe
cold? | shut down bel ow freezing, you know. Can't help it."

The general got up and wal ked out of the tent, then canme back in with a large carton. She
opened the carton and pulled out a strange, silvery costune with a huge dark gl obe.

"You didn't know we have had five Makiem Entries in the past century, then?" she said,
satisfied. "And we don't need the nechanical stuff, either. Air you ve got."

He grinned again. Things were going his way now, as they had al ways done. The GCbie conputer,
New Pompeii, the Well Wirld itself-all were within his grasp

The general excused herself, and he sat there a ninute or two, alone, |looking at the map. Then
he sighed, got up, and slow hopped to a curtained-off passage between this tent and his portable
living quarters. He pulled it aside. There was a flash of novenent, and an object |anded on the
bed in the far corner.

She coul d hop quickly, she could, he thought adniringly.

It had been a narriage of convenience, of course. Al Mikiemmarriages were marriages of
convenience in a race that had no sex except one week a year, underwater, when they had nothing
but. The conveni ence of the scoundrels that ran Makiem the inconvenience of hinmself, naturally.
She was the good nminister's daughter, and, if anything, she was slicker and nastier than her
f at her.

What a team we'd nake, he sighed once again, // only we could be on the sane side!

"You needn't pretend, ny dear. You know everything and | knowit, so what's the difference?
You can't go this tinme."

"I go where you go," she responded. "It is law and custom And you cannot stop ne!"
He chuckled. "But it's cold up there, baby! Wat good would you be as a sl eeping beauty?"

She reached over, opened a w cker basket, and renoved sonething. It was a slightly different
design, but unm stakably a spacesuit.

He gaped. "How | ong have you had that thing?" he asked.

"Since Makiem" she replied snugly.

CAWMP 43, CGEDEMONDAS
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The trails weren't bad. Gedenobndans, it was known, were large creatures, and I|imted but
steady use by the horselike Dillians had made them even nore confortable, on the whole around two
meters wi de.

It was a strange party that set off fromthe chilly shack into the snow cover: Tael, the
Dillian guide, was in the lead, then the two Lata, occasionally walking but nore often riding on
Tael 's back, then Renard | eading the winged pegasus, Doma, with the strange figure of Mavra Chang
tied between wings and neck. The air was beconming cold; there was little conversation between
them nor was nmuch possible without yelling, for blowing wind how ed through the rocky clefts as
if it, too, were a strange and living creature of this strangest of worlds.

It was only on the occasional breaks, done nostly for Renard's benefit, that they could say
anything. The plain was far behind; the twists and turns that the sw tchbacked trail forced upon
them had all but the confident Tael totally lost, and the bright snow reflecting the glare of the
sun, even when cut with sun goggles, made di stance inpossible to judge. They were tiny figures
moving in a sea of white.

The trail itself seened often lost in the snow, yet Tael went on as if it were a paved and
mar ked hi ghway, never hesitating in the slightest-and the footing was al ways there.

After they had been clinbing for what seened like a full day, they rounded one nore nountain
curve and, suddenly, the plain was spread out bel ow them once nore.

"Wait!" Mavra called to them "Look! They've arrived!"

They st opped, and saw inmediately what she neant. Tiny puffs of orange seened
everywhere in the air, and |l arge nunbers of creatures could be seen erecting tents and digging
into the rock that was the start of the nountains. The cabin was invisible, but they all knew
that, if it was there at all, it was being converted into a fort.

"Look at theml " Tael breathed. This was her first taste of armes and war. "There nust be
t housands of them"

"The Yaxa," Vistaru said flatly. "They will be conming up only a day or so behind us. This is
not good."

Tael laughed confidently. "Let themtry and find the trail!" she boasted. "Wthout a guide
t hey haven't a prayer!"

Mavra turned and | ooked out at the sky. There were thin, wi spy clouds and an occasional big,
fat cunmulus puff, but it was basically crystal clear

"They'll follow our own tracks," she told them "There's no snow, nothing to cover them They
m ght m stake themfor animal tracks, or Dillians alone, but where a four-footed animal or
Dillian can go, so can they."

The centaur frowned. A good snow gui de, Mavra thought, but naive as hell. Dillia nmust be a
very peaceful place.

"We could lay a false trail," Tael suggested. "Run tracks off a cliff. It's not that hard. The
powder here could be brushed for a few hundred meters."

Mavra considered it. "All right, doit," she told them "But it won't do nuch. Sl ow them up
get a couple, that's all. Better than nothing, though."

They rigged the deception fairly sinply. The Dillian girl picked a point, walked out to where
there seened to be continuous snow, then stopped. Renard renoved his small snowshoes and fol | owed
gingerly behind in her tracks, then guided her feet as she backed up into her old tracks.

Mavra surveyed the results. "Alittle too deep," she said critically. "An experienced tracker
woul d catch on, but | think it'll work. Does that snow fall off there and | just can't see it, or
what ?"

Tael laughed. "This is the edge of what we call Makorn dacier. Ariver of slowy noving ice
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with a snow cover on top. There is a crevasse there at |least three hundred neters down and a good
ten meters wide. | could alnost feel the edge of it."

The smal|l Lata then went back after they went around another bend with Tael's fur hat and used
it tofill in the tracks. Not an expert job, but they weren't trying to fool experts.

They went on, into the hex and up at the same tinme. Mre frequent rest periods were called
for. The air was becom ng thin.

During one of these stops, Mavra said, "Still no sign of the Gedenondans. Hell, if they're big
bastards there nmust be awfully few of themto be this invisible."

Tael shrugged. "Wio knows how many there are? Sonetinmes there seemto be a hundred sneaking
around the nountain tops; sometines you will go conpletely through the hex w thout seeing one.
That is not the trouble here, though."

"Huh?" they all said at once.

She nodded. "We're being watched. | can feel it. I"mnot sure where they are, but there is
certainly nore than one. | could barely hear sonme intermttent deep breathing."”

They | ooked around, suddenly nervous. No one could see anything.
"Where?" Renard pressed.

Tael shook her head. "I don't know. Muntain sounds are deceptive. Cose, though. They have
networks of trails they, ah, discourage us fromusing."

