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Thisone, believeit or not, isfor the Na-tiona Park Service, for having such wonder-ful placesas
Stehekin, Washington, where the Well World was born, and such nice folks asthose rangers at
Chiricahua Nationa Monument, without whom | might never have been seen or heard from again.

South Zone, the Wdll World

"A MORVATH SQUAD REPORTS IT DEFINITELY JUSTkilled Nathan Brazil," the Czillian sad
wearily, limbs drooping and pumpkinlike head somehow con-veying anote of exhaustion aswell.

Serge Ortega sighed. "How many does that make today ?"
"Twenty-seven," the plant-creature responded. "And it's early yet."

Relaxing, Ortega sat back on his great serpentinetail and shook his head. ™Y ou have to admire the
ge-niusof it, though. Heknew the Well World Council would never darelet him back in. So he gets
surgeons back in the Com to remake a bunch of people roughly his size and build and sendsthem
through. Got to ad-mireit. Got to admire the guts of the people who let such athing be done to them,
too—unless they're damned naive or just damned fools."

The Czillian's vineline tentacles formed a very hu-man shrug. "No matter. What doesit get him? We, just
kill every one that comes through, anyway—and weknow he has to come through looking pretty much
the way our photos say he looks. Even if he should get by in some kind of disguise, weknow he hasto
show up in Ambreza—and that hex is an armed camp with wall-to-wall watchers. How could one of
known ap-pearance, naked, shorn of disguise, ever hope to elude them?”

"Y ou don't know Brazil," Ortegaresponded. "I do. Now, stop thinking like acomputer for amoment
and gtart thinking like apirate. Nate's anasty, clever pi-rate—amost equa to meintheway hethinks.
Smart, Grumma. Red smart. He understands us, the way we think, the way we react to things—l ook
how easily he figured held need al thiswindow dressing to sneek in. Now, he certainly redizesthat we



would expect him and lay asnare. Ifyou guessed that far in ad-vance of putting this plan into action, and
you knew the limitations, when wouldyou arrive in the Well World?'

The Czllian considered that one amoment. "I can-not say. Wait, perhaps, until we're so sick and tired
of killing imitationsthat we stop?'

Ortega shook his head firmly from side toside. "Never. Too risky. Communication between the Well
World and therest of the universeis gtrictly one way. He'd have no way of knowing when we reached
that point—or if we'd ever reach it. Uh uh. Not like Nate to take that kind of arisk when the operation's
S0 im-portant.”

"When, then?' The Czillian was curious. Coming from ahex whose socia system resembled agreat
uni-versity, the cresture was well versed in the most eso-teric knowledge, but its life had been a sheltered
one and this sort of devious thinking was beyond its expe-rience.

"I keep wondering about the others, thefirst through,” Ortegatold Grumma. "Okay, so you send your
key peopleinfirst so they get through. That makes sense. If we'd known something was up on thisscale
ahead of time, we'd have stopped the plan right there. And the Chang girl—why did she actudly stop in
here to see me? Old times sake? She has more rea-son to kill me than anything € se—and she's one of
my kind, too. No idle curiosity, either. The risk wastoo great that I'd smell arat. Uh uh. Why comein,
intro-duce hersdlf, then tell me there was this greet plot in the works and that Brazil was coming back?!

The Czillian was patient but only to apoint. "All right. Why?" "

Ortegasmiled admiringly. "It came to me only thismorning, and | could ram my head against awall for
not catching on sooner. Shedid it for severd reasons. First, she sounded me out on how I'd fedl about al
thisand got a measure of what power | might still have here. Second, she guaranteed that this sort of
op-eration—ahunt for Brazil—would take place.”

"But that would doom Brazil," the Czillian pointed out.

Thesckly grinwidened. "Not if Nathan Brazil was already here,ahead of them al. Weld waste so
much time hunting for him, we'd never look for him in Ambreza until it wastoo late. Want to bet?!

"Do you have any proof of this?' the Czillian asked skepticaly.

"It'sthe old shell game," the snake-man continued, partially ignoring the question. ™Y ou take three shells,
put a pebble under one, then shuffle them in such away that you misdirect the sucker. Hethinks he sees
the shell with the pebble moveto the right, but that'sillusion. The pebble's sayed in the middle. That's
what happened thistime. First the pebble—Brazil— dipped in, then we wereleft staring at the shuffling
of empty shdlls"

"But do you have any proof?’' the Czillian per-ssted.

Bushy eyebrows rose. "Proof? Of course. Once |l redlized that I'd been had, it was ssimple.” Ortega
reached across hisU -shaped desk and hislower right hand pushed a combination of buttons on asmall
con-trol pandl. A screen on thefar wall flickered to life, showing atill of the great Well Gate chamber
through which entered dll who fdll into the teleportation gates of the long-dead Markovians. Cameras had
been set up in there for aslong as any could remember so that no one would enter without being seen
and given hisintroduction and orientation to the Well World.



Images flickered across the screen; strange shapes from twenty or more different worlds, their only
com-monadlity their carbon-based structure. Non-carbon-based life automatically went to the North
Zone.

"We're going backward,” Ortegatold his associate. "Backward from the point a which Chang and her
friends came through.”

"How far back intime are we now?" the plant-creature asked, while examining the image of aspin-dly
structure seeming without heed, tail, or limbs.

"Three weeks. | went back further than that. There! Thereé'sthe onel waslooking for!" One of Ortegals
sx arms shot out and stabbed a button, freezing the picture. "That, my friend, is Nathan Brazil," he said
flatly."

The Czillian stared. The figure on the screen was smdl and lithe, but it was by no meansthe sort of
cresture Grummaknew Brazil to be. A humanoid torso of degp blue ended in hairy, goatlike legs, the
satyr's face peered through dark-blue hair and afull beard: two small horns protruded atop the head.

"That isnot aType41," the Czillian noted. "That isa 341—an Agitar.”

Ortegachuckled. "No it'snot. Oh, true, itlooks like one, but it's supposed to. A fine make-up job, if |

do say so, but Nate probably caled in the best costumersin the businesson it. The disguiseis so per-fect
it'd fool the Agitarian ambassador here, I'm sure—provided Nate didn't have to demondtrate his
electric-shock ability. He counted on nothing but com-ing in, meeting with the duty officer, receiving the
standard briefing, and then being shoved through the Well. Very clever. Wed never even notice. We get
two or three of histype every century. Very clever. Ingdious.”

"Then why are you s0 sure heisn't just a 341 En-try?" the plant-creature persisted.

"Hemade adip," Ortegaresponded. "One lousy dip. A dip | would never catch until too late—that
nobody would catch herein Zone. Ddliberate, | think. At least there was no way around it. He didn't
know the language of the. . . Saugril, | think they call themselves out in the universe. That race and the
Com never met, S0 he couldn't know it."

"Y ou mean in the preliminary interview he spoke something ese?' the Czillian pressed, amazed. "And
that'swhat gave him away? But, then, why wouldn't it have betrayed him at the time?"

Ortega chuckled. "How do you and | converse? I'm speaking Ulik, atongue your rather odd vegetable
sound generator couldn't approach. By the same to-ken, your speech is the wrong set of frequenciesfor
meto even hear. Y et wetalk normally like this and are understood.”

"Ah!" the Czillian's strange pumpkin head came up, its perpetud ook of amazement only adding to its
body language of understanding. "Thetrandators! Of course! Basicaly they are telepathic projectors.”

The snake-man nodded. "Sure. And for purdy diplomatic reasons, we dl wear them in Zone. All of us.
The master communications system hereisonly alarger, more sophisticated external version so we can
understand the Entries without an operation. He knew it'd take whatever he spoke and trandate it into
our own languages asif he were speaking ours.”

"But isn't that dangerous? Didn't herisk running into aformer 341 Entry?'



"Pretty dim, you'd admit,” he responded. "And, besides, most races have anumber of languages— and
things change even more with time and distance. No, he dipped because of the language he used and the
fact that | was one of the very few people on the Well World who might recognizeit. | havetotdl youll
needed computer help to defeat my own trandator mechanisms.”

"And thelanguage?'

Ortegasmiled. "It isancient Hebrew. We had a couple of rabbis come through, and thelanguageisin
the data-center computers. It's Hebrew dl right—a Type 41 language and one he knows well. Oh, the
man is so damnably clever!”

The Czillian shook its head dightly in wonderment. "He is quite an actor,” it noted. "Who was the duty
officer who processed him?"

Ortega spat. " Me,damn hishide.Mée "

"Thismeansthat Brazil arrived before hisagents,” the Czillian pointed out needlesdy. "He was through
Ambreza before we even knew anything was amiss. He could be anywhere by now. Anywhere!"

Ortega shook his head dowly from sideto side. "No, not anywhere. Ten to one he moved from
Ambrezainto Glathrid as quickly as possible. He knowstheterritory well. | think heisthe Markovian
who designed that particular race. They're still pretty primitive, but that would give him an advantage. Get
some dye to make himsdlf alittle darker, like the people of Glathrid, some native dress, and held fit right
in. Lielow until his people could help him out. HEd be congpicuous on the move, remember. Hell need
help, native help—or native-looking help any-way. That's our only acein the hole. Our only one. He
couldn't prepare much in advance. Oncein, hed have to hide and wait."

"He seems perfectly cgpable of hiding out indef-initely,” the Czillian noted with unmasked gpprecia-tion.
"Hiding out, yes" the Ulik agreed. "But he can't hide out. Not indefinitely. Sooner or later hesgoing to
have to come out of his hidy-hole and move. At the very least he's got something like eight hexesto
traverse—waell over three thousand kilometers. And we can be sure helll take anything but the direct
route. The only thing he hasin hisfavor now isthat we have no ideato which Avenue he's going, or
when, or how."

"Theonly thing,"” Gramma repesated sarcastically.

"Once he sartsto move, he's playing my game,” the snake-man continued, obliviousto the other'stone.
"Only troubleis, he knowsthat aswell as| do —and he's been astep ahead of usdl theway."

"What do we do in the meantime, though?*

"We put people on dl the key agents, the oneswho came through first. Mavra Chang in particular
—she'sthe best hel's got, possibly the most dangerous woman I've ever known. And she thinks like him.
Beyond that, | think we must convene an emergency session of the council—North aswell as South."”

The Czillian appeared surprised. "Is the North necessary?"

"Itis. It'stheir fight, too, remember. And consider this. | have reports of alarge number of Entries
winding up as Northerners."



"But that'simpossible!™

"Uh uh. We have only 780 hexes herein the South, dl in careful balance. The population's main-tained,
stablilized by the Wdll soit never exceeds the available resources. It's overloaded aready. Were
doubling the population, you redize that? And theres no end to them! So the Wdl'skicked inits
emergency sysem—it's started filling in Northern Hexes aswdll to distribute the flood tide. And that
means Brazil now hasloads of Northern followersaswell.”

"But he can't get past North Zone," the Czillian pointed out. "Y ou know the Well Gates don't work that
way."

"I only know that centuries ago awhole shitload of Southerners, Chang included, went North. We can't
afford to overlook anything. It'd be just like the son of abitch to come back to Zone, go to North Zone,
then into an Avenue from the other side. Who'd expect it?!

"I'll set the Council sesson up,” the plant-creature responded meekly. "Anything el se?'

"Yeah. Asquickly aspossible, | want reports on Chang and the other two who came in with her. | want
to know what they are, where they are, and what they are doing now. Let's move!™

The Czillian l€ft hurriedly, and the door to the Ulik Embassy a South Zone hissed closed. Serge Ortega
leaned back wearily on hismassive, coiled serpentinetail and sighed, then turned silent, hissix ams
folded contemplatively. He rocked back and forth, dowly, asif meditating, athough actualy he was deep
in thought. The silence was absolute.

And then, quite suddenly, it was broken by the sound of someone clearing itsthroat.

Ortegajumped and whirled, shocked by the sound, then stopped, staring wide-eyed at the intruder, who
was lounging quite comfortably on a cotlike couch.

The dien was a Type 41—ahuman, just as Ortega had once been, but that had been so long ago he had
amogt forgotten what it waslike. Lanky, dark-complected, with alean, heavily boned triangular face, he
was dressed in aplaid work shirt, heavy dacks, and well-worn boots. For amoment Ortega thought it
must be Brazil, and athrill shot through him. But, no, hetold himsdlf, Brazil could disguisshimsdfina
number of ways, but he couldn't add fifty or more centimeters, at least not so convincingly. "Who the hell
areyou, and how did you get in here?' Ortega asked the newcomer.

The man shifted around and put his arms behind his head, looking comfortable and dightly amused by dl
this. "Just call me Gypsy," hereplied lightly. "Everybody does. Mind if | smoke?'

Hisinsolent manner irritated Ortega, but curiosity overwhelmed al other emotions. "No, go ahead.”

Gypsy reached in a shirt pocket and removed along, thin, Com-style cigarette from a pack, then asmall
slver lighter, and lit up. Curls of blue-gray smoke roseinto the air as he puffed to make sureit waslit.

"Thanks," he responded, putting the lighter away and resuming his comfortable posture. "Filthy habit, |
admit, but handy. What with the Ambreza monopoly on tobacco here, they're better than gold.”



A coldness crept up and down Ortegas spine. "Y ou have to have heard that at a briefing, probably one
by Brazil," he guessed. "The humans here don't look much like you. Y ou have just arrived here. I'm
surprised they didn't shoot you.”

Gypsy chuckled. "They didn't shoot me because | didn't just arrive at dl. I've been here for weeks, in
fact. Asto how | got here, I came through the Zone Gate."

"Now | know you'relying," the Ulik accused. "The Ambrezawouldn't Ietany Type 41 through the Gate
right now."

"l didn't usethe Ambreza gate," Gypsy responded cooly. "l used . . . ah, shal we say, adifferent gate.
I'd rather not say which one right now."

The chillswere back, athough Ortega couldn't say why he believed thisman. "That'simpossible” he
re-torted. "The Well doesn't work that way."

"l know it doesn't," the newcomer responded, un-perturbed. "If you say s0."
"Maybe you had better explain yoursdf,” the am-bassador said warily.

Gypsy laughed. "No, | don't think so. Not right now, anyway. But | found your conversation with the
Czillian fascinating. Y ou took alot longer to catch on than weld figured, you know."

That was the most irritating comment so far, mostly because Ortega had to agree with Gypsy. Hedidn't
like being suckered. He liked to be, and usudly was, in control.

"Anyway," Gypsy continued, "I'm hereto talk to you. Just talk. As an ambassador, you might say, from
the newcomers.”

"From Brazil, you mean.”

"Him, too," Gypsy admitted. "Mostly you got it doped out right now and we want to know what you're
gonnado next."

Suspicion cregped into Ortega. ™Y ou're not another Markovian, like Brazil?' he suggested. "I kind of
fig-ured if there was one, there were more.”

Gypsy laughed. "No, not another Markovian. I'm not even as old as you are, Ortega. And Brazil—well,
I'm not surewhat heis, but | don't think heésaMarkovian."

"He clamsto be God," Ortega pointed out.

Gypsy laughed again. "Wel, maybe heis. | don't know. And you know what? | don't redly give adamn.
All I know, dlanybody knows, isthat he'sthe only guy around who knows how to work the Well of
Souls. That'sal that really matters, isn't it? Not who or what heis, or you are, or | am. But, no, that's
wrong. What you are countsalittle, | think. That'swhy I'm here.”

Ortega's bushy eyebrowsrose. "Why?"

"Why don't you let 'em get in there, Ortega? Make it easy on them. Y ou know he ain't gonnado



anything to louse up your little empire here. He doesn't give adamn.”

"You know | couldn', evenif | wanted to,” the Ulik responded. "I don't run thisworld, no matter what
you may think. Sdf-interest runsthe world here, just like everywhere se. He'strying to get into the Well
to switch it off, make repairs. Too many nervous governments hereto dlow that."

"But the Well World's on a separate maching," Gypsy pointed out. "His turning off the big machine won't
redlly do anything here. They al should know that much, anyway."

Ortegashrugged dl six arms. "They only know what | know and they only believe afraction of that. We
have only Brazil'sword on that sort of thing. And if wetake him at hisword, then this new universe he's
going to create will need seeds, new Markovian seedslike the last time. This planet was built to provide
those seeds. If we take him at hisword on how the system works, helll depopulate the Well Worldin
that reseeding. The Well governments face extinction, Mis-ter Gypsy, or whoever you are. No getting
around that!"

"Not if you help,” the man came back. "Y ou and | know that the natives are aready murdering hordes of
newcomersin many hexes. There are proposas sm-ply to kill everything that comesin through the Well
Gate. Y ou gotta stop that, Ortega. Oneway or an-other. Don't you understand? These newcomersare
the seedd!”

The Ulik'sjaw dropped in amazement. "Of course! That makes sense! | don't know what's wrong with
me these days. Senility, | guess. But—just saying so won't make the plan acceptable. They're scared,
mis-ter. Scared little people. They won't take chances.”

"But you can gtdl, do what you can. Y our influ-ence is till pretty strong here. Y ou know it and | know
it. Y ou got blackmail on most of those little men. We need time, Ortega. We need you to help us get that
time"

Serge Ortegaleaned back and sighed once again. " So what's your plan?”

Gypsy chuckled dryly. "Oh, no. Wetrust you just about asfar asyou trust us. Onething at atime. But
you know your part—if you'll doit. Thereésno real cost to you, | promise you. Y ou have Brazil'sword
on that and you know that's good."

"I'll dowhat | can,” the snake-man responded, ap-parently sincere.

Gypsy got up, stamped out his cigarette on the shiny floor, and looked around at the large office. "Tell
me, Ortega, how do you stand it—being trapped in here dl the time, year after year, for solong? | think
I'd go nutsand kill mysdf."

A wan smile cameto Ortegasface. "Sometimes | think of that. It's easy, you know, for me. All | haveto
do isgo to the Zone Gate and go home. I'm over two thousand years old, you know. Too old. But the
spdl that keeps me dive traps me here. Y ou should know that." His voice dropped to a dreamy whisper
and he seemed to be gazing at not hisvisitor or the wall but something beyond the wall, something only
he could see. "To fedl wind again, and rain, and see the stars one last time. Oh, by God! Do | dream of
thet!"

"Why not do it, then? At least, do it after thisisall over.”

The Ulik snorted. "Y ou don't redly redlize my trap, do you? I'm a Catholic, Gypsy. Not agood one,



perhaps, but a Catholic nonetheess. And stepping back there—it would be suicide. | can't bring myself
todoit, you see. | just can't kill mysdf.”

Gypsy shook hishead in silent wonder. "We make our own hells, don't we?" he murmured, most too
softly to be heard. "We make 'em and we live in ‘em. But what kind of hell could be worse than this
one?' Helooked squardly a Ortegaand said, louder, "Y ou'll hear from Brazil himsdf shortly, and I'll
keep intouch.” And with that he walked over to the office door, which opened for him, and stepped
through. 1t closed behind him, leaving only the butt on the floor and the smell of stale cigarette smoke as
sgns he had ever been there.

The Ulik wasted no time. He rammed an intercom button home. "Attention! Apprehend a Type 41 just
leaving the Ulik Embassy.” He gave Gypsy's dress.

There was slence on the other end for amoment, then the guard outside, working to handle the hordes
of incoming people more than as a police force, re-sponded, puzzled, "But, sir, I've been just outside
your door the past hour. Nobody's come out. Not a soul since that Czillian, anyway. And definitely no
Type4l."

"But that'simpossble!" Ortegaroared, then switched off and looked over at the floor. The crushed buit,
to hisgreet relief, was il there.

The intercom buzzed and he answered it curtly. "Ambassador Udril here” came a trandator-colored
voice.

"Go ahead,” Ortegatold the Czillian ambassador. "On that information you wanted on those three
Entries. The one, Marquoz, isaHazakit and is, well, it's hard to believe after only afew weeks. . ."