"They'd have to," Mavra said dryly. She strained but could hear nothing but the howing w nd.
The working part of her ears was still the same as ever, good but not fantastic; all the bigger
ears had done was to give her a little better |localization and add a slightly hollow sound to
everything, which the wind nmagnified.

She was freezing to death, too, despite being covered by an anazingly resourceful patchwork
set of clothes. Her face and particularly her ears were killing her; still, it was no worse on
her than on the others, and they didn't conplain.

"Let's keep going," Hosuru said after a nonment's listening. "If they're shadow ng us, they'll
either nake a nove or they won't. Just keep listening and |ooking."

"Don't strain too hard," Tael warned. "If they don't want to be seen, they won't be. Al
bright white like the snow, they could be ten nmeters away and out in the open and you'd never
know it."

They pressed on.

They reached Canp 43 before sundown, but Tael insisted that this would be their stop for the
night. "We couldn't possibly nake the next canp before nightfall, and you don't want to be out
here after dark."

"I hope those Yaxa or whatever feel the sane way," Renard worri ed.

"l hope they don't," Mavra responded. "That'll kill a lot nore of thema lot quicker. Vistaru?
Hosuru? You're nocturnals. You want to try this trail in the dark?"

Vistaru laughed. "Not in the dark, not in the daylight, not anytinme w thout a guide who knows
what she's doi ng!" she responded.

The crude shelter was built for two Dillians; the stalls were fine for Tael and Donm, and the
others just sort of scrunched in as best they could. Wth the supplies, it was hard to close the
door, and the old iron fireplace was so close to themthey had to choose freezing or burning.
But, it would do.

It had been a trying day; they were all dead tired, half-snowblind, and ready for a rest.
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There seened little point in setting a guard; if the Gedenondans wanted to do themin, they could
do it any tine. If they wanted contact, well and good. And if the Yaxa coalition party sonehow
managed to close in on them they had little means to fight it anyway. As the fire burnt down,
they sl ept.

There was a wrongness sonmewhere. It disturbed her in her sleep, and her mnd fought for it,
tried to seize on it, and it seemed sonehow el usive yet present and growi ng nore and nore
omi nous.

Mavra Chang awoke, |ying notionless. She | ooked quickly around. They were all there; not only
Tael and Renard, but even Doma snored.

She tried to figure out why she was suddenly wi de awake. There was sone sense of alarm
sonet hi ng that had her suddenly as clear-headed as ever when danger threatened. She reached for
the source with her mind and eyes. It was chilly now, vyes; it nmust be well into the night. But
that wasn't it.

Doma suddenly awoke and shook her great head. She snorted nervously. Mavra lifted her head a
little, sure now that she wasn't going crazy. The pegasus sensed it, too.

There it was. A noise. Scrunch-scrunch; scrunch-scrunch, over and over, a little |ouder each
tine.
Soneone-or sonething-was wal king rather calmy and steadily up the trail, sonething confident

even in the night and snow
Scrunch-scrunch, the snow was falling under its feet. It seened to be big.

And now the noi se stopped. Whatever it was was right outside the door, she knew She started
to call out, to warn the others, but sonehow she couldn't seem to nake a nove, only stare at that
cl osed door. Even Doma seened suddenly calm but expectant. She was reni nded of the d bornian
priest's power over her, but this wasn't like that. It was-sonething el se. Sonething strange,
conpl etely new.

The door opened, surprisingly silently considering its rusting hinges and bad fit. A blast of
chilly air hit her, and she felt the others stir unconfortably.

A huge white furry shape was there. It was tall- tall enough that it had to bend a little to
stick its head just inside the door. A face looked in at her, and snmiled slightly. It raised a
huge hairy white paw and put a huge, clawed index finger to its nouth.

GEDEMONDAS- A BACK TRAI L

Antor Trelig cursed for the thousandth tinme. One nishap after another on this danmmed journey,
he thought sourly. Aval ances hi front of them the trail undercut-alnost as if soneone was trying
to stop themor slow themdown, although no one had been sighted of any kind.

The trail was a lot nore obvious on the map than it was in reality; it wasn't well naintained,
sonme of the shelters were in disrepair and obviously had been so for years, and the trail often
vani shed without visible |andmarks, causing the Agitar to have to probe gingerly ahead with their
tasts. Their party of fourteen-twelve Agitar, he, and his not-so-loyal w fe, Burodir-was now
nine, still including Burodir, unfortunately.

But the | andmarks were reasonably clear; the terrain was not bad, nobst of the clinbing having
been at the beginning, and as nany tinmes as the trail had vanished it had al so been crysta
clear, as if tranmped down by the soles of many feet.

This had worried himat first, until he was renminded by the Agitar that this was, after all
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sonebody' s hex, and sonebody had to live in it.

In a way, that thought was the nbst disturbing. They had neither seen nor heard a native in
all this tine, in all this way. It nmade no sense at all that there shouldn't be sone creatures
somewhere al ong the way, except the occasional panic-inducing arctic hare, or whatever it was,
and a few small weasellike creatures.

And yet-sonehow, they'd nade it. Sonehow they'd kept to this trail. Sonehow they were going
all the way. He was, anyway. Wat the others did was up to them

He studied the maps and aerial photos fromthe Cebu scouts. He knew pretty nmuch where he was,
al t hough wi thout the prescouting he woul d have been | ost and dead now, he had to adnit. The inner
ring of nountains, slightly taller than the outer but hidden before now, was clearly ahead. And,
just on the other side of that big, glacier-carved peak over there, and over a bit, was a U
shaped valley wth a very inmportant |arge object |ying askew on a | edge.

They woul d not nake it today, that was for sure. But sonetine tonorrow afternoon, certainly,
i f nothing el se happened.

ALONG THE | NTERMOUNTAI N TRAI L

"Ifrit! My field glasses!"” Ben Yulin comanded. The cow reached into the pack of her cow fe
and quickly extracted them

"Here, Master," she said eagerly, handing themto him He took themw thout a word and put
themto his eyes.

They were not nerely binoculars; they had additional special |enses that helped his
near si ght edness. Wth the already ground prescription snow goggl es, they brought anything wthin
their range into sharp, clear focus.

"Troubl e?" growl ed a | ow voice next to him

He | ooked away and over at the thing. It looked |ike a walking hairy bush, about as tall as
he, with no apparent eyes, ears, or other organs. In actuality, it was not a single creature, but
a colony of thirty-six Lanotiens, adapted to the cold weather and the snow

"That shack up there," he pointed suspiciously ahead. "Doesn't |ook right, sonmehow 1| don't
want any nmore tricks like that fake trail. W lost two good cows there.” Neither his, he failed
to add.

"We lost thirty brothers, don't forget!" snapped the Lanotien. "W agree it |ooks strange.
What shoul d be done about it?"

Yulin thought a minute, trying to find a good solution wi thout risking his noble neck or his
possessi ons. "Wy don't a couple of you go on up? Turn white or something and take a | ook
around. "

The Lanotien considered it. "Two each, we think. Arctic hares." The creature seenmed to cone
apart all of a sudden; breaking into small, equal-sized fuzzy masses. Two of the things canme off
one side and junped to the snow, two others fromthe left. Yulin watched, fascinated as al ways,
as the rest of the shaggy creature reforned and readjusted. It |ooked slightly thinner, but
ot herwi se the sane.

Now the two Lanotien in the snow ran together, seened to blend into one big shaggy |unp. The
other pair did the sane. Slowy, as if there were unseen puppeteer’'s hands under the shaggy nops,
there was a poking here, a winkle there, a bend here, a growh there.

Two arctic hares were there in |l ess than two m nutes. They scanpered off naturally in the
direction of the cabin. The rest waited; only the colony | eader had a translator, so they' d have
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to reformbefore he knew the story. They didn't have vocal conmunication, that was for sure. He
wondered if they tal ked when they nel ded, becane one being with conmon m nd, or what. He'd asked,
but the Lanotien told himnot to worry about it, the concept was beyond hi m anyway.

The hares returned in a little nore than ten mnutes, disconnected, junped back into the hairy
| unp, and nel ded again. The shape was silent for a mnute, talking to the scouts or maybe
absorbing the scouts' brief nmenories.

Finally, it said, "The place is deserted. You're right about it being funny, though. Lots of
packs and supplies still there. Sonmebody was there not |ong ago, and left-not of their own will,
we' |l wager. Too nuch stuff left.”

That had himworried. "Think they were the centaurs we've been foll ow ng?"
"Probably," the Lanptien agreed. "But whoever they are, they're gone now. "
"Tracks?"

The Lanotien paused. "That's the funny part. There aren't any. W see their tracks, lots of
snow di sturbances where they unpacked, and all that. But no other tracks for hundreds of neters
in any direction. None."

"Well, they didn't come back this way," Yulin said, worried now. "So where did they go?"

They all | ooked around at the silent nountains.

"And with whon®?" responded the Lanotien.

ANOTHER PART OF THE FI ELD

It seened that they had wal ked forever; they had frequent rests-their captors seeming to
appreciate their need for nore oxygen than the atnosphere now provided-but no conversation. A few
grunts and a | ot of gestures, none of which the translators would handl e, but nothing else.

They were off any trails the Dillians knew, though. Trails so invisible at tunes that the
great Cedenondans |eading the way in sonetines crazy patterns seenmed to be lost thenselves. They
weren't, though; they sinply knew, sonmehow, everything that was under the snow.

Doma, carrying both Mavra and Renard, was being led by Tael with the two Lata on her back. In
front were four of the giant snow creatures; behind, four nore. Ohers were visible now, here and
there, sometines a | arge nunber, sonetinmes one or two crossing paths.

Mavra still wasn't sure what they were. They didn't really renmind her of anything, yet they
sonmehow reni nded her of everything. Al snow white, not even the dirtiness that such thick hair
usual ly displays so well. Tall-Tael was well over two neters, and they were alnost a head taller

than she-and very slender. Humanoid, yet their faces appeared doglike, snow white with |long, very
thin snouts and black button noses, their eyes set back, large but very human-I|ooking, and an

i ntense pale blue. Their hands and feet fornmed huge circular pads when closed, the palnms and

sol es of a tough, white, pawike material. But when they spread their fingers, their long, thin
fingers, they had three and a thunb-although their hands seened to be al nost wi thout bones. They
could bend them any which way and flex them and the whole hand in any direction, as if they were
made of sone kind of putty. Fingers and toes had long, pink claws, the only nonwhite part of them
ot her than the nose. Even the insides of their saucerlike ears were white.

They filled in the tracks by the sinplest nethod i magi nabl e. They wore flow ng white capes of
sonme animal fur, and it dragged behind themas they walked, the Iight top powder filling in
behi nd them They didn't sink down into the snow nearly as heavily as they should have; the
padl i ke feet acted alnpst |[|ike snowshoes.

Tracks weren't a problem here; they knew they were being taken into the nainstream of
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Gedenondan |ife, whatever that was. This was the part hidden away fromall comers, the part they
never |let you see.

And that made them wonder. Wy then? Did the Gedenondans know they were coning? Were they
bei ng hel ped? O were they prisoners to be interrogated about all these invasions before being
tossed over a cliff? There were no answers, only nore wal ki ng.

Cccasionally the great snow beasts would pop right up out of the snow It was unsettling at
first, until they realized that there nust be trap doors of sone Kkind-whether over ice caves,
natural or dug, or rock caves, or even artificial dwellings that were covered with snow t hey
didn't know. It was clear, though, that one of the big reasons you never saw the popul ati on was
that they were |living and doing whatever it is they did bel ow the snow cover, the art of
canoufl age conmng naturally to them

Ni ght cane, plunging this wintry world into an eerie gl owi ng darkness. The night sky of the
Well World reflected off the snowfields in distorted, twinkling wonder. New Ponpeii wasn't
visible, but it mght not yet have risen, or it mght have set, or it might be out of sight
behi nd the di stant nount ai ns.