"YS?I
"Well, Ambassador, he appearsto be the new head of the Hazakit secret police.”
Ortegaamost choked. "And the others?"

"Wel, thewoman, Yua, appears to be enliging felow Awbri into some sort of military force with
sur-prising ease. And asfor MavraChang .. ."

"Wel?' Ortega prompted, feeling increasingly out of control.
" She seemsto have appeared as a Dillian, enlisted someloca help, and, well, vanished.”
"Vanished! Where? How?"

"A few days ago sheand asmadll party of Dillians went into the mountains of Gedemondas. Nobody's
heard anything from them since.”

Hakazit



IT WAS A HARSH LAND. THE PLANET FOR WHICH ITwasalaboratory modd must have
been something hellish indeed, Marquoz thought. The terrain was aburned, ugly, hard-packed desert
with jagged, fierce-looking volcanic outcrops. Occasionally earth tremors would start dides and the very
rare but horribly violent storms sometimes turned dry, dusty gulliesinto deadly torrentswhich carved
great gashesin the land-scape.

With amost no water on top, and the ocean to the north salt water only, the people were where the
fresh water was—underground, on the bedrock at the water table, in huge caverns carved by millennia of
erosion on the basi ¢ limestone and marble beneath. There had been predators, too; terrible, fierce beasts
with skin like solid rock and endless gppetites for Hakazit flesh.

And s0, of course, the Hakazit were built for com-bat and for defense. Like granite itsdlf, their fierce,
demonic faces were tough skin over extremely thick bone, their featuresfixed in afurious and chilling
ex-pression, broad mouths opening to revead massive ca-nines capable of rending the flesh of their wild
natural enemies. Their eyes were skull-like sockets that glowed blazing red in the darkness. It was not a
tradi-tiona method of seeing, not eyesin the sense he had always known them, yet to hisbrain they
served the same way, giving up long range for extreme-depth perception and, perhaps (he could never
be sure) a-tering the color sense quite a bit to emphasize con-trasts. Bony plates formed over each
socket like horns.

The great, muscular stedl-gray body was humanoid, amass of snew with arms capable of uprooting
medium-sized trees and sngpping them in two. The five-fingered hands ended in lethd, stedlliketalons
aso designed for ripping and tearing flesh, and the thick legs ended in reptillian feet that could grasp,
claw, propel that heavy body over dmost any obstacle. Trailing behind wasalong tall of the same stedy
gray ending in two huge, sharp bones like spikes, which could be wielded by the prehensiletall as
additiona weapons. The body itsalf was so well armored, so tough and thick, that arrows bounced off its
hide, and even aconventiona bullet would do only minor damage. Control of the nervous system was
absolute and automatic with the Hakazit; pain centers, for example, could be disabled in alocaized area
a will.

It was, thought the former small dinosaurlike crearture, the most formidable living weapon he had ever
seen. The maes stood over three meterstall with anine-meter tail; femaes were smaller and weaker:
only two and ahaf meters, on the average, and just able to crush alargerock in their bare hands.

But now he, as one of them, was being taken down to agreat cavern city, aprisoner, it seemed, of the
local authorities. The city itsdf wasimpressve, afaryland of colorful lights and moving wakways, scaed
to the 9ze of the behemothswho lived there. A high-tech civilization to boot, he noted, amazed. No
handicaps, like some of the hexes on the Well World where only technology up to steam was d-lowed
or where nothing that didn't work by me-chanical energy was possible. Y es, the world the Markovians
had in mind for the Hazakit race had to be onered hell.

Everybody seemed to wear aleather or cloth pull-over with some rank or insgniaon it. He couldn't
interpret them, or the signs, or the codes, but it looked quite stratified, dmost asif everybody wasin the
army. Here was a crisp, disciplined place where everybody seemed to be on some kind of desperate
business with no time to dawdle or socialize. No trained eye was necessary to see that some of the
cregtures were there to keep an eye on the other creatures. One group, in particular, wearing lesther



jerkinswith targetlike designs on them, wore side arms of an unfamiliar sort. Marquoz had no doulbt that
those pistols could penetrate to the vita parts of a Hakazit.

His escort, Commander Zhart, delighted in show-ing off Harmony City, asit was cdled. He pointed out
the Fountain of Democracy, the People's Con-gress, the Avenue of Peace and Freedom, and so forth.
Marquoz just nodded and looked over the place. It somehow seemed al too familiar to him, an echo of
every dictatorship he had ever been in. Com-ing from aworld that didn't even have acentral
gov-ernment yet hadn't had amajor war in thousands of years, thiswas something of a contrast. Y et he
had spent long yearsin the "human" Com, where dicta-torship was the rule and things didn't appear to be
al that different.

They findly headed for agiant, paatia structure built into the side of the cavern and dominating it and the
city skyline. The seat of government, he guessed, probably for the whole hex. Findly he could stand it no
longer. "Wheresthe enemy?' he asked Zhart.

The other stopped and turned, looking dightly puzzled. "What do you mean?' he asked, not
sus-picioudy but just befuddled.

Marquoz waved amassive arm back in the gen-erd direction of the city. "All this. The militarization of
the population, the fierceness of therace. All this pointsto aredly nasty enemy. | just wanted to know
who or what."

"There's no enemy," Zhart responded, sounding dightly wistful. "No enemy at al. Used to be—long,
long ago, maybe thousands of years. Y ou can visit the Museum of Hakazit Culture sometime and seethe
dioramas and displays about it. But there's nothing much now. None of the surrounding hexes could live
in theradiations of the day, and they're not up to tackling us even if there was areason." He shrugged as
they continued walking to the palace.

That wasit, of course, Marquoz redized. A warriorpeople created for anightmare planet that they had
conquered here, thereby proving that they could make it out therein thereal universe. But that had been
during the Markovian experiment, who knew how many millions of years ago, gone now, done now,
leaving the descendants bred for battle but with noth-ing |ft to fight.

It would create a strange, stagnant culture, he de-cided. He understood now what sort of entertain-ment
probably went on at the People's Stadium, for example. So arigid sort of dictatorship would be
necessary to control a population made up of such muscular desth machines—although he wondered
how any regime could sustain itsdlf for long if the peo-ple truly got pissed off &t it. Maybe they were so
accustomed to the Situation they never considered the dternatives, he speculated to himsalf. Or maybe,
deep down, they knew there was only one way to keep the place from breaking down into carnage and
savagery—asit ultimately would, inevitably, anyway. Thisdictatorship wasjust buying time, but it was
the best judtification for adictatorship he could remem-ber.

The paace proved to have surprisingly few peoplein it. He had been conditioned by the Com to expect
ahuge bureaucracy, but only three officidswere in evi-dence in the entry hall, and he had the impression
that two of them were waiting to see somebody or other. Commander Zhart introduced him to the one
who seemed to belong there and bid him good luck and farewell.

The officid looked him over somewhat critically. "Y ou are an Entry?' he asked &t last.

Marquoz nodded. "Y es. Newly arrived in your fair land.”



The officia ignored the flattery. "What were you be-fore?!
"A Chugach," Marquoz told him. "That would mean very little here.”

"More than you think," the other responded. " Al-though were both speaking Hakazit, | wear a
tranda-tor surgicaly implanted in my brain. It trandated your own term into amore familiar one. There's
abit of telepathy or something involved, athough it'd be easier if you were wearing one, too. | got a
picture of what your people were like and | recognize them. Here on the Well World they are called the
Ghimone"

"Ghimonese," Marquoz repested, fascinated. Hisra-cia ancestors. . . Somehow that had never
occurred to him. He decided he would like to vist there some-day, if he could.

"Y ou told Commander Zhart that you worked mostly on dienworldsin your old life," the officid
continued. "Glathridites and Dillians mainly. Naked apes and centaurs. Very unlike your own kind. You
said you wereaspy?'

Startled, Marquoz redlized suddenly that somehow he had been bugged since being discovered on the
sur-face by amilitary patrol. Thisexplained Zhart's chum-minessin contrast to the coldness the others
showed— but it didn't really matter. What mattered was that he should have anticipated this and had not.
He hoped he wasn't becoming old and senile.

"A oy, yes" he admitted, redlizing, too, that thisindividua was some sort of psychologist, possibly for
the inevitable secret police. "Y ou understand that my people were discovered by the others. They were
an aggressive, warlike lot with a strong sense of cultura superiority that matched their rea technological
su-periority. We hadn't devel oped space travel, and most of our weagponry was museum vintage, even to
us, ex-cept in sport. They had abig interworld council, of course, but we were entitled to only one sest
and one vote as a one-world culture—hardly aposition of in-fluence. They needed somebody out there,
traveling around, observing trends, attitudes, threats, and possi-hilities, and reporting same. A lot of
somebodies, redly, but | wasthe only oneto redlly succeed at it."

The psychologist wasinterested. "Why you? And why were you successful when the others of your kind
were not?"

Marquoz shrugged. "I'm not sure. In terms of get-ting in the right positions, well, the dominant races have
psychologica quirks that make them either destroy lesser races, absorb lesser races, or, in some odd and
perverse tendency, to bend over backward to show that they don't consider your race lesser evenif they
actudly do. I've dways had some sort of knack for being wheretroubleis, even on my home world. If
there was abig storm, or afire, or some equally maor event, | somehow usualy wound up being there.
Cadl it somekind of perverse precognition, | don't know what. | happened to bein aposition to overhear
plansfor aminor but nasty rebellion and took the opportu-nity to report it. The Com Police crushed the
rebd-lion, of course, and | became some sort of minor celebrity to them. From thereit was easy to
worm my way into the Com Policeitself, not only because | de-livered the goods, so to speak, but also
because, asa Chugach, | would be asymbol of their liberdism. There are some mighty guilty consciences
there, | sus-pect. That helped immeasurably. And the deeper entrenched | became, the easier it wasto
pick up everything, from trade to forbidden technologica in-formation, and passit dong to my own

people.”

The psychologist looked disturbed. Do you think your being reborn as a Hakazit meansthat we arein
for some particularly bad trouble?"



This race's mouth wasn't built for expression so Marquoz's sardonic smile wasn't evident to the other.
"Oh, yes, I'd say s0. I'd say that a catastrophe of ma-jor proportionsis going to hit not only Hakazit but
the whole of the Well World any minute now. I'm afraid I'm part of the cause thistime, though. Y ou see,
I'm here on amission." Hetried to sound really conspira-torid.

"A misson?' the psychologist echoed, looking more and more disturbed.

Marquoz nodded gravely. "Yes. You see, I'm here to save the universe in the name of truth and purity
and judtice”

They kept him waiting for quite some time and he became very bored. There weren't many peopleto
talk to, and those who did come in or out were hardly the talkative type. He knew that somewherein this
building they were arguing, discussing, deciding hisfate, and that he could do little about it, at least until
they made their own moves. He wished terribly that he had acigar. The Well World was supposed to
change you, even make you comfortable in your new form—and it had. A rebirth isonly arebirth, he
reflected glumly, but agood cigar isasmoke.

Hetried afew of his old dance moves but soon dis-covered that those, too, were gone for good. Ballet
ill-befitted armored tanks.

Finaly someone came—not the same one, he de-cided, who had interviewed him. He wasfinding it
eader totdl individuas apart now, more so as he went along, athough he knew that non-Hakazit might
have a problemin that direction.

"Thank you for waiting," the newcomer said pleas-antly, asif he had anywhere dseto go. "The Supreme
Lord will seeyou now. Follow me."

He started and dmost repeated the title doud. The supreme lord? Well, no use getting your hopes up
too far, Marquoz, he reminded himself. Around here that might be the term for chief paacejanitor. These
folkslooked like they loved titles.

It was soon apparent, though, that this was a per-sonage of considerable rank. Not only the smartly
uni-formed guards along the hal attested to this, but aso the hidden traps, emplacements, and other
nagtiness that only histrained eye could make out signified rank and importance. Findly he entered apair
of huge, or-nate stedl doors and found himsdlf in abarren hal. He looked around warily. Yes, television
sensors, defi-nitely, and alot more—but no people. The sted grid he could barely make out under the
flooring probably meant the possibilities of ingtant e ectrocution should he not meet with the unseen
onlooker's approva. He studied that great set of doors now diding shut behind him. Some kind of
detection system there, too, he noted. Probably x-ray, flouroscope, metal detector— the whole works.
One thing beyond the power of this Supreme Lord was dead certain: Whoever and what-ever hewas,
he was scared to degth.

Findly he heard aclick, asif aspeaker had opened, and an eectronicaly colored voice instructed, "Y ou
will go to the center of the room, under the large chan-delier, and stay very ill." Thevoice held no
menace, just alittle suspicion. He did asingtructed, and wastold to move histail alittle thisway or that,
shift abit here or there, until he was wondering if he was posing for amagazine layout. Findly the voice
sad, "That's excdllent. Now remain perfectly till. Y ou will not be harmed.”



Suddenly he was engulfed in aseries of colored beams, some of which felt oddly hot and irritating. That
lasted only afew seconds, but it was damned uncomfortable. Even after they were cut off, hetingled
uncomfortably.

"Now proceed to the door and enter the audience chamber,” the voice instructed. He looked around,
re-alizing for the first time that an entire wall was silently diding away. He shrugged and walked into the
smaller chamber, which was spartanly furnished with afew tables, some glasses, and littleelse. Thewall
did shut behind him, and he glanced back at it for amoment. Guards, booby traps, stedl doors, wired
rooms, diding walls—what €lse?

What ese proved to be aflickering in the air oppo-dite him and the rapid fade-in of afigure much like
himsdlf, differing mainly in the fact that this newcomer wore ascarlet tunic and cape trimmed in
expensive-looking exotic furs. The Supreme Lord, he knew, ap-pearing as some sort of hologram. What
kind of paranoiawould sterilize somebody againgt germs when he was only going to meet a projection?

The Supreme Lord looked him over criticaly. "Well, | cantdl you redly are an Entry," the Hakazit
leader snorted. "None of the bowing and scraping or inbred socid gestures.™

"For asolidograph?' Marquoz retorted.

The other laughed. "One of my predecessors had people sa ute his photograph, which was everywhere,”
he responded. "He didn't last long, needlessto say."

Marquoz studied the image, thinking furioudly. " So that'swhy you take al these precautions?
Everybody's out to bump you of f?

The Supreme L ord roared with laughter. "Now | know you are an Entry!" helaughed. "Such a
ques-tion! Tell me, how did you cometo that concluson?’

"Mogt dictators fear nation," the Com worlder noted. "It's not unusua, since they hold power by
everybody else'sfear of them."

The Supreme Lord stopped laughing and looked at the newcomer with interest. " So you know that this
is, infact, adictatorship? Y ou're not very much like any Entry I've ever heard of before. No, 'Wheream
I?What am | doing here? and dl that. That's what's so interesting about you, Marquoz.”

The Entry looked around the room. "Is that why so many security precautions? Because you think
there's something funny about me?"

"WEell, no, not redlly. Not entirely, anyway," the Su-preme Lord replied. "Ah, you call Hakazit a
dictator-ship. In the purest sense of that term | supposeitis. | flip the intercom, dictate an order, and it is
unques-tioningly carried out no matter how stupid. And yet—-well, Hakazit is dso the most democratic
nation on the Well World."

Marquoz's head snapped up. "Huh? How's that?"

"l am fifty-saven yearsold,” the dictator told him. "Fifty-seven. And do you know how many Supreme
Lordsthere have been in my lifetime? Sixty-seven! And at least one ruled for dmost four years. The
record ac-cording to recent history is nine years, three months, sixteen days, five hours, forty-one
minutes. In a history that goes back over athousand years"



Marquoz sghed. "It figures" he muttered. "And that's despite dl this protective stuff, this gimmickry, the
best e ectronics you can devise. | suppose for every charm there's a counter charm.”

"Exactly,” the Supreme Lord agreed. "Right now there are hundreds of officerstrying to figure out how
to get to me. One will, one of these days, and then they'll add me to the books.”

"I'm surprised you don't know who they are and have them taken care of " the Entry noted practicdly. "I
know! would."

The ruler sniggered derisively. "Marquoz, you fail to gppreciate the problem. Every Hakazit isdoing it.
Schoolchildren do it for fun or abstract exercise. Store-keepers, bartenders, you nameit. Everybody.
Y ou can't get rid of everybody—then you would have no-body to take dictation.”

"It'saproblem, dl right," Marquoz admitted. "It's awonder you'd want thisjob—or that anybody €l se
would want it under those conditions.”

The Supreme Lord looked puzzled. "But what isthe purpose of lifeif it isn't to become Supreme Lord?
It'sthe only thing people havetolive for!"

That stopped the newcomer for amoment as he di-gested the idea. A warrior race with no wars. What's
the result of conquest? The ability to order everybody about, to do anything you wanted, to have
anything you wanted. The ultimate fantasy. And that position was here, open, available toanyone,
regardless of rank, sex, socia position, or authority, who could knock off the reigning leader. It was as
crazy an ideaas he had ever heard, as nutty asocia system as he had ever thought about—and it made
absolute, logical sense. That wasthetrouble. It made sense.

He changed the subject. "Wdll, one thing has got me curious. Why did you say you had only athousand
years of recorded history? Surely thisland and thisrace are alot older than that."

"True," the other agreed. "But, you see, combat is built into us. We're the most aggressive race on the
Wl World, and were surrounded by hexes designed to make it impossible to conquer or even
reasonably fight them. Radiations|ethd only to us, poisons|ethal only to us, and the like. We hire some of
the people out as mercenaries, guards—even pirates—that kind of thing, to others, but the system hasus
boxed in. We'retoo rationd to fight to extinction or maybe fight awar when there's absolutely nothing to
be gained, since we can't hold what we gain. So, naturaly, after awhile the system—any system—we
create to hold things together here collgpses. Civil war, anarchy, areturn to barbarism when all the
restraints are off. Civilization gets destroyed and hasto rebuild again. Our people say any socid system
lasts an average of two thousand years, so we're in the middle of aperiod now. Y ou have no idea how
ferocious these socid breakdowns can be. And neither do we. After dl, they're so bad that dmost
nothing survives from the previous age except crumbling ruinsand afew rdics”

Marquoz nodded. He appreciated what these crea-tures would be like in an al-out war with no quarter
given or asked and surrender unthinkable. It was awonder that any of them were |eft, he thought. But,
no, aslong asasingle mae and female were | eft, the Well would gradually replenish the stock, or so he
un-derstood the system. That thought was unsettling, though. Such devastation as the Supreme Lord
intimated implied that those wars were literdly wars of self-genocide; it was probably only the ones away
from hex and home that returned to rebuild. The dead end, he thought glumly. The left oversfrom the
Markovian dream in the eternd replay of therise and fdl of civi-lization. It was pretty damned
depressing.



"l can understand Y our Lordship'sinterestinme," he said carefully. "Here | show up in the middle of
nowhere, an Entry or an exile, either one the same, but without any of the psychological problemsor
won-der of what you're used to. Y ou figure I'm the one to get you—tight?”

The Supreme Lord shrugged dightly. "Areyou?'

Marquoz sighed. "No . . . ho, Y our Lordship, ab-solutely not. Thelast thing | want isyour job. That
may be hard to believe under these conditions, but you're avery clever man or you wouldn't be where
you are. I'm sureyour lie detectors are telling you now that I'm being sincere.”

The other gave him alook of grudging admiration. "Clever one, aren't you? But a psychopath would
reg-ister the same.”

"Y our Lordship, use those truth detectors now and believe what | say. Inside of afew weeks, if it hasn't
started dready, you're going to be flooded with En-tries, and none of them are going to betypical. And |
don't mean ten, twenty, a hundred. | mean enough o that they'll quickly double your population.Double
it!"

The hollow burning red eyes of the projection shifted to apoint outside theimage, asif checking on
something—a chart recorder, most likely, Marquoz guessed.

"Hakazit couldn't support them,” the Supreme Lord said in athin, worried tone. "We would haveto kill
them.”

"They won't be that easy to kill," Marquoz cau-tioned. "And, besides, they won't be here to eat you out
of house and home. They'll be hereto do ajob and fulfill aset function." Quickly he explained about
Brazil, about the Wl of Souls, about how it was dam-aged and had to be repaired.

"What are you offering?"' the Supreme Lord asked warily.

"A battle. A full be-damned war! A war that could be fought by proxiestrained by your people or by a
combination of thetwo. An outlet for al thisaggres-son, an outlet for al this pent-up civilization. And, of
course, on theright side should Brazil gainthe Well. And hewill get there. Bet on it. Whether | dig,
whether Hakazit joins my side or opposes us, no mat-ter what, helll win. And once hel'sinside he might
be able to help this situation you've got here. Think about it on adifferent level, too. Thisoutlet, this
release, will be enormoudy popular. Y ou have a people who love war and have none. Now they'll have
one, and aset of purposes and objectivesfor it. It could be the safety valve you lack, put off collapse for
many thous-ands of years—perhaps|ong enough to work out, thistime, a more permanent system. And
you'll be ahero, too, for giving it to them. How long have you been Supreme Lord?"

The leader wasthinking it over. "Huh? Oh, alittle over three years."

"Wouldn't you like to hold on and maybe break that fellow's old record? Hell, even if the yen doesn't
fade with thewar, think about this: your biggest threats are going to bein the forefront of planning and
leadership in this thing—not only too occupied to have a serious go at you, but up front, where you can
seewho'sredly got achance.”

"The people. . . they'll haveto be pre-prepared for this, you redlize," the Hakazit leader muttered. "1t
have to be carefully planned, carefully orchestrated.”

Marquoz nodded. "That'swhy | was sent here, specificaly here, to Hakazit," he told the other, redliz-ing



the truth himself, now, for thefirst time. "Uh, tell me, you have a secret police, of course.”

"A very good one," the Supreme Lord confirmed proudly.

"Uh huh. And how does one get to head that serv-ice?'

The leader looked a bit sheepish. "Wadll .. . you know . . ."

"Oh," Marquoz managed. "Y our Secret Police chief, he doesn't have this place bugged, too, does he?!
The Supreme Lord looked shocked. " Of course not! Only| control this. The proof isthat I'm il here.”

That seemed reasonable to Marquoz. "Hmmm . . . this chieftan, ishe anice fellow as people go? Loving
wife and kiddies?'

"Generd Yutz? Hal" the dictator chuckled. "He's arotten son of abitch, the rottenest I've ever seen.
Strangled hislast wife and his oldest son because he thought they were plotting against him."”

"I'm sovery glad to hear that," Marquoz responded sincerely. "Otherwise I'd have guilt fedingswhen |
knocked him off."

Theleader looked surprised. "Knocked him off? Easier said than done, my friend.”

The newcomer chuckled dryly. "Oh, comeon, Y our Lordship. Ifyou couldnt kill him any timeyou felt
likeit, hed have your job by now. His death should be smpleto arrange.”

The Supreme Lord of Hakazit looked &t Marquoz asif for thefirst time, shaking hishead dowly in
undisguised admiration and fascination. "Y ou know, Marquoz," he said after awhile, "I think thismight be
the beginning of abeautiful friendship.”

"Could be, Y our Lordship,” Marquoz responded, managing adight smile on his giff, fierce face. "Could
be indeed. I'd much rather work with you than over-throw you. It makesmy job so much nicer."

So much nicer, he thought to himself, and so much easier. Much easier than the alternate plan, which
would have been to overthrow the whole damned sys-tem.

"Let'sdoit," the Supreme Lord said at last.

Awbri

theland of awbri was astrange jungle rainforest, thick with huge trees growing out of a dense swamp,
rising thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of metersinto the air. The atmosphere was heavy and



humid; little droplets seemed forever suspended in the air and there was nothing, really, but water, water,
water. . . . Water from waterfals spilling down the trees and over broad leavesin a series of cascades,
going down, ever down, into the forest floor below. And yet there wasllittle sunlight; the grest trees
blocked it somewhere, up there, in the omnipresent gray clouds themsalves, perhaps even above those
clouds. The people of Awbri, if they knew, did not seem to care.

And below, far, far below, was the Floor, the base of the forest and the destination of those cascades.
Down there, it was said, was a horrible swamp with quicksand and quagmire the rule and in which lived
terrible, voracious mud and swamp creatures, crea-tures both animal and parasitic plant—and even
car-nivorous plant—that fought one another in a continua battle and devoured al that came near. None
could climb, however, and even the parasites seemed stopped as they grew upward, halted by secretions
from the great trees. The insects were mostly symbi-otic, or, if paragitic, were so on animas and not the
trees. Of insects there seemed an infinite number, some of which could penetrate and draw life-giving
blood even from the bodies of the Awbrians, but that, too, wasfair: in addition to the fruits of the trees
and the vegetables from the vines that clung to great limbs, the Awbrians ate enormous quantities of those
iNsects.

The Awbriansthemsalveslived only in the trees, from about the hundred-meter levd to the cloudsat
about the fifteen-hundred-meter level. They had comic-looking short duck billsthat were somewhat
flexible, mounted on thin, flat heads whoselong sup-porting necksjoined lithe, dmost infinitely supple
ro-dentlike bodies. Their four limbsal terminated inidenticd monkeylike hands, each with opposable
thumb; there was no difference between hand and foat, which, with the Awbrian'sinfinitely flexible
back-bone and limbs, were used as either as the Situation warranted. Except for their bare gray pams
and long, flat, dmost rigid, kitdike tails, their bodies were cov-ered in thick fur whose oils repelled water.
All limbs were connected by fur-covered membranes, and their bones were hollow, alowing them
condderable bird-like buoyancy in the air, something they needed be-cause, with aams and legs
outstretched and using the tail as arudder, these creatures could fly between the treetops and glide for
long distances, agildly darting around limbs, leaves, and other obstructions. Unlike birds, they were
ultimately victims of gravity, more gliders than powered flyers. Y et by sensing theair cur-rents and
speeds and distances, they could, like aglider, remain doft along, long time.

Such was the physical world into which Y ua, former high priestess of Olympus, had been reborn through
the Wl of Souls. The cultura world had been, for her, the greater shock.

Aswith her own people, there were many more fe-males born here than males, perhaps ten or more to
one. But here the men ruled supreme, whereasin her old world they had functioned merely as pampered
courtesans. She had sought out the leadership of thisland when shefirst awakened here and had been
di-rected, findly, to theloca council, which had its head-quartersin a great tree that seemed set apart
from the rest. So far, she had been treated with discourtesy, even downright rudeness, and had littleliking
for her new people, afedling that grew even more ominous when she discovered she was to be assigned
to afam-ily of low rank. She was pragmatic; she accepted their rule for now because she could do
nothing else about it, and because the dternative was to be drugged or lobotomized into acceptance and
submission.

Awbri had no central government. It was made up of clans, each of which was an extended family all
living and working together. Each tree could support between a dozen and twenty or so Awbrians, clans
spread to adjoining trees and their relative power and socia ranking was based on the number of people
in the clan and, by extension, the number of treesit in-habited and controlled. Within each clan, which
ranged from as few as ahundred to more than five thousand, male rank was a combination of age, birth,
and tests of strength and endurance. Fema e rank de-pended more on age and relationship to the chief
male of the clan than on anything else, although the highest-ranking femae was dwayswel below the



lowest-ranking mae.

A young Awbrian female came for her in the morn-ing. She was Dhutu of Tokar, shetold the
newcomer, and she was hereto help Y ua get to her new home and to help her in adjusting.

Dhutu wasfriendly, at least, and helped her with the fine points of flying, athough the more Yuadid it the
easer it became. She seemed indtinctively to know distances and to "fed™ and "see”’ the duggish air. Still,
lacking complete confidence in her ability as yet, she grabbed trees and took thingsin short stages. Dhutu
was amused but patient, and it was during such stopsthat Y ualearned more of the culture of Awbri.

The men, it seemed, spent most of their time in combat-type sports and rivaries, although they also
regulated commerce and trade, swapping whatever their clans produced for whatever they needed. They
decided what would be grown on the limbs and in the mulch-lined hollows of branches; they decided just
about everything, in fact. Only maesreceived any sort of education. She found Dhutu'signorance amost
gppalling. The femae consdered reading and writing things of magic; books and |etters were mysterious
symbolsthat "talked" only to males. She had no ideawhat lay over the next grove beyond her own local
neighborhood, let aone the fact that she was on a planet—-or even what a planet was. She knew there
were other races, of course; hexeswere too small to concedl that fact. But she knew nothing about them,
for they were all monsters and could be understood only by clan chiefs. And anyhow, she had no
curiosity.

The women, it turned out, provided the [abor. They not only bore and raised the young, they farmed the
limbs, harvested the vines and fruits, created the spe-cia mulchesfor better yields, and were dso the
crafts-men and manufacturers. Working in wood was e aborate work here, since it wasincredible and
or-nate, yet it had to be done without killing the tree. They built and maintained highly detailed homes
in-sde the trees and created the intricate woodwork, the distinctive furniture, objets d'art, and household
equipment, such as vases. They also made strange mu-sicad instrumentsfor elaborate
compositions—written by men, of course—and the tools and weapons for their own work and for the
men's sport.

They reached atree—hertree, Dhutu told her— and landed on alower limb. "Thisisanew treg," she
wastold, "that is, it was acquired in atrade with the Mogid clan, who needed additiond fruit produc-tion.
We had extrafruit trees off near their border, they had some spare life trees near by, and we needed new
space. It has caused us great excitement, for such athing has not happened before in any of our
memo-ries. We are only now starting to develop the tree properly, work in which you will share.” She
sad it with such enthusiasm that Y ua supposed that she was expected to fed thrilled or something at that.

They entered alarge cavity and descended alad-der to alower floor that was more developed. The
trees were huge; she guessed that the tree must be thirty or more metersin diameter, with itsown life
system initsouter area The trees seemed naturaly hollow, so there wasllittle damage done by living
in-sde them, but what was done inside was something impressive indeed.

The new level wasin the process of being trans-formed. Females busily worked hand-sanding aress,
using planes and small tools to refashion and reshape the interior into something that |ooked more
manu-factured than grown, yet with such thought that it used the contours of the tree and the tre€'s
various natural wooden supports to good benefit. Shaping, sanding, polishing, and finishing were dl being
donein differ-ent areas. Artisans a so worked carving elaborate de-signs into the wood. It was obvious
that the thick flooring was also mosily naturd, but it had been fin-ished so dickly that it was now
completely leve, shined, and polished like finished wood on furniture.

Dhutu stopped and called out, "My sistersl Meet our new sister, Y ua, who will join us” The others



halted their work, turned, nodded to her in friendly fashion, then went back to work. "Come on, let's get
you settled in," the Awbrian continued, and went to aneatly concedled trap door, opened it, and climbed
down. Y uafollowed. There seemed nothing else to do.

Lower levels werefinished and appeared al the more impressive. What was most fascinating, she
thought, was the way in which some sort of luminous sheen had been carefully applied dl around,
dlowing thelight from very tiny glass-covered lampsto illumi-nate those huge rooms. Theliving treewas
moist enough that the smal oil lamps provided amost no threst of fire, but a huge blaze, like the kind that
would be required to illuminate the room in norma circumstances, would have been far too dangerous
even if there had been some outlet for the smoke.

Ononeleve they did not stop at al, and it was blocked by high curtains from floor to ceiling from view.
"The men'squarters,” Dhutu explained, and they continued. The next level wasliving quartersfor a
number of older Awbrian females, the supervisors of thisworld. "All are past their Time," Dhutu
whis-pered enigmaticaly. "Respect must be shownthem at dl times.”

Y uawas taken to one ancient Awbrian, who was reclining on a soft, huge pillow, somewhat catlike in
manner. Y ua needed no guide to know that this one was old indeed; her bill was blotched with odd
marks of age, and her fur seemed mottled not only with white but with mange. Her hands were wrinkled
and withered, and she was so thin shelooked almost skel-etdl; her skin, aready |oose because of the
mem-branes, seemed to hang baggy and limp all about her, from faceto tall.

"Revered grandmother,” Dhutu said, bowing dightly, "thisis the one we have been told to expect.”

The ancient fema e peered myopicaly at the Entry. Findly she said in acracked, withered voice, "You
are one who was once some other creature?”

Deciding that it was better at this stage not to anger the leadership, particularly the lower-echelon
leader-ship, Y uanodded but said nothing.

The elder seemed satisfied. Y ou won't like it here," she said abruptly.

Y uadecided that called for acomment. "It isnot what | am used to,” she admitted. "I admirethetrees
and the work, but not some of the ways | have been told you have here.”

The elder nodded. "What work did you do—be-fore?" she asked.

"| was aspesker, atraveler, a... areligiousleader,” Yuareplied, groping for the right wordsin this new
tongue.

"l suppose you could hold abook so it would talk to you?
Y uanodded. "I could—but in my old tongues, of course.”

The eder Awbrian Sghed. "Youwont likeit here at dl," she repeated with emphasis, then fdll sllent for a
time so long that Y uafelt awkward and feared the old one had fallen adeep. But Dhutu gtill stood there
respectfully, and so she thought she might aswell do likewise.

Findly the old fema e opened her eyes again and looked right at Y ua. "Better you had been a
carpen-ter, or farmer, or artisan,” she croaked. "Y ou have no skills of use here, so you arefit only for the
most bor-ing, repetitive, unskilled work. 1t will drive you mad. Y ou will try to show your cleverness, and



if thereis onething men will not alow, it isthat in women. Y ou will be athreet, and thrests must be dedlt
with. Eventudly they will send you to aHeder and then you will think no more."

Y uaconsdered this. "Y ou don't sound very dumb or ignorant yoursdlf," she noted.

Theold one'shill curved in the Awbrian verson of asmile. "But | am asurvivor,” she said proudly.
"Growing up in thissociety | found waysto be clever and to learn but never to betray that fact. Itis
some-thing born of alifetime's experience, and you have not thelifetimeto learnit. It iscaled subtlety, |
be-lieve. And to what end? To spend my last days on a cushion inhaling drugged vapors and dreaming of
what awagteit dl has been?'

If Dhutu was shocked by dl this, she showed no sign. In fact, she barely moved at dll.

"I should think," Y ua almost whispered, "that there is more here to this society than meetsthe eye of a
newcomer—or aman."

Againtha amile. "Yes, that is 0. Within the clans are the guilds, and within the guilds are things that—
help. A hidden school, you might say. | tell you thisonly because it will be more obviousto you than to
the men, and you will get along better if you make no obvious betrayals, to ask no wrong questions. Y ou
un-derstand the men'srule here is absolute. Y ou are property, not aperson at al. They may do anything
with you they wish, and you have no rights or say in the matter. Asaresult, all that we doisat great risk,
yet it is necessary. We have the same brains and tal-ents as they, yet we cannot show it. We must work
far in the background, so that our own ideas are thought of as men'sideas, not ours. It isthe way we

progress, and it isthe only way possible”

"But why?' Y uawanted to know. "Why isit s0? This system looksripe for revolution." She struggled
with the last concept, which had no equivaent in the Awbrian language. The word came out something
like"changing the way thingswork," but it made the point.

The eder sighed. "My child, you do not yet know or understand. When your first Time is done you will
un-dergtand that thisway isthe only way. Now go. | re-lease you from work until your first Time and
clan induction. After that, thingswill be clearer to you. Af-ter that you may want to kill yourself." Her
eyes nar-rowed. "And remember, if thereis any chance that you might, even accidentally, betray what
you now know, you will have an even easer, and more sudden, out.”

With that threat the interview was over. The old woman settled back, took up asmall box filled with
some fine white powder and form-fitted to her bill, in-haled deeply, and seemed to sink into some kind of
pleasant oblivion. Dhutu gestured and they went out, down to the next level.

Thewomen stayed in spartan quarters on severd levels, divided according to guild—carpentry, farming,
artisan, etc—with the bottom-most leve left for those without guild or classification. It looked much like
the others, abarren hall with straw pillows for degping, an ingenious plumbing system where outer
waterfals were tapped and brought through the thick trunk and then back out again, and toilet facilities,
opento dl, flushed in the same manner by the force of atrickle of running water in atrough. But unlike
the trough for washing, bathing, and the like, the toilet outlet went to an areabelow the lowest leve,
where anatura sys-temfiltered it out. The fecal matter of the Awbrians helped nourish the tree, so it was
aclever system, but it made the level just above one nasty stinking place —and that, of course, wasthe
level for unskilled and non-guild workers, her level.

"You'll get used to the stench,” Dhutu assured her. "After awhile here you don't even notice it any more.
Weadll garted inalevd likethis. Mogt of your ssterswill be very young and not yet apprenticed to guilds



—or very, very stupid. Y ou understand.”

Y uanodded lessthan enthusiasticaly. "Dhutu, there's something I'm still puzzled about. Thisthing about
my Time." At first | misunderstood you, think-ing you were talking about time in generd. But you're not.
The ancient one above referred to it. What does it mean?'

Dhutu hesitated amoment. "Best you experienceit. It is hard to describe. It isjust your Time, that'sdll.
You'll see. Then you will not need it explained.”

That wasn't setisfactory, but despite al her press-ing, that was all she was going to get.

The next few days passed dowly, but she was a-lowed some freedom to see the kind of work that went
on inmaking alife tree ready and was given somein-troduction to the type of life they lived here. The
dif-ferent kinds of treesfor different purposesinterested her. Only some of the treeswere life trees, huge
with hollow interiors able to support colonies of Awbrians, some grew specific fruits; others offered
nothing on their own but had flat branches with depressonsin them in which the mulch, mixed from
chewed bark, straw, insects, and lots of other stuff and molded to-gether by sdivafrom glands only the
females pos-sessed, was deposited and then the mess seeded expertly, fertilized, and tended lovingly
until acrop of some kind of vegetable or even straw was raised.

She grew more puzzled, too, at Obie's grand design. Something, she felt certain, had gone wrong. She
was to organize and lead an army, or as much of one as possible, rallying others along the way to her
cause, findly linking up in some place caled Glathriel with forces raised by Marquoz and Mavra Chang,
wher-ever and whatever they were now. But even if she knew where that was, and where she was, the
Awbrian system madeit al but impossiblefor her to do what was required. And she couldn't redly see
what sort of skills the Awbrians possessed, anyway. Perhaps she had become the wrong thing, she
feared. Or, possibly, Obiedid need the Awbrians for some reason, some balance of forces—there was
the omnivorous charac-ter and the flying, for example—perhaps he forgot in his encoding of her to
specify sex. Perhaps she should have been an Awbri mae. It would make more sense.

Timewas running out, too. In avery short while the flood of people into the Well World would begin
—if it hadn't dready. The Well World's population was due to double, even in Awbri. In some casesthe
system would break down completely. Perhaps, she thought hopefully, when Olympian Entries
outnumber the Awbrian population the revol ution would come automaticaly and shewould thenbeina
position to raly and lead them. Perhaps. She could only hope and wait, impatiently.

Severd times she thought of escape, but that seemed a dead end. She donewould not raly anything;
each hex was like a separate dien planet anyway, and she had no ideawhere on the world shewas.

But it was maddening al the same, made even more so by thistotally degrading existence.

A week after she arrived she started having odd fedlings, strange dreams she couldn't quite relate to any
reality, and hot and cold flushes. She was afraid she had becomeill, but the others assured her what she
was experiencing was normal, natural. She was approaching her Time.