They hadn't had tinme to take any supplies. The Gedenondans had been gentle but insistent; when
they had protested, they had been picked up as easily as Renard picked up a bag of apples, and
pl opped down on top of the two best able to carry them Tael and Dona. Tael was too overawed and
alittle scared to protest much; Dorma seenmed curiously at honme and docile around the strange
creatures, as if they had some nysterious power over her.

O, they hoped, because she could perceive no threat.

Still they didn't go hungry. Just after darkness fell they were led to a |arge cave they would
have never known was there, and other Gedenondans brought famliar fruits and vegetables, from
where they couldn't guess, served on broad wood plates, and a fruit punch that tasted quite good.

They even seenmed extra concerned about Mavra's problens. Her dish was higher and thicker, the
easier to reach it, and the punch was in a deep bow so she could drink as she wi shed.

Renard had not used his electrical powers at Mavra's suggestion; they were, after all there to
contact the Gedenpondans, and this was, if nothing else, contact. But he couldn't resist it,
finally, and reached over to a close relative of an apple and applied a small charge that baked
it.

The Gedenondans didn't seeminpressed. Finally one who was sitting against the cave wall got
up and wal ked over to him then crouched down across fromhim the plate in the mddle. A clawed
hand reached out, touched the plate. There was a blinding flash lasting only a fraction of a
second, and the plate and fruit just weren't there any nore. Renard was dunbfounded; he reached
over, felt the spot where it had been. It wasn't even warm yet there were no char marks,
debris, or anything but a tiny little odor of ozone or something. The snowcreature snorted in
satisfaction, patted himpatronizingly on the head, and wal ked off.

That ended the denonstrations of power.

They were bone-tired and chilled, but they did not spend the night in the cave. Al though they
didn't run, it was apparent that their captors were on sone sort of schedule, and that they had a
particular place for their captives to be at a certain tine.

It was several nore hours before they reached it, and by that point Tael was conplaining to
the silent |leaders loudly that she couldn't go a step farther

It was a solid rock wall, |oomng om nously ahead in the near-darkness. They started for it,
expecting to turn any minute, but it didn't happen. Instead the wall opened for them

To be precise, a huge block of stone noved slowy back, obviously on a nuscle-powered pull ey,
and bright lights shone into the darkness. They went on, into the tunnel

The light was fromsonme glowi ng mneral that picked up torchlight and negnified it a
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hundredfol d. It was bright as day inside.

The inside of the mountain was a honeyconb; |abyrinthine passages went off in all directions,
and they were quickly and conpletely lost. But it was warmconfortable, in fact-inside, the heat
com ng froma source they never did discover, and there were strange noises of a lot of work
bei ng done-but what was going on it was inmpossible to see.

Finally, they were at their destination. It was a confortable, large room There were severa
big beds there, filled with soft cushions of fabric, and a large fur rug that was perfect for
Mavra. There was only one entrance, and two Gedenondans stood there, conspicuous yet as
unobtrusive as possible. This was it, then

They were too tired to talk nuch, to even nove, or worry about what was in store for them
They were sound asleep in mnutes.

The next day all awoke feeling better, but with sone aches and pains. Gedenondans brought nore
fruits, a different punch, and even a bale of hay which could be used by both Tael and Donm
Where that canme fromthere was little nystery; it was a ration at one of the trail cabins.

Mavra stretched all four |inbs and groaned. "Ch, wow " she said. "I nmust have slept solid and
unnoving. I'mstiff as a board."
Renard synpat hized. "lI'mnot feeling too great nyself. Overslept, | think. But we're the

better for it."

The two Lata, who always slept notionless on their stomachs, still had their own conplaints,
and Tael said she had a stiff neck. Even Dona snorted and flexed her wi ngs, alnbst knocking Tael
in the face.

The Gedenondans had cl eared away the breakfast dishes; now only one was in the room | ooking
at themwi th a detached expression.

Vistaru |l ooked at him Her? No way to tell with them "I wish they'd say sonething," she
muttered, as nuch to herself as to the others. "This strong, silent treatnent gives ne the
creeps."

"Most people talk too nuch about too little now," said the Gedenondan, in a nice, cultured
voice full of warmth. "We prefer not to unless we really have sonething to say."

They all al nost junped out of their skins.

"You can tal k!" Horsuru blurted, then covered, "That is, we were wondering

The Gedenondan nodded, then | ooked at Mavra, still on her side on the rug. "So you are Mavra
Chang. |'ve wondered what you would | ook Iike."

She was surprised. "You know ne? Well, |'m pleased to neet you, too. |I'm sorry | can't give
you ny hand."

He shrugged. "W were aware of your problem As to knowi ng you, no. W were aware of you. That
is different."

She accepted that. There were lots of ways of getting infornmation on the Well Worl d.

Tael could not be restrained now "Wy haven't you ever talked to us?" she asked. "I nean, we
had the idea that you were sonme kind of animals or sonething."

Her |ack of subtly did not perturb the Gedenondan. "It's not hard to explain. W work hard at
our image. It is-necessary." He sat down on the floor, facing them

"The best way to explain it is to tell you a little of our own history. You know, all of you,
of the Markovians?" That was not the word he used, but he was wusing a translator and that's the
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way it cane out.

They nodded. Renard was the nobst ignorant of them even Tael had had sone schooling. But
Renard, at |east, knew fromhis own area of space of the dead ruins of that nysterious
civilization.

"The Markovi ans evol ved as all plants and aninmals evolve, fromthe prinmtive to the conplex.
Most races reach a dead end sonewhere along the line, but not them They reached the heights of
material attainment. Anything they wished for was theirs. Like the fabled gods, nothing was
beyond them " the Gedenondan told them "But it wasn't enough. Wen they had it all, they
realized that the end of it was stagnancy, which conmon sense will tell you is the ultimte
result of any material Uopia."

They nodded, following him Renard thought there was some argunent against that, and that he'd
like to try Utopia first, but he let it pass.

"So they created the Well Wirld, and they transformed thenselves into new races, and they
pl aced their children on new worlds of then: design. The Well is nore than the maintenance
computer for this world; it is the single stabilizing force for the finite universe," the snow
creature continued. "And why did they conmt racial suicide to descend back to the prinitive once
nore? Because they felt cheated, sonehow. They felt they had mi ssed sonething, sonewhere. And,
the tragedy was, they didn't know what it was. They hoped one of our races could find out. That
was the ultinmate goal of the project, which still goes on."

"It seens to ne they nade a sucker play," Mavra responded. "Suppose they weren't mssing
anyt hi ng? Suppose that was it?"

The Gedenondan shrugged. "In that case, those warring powers bel ow represent the height of
attai nment, and when the strongest owns the universe-1'm speaking netaphorically, of course, for
they are nere reflections of the races of the wuniverse-we'll have the Markovians all over."

"But not CGedenbndans?" Vistaru pronpted.

He shook his head. "W took a different path. Wiile the rest ran toward naterialistic
attai nment, we decided to accept the challenge of a nontechnol ogical hex for what it was-and not
try by ingenuity to nake it as technol ogical as we coul d. What nature provided, we accepted. Hot
springs allowed sone cultivation in these uniquely lighted caverns, which run through the entire
hex. W had food, warnth, shelter and privacy. W turned ourselves not outward, but inward, to
the very core of our being, our souls, if you will, and explored what we found there. There were
things there no one had ever taken tinme to dreamof. A few Northern hexes are proceedi ng
simlarly, but nost are not. We feel that this is what the Markovians created us to do, and what
so few are doing. We're |ooking for what they mssed.”

"And have you found it?" Mavra asked, sonewhat cynically. Mystics weren't her style, either

"After a mllion years, we are at the point where we perceive that sonething was indeed
m ssing," the Gedenondan replied. "What it is will take further study and refinenent. Unlike
t hose of your worlds, we are in no hurry."

"You' ve found power," Renard pointed out. "That dish of food was just plain disintegrated."

He chuckl ed, but there was a certain sadness in it. "Power. Yes, | suppose so. But the true
test of awesonme power is the ability not to use it," he said cryptically. He | ooked over at Mavra
Chang and pointed a clawed, furry finger at her

"No matter what, Mavra Chang, you renenber that!"

She | ooked puzzled. "You think I'mto have great power?" she responded, skeptical and a little
derisively.

"First you nust descend into Hell," he warned. "Then, only when hope is gone, wll you be
lifted up and placed at the pinnacle of attainable power, but whether or not you will be wise
enough to know what to do with it or what not to do with it is closed to us."
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"How do you know all this?" Vistaru challenged. "lIs this just sonme nystical nunbling or do you
really know the future?"

The Gedenondan chuckl ed again. "No, we read probabilities. You see, we see-perceive is a
better word-the math of the Well of Souls. W feel the energy flow, the ties and bands, in each
and every particle of matter and energy. Al reality is mathenmatics; all existence, past,
present, and future, is equations."

"Then you can foretell what's to happen,” Renard put in. "If you see the math, you can solve
t he equations."

The Gedenondan sighed. "Wat is the square root of minus two?" he asked. "That's sonething you
can see. Solve it."

The point was nade in the sinplest ternmns.
"But this doesn't explain why you pretend to be primtive snow apes," Tael persisted.

The Gedenondan | ooked at her. "To entwi ne ourselves in the material equations is to |lose that
which we believe is of greater value. It is really too late for any of your cultures to
conprehend this; you are too far along the Markovian path."

"But you broke your act for us," Hosuru pointed out. "Wy?"

"The war and the engine nod, of course," Vistaru said flatly, in a tone that indicated she

t hought her friend a total idiot.

But the Gedenondan shook his head fromside to side. "No. It was to neet and speak with one of
you, to try and understand the conplexity of her equation and perceive its nmeani ng and possible
solution.”

Renard | ooked puzzl ed. "Mavra?" he asked quizzically.

The Gedenondan nodded. "And now that is done, although what can be added is beyond ne right
now. As to your silly, stupid, petty war and your spaceship, well, if you're up to a short
journey | think we will settle that now. " He got up, and they did the sane, follow ng himout.
Anot her Gedenondan followed with their clothing;, they wouldn't need it in the warm caves, but it
was obvious that they would not return to that room

They were left in a junction area for a while, and their talkative guide left them Soon they
were joi ned by another Gedenondan-or was it the sane one?- and they continued off. It was silent-
treatment tinme again, regardless.

Later, after what seened |ike several hours' walk, they stood again before a stone wall and
were hel ped getting their col d-weat her gear on. Sone kind Gedenondan had created a formfitting
fur coat with |eggings for Mavra. She was anazed, and wondered how they could have done it hi a
ni ght.

But it hel ped. The great door opened with a runble and reveal ed a strange scene.
It was a great bowl; a U shaped valley hung over it, and snow filled it deeply.
And, askew on a |edge, unmni stakable even at that distance, was the engine nodule.

And now the guide spoke. It was a different voice, they thought, but with the sane kindness
and warnth

"You spoke of power. Over there, just next to that little pronontory there, your Ben Yulin and
hi s associ ates now stand. W narked the trail as subtly as possible, and they alnost lost it
several tines, but they nmanaged to blunder through.”

They strained their eyes, but it was too far away.
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Now t he Gedenondan pointed to the opposite rim "Up there," he said, "stand Antor Trelig and
his conpatriots. Again, their journey was stage-managed so they arrived at their point within
m nutes of the other. O course, neither party knows the other is there.”

The snowcreature turned back and stared at the engine nodule, marvel ously intact and
preserved, the remains of the great braking chutes still entwined in it.

"This is power," said the Gedenondan, and pointed at the nodul e.

There was a runbling sound that shook the entire valley. Snow started to fall all around, and
the engine nodule trenbled, then started to nove, slowly at first, then nore rapidly, off the
edge of the hanging vall ey.

It poised for an instant at the edge, then plunged over the side with a roar. But it didn't
just fall-it seened to break apart, and there was a trenendous runble and roar. Snoke and fl ames
and white-hot billow ng clouds erupted. The thing blewitself up on the way down, and, when it
hit the snow bel ow, the explosions continued, making the valley |look |like a nminor volcano for
several ninutes. Wen the snoke and roar died away, the |last of the echoes gone, there was only
a nelted, snouldering ruin in the snow, bubbling and hissing.