And, one morning, sheawoketo it infull. She felt an enormous ache, an absolute need to be satisfied,
like adrug addict too long without her drug. It was a craving beyond reason, beyond belief. Her entire



body ached with longing and she could not think at dl, couldn't get control of herself. Her entire being
wanted, needed, desired only one thing, and nothing else would matter until she got it. The elders knew,
too, and made the arrangements, and soon she was up on the upper-level quarters, in the quarters of the
males, and they in turn gave her what she wanted, needed, craved. She had no ideahow many of them
there were, nor how long it took, nor, afterward, could she even remember anything of the experience
except the tremendous, ultimate pleasuresit brought and the fact that she would have done anything,
anything at dl, for them.

Later shelearned it had lasted for two days and nights—about average, they told her. And it recurred
about every sx weeks except during pregnancy—the hormones pregnancy triggered made an individua
docile and somewhat dreamy, increasing more so asterm neared.

Shefdt even more degraded, not merely from the experience but because of her own uncontrollable
passions. She had had sex before, as an Olympian, but it had been nothing like this. Nothing. Thiswasin
and of itsdf adrug, afeding so pleasurably intense and so totd that the memory remained as apleasing
ache and her mind kept anticipating her next Time even as her intellect feared and abhorrediit.

And this, sheredized, wasthe trap. Thisiswhat they meant, why there had been no revolution nor was
there alikelihood of one, and why the men were so securein their position. The women could rebd, dl
right—and the men would smply wait for the Time to bring the rebels crawling, begging, so much in heat
they'd probably kill their best friend if that friend tried to stop them. Here was acrud biologica control
on this society, and an absolute one. The fema e re-productive system, it seemed, was very chintzy with
itseggs, and even with this system pregnancy was usua only oncein every two or three years.
Conditions, both for male and female, had to be absolutely per-fect to produce young.

About the only positive thing was that al the women now called her "sster" and she recelved far better
trestment from everyone in the clan, even from the very few males she ran across. She was one of them
NOW.

All thismade her reflect once more on the ancient matriarch's comments and warnings. Something had
definitely gone wrong with Obi€e's plans and now she was trapped, totaly trapped. Even escape was now
out of the question, since the Time was open-ended and continued until release was found, and there was
only one way to get that.

That night, totally down, facing assignment the next day combing through the dung accumulation and
gath-ering enough for certain kinds of fertilizer, she dept, findly, fitfully, and she dreamed. She was aware
that she was dreaming, yet it seemed so red. She was an Olympian again and shewasbathed ina
strange, shimmering purple glow. There was a presence there with her, she sensed. All around,
al-encompassing.

"Obie?" her dream s called out.

"I'm here, Yua," camethefamiliar tenor of the greast compuiter.

"But you're dead!" she protested. "'I'm dreaming al thig"

"Well, yes, | must be dead or at least badly dam-aged,” the computer admitted. " Otherwise we wouldn't
be having thislittle chat. Obvioudy my fears were re-alized—the union with Brazil badly damaged or
de-stroyed me and, therefore, the job must be done the hard way. Too bad. If hejust hadn't been so

obstinate | could have beamed him down to the Well World at an Avenue and we wouldn't have had
these prob-lems.” He paused. "Wel, who am | kidding? With therip in space-time | wastoo screwed up



to do the job anyway. It doesn't matter. It only mattersthat, if we'retalking likethis, you must bein
Awbri and past your firg Time."

She gtarted in surprise. ™Y ou know about that? But —what am | saying? Thisisadream.
Wish-fulfillment, nothing more. I'm not redlly talking to you.”

"Y ou're right on maost counts but wrong on that last one," the computer responded. "Y es, thisisadream.
Y ou're adeep somewhere in the bottom of atreein Awbri right now. And, yes, I'm not redly here or
near by. Evenif | could get there, | doubt that | would have the power to overcome that nullified space
and that tremendous short circuit of Markovian en-ergy. But weare having this conversation—aready
had it, in fact. When you went through mefor thelast time, dl of thiswas planted by me deep in your
sub-conscious to pop up at the proper moment. Only after you'd gone into heet for thefirst time could it
come out. Y ou had to know what you were up againg.”

"| don't redlly believethis" shetold hersdlf and the ghostly computer. "I'm just fantasizing whet |
desperately want to happen.”

"Wadl, fantasize this, then," Obie came back. "Right now you're seeing amap of your area of the Wdll
World, and you seewhereyou arein relaion to Glathrid. Also in your mind at this point isabrief-ing on
the lifeforms and such of the hexesin between.

And, here, I'll give you acomplete political-topographic map of Awbri aswell. You'll need it before
long."

And it wastrue. Thereit al was, in glowing detail, so much apart of her mind now that she doubted she
could ever forget it. She began to fed aglimmer of hope that, perhaps, her dream might bered.

"But what good does dl thisdo me, Obie?' she asked, till defeated. "'If you had made meamale, |
might have done something, but thig!"

Obie chuckled. "Sorry. | thought you of al people would be abit stronger than that. Think about it. The
women have the numerica superiority, for one thing, and just as many brains as the men. Maybe more.
And, of course, they have the biggest stake in achange. The men would fight you, probably kill you
outright. They have anice, neat, packaged little world that exists for their own pleasure and enjoyment.
They are opposed to dl change—more conservative types you cannot possibly imagine. Almogt al
creaxtivity and progressin Awbri come redlly from the women, nurtured secretly and then sort of put into
the minds of ayoung mae here and there. A composi-tion whistled while you work, an ideafor asmple
spring-loaded mechanism indtilled in ayoung maewhile till a his mother'sknee thét, later, he
miracu-loudy ‘invents and redly thinks he did. Y ou name it. Without the women the place would have
stagnated into unthinking animalism, nothing more. But when push comes to shove and the Awbrians
have to choose sides between joining the forces of Brazil or stopping him at al costs, the men of Awbri
will beright there with the stop-at-all-costs faction. They have to be. He could upset their little applecart,
ther nicelittleworld."

She was beginning to understand. "But not the women.”

"Exactly! They have the mogt stake in change. Never was a place more ripe for, or deserving of,
revolution. Tell me, do you think the women would revolt if they could?"

She thought amoment, remembering particularly the ancient female's comments on lost opportunities.



"Not al of them, of course—but the leadership, cer-tainly. The ones with an ounce or more of brains."

"The oneswho count,” Obie noted. "Therest will follow like sheep whoever wins and cheer that Side.
Now, what's stopping them? What's kept a revol u-tion from happening?”

"The Time," she responded quickly. "When you go into desperate heat every six weeks, there's not
much you can do."

"Uh huh," the computer agreed. "And so what do we have to introduce to produce arevolution the way
we want it—on schedule, on time, just waiting for the load of new Entries?’

"You'd haveto kill off al themaes," she responded, then stopped. “No. That wouldn't work. That
would only put usdl in unending heet."

"What you need," Obie continued, "is something that will keep the Time from coming. Y ou need the one
thing arace that reproduces so dowly it sill hasfemalesin hest would never consider, not even the most
intellectud of them. Y ou need a birth-control device—or, rather, a birth-control chemical, some-thing
that would fool your body into thinking it wasn't the Time."

The thought excited her. "Yesl Of course!" Then she hesitated, considering the idea. "But there are two

problemsthere. Oneisthe psychological addiction to the experience. Obig, it's unbelievable! The direct

pleasure center of the brainis stimulated. | don't know if anyone who has had the experience could bring
hersdlf to deny it again.”

"Not even you?' the computer shot back.

She considered it. "Of coursel could, but | could see becoming so addicted | couldn't stop. Most of the
women in Awbri have been through this so many timesit would be impossible. And, of course, thered be
the other problem—that with arace reproducing this dowly, there would be some hesitancy in giving
women this out, even by the female leaders. They wouldn't want to wipe out their race.”

"True on both counts," the computer admitted. "Now, | chose Awbri for anumber of reasons. Oneis
geography—you can get where you're needed quickly. Another is mobility combined with agility. Dont
underestimate the potentia of your race asfighters, and their ability to fly is combined with atoughness
and flexibility not found in birdlike species. Unlike the bird, you are not fragile. A lot of pro-tectionisbuilt
in. And the fina reason isthat the choice of Awbri convertsacertain enemy into an dly. In order to do
this| had to analyze the Awbrian biochemistry and the biome of the hex and seeif what | wanted was
possible. If it were not, you wouldn't be there.”

"Thereisaway out, then!" She was excited now, the dream becoming more redl than her true Situation
—Ilying, adeep, on astraw pallet above a dung-heap on the Well World.

"Yes. Indeed. If there weren't, this conversation would have been wasted and, frankly, you would be
somewhere and something else.” Obie had anervous pause right now. "Um, that's assuming youarein
Awbri and | didn't foul up. Oh, my. If that's the case, tell me what you are and I'll switch to adifferent set
of messages that might not be of as much help but should do something, anyway."

"I'min Awbri," she assured him. "Otherwise, how could we have had the earlier conversations?'

"My dear, you fail to understand that this conver-sation, for me, never even happened at dl. It'sa
gimulus-response thing, with your own mind filling in the gaps from my multitudinous leads. Well,



any-way, let me continue. First of al,” Obie said, "thereisapotion created out of seven different plants
that will cause what would medicaly be ahormona break-down, but won't actudly impair you and will
freeyou of the Time. The potion is easy to make and should be terrible to drink but such sacrificesfor a
revolution are necessary.” With that, into her mind came a complete set of ingredients, whereto get them
and how to mix them properly. Some heat was re-quired, she noted, and she didn't like where two of
them came from.

"Those are Foor fungi!" she objected. "Obie, do you know how dangerousthat Flooris? "

"No," the computer responded. "Do you? But, so what? A little risk isrequired. Now, to continue, |
should warn you of severd Sde effects. Oneisthat the stuff is physicdly addictive. But | wouldn't worry
too much about that—a little goes along way, as you can see from the recipe. Take adose every day for
afull six-week cycle, then, when Time should come and doesn't, you'll know it's effective. The effect on
the women who take it should be eectric. After that, adose every fiveto seven dayswill keep it that
way. Fortunately, you needn't keep a calender; your body will crave the stuff when necessary—and an
increased dosage is not required after theinitia period. Y ou'll need a supply to travel with, but I'm
including the complete chemicd formulae for each ingredient. Nothing's so odd or rarein biochemica
termsthat a high-tech hex couldn't whip up abatch, maybe evenin pill form, in amatter of weeks. Make
that re-quirement known as soon as you link up, even just for communications purposes, with the others.
And, finaly, | should warn you that the drug will cause aphysicd attraction between women. | shouldn't
think thiswould bother you, considering Olympus, and | doubt if it will be amgor problem with the
Awbrians. Itll simulate, in amuch milder way, those pleasure centers and make bresking the
psychologicd habit easier.”

"But will the ancientsgo for it?" she asked, still not convinced. "I mean, we're spelling the end of their
race.

"Not at dl," Obie responded. "Firgt of dl, they will bein control of who ultimately getsthe drug, and
there'sthat extrapower they'll love. Second, the Well regulates population. Centuries ago they had a
war— oneinwhich | had a part—and alarge number of races were decimated. All that happened was
that the survivors bred like flies until the numbers were back to normal again. The same will happen here.
Those who donot get the formulawill get pregnant alot faster, and there will be alot more multiple
births.

The Awbrian femaeisdesigned to give forth alitter of Sx. That'swhy therearesix nipples. Ona
planetary scae and in ahorribly hostile environment, they would need it so even afew survive. Here they
would crowd out your small hex, so births are rare and hard. The grandmothersall know this. They
remember what it waslikein times of famine, flood, whatever."

She consdered this. "But what of the men? They aren't going to stand idly by while all this goes on.
Surely they'll try to Samp it out.”

"Hm.. .. you overestimate them," the computer responded. "They have done so little over the yearsthey
couldn't take a bath without help from women. Who prepares dl their food? Women. Add thisto the
food of key people—the ugly-looking brew should be disguisable somehow, I'd think."

She had another thought. "Obie, what will the po-tion do to the men? Anything?”
"It'sdouble duty,” heinformed her. "Only some of the ingredients are needed to produce the effect on

thefemades. Theothers. .. ?Wel, let's put it thisway. Suppose the tables were turned. Supposefor a
number of weeks they couldn't do with you and then for afew daysthey couldn't do without you?I'd



think that one or two cycles of that and you'd have the men eating out of your hand.”
"Some of the matriarchswill think that's enough,” she pointed out. "They might useit only on the men.”

"l can't do everything," he retorted. "Y ou have to do some, you know. Part of it ispolitica, of course.
Besides, you don'tneed the current population. Y ou only need the Entriesthat will be comingin. There
should be asuitable compromise. No reason Awhbri should fight our war—although if they want to help
they'rewelcome. That part isup to you."

That sounded reasonable. There was only one other question, but it loomed big in her mind. "Obie, tdl
me, what happensif we run out of the stuff despite all precautions? On thetrail, | mean. What would
withdrawa belike?'

"Unpleasant,” he said gravely. "It would be in-creasingly physicaly painful, bordering on the excruciating.
Y ou see, the substancer eplaces hormones produced naturally by the body. The body, in reaction, stops
producing them. Withdrawal would cause some breakdown, since it occurs faster than the body can
recover and replace not only the hormones but the cellular enzymes replaced as a by-product of the
drug. Eventually, after afew days, it would break and the body would overreact once more. The Time
would then come with full force, but, thistime, for along, long time. Depending on the body, condtitution,
and thelike, it might take weeks. In afew casesit might never go away. Sothereisarisk.”

She shivered, and apart of her mind wondered how you could shiver in adream like that. But that wasa
terrifying thought—all the more so to one who had gone through it—to bein that kind of heat for-ever!

"That'sal,” Obietold her cheerfully. "If | can be of any help to you in the future, | might pop up likethis.
I've placed a number of contingency positions and possible solutionsin your brain just in case, so we may
mest again. But |et's hope we do nat, for, if wedo, it will mean something has gone terribly wrong.”

Y ua awoke with astart and looked around. The others were il there, snoring away. It was not yet
morning. How long, she wondered, had the whole dream lasted? Not very long, most likely—if, in fact, it
had taken any time at al. She sank back down on her straw mat and tried to relax. She would have a
busy day tomorrow, she'd need her deep. In the early part, she would work in acompost heap; later on,
she would see an old woman about overthrowing the underpinnings of her society . . .

Dillia

IT WAS THE START OF SPRING IN DILLIA, THE BESTtimeof year. Thear waswarm, the
sun bright and cheerful, dthough there were afew cool breezes from the direction of the high mountains
to the west that felt, sometimes, like gentle silk caresses.

Mavra Chang had stood till for along time, staring at the reflection in the waters of the stream, one with
the birds, small river animas, wind and nearby water-fall sound, one with her own thoughts. It was not



her reflection, of course, but she hadn't expected that af-ter going through the Well—and, yet, she knew
itwas her reflection, not only as she now was but as she could have been, would have been, had not
eventsin her life taken such astrange turn so long ago. Not thetiny, dightly built Oriental woman the
back-dley surgeons had changed her into, disguising her from her enemiesbut aso erasing all
connections with her early childhood and ancestry, but, instead, the way it might have been had her native
world not falen into the hands of the dictatorid technocracy that was the Com in those early days.

Oriental. That word had lost its meaning many thousands of years before, when mankind spread out to
the starsfrom Old Earth. A third of mankind per-haps more, had been of one race and they had gonein
search of theland Old Earth no longer could give them and the space in which to breathe and live and
grow beyond teeming, packed cities and communa farms. Almost everyone looked alittle Oriental after
awhile, and that had been something of aleveer; those purely of the other races of man were very few
and far between and tended to stand out in any crowd.

Brazil, of course, and the small, scattered, but hearty band of Jews on many worlds, and the other odd
ones bound together for racia survival likethe gypses. Very few and very rare.

Her face now was an exotic face, a sexy face, not onereflecting .the racia mix usua on human planets.
Amost none there had pure golden-blond hair, except by coloring it, nor deep, icy-blue eyes except with
lenses. Without blemish, her skin, too, was very pae, dthough she knew it would darken with the sun,
and her breasts were large, much larger than they had been before, and perfectly formed. They moved
when she moved, and she was somewhat conscious of the fact.

Shewas not, of course, human; only the face and torso were that, memories of might-have-been. The
human part blended into the equine form perfectly matched to the human body, also covered in shorter
hair of golden blond with atail that was dmost white.

Obie had made her a centaur twice now, athough she was aware, in the back of her mind, that thistime
it wasfor keeps. She had stood there, thinking after awhile, trying to understand the computer's point.
Fi-ndly her gaze was drawn from her reflection in the pool upward toward the nearby mountains,
cold-looking and purple, wrapped in clouds and capped by snowy peaks that would be along while
melting. That was not Dillia, she knew, but Gedemondas, mysterious Gedemondas, which only she
remembered—and even that memory had now been dimmed by centuries of experience and life. A
strange, mystic, mountain race that had enormous powers yet kept, hermitlike, com-pletdy to itsdf inits
mountain rookeries and in its vol canic steam-hegated cavernsfar beneath the placid surface. Their thought
processes were—well, nonhu-man, redlly, was the term, she supposed, when the rest of the Southern
hemisphere, at least the parts she had seen, tended to think along more familiar paths, no matter how
bizarretheir form and life style. The Gedemondans had known her and been interested in her once.
Perhgpsagain?

She turned and walked away from the stream and waterfall, down the path toward the smdll village she
knew was there, conscious of the fact that she was traveling down the same route that her grandfather
had so very long ago, and with the same ultimate des-tination in mind: the Well of Souls computer itsdlf.
Her grandparents had gone there with Brazil, athough not redly by their own plan.

The village sat at the source of agreet glacid lake, far removed from the mainstream of Dillian life. It had
remained relatively smdl, till something of awil-derness community, despite the passing centuries
—mogtly because the population of the hex was kept relatively stable. There was no overpopulation on
the Wdll World, and therefore none of the pressures that would long ago have forced thisareato
deveop. Nor were there resources here worth despoiling the land; this was a semitech hex, nothing more
than steam power alowed, and the deposits of seemingly inex-haustible cod and crude oil werefar to the



south.

What resources there were here were of greater im-port to the local population. Fish spawned here
throughout the myriad streams that fed the lake, cre-ating abountiful and carefully managed industry that
fed, in more than oneway, the food, fertilizer, and specid-oilsindustries e sewhere—Downlake, asthe
rest of the hex was known to these people. That, and the bountiful game of the Uplake forests, were the
resources that counted up here.

Still, she saw, things had changed quite a bit from the last time she had been here. The villagewas larger;
there seemed to be more cabins in and between the forest groves, and things seemed abit more
mod-ern. Torches had been replaced by gas lamps, appar-ently fed from a huge natura-gas canister,
near thelake itsdlf, that had connectors for marine refilling. There dso seemed to be alarge number of
small boats moored in neat rows around the smal harbor; dmaost amarina, she thought. The buildings,
too, looked newer, not merely the log cabin style of earlier times but some prefabricated unitsaswell.
Change was dow to come to places on the Wdl World, yet change was inevitable everywhere. Still, it
disappointed her in away. Some of the personality seemed to have gone.

Her nakedness didn't bother her; with the coming of warm weather most of the centaurs went without
clothing, and only her pale complexion redlly set her gpart from the more weethered bodies moving
about.

She sought out the office of the local constable, the only real government they had up here. No sensein
going around ignorant and alone when these people had always been afriendly bunch.

She couldn't read the Signs, of course, but only one small building, a prefab, had officia-looking sealson
both sides of the door, sedlsthat could only be the Great Sedl of the hex. That meant officialdom, and
unlessthey had redlly changed, that meant who she waslooking for.

Thingshad changed, but it didn't matter. The town, it seemed, had become incorporated, mostly to keep
the tourists under control, and thiswas city hdl. A mighty smdl city hal it was, too; if dl four officidsthe
mayor, treasurer, clerk, and constable had de-cided to be in at the same time, there would have been no
room even for furnishings. But, the clerk assured her, that never happened. Things changed, but not al
that much. Thethree otherswere al on the lake, fish-ing.

The clerk, a sharp-nosed, businesdike woman with mottled gray-and-white body hair, proved pleasant
enough. "My nameisHovng," shetold Mavra. " Somehow, when we heard there were a bunch of
En-triesfrom your part of space, we expected at least one of you to show up here."

Mavras eyebrows rosein surprise. "Oh?"

The clerk shrugged. "Four timesin our history peo-ple from your area have comein, and dl four times at
least one has wound up here. Must be somekind of affinity."

That interested her. "Are there any others here now?”

"Oh, no," thewoman laughed. "Last one was hun-dreds of years ago, before any of our times. | think
you'rethefirg Entry in my records, in fact, from any-where."

That will change shortly, Mavra thought sourly. She would have to dert the authorities here so that some
sort of temporary accommodations that wouldn't screw up this pretty and peaceful place could be made
for the newcomers. For now shejust said, "Well, I'm pleased to be here. My grandfather was once one



of you, back in the old days."

The clerk frowned. "Grandfather? | don't remem-ber . . . Anyway, how could that be? Once here,
yourehere."

"Not if you go out through the Wdll of Souls," Mavrareplied.
The clerk, obvioudy confused, just shrugged and said, "Before my time."

Mavradidn't pressthe matter. "For now, | only need afew daysto get my bearings and such. I'm afraid
I'm not your typica Entry—I have somework | was sent here to do."

Her statement was even more puzzling. "Work?' The clerk gave asideways look that indicated she
thought the newcomer was more than alittle mentally unbaanced. Still, there was an officid register for
such cases that declared her acitizen and the like and gave her certain legd rights, which weren't much
—but it was a pretty |oose government, anyway. Only her first name was taken; the Dillians used only
one name and never saw much necessity for two. Fortunately, her name, Mavra, was composed of
gyllables common to the Dillian tongue and needed no dteration.

"Therésaguest lodge at the head of the lake," the clerk told her, scribbling something on a piece of
officid stationery. "Y ou take this over to them and they'll give you aroom until you can get settled. It's
gtill early in the season, so therell be rooms. Y ou can eat there aswdll, if you like." Again asecond note.
"And take thisto the smith down the street. Y ou'll need shoesin this country anyway. Beyond that it'll be
up to you to find your place here. Lots of thingsto do if you like this part of the country, or go Downlake
for more civilized and paved-over typework." She said the last disdainfully. There were city people and
country people, and she made no attempt at conceding which shewas.

Mavralooked at the two sheets. "'I'm sure thiswill befing" she assured theclerk. "Um . . . | can't read
them, you know. Which onegswhich?'

The clerk looked apologetic, then drew alittle in-verted horseshoe on one. Mavra nodded, thanked her,
and left.

Shefet hungry, but decided to look around the town before going up to thelodge. Shoes. . . Funny,
she hadn't thought of that, she told herself. The Rhone, the centaurs of her old sector, had devel oped
rather sophigticated protections that didn't require them—abut shoes might be agood idea here. She
headed for the smith's.

Thiswasrather like having a broken bone and having to go to adoctor, she decided. Thefact that it
wasn't supposed to hurt and would be over quickly didn't diminish the anxiety that came from the thought
that the huge, burly, chestnut-colored centaur, who looked asif he could bend stedl barslike noodles,
was going to drive abunch of nallsinto the bottom of her feet.

When she entered the smithy, the amith, afriendly man named Torgix, eyed her gppreciatively as any
man might, grinned like a schoolboy through athick beard, and hurried over to her. He took the paper
with the horseshoe mark, glanced at it, and told her where to stand.

"Judt relax, beautiful,” heroared in avoicethat fit his physique, "and I'll haveit donein ajiffy."

It was pretty nerve-racking to see him measure her hooves, then bend red-hot stedl to the proper shape
with an artisan's quick skill, and she couldn't bear to watch as he drove the specia nails through the small



holes in the shoes and then into her hooves. It was true that she felt no real pain, except, perhaps, a
resdual muscle ache from the force of the blows— truly the man had no idea of his own strength—but
the psychic pain wasintense. Glad when he was finished, she walked about hesitantly, feding the ex-tra
weight and the odd bal ance the horseshoes gave her.

"You'l get used to them," he assured her. "In acouple of daysyou'll forget what it felt like not to wear
‘em—and your feet will thank you in the days and monthsto come. The aloy isgood; therell be no rust
or warping, athough the nails, naturally, come loose over time. If you have any problems, any smith can
do smplerepairs. Anything e se | can do for you?

She shook her head. "Nothing, thanks. But | could use adrink, | think." She hesitated. "But that takes
money or some kind of payment, doesnt it?"

"l wouldn't worry about it," he chuckled. "Y ou're the most beautiful woman in these here parts, I'll tell
you, and you got the moves, too, beggin' your pardon, if you know what | mean. Y ou won't have no
trouble gettin' adrink. Y ou was awoman—»be-fore?"

She nodded.
"Then you know what | means," he said knowingly, and winked.

She smiled dightly. Y es, she knew exactly what he meant.

The culture she remembered from her last time through Dilliahad been commund. If there had been any
money, it hadn't been used here, in the village Uplake. Again things had changed, athough not to the
complicated degrees found € sewhere even on the Well World. Y ou had a number—shehad anumber,
on those notes—and that gave you an account, kept by the clerk in the village where you were
registered. It wasn't avery definite kind of thing—the units were doppy and not even named—and the
only thing required was to do some sort of productive work known to the community to keep your
account open. Therewas no trouble going to astore or sdler's stall and just getting what you
needed—as |ong as you worked and produced.

She wondered how far an Entry's account stretched before it ran dry. A little, anyway, she decided.
There hadn't, redlly been atime limit—although, of course, the clerk hadn't explained the system nor read
her out her number, either. Best to be wary with folk from aien cultures who might abuse acharge
account, she decided. But shewas beautiful, and she did, uncon-scioudy, have the moves, asthe
blacksmith had said, and the system was easily explained to her.

She had gotten doppy and lazy, she decided. Bars had aways been her element; she grew up in and
around them, worked them and worked in them. She had aways been what others thought of as cute,
which had worked to good advantage, but she was now the center of attention and she wasrusty at
handling it. Obie had been a close friend, acompanion, the closest thinking being to her for along, long
time, and she missed him terribly. But he had also been adrug, she was now redlizing, amagic genie that
could give you anything you wanted or needed &t the snap of afin-ger. Theold tough, totally self-reliant
Mavra Chang had been lost somewhere dong theline. It had been an ingdious kind of thing, not missed
until needed, and now she redlized the disadvantage she was &.



She had been atotal world unto herself for the early part of her life, and fiercely proud of it. She had
clawed her way to the top by her own wits and abilities—not without a helping hand here and there, but
that was true of everyone in the universe, she knew. She had changed, though. Magic wands do that to
youl.

Shefound the men and women in the bar mostly loud, boisterous, and very boorish. That had aways
been the case, of course, but she had dways been able to tolerate such behavior and to fakefitting in to
get what she wanted. Doing so wasincreasingly dif-ficult now; the routine socia acting seemed somehow
impossible, the pawing and passes hard to ignore and easy to cause irritation. Sheleft as quickly asshe
could and walked up to the lodge, a huge wooden building of logs with awide porch fronting on the
marinaand lake.

It was a pretty place insde; the entire first floor was open, except for the huge log ceiling bracing beams,
and there was afireplace at each end and onein the center with an exhaust vent rising up to the roof. The
rooms plit off in two-story wings from the back of the main socia hall, smal and basic but what was
needed. Dillians dept standing up, athough they liked to be braced for sheer relaxation, and there was an
areawith two padded railsfor that; also asink with running spring weter, a pitcher, and some linen for
just washing up. The common latrine was down the hall, just abunch of stallsyou backed into. Nothing
fancy, but it would do.

Between the two wings was the dining area, posted with signs she couldn't read but which were easily
trandated by afriendly saffer as serving times by room number. The basicaly vegetarian Dillians
pre-pared their plantsin athousand different and deli-cious ways, both hot and cold, and always highly
Seasoned, but no one would ever starvein thisforest land, no matter what. In apinch, al Dillians could
edt just about any plant matter, including grass and leaves, athough the taste often |eft something to be
desired.

She stayed afew dayslike this, mostly wandering the back trails, staring at the mountains, and trying to
find that old salf she needed now so much. At one time she had been proud of isolation, reveling in being
totally aone and on her own. She till thought she did, but she could not shake the feding of intense
isolation from these smplefolks. Part of the difference, shetold hersdlf, was that, now, she wasworking
for some-one e se's ends—but, no, she had always taken com-missions from others and aways
delivered. Still, it had beenher plan,her preparation. Even with Obie she had the sense of being
independent, doing what she wanted, the way she wanted it. Not now, though.

What had changed in her, she wondered. Wasit the same with people as with this hex, thisvillage?
Subtle changes as you grew older, dl changing you beyond recognition? Had she changed so much that
she no longer had the toolsto do ajob?

That, of course, wasit. Tools were more than fancy equipment; they were so menta. Extreme
self-confidence was a mugt, but aso the socia toolsto get what you wanted from anybody you needed.
That waswhat her life with Obie had robbed her of: the in-stinct for making people and events bend to
her will. She hadn't needed it; Obie was the ultimate per-suader. She had lost the ability, somewhere, and
she couldn't seem to discover where. Take Marquoz—he gtill had it, had aways had it. The Chugach
wasfirmly in charge not only of himsdlf but of those around him, the way she used to be. And
Gypsy—whoever, where-ever he was—he, too, had it. Where did they get it? They weren't born with it,
certainly. It was something you acquired as you grew—somethingsome acquired. And how did you lose
it? By not using it constantly, as Marquoz and Gypsy had always used it.

Shewas, she thought, like the big frontier fighter who had fought and clawed hisway to the top, then
wound up in ahuge mansion with al that he desired at hisbeck and cal. Take that away after many years



and hewould be lost. His skillswould be rusty, out of date, or, worse, atrophied from long years of
disuse.

Atrophied. That bothered her. The wild catlike ani-ma she had been had become tame, domesti cated,
fat, and lazy. Now that it wasthrown again into the wild, its pampered self found that wildernessan dien
place, no longer itselement at dl.

There was no getting around that fact, although she hated to admit it even to her innermost salf. She not
only needed other people, she needed people she could depend upon, even trust with her life. Perhapsif
she had had more time, or were more in control of events and able to dter the plan or the schedule to suit
her, she might have reclaimed more of her old abilities, reverted to the wild whence she had come. But
she could not, and time was running out even now. Events beyond her control would soon force ac-tions
and reactions of which she had foreknowledge— her best weapon—>but could not change.

She waked dong the riverbank in the late after-noon thinking about thiswhen a curious, hardike animal
legped into view. Its gigantic ears and exaggerated buckteeth gave it an amost comical, cartoon-ish
qudity that was offset by onelook at those powerful legs. It was aso more than 150 centimeters high,
even without the ears—aformidable size indeed —a though the specieswas harmless. It Stared at her,
morein curiosity than in fear, and she stared back. Somewhere in the corners of her mind anotion stirred
and forced itsdlf to the fore. There was some-thing decidedly odd about the animal, something she
couldn't quite place but which seemed somehow im-portant.

In amoment she redlized that the anima was brown from the face down to its shorter forelegs, but
beyond that the hair dowly was replaced by snow-white fur. Looking closer, she could see signs of
oc-casiond white fringes even in the light brown.

She had seen such crestures before, but they had been mostly white or mostly brown. Now, suddenly,
she knew why. White was itswinter coloration, mak-ing it dmost invisible againg the snow. Now, with
gpring here and every day getting abit warmer than the last, the anima was turning brown, a better
pro-tective color for the now blossoming forest. Sowly the white was being pushed out, with the
seasond change—and that meant that, for one of two times ayear, the beast was unableto rely oniits
camouflage for any sort of protection. Now, during early spring asit would be later infall, it was atarget.
Hunting par-ties were coming Uplake now; she had seen them, and cursed hersdlf for not putting the
factstogether.

Hunting was amgjor industry for Dillians; the natives used the furs and skins for avariety of thingsand
sold the meat to adjoining hexes. Hunting parties—professionals, mostly—meant tough people who
knew their way around. But the hunting wasn't done in Dillia—that was possible only in Uplake, and
Up-lakeswildlife was reserved for Uptake's permanent residentsin order to conserveit. No, Dillian
hunting was done in Gedemondas, on the high trails.

She decided that her best place was back in town after dl, thistimelooking for away into
Gede-mondas. What she needed from Dillia could be arranged for later; Gedemondas was more critical,
particularly since there might not be time enough later to do anything.

Early attempts at linking up with an expedition resulted in failure. Although the hunting partieswere
composed of femaesaswell as maes, the Dillians having few sexud distinctionswhen there wasajob to



do, she was too soft, too pretty for them to take serioudy. It was afrustrating experience for her. All her
life she had been not merdly smdll but tiny, and had never been taken serioudy then, either—until it was
too late. But now, to be scorned because she was too attractive, that was an unkind blow. Not that the
hunters, particularly the huge, strutting males, werent interested in her—they just weren't interested from
the business standpoint.

Shefdt asif she were going back to her beginnings, when, poor and trapped on a backward frontier
world, she had gained money, influence, and eventually away out by renting her body and other services.
But things were different now; Dillia had some similarities, but not that way out—not now and not here.
And she had nothing else, not even athick coat for the wintry cold of the hunting grounds, nor any red
wegpons kills. Oh, she knew alaser pistol and its related cous-insinsde and out, but thiswas a
semitech hex, where nothing beyond combustion weapons would work; and the hunting ground,
Gedemondas, was a nontech hex, where killing was accomplished with bows and arrows and smilar
wespons, wegpons that required a constant honing of skills, of which she had amost none, partic-ularly
inthis new and larger body.

She was becoming discouraged, and some attempts with both bow and crossbow hadn't given her any
more of alift. She waslousy with them.

Still she continued to meet, greet, and talk to the parties still coming in, now in arush to make surethey
would till be able to stake out some unclaimed hunt-ing territory. They were dl at the bar, and one man,
the leader of aparty, was gudtily downing huge mugs of de and telling the local's about Gedemondas.
Most had never been there and never would go there; it was amysterious and dangerous place even for
those who knew it well, and what common sense didn't prevent, supertition did. Despite the fact that
Dillian young could discuss hexes and cregtures hafway around the Well World, nobody knew much
about their next-door neighbors. They maintained no embassy at Zone, and histories said nothing about
them. Geographies gener-aly described them as shy, but nasty, savages glimpsed only from distances.
Dilliadid not have permission to hunt in Gedemondas, but there had never been an ob-jection. All these
made the hex an eexie, forbidding place of legend.

The hunter, whose name was Asam, was a big burly Dillian in early middle age but aging extremely well.
Histanned lean, muscular figure was matched by a craggy, handsome face that looked asif it had seen
the misery of the world; yet, somehow, there was a kind-ness there, perhaps accented by his unusua
deep-green eyes. His beard, flecked with white, was perfectly trimmed and he was, overadl, rugged but
well-groomed. His voice matched hislooks: thick, low, rich, melodic, and extremely masculine.

"It'sadwayswinter up there" he was saying between long pulls on atwo-liter-plus mug of de. "Aye, a
warm summer's day could freeze yer hair solid. We hav'tatake extra care, rubbin’ each other down
regular so the sweat don't turninto littleicebals. And y'do sweat, make no mistake. Some of them old
trallsare dmost straight up, and yer' carryin' aheavy pack. Sometimes you lose the trail
completely—hav'ta go out onto the snow and ice, which is double bad thistime o' year, for snow melts
from the ground up and the sun do beat down, it does. So y'get hidden crevasses that can swalow a
party whole and never leave atrace, and nasty dicks and soft spots, and snow bridges, where it looks
like solid ground but there's nothin' underneath ya but air when yatry it.”

His accent was peculiar; it trandated to her brain as something out of achildren's pirate epic, colorful
and unique. She wondered how much of it was put on for the show of attention, or whether, aswith
some others she had known, he had put on the act so often that he had become the character heliked to

play.

His audience was mostly young, of course, and they peppered him with questions. Mavra eased over to



one of them and whispered, "Whois he, anyway?'
The youngster looked shocked. "Why, that's Asam —the Colond himself!" came the awed reply.

She didn't remember anything about rank in Dillia. "I'm sorry, I'm new here," shetold the awe-struck
youth. "Can you tell me about him?Why is he called the Colond?"

"Why, he's been completely around theworld!" her informant bresthed. "He's served moren fifty hexes
at onetime or another. Doin' al sorts of stuff—smugglin', explorin', courier—you nameit!"

A soldier of fortune, shethought, surprised. A Dillian soldier of fortune, an adventurer, an
anything-for-a-price risk-taker—she knew the type. To have gotten this old he had to be damned good
even if haf the soriestold about him probably werentt true. If in fact he had been around the Well
World, hewas one of the very few who ever had. That alone said some-thing about him—and wasthe
kind of accomplishment to make alegend right there, thus probably true.

"And the Colonel part?' she pressed.

"Aw, he's been every kind'arank and stuff you can think of in alottaarmies. When he got the plague
serum from Czill to Morguhn againgt al the Dhabi at-temptsto stop him, why, they made him an
honorary Colonel there. Dunno why, but he stuck with that. 1t's what most everybody calshim.”

She nodded and turned again to the powerful and legendary center of attention, who was off ona
tan-gent, telling sometde of fighting frost-giantsin afar-off hex long ago.

"If he'sthat kind of man, what's he doing here? Just hunting?"' she asked the youth after awhile.

An older man edged over, hearing her question. "Pardon, miss, but it's his obsession. Imagine being al
over theworld here and doing al he's done and have Gedemondas right next door—he was born here,
Up-lake. It'sapuzzle for him. Off and on he's sworn to capture a Gedemondan and find out what makes
‘em tick before he dies.”

Her eyebrows arched and adight smile played across her face. "Oh, he has, hashe?' she muttered
under her breath. She stood there for awhile, until the story was done, then pressed a question through
the throng to him. "Have you ever seen a Gedemondan?' she called out.

He smiled and took another swig, eyes playing ap-preciatively over her form. "Y es, m'beauty, many
times" hereplied. "A couple of times some of the creatures actually tried to do mein, pushing ava-lances
on me. Other times, | seen them at adistance, off acrossavalley or makin' them strange sounds echoin'
off the snow-diffs”

She doubted the Gedemondans had ever wanted to do himiin. If they had, he would be dead now, she
knew.

She had Asam on theright track now, and finaly he looked around and asked, "Anybody el se here seen
a Gedemondan? If so, | wanta know about it."

Thereitwas. "l have," shecalled out. "I've seen awholelot of them. I've been in one of thair citiesand
|'vetalked to them."

Asam amost choked on hisde." Cities? Talked to them?' he echoed, then leaned toward the



bartender. "Who isthat girl, anyway?" he asked in alow rumble out of the side of his mouth.

The bartender looked over at her, following the gaze of therest of the patrons, aso staring at her, mostly
wondering if the insanity was contagious.

"A recent Entry,” the bartender whispered back. "Only been here afew days. A little batty if you ask
r],E.ll

Asam turned those strange green eyes again in her direction. "What's yer name, honey?"
"Mavra," shetold him. "Mavra Chang."
To her surprise, he just nodded to himsdlf. "Ortegad's Mavra?”'

"Not exactly," she shot back, somewhat irritated at being thought of that way. "We don't have much
mu-tua love, you know."

Asam laughed heartily. "Wdl, girl, looks like you'n mewe got alot to talk about.” He drained the last of
the mug. "Sorry, folks, businessfirst!" he announced, and made hisway outsde.

The structure, like most, was open to the street on one Side, but even then it was a problem for the two

of them to make it outsde. Still, the youngstersfol-lowed in what looked like a d ow-motion stampede,
Mavrathought with achuckle.