The CGedenpbndan nodded in satisfaction. "And so ends the war,'
hard to deny.

he said with a finality that was

"But if you could do this-why did you wait?" Vistaru asked, awed and a little frightened.

"It was necessary that all sides witness it," the creature explained. "Oherw se they would
never have accepted the truth.”
"All those dead people . . ." Renard nurnured, thinking of his own experiences.

The Gedenondan nodded. "And thousands nore now littering the plains. Perhaps this experience
will save thousand nmore in tinmes to conme. War is the greatest of teachers, and not all of its
| essons are bad. Their cost is just so terribly high."

Mavra had a di fferent thought. "Suppose the engine nodul e hadn't |anded here," she asked him
"What then?"

"You misunderstand," replied the Gedenondan. "It |anded here because it had to land here. It
could |l and nowhere el se." He nodded, alnost to hinself. "A very sinple equation," he nuttered.

They stood there a while in silence, stunned. Finally, Mwvra asked, "What happens now? To us?
To the warring powers?”

"The warring powers will pack up and go hone," the Gedenondan replied natter-of-factly.

"Trelig? Yulin?" Renard pressed.

"Are too devious to have been caught here," the creature replied. "They will do as they always
have done and act as they always have acted, until the tinme cones for their equations to solve.
They are nuch entwi ned, those two, and with you, Renard, and you, Vistaru, and, nost of all, with

you, Mavra Chang."
She let it pass. Al this talk of her inportance seemed ridicul ous.

"And us?" she prodded. "Wat happens to us now? | nean, you' ve pretty well blown your cover,
haven't you?"

"Power is best used judiciously," the Gedenondan replied. "A sinple adjustnment, really. You

never were picked up by us. You followed an old trail that seemed recently used, and discovered
this valley. Then you watched as the engine nodule destroyed itself, jarred perhaps by too nany
sounds echoing across the valley and hitting just the wong points as it fell. Then you nade your

way east, into Dillia, to report. You never ever saw the nysterious CGedenondans."”
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"That's going to be a hard story to keep to," she pointed out.

"But it is true," the snowcreature told her. "Or, as far as your conpanions are concerned, it
will be, the noment you cross into Dillia. W have picked up your pack and supplies and will
provi de them before you cross the border."

"You mean," Vistaru said, a little upset, "you' re going to nake us forget all this?"

"Al'l but her," he replied, gesturing toward Mavra. "But she will get sick and tired of trying
to convince you of all this fairly quickly."

"Why me?" Mavra responded, still puzzled.

"W want you to renenber," the Gedenpndan said seriously. "You see, while we devel oped here
along these lines, our children out there in the stars did not. They are all dead now. Al gone
The Gedenpndans here may yet solve the Markovian problem but they will never be in a position to
i mpl enent that solution.”

"And | will?" she asked.

"The square root of mnus two," replied the Gedenondan.

SQUTH ZONE

"But it just isn't right," Vardia, the Czillian, objected. "I nean, after all she did and
tried to do." It pointed a tendril at a photograph. "Look at her. A freak. A pretty human girl's
body, always facing head downward, supported by four nule's |l egs. Not even able to | ook straight
ahead. No protective hair or body fat. She's so vul nerable! Eating Iike an animal, face pushed
into a dish; eating food she can't even prepare hersel f. She must have normal sexual urges, yet
what will have her, fromthe ass-end at that? She alnbst has to wallow in her own excrenent just
torelieve herself. It's awmful! And so easy to cure. Just bring her here and send her through the
Wl Gate. ™

Serge Ortega nodded, agreeing with all the other anbassador said. "It is sad,” he admtted.
"There is nothing I have done in ny whole foul |ife that pains ne |ike this. And yet, you know
why. The Crisis Center of your own hex cane out with the cold facts. Antor Trelig will never
forget that there's another ship down on the Well World; neither will Ben Yulin. Both can see New
Ponpeii on clear nights. And if Yulin settles down, the Yaxa will push himinto it. W can't
control them or the Maki emand they can pass through Zone as safely as we. W haven't the right
to stop them Nations that would not Iift a finger in the war would act against us if we
mlitarized Zone. | still hold to the idea that the Northern ship is beyond anybody's reach, and,
Lord knows, both the Czillian conputers and | have tried every angle! Sone of the Northern races
are interested, but the Uchjin are conpletely opposed, and there's no way to get a pilot there
physi cal ly, anyway."

He paused, then | ooked at the plant-creature, eyes sad. "But can we take the chance that it is
i mpossi bl e? Your conputers say no, and so do ny instincts. A Northerner once got South, renenber.
If we can find how . . . Trelig won't stop. Yulin won't stop. The Yaxa won't stop. If a solution
is possible, no matter how conplex and off the wall it nay be, even shooting a pilot over the
Equatorial Barrier with giant sling shots, somebody will come up with the solution. My channels
are pretty good, but so are theirs. |If anybody conmes up wth the answer, we'll all have it, and
it's a mniwar all over again. And if we aren't to leave it to Yulin or Trelig, then we'll need
sonebody who knows how to tell that conputer to take off and | and and such-and who can reprogram
it for the alnost inpossible [aunch situation and acceleration that would be required. The
Zinders can't-even if we knew where and what they were, and we nost definitely do not. Nor can a
classical librarian |like Renard. None of themever flewa ship. | can't, either. 1'mtoo out of
date. And that ship is still there, still intact, and it'll stay that way because the Uchjin
don't even understand what it is but think it's pretty, and because that atnosphere they have is
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al nrost a perfect preservative."

"If only we could get sonmebody in the North to blow it up,"” Vardia said wstfully.

"I"'ve already tried that," Otega replied swiftly. "Things are different up there, that's all
So we've got a ship that's a ticking bonb, and maybe, hopefully, it'll never go off-but it just
mght. And if we run her through the WeIlIl of Souls, we might lose track or control of the only
pil ot we have!"