Asam was using a hunter's cabin, the kind of place built for working trangents, and it wasto that log
sructure, one with walls and adoor that shut, that they went.

Finaly assured of some privacy, he sighed, rlaxed abit, and took out apipe. Y ou don't mind if I light

up, do you?' he asked in acam, casud tone that re-tained some of the accent though not nearly as much
as he had put on in the bar.

"Go ahead," sheinvited. "Y ou'rethe first smoker I've seen on thiswhole world."

"Just need the right contacts," he replied. " Stuff's damned expensive, and the only varietiesworth adamn
aregrownin just acouple of far-off hexes. We Dillians are crazy about the stuff—I dunno, maybeit'sthe
biochemidtry. But only afew of uscan afford it."

"Watchit," shesad playfully. ™Y our education's showing."

Helaughed. "Oh, well, we hav'ta do somethin’ 'bout that, don't we? Y er can't let yer act dip, right?”

She returned the laugh. She was beginning to like the Colonel—he was her kind.

"S0," he said after afew moments, "tell me about Gedemondas."

"l wasthere," shetold him. "A long, long time ago, it'strue. | may look like ayoungster but I'm aspry
thousand-year-old. If you know Ortegawell enough to recognize my name, you know the basic sory."

He nodded. "1 know the basics from the history tapes. | do alot of work for him, off and on, and we got
to know each other red well."



She was suddenly suspicious. "Y ou're not working for him now, are you?'

Helaughed again. "No, I'm not. But I'll be honest with you; hedid get in touch with me. Me and alot of
others, | suspect. Asked meto be on the lookout for you and the others and let him know."

"And haveyou?'

He shook his head. "Nope. Not going to, ether. Let'sfaceit, thereésno profit init. And I'm pretty well
doing what | want to do these days. Besides, | didn't know until afew minutes ago you werein Dillia, let
adoneasabDillian. Bet helll know as soon as word goes Downlake, though. It waskind of agenerd
al-points, you know. Before | decide much of anything, | want to know just what the hdl'sup. And,
most of al, | want to know about Gedemondas.”

They weren't kidding about hisfixation, shered-ized. But that was dl to the good.
"Firg of dl," she began, "do you know who Na-than Brazil is?'

He chuckled. "That's sort of ajoke on the Well World, you know. A supernatura creature, amyth, a
legend, whatever.”

She nodded. "1t's not amyth or legend anymore," shetold him. "He's coming again to the Well World.
He hasto get into the Well of Souls.” Briefly, she out-lined the basic history to date, the rip in space, the
damage to the Well World and consequently to al red-ity, the fact that Brazil was going to the Wl to, in
essence, turn it off, fix it, then start it up again.

Heligtened intently, green eyesreflecting the flick-ering gadight amost like acat's. He didn't interrupt,
athough he did occasionaly grunt or nod. She did not elaborate on the plan or the problems; that would
come much later, after it was clear which sde Asam was on.

Hewas ahead of her. "l can seeabig battle,” he said after she had finished. "If he shutsit off, it dl
ceasesto exist and it wipes the memory or whatever it has clean. Don't look surprised; just because
Dilla's asemitech hex doesn't mean we don't know or use other folks machines. Just not here. A little
coopera-tion. Therésmore of that than you realize. There was once a plague and the people couldn't
stop it—no technology. But afar-off hex with labs and computers went to work on it, created a serum,
and made enough for me to take over four thousand kilometers to the people who needed it but couldn't
makeit or evenisolateit. We saved alot of folks livesand | got my title.”

"Why that one?' she asked him. "Out of al you've gathered?'

Therewas afant smileand afaraway look in hiseyes. "The only onel ever got forsaving lives'" he
responded softly. Then he snapped out of hisreverie and returned to business.

"You and | know therules" he pointed out. "If he's going to rebuild the universe, then he's going to need
live models. Us. Don't sound like | have any per-centage on your side—nor would anybody else on this
world of ours."

"Hewon't destroy the Well World," she assured him. "In alittle while our army's going to pour through
the Wdll. Probably aready is. Huge numbers. They'll be the fighting force for him, and they'll also bethe
prototypesfor his new universe. Not you."

"And you?' he came back. "Where will you beif he doesthis?'



Sheamiled grimly. "I wish | knew. Onething a atime. I'm not certainiif I'll surviveto that point—and if |
do, I'll face the situation when it comes. Gedemondeas, for one. | haveto go there. | haveto talk to them,
explain the Situation, see which way they will go."

He nodded. "I'll accept that answer. And the per-centage?”

Sheredized he wastalking about himsdlf. "And after? Well, it would be nice to be on Brazil'ssdeif he
reachesthe Well, wouldn't it? At least, 1'd rather be on hissideif he getsin than one of hisenemies.”

He considered that. "Onething at atime. Gedemon-daswill do for now. Y ou think they'll talk to you?"

"| think s0," shereplied. "They did before, any-way. And I'm the only one who was there who they
allowed to remember exactly what happened, to reemember them at al.”

"Um. Wouldn't do much good if we went in there and | came out never remembering athing, would it?"
She shrugged. "No guarantees. I'm surprised you be-lieve me now. Nobody else did.”

"Ortegadid,” hetold her. "He couldn't afford not to check it out completely. There were just enough tiny
inconsistencies in the others storiesto cast doubt, and he had no sign of that in you. He concluded you
weretelling the truth. Matter of fact, he once held your ac-count out to me as bait for ajob. Knew |
couldnt resd.”

"l need to go there," shetold him flatly. "1 need to go there soon. | have other thingsto do. But | don't
know the hex, don't know thetrails, don't have any guide, or credit for provisons or anything. | need

your help—badly. And I'm your best shot at meeting the Gedemondans.”

He nodded agreement to that last statement. "All right, I'll get whatever you need. Y ou're welcome to
comewith us."

She sighed. Mission partially accomplished. "How many are you?'
"Five, counting you. All Dillians." He put on amock leer. "All mae except for you. That bother you?'
"| can take care of mysdf,” she responded flatly.

He grinned and nodded approvingly. "1 bet you can, too."

Embassy of Ulik, South Zone

"the grand council, south, isconvened.” ortegadeclared solemnly from his office, but it wasritua only. It



meant that al the embassies at Zone were now connected together in an elaborate communica-tions net.
The creatures who breathed water, the ones that breathed one or another mixture of air, and some who
didn't redlly bresthe at all could now con-verse. Not dl the hexes of the Southern hemisphere of the Well
World were represented; and some, like Gedemondas, never sent anyone and their offices were empty.
A fairly large number of councillors, like Ortega, were Entries—people who were origindly from other
places and racesin the vast universe and had blundered into Markovian gates. They made good council
members; such people were usudly more adept at handling new Entries, having gone through the
experience persondly.

"Thismeeting was called a my request because | bdieveit isimperative we dl understand what isgoing
on and decide on acommon policy of deding withit," Ortegawent on. Briefly he explained the situation
as he understood it, holding nothing back.

Finally, he got down to thereal business. "We have severd optionshere,” hetold them. "Thefirstisto
do nothing. Thiswill result in atemporary doubling of the Well World's population, a severe strain on
resources—but only for ashort time. Unimpeded, Brazil would go to the Well, do what he hasto do,
then reduce the population by the same factor asheincreased it in his overal restocking process. This
would result in inconvenience, yes, but not anything we couldn't handle.”

"If he used the newcomers only to do that restock-ing,” someone noted. "If he usesal of us, it'sthe end.
Or if heisn't choosy whether there are newcomers or natives, for that matter.”

Ortega nodded in reflex toward the speaker, a-though there were no television circuits. "Thet, of

course, isprecisdy it. | know Brazil. | know he'saman of hisword. But, in al fairness, he'sgoing to be
doing something al by himself that the Markovians did as arace—and that's not the way the system was
designed. Wedon't know if he hasthat kind of con-trol or confidence. Hewill be doing it for thefirst
time and can't redly know, either. He'saMarkovian for sure—I've seen himin hisnatural form. But if we
trust his own story—and though I'll take hisword of honor on things, | would never believe any of his
stories without proof—he himsalf says he was atechnician on Hex 41. A technician but not the crea-tor.
Now, the fact that he al'so clamsto be God, the Prime Mover, the supreme creator of the universe,
should give you someideaasto just what to believe.”

"I'dtend to believeit," said another dien voice. The circuits were such that thefirst to punch the talk bar
blocked the others so only one could speak at atime. Otherwise there would be another Babel.

"That he's God?' Ortega was shocked.

"No, of course not,” the ambassador responded. "That's just the point, you see. His salf-clams are of
the most grandiose sort. He claimsto be God, or thinks heis. Someone who claimsthat would claim
amost reflexively that he was the crestor of ahex and not amere technician if he felt compelled to make
some-thing up. He didn't, therefore I'll go aong with the idea that he was lower down. That bothers me
even more, of course. We have computers here in Ramagin that are quite sophisticated. If one needed
minor repair, then I'd trust atechnician. But if one needed programming from the word go and there
wasn't any copy of the original program to feed in, 1'd want an expert. Brazil didn't program anything, not
even Hex 41—so how can wetrust him to know what he's doing on something like the Well, something
so complex that no mind | know can conceive of it?"

Ortegacut off further comment. "Good point. | see anumber of you wish to spesk, but if you'll per-mit
me, I'll go on so that we won't bein this meeting for the next three weeks. Time presses.”

He paused, alowing the little lightsto wink out as they accepted hisruling, at least temporarily. Satisfied,



he continued. "Now, our second option isto contact Brazil and try to make adeal with him. If he
man-agesto get to the Well and hesmad at us, we may have precipitated asdf-fulfilling prophecy. If he
hasto fight to get there, he's going to be damned mad at dl of usand in a position to get even. We have
to congder this. If hecan do the job, he might use only the newcomersif he getsthere easily, or he might
just useus if wefight him al the way, harm his people, that sort of thing."

"Couldwe make aded with him?' someone € se asked.

"Probably,” Ortega responded. "We could get his word—which has been good in the past. But we
couldntenfor ce the bargain. Thelast time he was here abunch of ustried to do that, you know. We got
into theWell, but it was asincomprehensible to usthen asit isnow. Worse, hewasin Markovian form
and fully capable of doing damned near any-thing just by some sort of menta contact with the great
computer.”

"Wouldyou trust him?* somebody put in. Ortega considered the question. "1 would. But | wouldn't
necessarily trust him to be able to keep his promise, for reasons we just went into. Working the Well on
afew individuasis onething; fixing and then working the entire computer on the whole damned universe
issomething else. He's a cocky little bastard—1I'm surehe thinks he could do it. But I'm not sure | do."

For amoment no lights showed as the others thought about what Ortega said. Then everyonetried to
speak a once and again he had to cut them off. "The third dternative, the one Brazil anticipates, isthat
we will oppose him—keep him from reaching the Well & al cogts. His agents are dready here,
or-ganizing the newcomers and playing on the nationa self-interests of anumber of vulnerable hexesthat
might on their own support him. Hisarmy is coming through now, ready to raly to those organizers. If we
try and stop him, we have to face severa ugly facts. First, we can capture him, imprison him, do al sorts
of nasty thingsto him, but wecannot kill him. The Wdl won't permit it, no matter how hard wetry.
Some-thing aways happensto give him an out. Therefore, we are talking abouit virtualy perpetua
imprisonment. Second, were talking about a hdll of afight. We're not sure just where heis, and he hasn't
surfaced asyet. That last is probably al to the good, since we know he'sa Type 41, we know his
general physical descrip-tion, and we'd know sooner or later. He'd be spotted, and if hewereina
vulnerable spot, say on the ocean, he'd be open to immediate capture. We have to as-sume he's
somewherein and around Glathriel or Am-breza, even though weve searched in vain for him there. He's
not dumb enough not to have prepared an amost foolproof hiding place. So, we have to wait for him to
move. Hell wait for hisarmy or armiesto spring him, give him the muscle to move northward. That
means amultinational, multiracia set of armies must be established and set in Strategic places, ready to
oppose them at every turn. Since he picksthe route, well be at even more of alogistical disadvantage
than they, but well have sheer numbers and thelay of the land." He paused for amoment, then added,
"And, third, of course, by so doing well be condemning oursalvesto being, eventudly, the only lifeforms
indl of crestion.”

Again the board was blank, the speaker was silent for avery long time, followed by everyonetrying to
speak at once. They taked for hours; they argued, they wrangled, they tried to find other ways out of it.
Ortega let them go on, taping the whole thing and a so making notes on amap of the Well World when
the speakers could be identified asto their own leanings. It was an interesting score. Of the seven
hundred or so hexes represented, about athird were either po-tentialy ineffective—the ones whose
natives couldn't leave their home hexes such asthe plant crestureswho had little or no mobility, that kind
of thing— or indecisive. A few times he caught hints that some of the hexes might align themsdveswith
Brazil'sforcesif chance came their way, and it was obviousin which hexes Brazil agents had been a
work. Marquoz clearly had the Hakazit sewn up, for example. The Dillians, on the whole not very
combative people, were taking no governmenta position—they had very little govern-ment
anyway—and letting their people decide for themsdlves.



But asolid mgority, it appeared, did not give adamn about the rest of the universe, didn't care about
anything but their own necks, and were dl for afight. That wasto be expected, he knew. When anation
was faced with a choice between abstract principle or com-plete self-interet, it took self-interest every
time.

They would fight—or enough of them would, any-way. He couldn't stop it, and only when talk turned to
pogroms against the newcomers did he step in once more. "1 wouldn't recommend any mass wiping-out
of these Entries” he cautioned fiercdly. "Consider: you must alow for the very red possibility that, in
spite of al our best efforts, Brazil will get to the Well. Any race that has wiped out its surplus at that point
will be, of necessity, faced with total annihilation. Y ou can't afford to kill them! Consider your peopl€'s
lives, your own lived After Brazil isin our hands, then you can do asyou wish. But only then.”

"But dl the Entriesare on hisside!" somebody wailed, echoing alot of the sentiment. ™Y ou're saying we
have to take atreasonous army into our midst, one that would kill ug!"

"That'swhere hesgot us," Ortega admitted. "But, remember, you don't have to give them much, if any,
freedom. Control them as best you can. My guessis most will bolt for prearranged rendezvous as soon
asthey can—if you let them. Don't et them. Reduce hisarmy and contral it insde your own borders. It's
up to you to play it smart—and subtle.”

He knew that they would not al take his advice, but most would. Self-interest again. They had to hedge
their bets. Many innocents would be daughtered, of that he had no doubt, but most would hesitate, most
would pause. He hoped so.

Findly it came down to avote. Of the 713 hexes represented, 431 voted to stop Brazil, 184 to try some
kind of dedl, and 98 abstained or, in essence, voted to do nothing. The taly was remarkably closeto the
guesstimate Ortega had made on his map during the debates.

"Sothemotioniscarried. It'swar,” hetold them at last. "All right. Aswe have no power to compel the
dissentersto support the mgjority position, 1 must make severd moves at thistime. First, | must ask any
who wish to change their votes to so Sgnify to me, reminding those in the minority that there will be some
bad feding toward those hexes not joining in this effort, bad feding that could trandate into alot of forms
from trade sanctions and boycottsto arather callous disregard for aneutra or opposing hex that
happensto get in the way of afight." It wasn't an idle threat or an attempt at coercion; hefdt it had to be
said because he knew it to be true. Win or lose, nations that committed heavily to afight and lost their
own lives and resources in the process would not be kindly disposed toward those who st it out.

Interestingly, three of the abstainers and two of the make-a-dedl faction moved to the war column, and
two voting originaly for war dropped off the voting board. The outcome was anet gain, but surprising.

He nodded absently. "All right, then. The Well isto be divided into military zones, each under an overdl
commander. Each participating hex will mobilize and choose its own commander, but dl of them will be
subject to an overal sector commander, who will be from outside the sector and therefore of arace not
related to any of the troops under its command. War is not something we are used to—our enemy will be
more accustomed to it. Y et, it can be waged, and suc-cessfully. Logistics defeated the first Well War,
but that was for conquest and involved no cooperation among hexesin the way of objectives. The
second War of the Well was fought for limited objectives, to reach acertain point before opposing
armies could. Again, there wasn't the cooperation we now have among the many hexes. And we are
movinginre-sponse to another army. In this case things are on our side—the enemy ismoving toward an
objective, and al we must do is stop them from attaining that objective. The disadvantages are theirs,



athough they will pick the route of march.”

Therewas alot more discussion, followed by gen-era agreement to the plan. All would make
nomi-nations for sector commanders and submit them to Ortega, who would use the most sophisticated
com-puters in the high-tech hexesto pick the best one for each position.

"I will dso notify the North and send atranscript for their council to consider,” hetold them. "Brazil is
tricky—and travel to the Northis possble, dthough with greet difficulty. It would be just like him to cause
al hell to break loose down here while he popped up there—where, if thisvolume of Entries keeps up,
the Wdl will aso be putting newcomers—and make for an Avenue from that sde.”

Though as yet unheard of, it was aready becoming apparent that the Well of Souls, the great computer
heart of the world, was actually putting some carbon-based Entries into those eerie, non-carbon-based
hexes up North. Such athing shouldn't happen, but the Well was acting in sheer self-defense. It had to
distribute the unprecedented volume of newcomers as evenly as possible over the whole world to make
certain it had the resources to manage them. Brazil had counted on that—he needed double the
population of al 1560 hexes, not just in the South.

And asfor himself . . . Ortegarocked back on hisgiant serpent'stail and folded all six of hisarmsin
contemplation. Ulik, of course, would go with the ma-jority. He had voted that way, the way he knew his
own people would vote. Theword would go off to them shortly by courier while he stayed here, stuck in
thisluxury prison.

That's what thiswas, he decided. Prison. It wasn't the first time he had thought about that concept. Brazil
would be trapped in such a prison, probably one of the unused embassies. It annoyed him that they were
voting to try doing to Brazil what had been doneto him.

Trouble was, of course, that he had doneit to him-self. Committed himsdlf to this cold, sterile prison
rather than face death. Pushing toy armies around tables, putting pinsin maps, that would be his battle,
his campaign, hiswar. It might aswell have been abillion light-years away, he thought. And yet, to go out
there meant death, sure, certain, probably quick death.

He recdled the ancient legend of hisorigina people, thelegend of Faust. And when the demon
M ephi-stopheles had been ordered back to Hell, he had re-plied, "Why, thisisHdll, nor am | out of it."

Ortegalooked around his comfortable office.
Why, thisis Hell, he echoed the ancient line in hismind for the millionth time, nor am | out of it.

No wonder Brazil was batty. Nobody, he thought, understands that man more than me. He wished he
could talk to the strange little man now.

He wished he could talk to somebody.

Why, thisisHel . ..



Dahbi

the great hall of holy ancestors stood empty; barren stone carved out of solid granite far benegth the
surface, without ornamentation, without light, yet a perfect cubica space some two hundred metersin any
direction. Silent, tomblike, it waited.

Suddenly a portion of onewall glowed eerily, and something, a presence, came through into the
cham-ber. It glowed with its own eerie white phosphores-cence, a pae, smoky thing like a piece of
ghostly satin rippling in an unfelt wind, its only features two jet-black ovals at the top of its rounded
"head" that must be some kind of eyes.

And yet it seemed to have mass, and some weight, for once through the seemingly solid rock wall it
ad-hered to the Sde, then dowly made itsway down to the floor of the place, dwaysin contact with the
wall'sedge. An observer might think it wasfloating, yet closer examination would show that it did need
con-tact for movement, and was neither as ghostly nor asinsubstantia asit first appeared.

Now other forms oozed in from different pointsin the four walls and aso through the celling and up
through the floor. All converged at the center of the Great Hall. Twelve in number, they looked identicd:
glowing white shapes each the same roughly two me-tersin height, all looking like people dressed in
somekind of sheet—rounded head with two eye-holes, then the shape tapering down, seeming to bulge
alittle a the middle, then fanning out to awide, flat base.