He shuffled through sone papers, conming up with a photograph of New Ponpeii

"Look at that," he told her. "There's a conputer there that knows the Wl | codes and math.
It's capacity-limted, but it's self-aware, and so it's another player in the game. Against
uncounted billions or trillions of lives hi the wuniverse, can the fate of one individual be

consi dered? You know the answer." He slapped the conmputer printouts angrily, upset hinself.
"There it is, dam it! Tell nme sone way around it!"

"Maybe she'll solve her own problem" Vardia nmused. "Get to a Zone Gate and get here. Then the
Well's the only way out."

He shook his head. "That won't work, and | nade sure she knows it. Whatever she is, Zone gates
will be guarded day and night. If she makes it here, she'll be locked up in a nice, confortable
one-room of fice hi this conplex. No wi ndows, no way out. She'll be an annual in a zoo, unable to
snell the flowers or see the stars. That is nore horrible to her than death, and she's just not
the suicidal type."

"How can you be so dammed sure of everything?" the Czillian asked him "If 7 were her, facing
her kind of future, I'msure | would kill rmnyself."
Ortega reached into his nassive, U shaped desk and pulled out a thick file. "The life history

and profile of Mavra Chang," he told the other. "Partly from Renard, partly from some hypno
interviews we did in Lata that she's not aware of, and partly from ah, other sources |I'm not
ready to reveal now. Her whole 1life has been a succession of tragedies, but it's also the story
of a dramatic, continuing fight agai nst hopel ess odds. She is psychol ogically incapable of
giving up! Look at that Teliagin business. Even not know ng where she was or what was what, she
refused to abandon those people. Even as a freak she still insisted on going to Gedenpndas, and
she did. No, sonehow she'll cope. We'll nake it as easy as we can for her." That |ast was said
softly, with a gentleness Vardia would never have suspected of the Machi avellian snake-man and
former human pirate.

"Look," he said, trying to soften it, "maybe another Type 41 Entry will conme in. Then we'll be
able to do sonething. There's hope."

The Czillian kept staring at the photograph. "You know the figures. One time there were lots
of human Entries; what have we had in the |last century? Two? And we lost track of both of those."

"One's dead, the other's in a salt-water hex and is the wong kind of pilot,"” Otega nunbl ed.
The plant-creature hardly heard. Once it, too, had been a human female. That was why it was
pi cked as the liaison with Otega.

"I'd still kill myself," Vardia said softly.

ABOARD A SHI P JUST OFF GLATHRI EL

They had taken her first south fromDillia through Kuansa to Shanbzan, the |and of great
spiders. She had no fear of spiders, and found them charm ng and very human.

The ambassador was very kind, but he explained the situation to her in graphic detail
concluding, "The only thing we can do right nowis nake it as easy as possible. Understand, we
have no choice."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Exiles%20at%20the%20Well%200f%20Souls. TXT (180 of 183) [7/1/03 1:17:07 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20W...f%20Soul s%62002%20-%20EXi| es%20at%620the%20Wel %200 %20Soul s. TX T

She started to say sonething, but a needle from soneone behind pierced her skin, and things
had bl acked out.

They took her to a nmedical section with a strange machi ne. The anbassador explained it to

Renard and Vistaru, who still acconpanied her. Hosuru had gone to report and was hone al ready.
"Basically, it reinforces the effect of a hypno," he explained. "It doesn't work on nmany
races, but she's still Type 41, although nodified, and it'll work on themand her. What it does

is to do a nore or |ess permanent burn-in of a basic hypno treatnent, so it doesn't wear off. W
know it works, because we took data on her in Lata using a simlar device and then bl ocked al
menory, and it held."

"But what will you tell her?" Vistaru worried. "You won't change her, wll you?"

"Only a little," the anbassador replied. "Just enough to nmake her confortable, adapt. W can't
do anything serious; the whole reason for this is that we nust keep her on hand for the skills
and qualities she possesses. | think she understands that."

The process began.

"Mavra Chang," said the device, preprogranmmred carefully. "Wen you awake, you wll find your
nmenori es and personal ity unchanged. However, while you will remenber being human, you will be
unabl e to imagi ne yourself that way. The way you are now will seem natural and normal to you
This formis how you are confortable. You cannot conceive of being any other way, even though you
know you once were, and you wouldn't want to be any different than you are.”

The thing went on for a bit, feeding her various bits of information, nethods, skills she
woul d need in order to cope, and then it was over

She had awakened a few hours later, and felt strangely better, nore at ease. She tried to
remenber why she had felt different before, but it came hard. Sonething to do with being hi this
form she recalled

She renmenbered bei ng human. Remenbered it, but in a curious, |lopsided kind of way. It seened
like she'd always had four legs. She tried to imagi ne herself wal king upright on two |egs, or
pi cking up things with hands, and she just couldn't. It was just not right sonehow This was
right.

Vaguely, in the back of her mnd, she knew that they'd done sonething to her, sonething to
Ccreate this situation, but it didn't seeminportant, sonehow, and she quickly forgot it.

But she renenbered the stars. She knew she bel onged there, not here, not in any planetbound
exi stence anywhere. She would sit there, topside on the ship as it crossed the Gulf of Turagin
sonmetimes by sail, sonetinmes by steam depending on the hex, head and forel egs propped up on sone
crates or a hatch cover, |ooking at the stars.

She chuckl ed to herself. They thought she wanted to go through the Wll. O naybe they thought
she'd settle down and forget in this new existence. But the stars came out every night, and those
she woul d never forget. It went beyond reason and logic; it was a love affair. A love affair now
forcibly broken by circunstances, but not beyond repair while both |lovers |ived.

And now, as the sun canme up, there was a shoreline out there. It |ooked green and pretty and
warm sea birds circled offshore, diving occasionally for fish and clans, then took their catch
to rookeries in the hillsides overlooking the beach

Renard came on deck, stretched and yawned, then went over to her
"Not an unpl easant -1 ooki ng place for an exile," she said calmy

He stooped down so his head was |evel with hers. "Very primtive. Atribal culture, not much
el se. They're human-what we think of as human. But this wasn't our ancestral home. They had a war
with the Anbreza; the big beavers gassed them back into the Stone Age and swapped hexes, so it's
a nontech hex."
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"Suits ne fine," she replied. "Primtive nmeans small popul ation." She | ooked straight at him
head to one side. "And soon your job will be done, and Vistaru's too. They've built a conpound
for me to ny requirenents, with a fresh water spring and everything. Once a nonth a ship wll
drop off supplies in little plastic pouches | can open with ny teeth hol ding them between ny
forel egs. There are hostiles and water all around except on the Anbreza side, and they'll keep
Zone Gates 136 and 41 secure. The primtives have been effectively tabooed fromthe conpound. No
risk to me, and no chance |I'll escape. You and Vistaru can go back through the Zone Gate, tel
themall is well, and then try and find new lives or pick up old ones. | understand the Agitar
are so pissed off at the war fizzling out that you' re sone kind of hero."

He was hurt. "Mavra-|I-"

She cut himoff. "Look, Renard!" she said sharply. "You don't owe nme anything and | don't owe
you anything. W're even now | don't need you any nore, and it's about tine you |learned you
don't need ne, either! Go hone, Renard!" She was al nost screamnming now, and the | ook she gave him
said it even nore el oquently.

I'm Mavra Chang, it said. | was orphaned at five and again at thirteen. | was a beggar who
becanme the queen of beggars, a whore when | had to be to buy the stars | craved, and | got them
I was a thief they couldn't catch, the agent who snatched N kki Zinder off New Ponpeii and kept
her and you alive until help could conme. And against all odds, | reached Ge-denpbndas and saw t he
destruction of the engines.

I''m Mavra Chang, and no matter what comes along, | wll cope.
I'm Mavra Chang, bride only of the stars.
I'"'m Mavra Chang, and | don't need anybody!
The Wars of the Well will be concluded in
Quest for The Well of Souls.

APPENDI X: RACES REFERRED TO I N EXILES AT THE WELL OF SQULS

N=Nont echnol ogi cal hex. S=senitechnol ogi cal hex. H=hightech hex. A parenthesis (for exanple,
(N)) denotes a water hex. The addition of an Mto the hex designation (i.e. SM neans it has what
woul d be regarded as mmgi cal capabilities by those who don't have them Uchjin, the only hex in
the North, has an atnosphere that's nostly helium and ot her usel ess stuff.

Ad TAR H Diurnal: Males satyrlike; females reverse aninmalismof males but are snarter. Males
can store and control electric charges. ALESTOL N Diurnal Mving, barrel-shaped plants that are
carnivores and shoot a variety of noxious gasses. AMBREZA H Diurnal: Resenble giant beavers.

Used to be Nuntil they beat the Qathriel in a war and swapped hexes with them BO DOL NM
Diurnal: G ant sphinxlike creatures. Look fierce but are peaceful herbivores. CEBU S Di urnal
Resenbl e pterodactyls with prehensile apelike feet. CZILL H Diurnal: Asexual plants who duplicate,;
mobi |l e by day, root at night. Pacifistic scholars with a huge conputer center. DASHEEN

N Diurnal: Basically mnotaurs. Females are nuch larger and dunber than the nales, but males need
their lactose/calciumto live. DILLIA S Diurnal: True classic centaurs. Peaceful folk who hunt,
trap, farm Can eat anything organic but are basically vegetarians. DJUKASIS S Diurnal: G ant
beel i ke col onies where citizens are bred physically and nentally for their jobs. GALI DON

(N: Gant, tentacled manta rays who are bad-tenpered carnivores. GEDEMONDAS N Di urnal Large
thin, hairy apelike creatures with round feet and doglike snouts. GLATHRIEL N Diurnal: The
ancestors of hunmanity; very primtive since the Arbreza gassed them back into the Stone Age and
swapped hexes. JIITHU (H): Large clamike creatures with lots of tentacles, but they rarely nove
once full grown. KLUSID N Diurnal: Thin, delicate birdlike creatures in a |land of great beauty.

At nosphere is nuch too high on the ultraviolet for nost others. KROW (S) Diurnal: Huge flowers
that spin across their shall ow swanp. LAMOTTEN H Diurnal: Small |unpy creatures who can initate
anyt hi ng, even by conbining to build bigger imtations, but can not change their mass. LATA H
Nocturnal : Very snmall humanoi d hernmaphroditic pixies who can fly and have nasty stingers. Can
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al so gl ow by secreting chemicals in the skin. MAKIEM N Diurnal: Large reptiles resenbling giant
toads who need sone water daily though |and-dwellers. Col dbl ooded and have sex only ten days a
year during one period. NODI N Nocturnal: Resenble giant nushroons; thousands of tendrils drop
from their "caps" when needed. OLBORN SM Di urnal: Resenbl e huge, bipedal pussycats with the
ability to create their own beasts of burden. PALIMH Diurnal: Resenble great hairy manmoths with
remar kably prehensile trunk with fingers all around. PORIGOL (HM: Dol phinlike manmmal s who can

stun or kill with sound. QASADA H Diurnal: Large ratlike creatures with long tails, whiskers, and
hi vel i ke communities. SHAMOZAN H Di urnal: These huge, hairy tarantulas |ike al cohol, nelodic
music, and ganmes of skill. TELIAG N N Diurnal: Geat cyclopses; carnivores who raise their own

sheep to eat and are bull-headed but not dunb. TULIGA (S): G ant, rather repul sive sea sl ugs,
neither nice nor conmunicative. UCHJIN N Nocturnal: Look |ike giant paint snears flow ng down"
glass. ULIK H Diurnal: Geat six-arnmed snake-nen that live in a desert hex at the Equatoria
Barrier. XODA NM Diurnal: Resenble four neters of praying mantis, and have a hypnotic way of
inviting you to dinner. YAXA S Diurnal: Fermal es who eat their husbands after sex. Look like giant
orange-and- brown butterflies with hard shiny black bodies, eight prehensile tentacles, and a
death's head for a face. Visual systemis quite different from Southern norm ZHONZORP H Di urnal
Large, bipedal relatives of the crocodile given to dressing up |like grand opera, capes and all
but are solid technicians.
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