No words nor glances were exchanged. They stood there, waiting, waiting for something—or someone.

Suddenly from one of the walls came still another like themsalves, yet not quite like them, ether. It
seemed larger, more formidable, and, in some inex-plicable way, more ancient.

"Peace be unto the brotherhood!" proclaimed the newcomer, standing in front of the others and now
rasing what seemed to be insectlike forelegs, sucker-tipped and etched aong the leg with
wicked-looking spikes. The appendages were invisible when folded.

The others dowly raised their own and chanted, "And to you, most revered and holy |eader.”

The one who was S0 obvioudy in charge now under-went adight change. The ghostly head moved
dowly back, the "eyes’ moving with it, revealing ahead and aface, avicious, ugly face, with bright
multifaceted eyes that seemed to generate their own light, flanked by a sharp proboscis under which
extended menacing mandibles.

"You dl have been briefed on the Stuation?" It wasn't redly a question. Anyone who hadn't would have
to execute the staff that should have kept the leader informed.

"Asyou are aware, then, | ingtructed usto vote with the mgjority,” the leader continued. " Our somewhat
unique abilities should make usinvauablein afight. And yet | am unhappy, for | do not like thingsleft to
the fates. Our ancestors would demand more of us."

They didn't comment, keeping their heads tucked in reverently. Itwas partly reverence, partly respect—



and partly that even they, the twelve who ruled their land as an absolute theocracy, were terrified of Gunit
Sangh.

Anyonein Dahbi could enter the priesthood; those with alot of brainsand guts could risefar insde the
hierarchy, too. But to reach the top, the pinnacle, you had to have more. In aland ruled by ancestor
wor-ship, old age commanded the grestest respect. And in aland where only the smartest, the most
ruthless, the most totally amord could reach the top of the order, the oldest of that hierarchy was not only
the leader, but also the nastiest bastard the race had yet produced.

"Hear my commands,” intoned Gunit Sangh. "First, we shdl prepare aforce under the overdl Zone
council command. Wewill contribute whatever is asked, in equal measure, from each prefecture. Choose
your people well. | want the most expendable, to be sure, but aso | want people who can take orders,
who can fight—and kill."

Thetwelve gave asilent nod in unison. "However, thisis not sufficient,” Sangh continued. " Suppose the
battle occursfar from Dahbi? Thiswould leave us as hel pless pawns, known to be fighting this Brazil
creature yet unable to do anything to influence the outcome. That isintolerable. Zilchet, you have areport
on the Entriesin our land?’

One of thetweve stirred, and the vicious insectlike head rose. "I have, Y our Holiness. We have
received approximately three hundred so far. | say "approxi-mately” only because one seemsto pop up
amog every hour.”

"And you have interrogated the newcomers?"'

"I have, Y our Holiness. Our psychologists find them atruly dien mentaity—which isto be expected, of
course, but not quite to this extent. They seem to have al been females of the Type 41 category—the
same as Brazil. They are part of areligious cult of some kind that believes Brazil to be God—nota god
butthe God—and will do whatever he wills. In other words, fanatics on aholy misson.”

"They wish to proceed away from Dahbi?' A dight nod. "They do, Y our Holiness. They are quickly
learning their new bodies and adjusting with astonishing rapidity to new formsand abilities”

"It isto be expected,” Gunit Sangh noted. "Who-ever planned this operation knew the Well World
be-fore they ever got here. They have been thoroughly briefed. Theyknew they were going to become
dif-ferent formswith different abilities and were told to explore their new forms and adjust quickly. They
are not here asignorant children to live anew life; they are here as preprepared soldiers. Y ou seewhat |
mean, my brothers. We could lose thisthing.”

They seemed to shimmer abit at thisidea. It was disturbing to them, asit wasto Gunit Sangh. "You
have them under restraint?"

Zilchet sounded dightly miffed at the question. "Of course, Y our Holiness. Any who appear are brought
asquickly as possibleto acentrd receiving facility, where they are carefully interrogated and then
re-strained, awaiting Y our Holinesss decison.”

"My decisonisto let them go," the leader told them.

This astonished them, and there was much agitated rippling of their ghostly white forms.

"Tel me, arethey of the same race? The same world?"



Zilchet had bardly recovered from hisshock. "Yes, Y our Holiness. The same. Remarkable uniformity, in
fact, if | do say so mysdif.”

"Do they appear to know each other personaly— as from before?!

"No, itisnot evident. At least | have seen no in-dication of such. Not that it might not happen, but if you
aretaking about a population of abillion or more, aswe surmise, it would be pure chance.

Gunit Sangh seemed pleased at this. "And is your understanding complete enough to dlow, say, three
hundred Entries to go where they will—and four hun-dred Entriesto arrive there? In close company all
thewnhile?'

"Four—" Zilchet seemed confused, dightly hesitant. Then, al a once, he got theidea. "Oh, I see. "He
con-sdered it. "Superficidly, at any rate. | would prefer not to have them travel asagroup. A chance
en-counter, yes, but not moment-to-moment. No. There are too many tiny details. Y ou could dip so very
easly and never know. But wecould send three hundred, then another hundred aday or so behind them,
fol-lowing. Conditioning so many would be out of the question, too, but we could condition afew, say Sx
or saven red Entries. They would lead the group and would see nothing awry in our own party. That we
could easily manage, and it should work."

"Thenwe do it that way," the leader ordered. "We need some of our own people on their sde. We
won't be the only ones, either, of course. The biggest weak-nesshisside hasisthat it can't possibly know
the true nature of everyonein itsarmies, nor their loyaties. They must know this. But most will be there
as spies, nothing more. Ourswill have adifferent task.”

"And what isthis?' Zilchet was so involved he for-got he wasn't supposed to prompt the leader.

Gunit Sangh gave him anicy stare asareminder, but otherwise let it go. Thiswas far too important to
execute the wretch now. But he would remember thelapse. . . .

"Of dl the different Entries, only afew are not of this soldier type. These are his commanders, of course.
A number of them. Information from the centra com-mand Ortegalis establishing tells me, though, that a
least one of these has more than utilitarian meaning to Brazil. Thisisthe woman Mavra Chang, now a
Dillian. He regards her as something of a sibling with that curious bond lesser races have for such. | want
our people there to behave just like good soldiers, to fight in Brazil's forces, take orders, do al that they
would be expected to do. But if it looks asif Brazil will attain hisgod, if it lookslike hissdewill win, |
have a pecid task for them.”

"Holiness?'

"No one can control Brazil directly once heisin-sdeto the Wdl. But if we hold this Mavra Chang,
se-cretly,outside the Well, whilel or one of usenterswith him, that isjust asgood.”

"But what if, once ingde, he merdy wills himsdf to find her and free her?' Zilchet asked dubioudly.

"| serioudy doubt whether any mind, even aMarkovian, could pick out an individua on the Well World
without knowing her location, captors, or status. | think Brazil could easily creste arace, but not change
amind unlesshe knew dl the particulars. At any rate, the odds favor our taking this action. Weredly
have nothingtolose”



Zilchet was till worried, and his rippling showed it. Gunit Sangh glared a him. "Wel? What isit?’
"l was just wondering how many other races have exactly the sameides,” the other responded.

"Probably severd," the leader admitted. "She will be amgor target, have no doubt—and, because of
that, most assuredly well protected. We must see that we are the oneswho get her—if the military action
fals, of course. If not, it isan academic exercise. But we will not fail. Our ancestors have shown usthe
true course, and they will not let usfail."

They bowed again in prayer, and, dthough they wouldn't have redlized it, they sounded more than alittle
likerdigiousfanaticsthemsdves.

Gedemondas

IT QUICKLY GREW NOT ONLY COLD BUT STEEP AS WEL L ; the blue-white mountains that
made such a beautiful and romantic scene from Dilliawere, very quickly, adifferent and aien land. Only
afew kilometersin, the trees diminished to practicaly nothing and the forest gave way to barren tundra,
covered only with hardy grass, moss, and lichen. Even thisdidn't last long; within another three or four
kilometers the land, going ever upward, became flecked with wet, dirty snow; waterfals, mostly small,
were wherever there was any sort of rocky outcrop or drop, and rivulets were everywhere. Roughly two
degrees-centigrade was being lost for each five hundred meters upward they went—and the trails were
dwaysup.

Mavra began to appreciate the centaur's body more as they went on. It certainly had more strength for
such climbing and trail work, and it could carry an extremely heavy load of supplies, if properly balanced,
on the equine midsection. She wore aloose-fitting jacket first, but asthey went on, she switched to a
heavier, minklike fur jacket, fur stocking cap and heavy, leathery glovesthat werefur-lined. Whilethe
equine part of the Dillian waswell insulated by thin but dense hair and layers of fat that trapped the cold
and kept in the heat, the more human parts were only dightly tougher than her former skin and needed a
great dedl of protection.

Colond Asam, unlike her, was a degp brown that tended to hold the sun more, and he continued to
dress |oose and comfortable, ssemingly obliviousto the cold. Even when the going became heavy and
she found her massive lungs pounding, he kept up an dmost constant dialogue, telling of many of his
adven-tures and the people and lands he'd seen. Shelet him talk, partly because he seemed to enjoy it—
though his associates |ooked fairly bored, having prob-ably heard dl this before—and aso because he
was afascinating man. Occasiondly he would ask her to compare notes on something, or tell some
smilar ep-isodein her own past, and it was some time before she redlized that, very subtly, he wastrying
to get alot more information on her. For whom, she wondered? Himsdlf? Some employer? Asam was
very much as she had been, as her husband had been so long ago: an adventurer, afreebooter whose
word was good but who would be loyal to any commission he undertook. She decided it wasbest if he
did mogt of thetalking.



"That business about the plague,” she prompted him. "What was that about?'

He amiled, appreciating afresh audience. "Well, lass, that was twenty year or more ago, | guess. There
was these two hexes, Morguhn and Dahbi, next to each other, and Morguhn was arich agriculturd land
that raised dl sorts of livestock and fruits and vege-tables—tons of it—and exported it for stuff they
needed, mostly manufactured goods. They're asemi-tech, like Dillig, and that gave 'em the power they
needed for irrigation and dl that other stuff. Their food and skins, over the years, bein' so superior to
most elsein those parts, Morghun become akind o' big market everybody went to. Hell, most of the
other hexes didn't even bother much with agriculture and such any more—didn't have to. The high-techs
in particular, now, they go infor al that fancy stuff. Most of 'em, no matter what the culture, can't seea
piece of good pasture without dreamin' of pavin' it over for something. So they made the fine specid
aloysfor the Morghun machines and lots of other stuff the best machines could do best—synthetic
fertilizers, prefab farm buildings, like that. Not to mention good holidays for the farmers when they
wanted. It al worked out.”

"And Dahbi?' she asked, interested.

"A race of bastards," hetold her. "All of 'em. Scum of the earth. There's some like that on thisworld,
though thankfully not very many. Theocracy based on ancestor worship. Very brutal, very repressive.
Ritua cannibds, for example—the standard method of ex-ecution. They get eaten in areligious service
by the congregation—alive, that is. They think that, that way, they're eatin’ the soul and so the fellow
won't be around as an ancestral spirit. Kindalike big grass-hoppers, | guessthat'd be closest—albino
grass-hoppers, dl white. But they ain't like you and me and most of the races you meet. Somethin' crazy
intheir make-up—they go right through wals." She stared at him. "Y oure kidding!"

"Nope. Not adoor in the whole damned hex. They just kinda ooze through the cracks, you might say,
and walk down thewalls on the other side.

"Well, anyway, ardigion'snot areligionif it'sthat drict that long. Hexes ain't that big—sooner or later,
particularly if you trade, your people tart seein’ that other folks don't have to be as miserable as you and
they start givin' the folksideas. They're nontech, so for the comforts of manufactured goods they got to
trade. Mostly minerals. When you can go through rock, it kinda makes you anatura miner. They even
hire out work teams, through the religion, o'course, to mine other places, explore for wells, that kinda
thing. Now, what can that cult offer 'em? Promise 'em a better afterlife? Good for awhile, but when the
folksaround you are livin' better than your rdligion's after-life, well, you start to wonder. A lot of Dahbi
started to wonder, and you can't kill the whole population. The leaders are smart—nasty, but smart. For
their own surviva, they decided to produce—and that meant opening up adjoinin’ hexes, like Morguhn,
to Dahbi settlement, domination, and control.”

"But | thought that wasimpossible," she responded. "I mean, walking through walls or not, you realy
can't expect anontech hex to defeat ahigh-tech or even asemi- inawar.”

"True enough,” Asam agreed. "And the Dahbi knew it, though they're great close-up fighters. Got
dashin’ blades on their long legs and nasty chewing pincers. No, what their |eader, an ultimate son of a
bitch if there ever was one named Gunit Sangh, came up with was aded with ahigh-tech Northern hex
that didn't even understand what the hell thingswerelikein landslike ours. They synthesized abug, a
bac-terium, whatever, that laid the Morghunitesflat. It was just the Start, understand. Eventudly the
Dahbi planned to rush in with some kind o' miracle cure mixed with religious mumbo-jumbo and 'save
the remaining part of the Morgnunne population. By then, o'course, the Dahbi would've been intherein
force and runnin’ things"



"And you stopped this?'

He nodded proudly. "WEell, sorta. See, nobody knew the Dahbi were behind it. Diseases break out all
thetimein one hex or another, and the damned creatures had acted up to this pretty much like any
concerned neighbor—friendly, helpful, you know. And since no bugs from one hex can affect another
race, well, there was no danger to them. The Morghunite ambassador, who was down with it himself and
close to degth, ap-peded to the Zone council for help, and got Cziil, ahigh-tech hex that has walkin'
plants and does mostly research—Ilike abig university, sorta—interested. They isolated the bugger, and
oncethey had, and established it was artificid, they worked out a counter. Trouble was, there was no
Morghunite able to even get to the Zone Gate and able to pick it up, so acouple of neighboring hexes
volunteered to handle the job. Things happened, the shipments never arrived. It was clear that somebody
was stoppin’ 'em.”

"And how did you enter into it?" she asked, getting moreinvolved in thisWel World intrigue.

"I wasin Dhutu, not far from there, and Ortega got in touch with me, explained the problem. The Dhutu
ain't very mobile—they kindacrawl dow, take al day to cross the room, but they're tremendoudy
strong. No trouble gettin' the serumsiin, but then | rounded up a crew and we started off for a
four-thousand-kilometer trip to Morguhn. It wasahairy trip, I'll tell you.”

Of the dozen in his party, only four had survived thetrip. Dahbi had hired mercenariesto waylay them
and when his party fought them off, had come them-selves, oozing out of the ground or rock when you
de-cided to take arest, quietly ditting throats and fading back into the solid rock once more.

"Then how did you findly beat them off?' she pressed.

Helaughed. "Accident, really. One came up out of arock face when | wasn't lookin' and amost had me
‘forel saw it out of the corner of my eye. | was away from my weapons, the only thing | had in my hand
was a big bucket of water from a stream | was bringin' back for rubdown purposes. Wdll, | whirled
around and flung the bucket at the bastard, missed him, hit the rock above his head, and the water
doshed out and some of it hit the Dahbi. It wasweird, you know? It was like he suddenly became solid
flesh, like us, where the water hit him. With no warnin'. The part that got wet seemed to go red smooth,
then dropped to the ground. He screamed holy terror and what was | eft of him went back into the rock."

"But—water?" she responded with disbelief. "1 mean, they must have alot of water in their own hex, and
cartanly inthemines”

He shrugged. "'l dunno. | think maybe they can be solid, like you or me, or somethin' else, like when they
ooze through rocks. Maybe they rearrange their— what'dya callit, molecular structure, | guess. They can
be one or the other, but not both. When they're solid, their reaction to water'sjust like ours—and | know
they drink." He grinned. "They even bleed—yellow, but they bleed. When they go into that other sate,
the water that'sin 'em—in their cells—changes to that new form, too. But when it does, aheavy
concentra-tion of liquid makes whatever it hitsturn back solid and they come apart. | guessit hasto bea
real splash, too, since even rocks got water. Well, after that, we just took buckets with us and got a
bunch of ‘em. Got to Morghun, and what could the Dahbi say? Publicly, they thanked usfor doin' a
wonderful job savin' theirdear friends. Privately, them and we knew who it was started it. So did
everybody else—but you couldn't prove nothin'. They covered their trackstoo well. They logt, let it lie.
But old Gunit Sangh, he put acurse on me and | got back home fast. Haven't gone near there much
ance, | admit. Not aslong as Sangh's il dive."



"You think he till hatesyou, after al thistime?' she asked him.

"Oh, yes. Now more than ever. Blood feud. His boys have tried melots o' timesin the past twenty
years. Lots o' times. He's given up recently, | think, but that don't mean he'sforgot. If he got the chance,
he'd dit my throat and est me. And ifl got the chance, 1'd damned sure carve him up in little pieces. |
doubt if either of uswill ever get the chance, though. Who knows?"

The wind was kicking up; clouds had comein, partly obscuring the sun, and the temperature had quickly
dropped severd degrees. They were into the lower snowfields now, where the temperature was at
freez-ing or dightly below, and with the wind, the effect wasfar below.

"Therésashdter not far up thetrail,” hetold them dl. "If there'sno other party aready there, well stay
the night there. It's gettin' pretty late and the wind's risng something fierce.”

Throughout the mgjor trails of Gedemondas Dillians had built an entire network of these sheltersfor their
hunting parties. If thelocal inhabitants objected, they hadn't made it known nor molested them.

The cabin, ahugelog affair with chimney on the back, looked peaceful enough. Inside, if previous users
hadn't depleted the supplies, would be bales of grain, cooking pots and utensils, and even afew cords of
wood, stocked regularly by Dillian service patrols.

"No smoke," Asam noted. "Looks likewerein luck.” Still, he frowned, and when she started to go
forward he stopped her. She glanced around and saw that the othersin the party had spread out on the
flat-scul pted, snow-covered outcrop and were dowly reach-big for their bows.

"What's the matter?' she whispered, more puzzled than nervous.

He gestured with hishead. "Over there. About three or four meters beyond the cabin, right at the edge.”
She stared in the indicated direction. Something dark there, she thought. No, not dark— It was hard to
seein the cloudy, late-afternoon light, particularly through snow goggles shed donned dmost immediately

upon their reaching the snow area, for her blue eyes provided little natural protection against snow
blind-ness.

Cautioudy, shelifted up the gogglesto get a better look. Red—crimson, ared strain in the snow, very
near—no, actually at the edge. And the marks of something having been dragged.

"It could be an accident,” she said softly. "Or the remains of some hunter'skill."
"Itcould, "he agreed, but now his bow was cocked. "Can you handle aweapon? | forgot to ask.”

"About the only thing I might be decent with would be asword," she Sighed, alittle disconsolate a the
idea

"Why not?" he shrugged, and reached back into his pack. He pulled out a scabbard—not a puny, plain
sort of thing but a monstrous scabbard covered with strange, ornate designs. It was clearly abroadsword
of somekind, the hilt solid, firm, and yet aso ornately sculpted with the shapes of creatures she couldn't
guess thetrue form of. He handed it to her. "Everything comesin handy sooner or later,” was hisonly
explanation.

She strapped it around her wai s, the place where the humanoid part of her met the equine, and pulled



out the blade. It had good balance and fedl to it and seemed so perfect she found she could cut a swath
with one hand. But for serious business, like skull-cracking, two hands would be best.

"Colond?" JodI, one of the aides, whispered. Asam nodded, and the other centaur crept dowly forward,
crossbow at the ready, eyes on the cabin door itself.

All had shed their packs; in afight, baggage would unba ance them. The advance man was light and
cau-tious, but made no attempt at concealment. He was, after all, over two and ahaf meterstal and
more than three long and weighed in around seven hundred kilograms, hardly the sort of being who could
make a sur-reptitious entry.

"Who do you think it is?" she whispered to Asam. "One of your old enemies?’

He shrugged, never taking his eyes off the door. A second man started out, keeping distance and
interva. They were going to approach the cabin from al sides and make sure that only one would be
attacked first —if attacker there were. "Could be anybody,” hetold her softly. "Hired assassins,
freebooters, criminas, Dillian or foreign. Hard to say.”

It sartled her dightly to consider Dilliansas crim-inals or killers. They were arough but likable and
level-headed |ot. But there must be some bad ones, sheredlized. There dways are.

They were fanned out now on al sides of the cabin, keeping at |east ten meters from the cabin door.
They didn't worry too much about any other place of at-tack; the rocky ledge gave them ameasure of
protec-tion from above, the far trail wasfairly clear to the eye, and the cabin sat on the edge of asheer
cliff. Thinking of the Dahbi, she considered their disregard of the dliff areaamigake. If thisworld had
creatures that could pop up through solid rock, they had dozens that could cling to the sides of sheer
cliffsor, perhaps camouflage themsdlvesinto near invisibility. Some of the latter had once amost done
her ininthe distant past in far-off Glathridl.

The point man had reached the areaiin question on the far side of the cabin. She stayed in back of the
men's semicircle, feding helplessand alittleirritated that she was not up to thiskind of thing. And, for all
her own grest mass, shewas still smaller, yet no more maneuverable, than the males.

Still, she held the rear guard, sword at the ready, and pulled her goggles back down. Her eyeswere
aready beginning to hurt dightly.

"Colond!" the point man called, hisvoice echoing dightly off the walls near and far. "Party of three.
Hunters. Our people. Pretty messed up. They cut 'em up and then tossed 'em over the cliff. They'reforty,
fifty meters down when the dope smooths out.” He didn't attempt to whisper the word. If the killerswere
gl around, they most certainly knew just where they were by now.

Asam consdered, then turned back to Mavra. "Could it have been Gedemondans who did this?"

She shook her head violently. "Not a chance. If they want you dead, they just point afinger and you curl
up and die."

"Didn't think s0," the Colond muttered, and turned back to the cabin. "All right, boys, let'sgo vigtin'."
They converged, very dowly and carefully, on the cabin until the closest was only afew metersfrom the

front door. It was Mavrawho saw that, for thefirst time, they were twenty or thirty metersout in the
open from the rock shelf above. Something was up there, a shadow, adiscontinuity . . .



"Asam!" she screamed. "Above and behind you!"

At that moment the attackers legped off their high perches and fell toward them. There were morethan a
dozen of them, some armed with pikes, some with crossbows, others with swords.

They were bats—no, apes, of some kind, with bat's wings—or— Whatever they were, they were small,
agile, they could fly, had blazing eyes and sharp teeth, and wore some kind of dull coppery uniform.

But they were not flying down; rather, they made acontrolled plunge, like skydivers, but with some
ma:-neuverability, and they were uttering singularly alien screechesthat sounded like high-pitched

bagpipestrying to yodd.

Two with crossbows |oosed their boltswhile ill falling, but they missed their target and plowed into the
snow; Jodl and one other who were at an angle to the fall whirled and raised their crossbows. From a
firm standing position, they didn't miss. The force of the Dillian bolts was so strong that the two struck
amost seemed suddenly to fly backward, then hit thewall and start forward again, limp.

By the time this happened, though, the others were upon them, two legping directly on Asam. They were
small but extremely powerful; onefell right for his head and torso, the other for his hindquarters. The
Colonel reared and twisted, flinging the one off his behind, then, dropping his own bow, he grabbed the
other cresture by its wicked, extended claws and heaved him against the rock wall with tremendous
force.

Before Mavraknew what was happening, one was coming right at her. She waited, then thrust herself
outward, both hands on the sword hilt.

Thething impaed itsdf on the sword and spurted thick red blood, but it was not dead; somehow, awful
hate in its distorted, terribly ugly face, itsright arm raised the sharp spear in its hand while its body weight
on the broadsword forced Mavra down with it to the ground. She had only a split-second to decide what
to do. Fdling, off-baance, there was only one thing shecould do: she accelerated the fall and rolled; the
Spear came a her, tearing through her thick fur coat, and shefelt astabbing painin her left Sde.

Too mad to pay any attention to it, she got up with as much speed as possible and saw that the thing, il
impaled on the sword, twitched and gibbered. A wave of utter fury swept over her and shereared up on
her hind legs and came down, forelegs with their heavy stedl shoes crashing into the thing again and again
and again.

Meanwhile, the rest of the creatures were down and dashing now. They were effective; two of the
centaurs were down, bolts or spearsin them, but Asam till stood, abloody but superficial wound on his
equine body'seft Sde. Rearing, turning, charging, dl thetimeydling at the top of hislungs, he charged
the things again and again. One of the creatures managed aroll and tried to take off into the air, throwing
aspear a theraging Colondl. It struck, but al he did wasflinch, cry out, morein fury than in pain. He
reached around, pulled the spear out of hisside, and threw it at the now airborne attacker. The spear
struck the thing, and it paused for amoment, then fell like arock over the sde of the cliff.

Mavrawhirled, obliviousto the pain, and charged into the midst of the fight. Suddenly leathery wings
seemed to strike her in the face, then there was amassive shock, so hard it felt asif her brain were
re-verberating insde her skull, and then there was darkness. She never even felt hersdlf fall.



Shefdt asif shewere drowning in aseaof thick liquid, unable to get her bearings, unable to see
any-thing but the swirling wet massthat was dl around her. Shetried to Struggle againgt it, tried to fight its
over-whelming, engulfing motion, but it wasimpossible. Therewas pain, dull throbs and sharp stabbing
sensar-tions about which she could do nothing, and it was dternatingly suffocatingly hot thenicy cold. She
thrashed out at the swirling, liquid mass, tried to best it off.

There seemed to be othersin the mass as well; strange shapes and faces that would occasiondly focus
and then fly away. Some were horrible, gargoylelike creatures that swooped in and out but out of her
reach, jabbering and mocking her; others were more familiar, yet no lessthreatening: giant, catlike
crestures with glowing eyes; tiny, mulelike beasts whose eyes showed agony; phantom minotaurs, greet
scorpions, phantoms out of her past.

Inthe midst of dl thisactivity, there salked asmall, frail-looking figure, hisback to her, obliviousto all
the horrors. She reached out for him, tried to cal to him, but the liquid that she seemed suspended in
prevented that, though he seemed oblivioustoit.

Findly she managed some sort of scream, a scream of terrified hel plessness. Hemust hear! He must! He
must! She concentrated al she could muster on the walking figure.

He stopped, seemed to hear, and dowly turned. It was the face of Nathan Brazil she saw, and he stared
back, looking more bored than sympathetic.

"Brazil! Y ou-must-help-me!" she gasped, reaching out ahand to his.

He smiled, took out a coin and flipped it to her. "Glad to be of service," he responded lightly. "Any old
time. Got to go now. I'm God, you know. Too many thingsto do. . . ."

Heturned from her and walked into the mists, not heeding her anguished cries, then faded into the
swirl-ing, milky whirlpool and was|ost from view.

She was done, done again with the liquid and the horrorsthat floated by her, mocking her, striking out
at her.

Alone.
"Help me!" she screamed at nobody in particular. "Will no one hep me now?"

Figures appeared, kind-looking human figures. A handsome, middle-aged man and a stunningly
beau-tiful woman. They stretched out their arms to her, beckoned her to come to them, to run to their
protec-tion. She started for them, but suddenly agreat dark shadow came out of the whirlpool and
intervened be-tween the pair and her. A gresat, angelic shapein white robes, it smiled at her even asit put
out its own outstretched arms.

She hesitated, then started to approach, but the kindly figure began to undergo aterrible
metamor-phosis, changing from its human perfection into some sort of hideous, ugly frog-creature that
gibbered and drooled and turned from her to devour her parentsfar in the distance, laughing asit did so.

Shefdt hersdf faling, down, down, into some sort of pit still awash in that liquid that now had the



foul-ness of decaying garbage.

She struggled even more against the noxious odor, reached out for something to grab onto, but no one
wasthere, no one at dl. She was sinking, sinking fur-ther into thefilth and dime, and the terrible creatures
gl floated around laughing, mocking, joking, and jabbing.

A tough-looking pasty-yellow face with hair nearly white appeared at the edge, smiled at her, and
offered ahand. But the hand decayed as Mavratouched it, became askeletal thing. Theinfection finaly
con-suming the old woman, and when that happened she felt hersdf sinking even more into the bottom
layers of dime. Shefet more and more done, more and more like she was going to remain forever in this
bottomless pit of torment and corruption.

Now another face appeared, akind face, aface that was representative of al the races of Old Earth, a
handsome face that said it wanted to help. He reached out his own hand and took hold of her, pulling her
up, up from the muck and the mire, and for amo-ment she thought she was free. She could see air
ahead, and stars, millions of twinkling, blinking lights spread everywhere before her.

There was asound, aloud explosion somewhere near her, and as she looked again in horror, her
sav-ior's face seemed to be coming apart, exploding grotesquely, and the grip dlipped.

"Gimbd|!" she screamed. " No! No! My hus-band . . ."

But he was gone, and she was done again, sinking again in thefilth, never free of the swirling liquid, and
it seemed to her asif the gibbering creatures were enjoying it al the more now.

Black shapes moved in, bound her, diced her up into pieces of hersalf, made her adeformed, helpless
mongter. Still she struggled against them, fought the dark forces pushing her deeper and deeper in the
muck. Another, misshapen, mutilated like herself, approached as the creatures swirling around started to
closein on her, to choke her off. A gargoyle raised aspear and thrust it a her, hate in its eyes, but the
other moved quickly, took the spear, and vanished, too, into the corruption.

A purplish light broke through the muck, and she heard Obi€'s voice, caling to her, and she reached the
light. "I'm your magic genie," hetold her. "Where in the universe do you want to go?'

"Everywherel" she cried, and, in fagt, flashing scenes she did. Y et, there was something wrong, very
wrong. Every place they went had more of the foul corruption she thought she had escaped. Every place
had more and more, al stinking, rotting, garbage.

The purple glow faded, and standing there, once more, was Nathan Brazil. He shrugged and gave her a
crooked smile. "Wdll, what did you expect?' he asked her. "After al, | crested the damn placein my

ownimage”

And therewas just the swirling, engulfing liquid and the stench and corruption, the chillsand burning
sensations, the pain, and nothing else. Nothing. Noth-ing.

Alone. Shewasaone. Aloneforever inthemuck . . . She hated that muck, she hated that stench, and,
most of al, she hated auniverse teeming with lifein which she could be so utterly, so completely done. If
thiswas the way the universe was, it was better de-stroyed, she thought fiercely. Clear the muck, throw
out the garbage, clean and cleanse, cleanse. . . But so empty now, so alone, so very done. . .

Y et somehow shewas not aone, not now, not at this point. She had the impression of someone hugging



her, transferring warmth and caring to her, someone whispering gently to her, telling her it wasdl right,
that someone e se was there. She anxioudy fought to open her eyes, to see who or what it might be, and
findly managed, but the world wouldn't focus. A fig-ure, just afigure, no more, no less. A figure, bending
down, concerned, worried. A weathered, tough, hand-some face whose eyes showed some ancient
wisdom and gentleness he might try to hide but could not.

Suddenly shefdt terribly tired, terribly worn, and she sunk back, not into the coma, not into the muck,
but into a deep, dreamless deep.

She awoke, Wearily looked around, and tried to move. She was in some kind of harness and couldn't
quite get free.

Therewas acrackling firein the fireplace. Two of the party were in deeping sdlslike hersalf,
suspended by eaborate but obvioudy jury-rigged harnesses made of belts, straps, strips of fur, anything
avalable

Two other centaurs moved around, one stoking the fire and checking a pot of what was probably melted
snow, the other standing at asmall table and looking over some papers. Neither looked in the best of
hedth themselves; the one at the fire, amass of professiona-looking bandages and deep scars, was
favoring hisright foreleg; the other, at the table, was Colond Asam, whose humanoid torso was covered
with puffy bruises. He, too, had anumber of dick surgica ban-dages on various parts of his body.

"Asam?"' she called out, sounding weak even to hersdlf. "Asam, what happened?'

Both men turned, and the Colonel approached her quickly, asmile on hisface. One of hiseyeswas
swollen amost shut and hisface was so bruised and puffy it shocked her, but he smiled, reached down to
apouch, and took out acigar. "Well, wel! Welcome back to the land o' the dmost-living," he cracked.

She smiled. "What—who were those things?*

"Tilki. Pretty far from home, too. Bloody bastards. If this hadn't been anontech hex, they'd have had us
sure. Them high-tech bastards usudly are pretty lousy with close-up weagpons.”

"Bandits?" she guessed.

He shook hishead. "No. They had uniforms. Army. A nest little ambush team.”

"They were. .. ns, then?' she asked cau-tioudy, still thinking of Asam'stae of ablood feud.
"Assasans, yes," he agreed, "but not for me. We got 'em all—I think, anyway. Unlessthey had some
they held back who took off when we got the upper hand. Doubt it, though. One or two more would've
finished us"

"Not for you? But—"

"I've got atrandator, remember,” hetold her. "'l understood their jabberin’. No questionin my mind it
was you they was after. Heard your name a coupl've times. They mighta gotten you, too, if thered been



fewer of us, or if they hadn't been screwed up by the earlier group of hunters. They picked their spot well
—thiswould bethelogicd firgt night's camp, and, flying, they could reach it without havin' to go over the
tall pesks. Trouble was, when they got here they found the hunters dready there. They knew you wasn't
with'em. | don't think they had too clear an idea of your looks, but the others were al men and they
knew you was awoman. Only aguess, you understand—no witnesses | eft. I'd say they probably drew
out the hunters, who had no reason to fear and would be just damned curious at meetin' Tilki up here, of
all places. My guess the bastards took 'em so quick they never even knew what hit ‘em.”

She consdered this. ™Y ou said they were Army. Why me?'

He grinned. "Y ou told me alot about what was goin' on right now. 1'd say the Zone Council's decided
on war, sfted through their records to find who the key ringleaders on the other side would be, and are
out to wipe out Brazil's generals before they start. They might aso be nervous about Gedemondas.
Un-known quantity, you know. If you can't get to 'em, they're outtathe fight.”

She nodded and looked around. "The others. . . 7

His expression became grim. "We'reit. The sur-ivors. Mak and Zorn, there, they're gonna need better
medical care than we can give 'em. In away we were lucky they hit us here, instead of justinsgde
Dilla—infection's much less of a problem. Were bat-tling only the bugs we brought with us."

"How are you ever going to get them to ahospita?" she wondered, fegling sorry for them.

"A group of hunters came through yesterday. They'll carry the newsto Uplake and get help. | think they
can stand it here another day or two until help arrives. Were not redly into the bad country yet, so they
ought to be able to get ‘em down without much trou-ble."

"l see. Well, I— Did you say agroup of hunters came throughyesterday? "

He smiled and nodded. "Y ou been out three days. We thought we were gonnalose you. Most of your
wounds aren't redlly bad, nothin' serious. It was the concussion that dmost did you in. Bastard camein
and hit you with asapper.”

"A ...awha?'

" Sapper. Stiff skinlaced around lead shot. Damn thing can crack your skull. Don't think it did, though
—but you got ahdl of abump. Sent you into shock™

"Why . ..why am| trussed up like this?'

"Well get you unhooked if you fed up toit." He reached over and started undoing some of the knots.
"Like some of the large animals of the world that are our distant cousins, we breathe back of our
under-bellies. If you're down on your side for more than a couple hours, your own weight will press
down on the lungs and suffocate you. We had to get you up and keep you up—not easy, I'll tell you. The
two of usan't in the best shape, either, but were alot better off."

"l ...l saw you take a spear . . ." she began.
He chuckled. "Oh, it takes alot moren that to get me. Didn't hit anything vital and only hurtswhen |

laugh. We're just lucky they moved so fast from thelr home hex they didn't have achanceto redly look
things up properly. All their tips were poisoned with what | guessthey consider ahorrible deadly toxin.



Tannic acid. Maybe the next time we meet those bastards we ought to dump apot o' tea on each of
Ia,n!ll

She laughed, and when she did shefelt dl the wounds and bruises and sores she had accumul ated.
Therewere alot of them, and over alarge area, but she had had as bad or worse before and it hadn't
bothered her for long. Uncomfortable, yes, but little el se.

Freed from the harness, she stood done and tried walking out of the stal. Immediately she felt dizzy and
wobbly, and had to hold on. "Guess I'm till alittle weak," she muttered to hersdlf.

"Takeit easy," he cautioned. "That's anasty crack on the head. Ease into normd activity.”

Shetried it again, more cautioudy, and found that aslong as she was holding onto something it was all
right. He went up to her and let her lean on him, and together they made it out into the main room.

"Fed like you could eat something?" he asked her. "Y ou redly should.”

Shelooked over at the bales of strawlike materid at thefar Sde of the cabin. She didn't redlly fed like
egting, but decided he knew best.

The stuff tasted awful, but she found herself unable to stop once she started. Asam chuckled and told
her to go ahead. ™Y ou don't redlize just how much food we Dillians need aday. Eatin' regular like we do,
that is. When you takeit in at one gulp after afew days off, it can seem pretty piggy.”

Piggy wasn't the word for it, she decided when she was finished. She went through most of abale, alittle
a atime, and each bale weighed close to twenty kilos.

Later shedid fed better, and managed to find asmall mirror. She had double black eyes and felt like she
had bitten the indgde of her mouth haf through, but otherwise the damage didn't appear dl that bad. The
wounds on her equine back and side were painful and there was someinternal bruising, but there didn't
seem to be serious damage and she felt she could live with them.

Asam, too, was as tough as his reputation. After seeing him in action, she decided she wouldn't doubt
any of hisstories and legends again, and she said as much.

Hegrinned. "Y ou did pretty fair yoursdf, you know. | don't know too many folks, man or woman, could
hold their own like that." He looked at her and the grin faded, but only abit. ™Y ou know, you asked me
once whose side | was on. After this, you don't have to ask any more. Y ou understand? And not just me.
Thosefoolsdid haf the work for you. They daughtered innocent Dilliansin cold blood, Dillianswith no
politics, no positions, just good, ordinary peo-ple. | know my people, Mavra. They'll want to get even.”
He paused and smiled broadly once again. "And asfor me, I've gotten to know you and seeyou ina
number of different situations. I'd be proud to serve with you, any time."

She smiled, took his hand, and squeezed it. Shefdt like hugging the old adventurer, but they were both
too bruised for that. Still, she thought back to that dream, that bastard child of her innermost mind that
had been raised by the sapper. She wished she was as certain of her side and her cause as he now
seemed to be.

"So what do we do now?" he asked her. "' wouldn't stay here much longer, if you fed like moving.
Theré's dways the chance that they had somebody as observer, or maybe agentsin Dilliawill carry the
news. Either way, they hit us again here as soon as they can mount another force. I've been



uncomfortable with theideafor the past couple of days. How do you fed ?*

"Lousy," shereplied glumly. "Still, what are the options?' She looked at the cabin, which had become
such ahospital ward.

"We can wait for the rescue party. They should be here in the next few hoursif luck holds. Remember,
they had nobody to send without leavin' Uptake with-out its one good healer. Probably a good, strong
team camein on today's boat or on a specia and they're on their way even now. They'd need supporting
equip-ment, anyway, which would dow them down."”

Going back. She wanted to go back, back to the peaceful village with its de and companionship and
gentlewaterfdls.

"If anybody wantsto make atry a us, that'll bethetimeto doit,” she pointed out. "And any observer
will have a pretty good description of me now."

"The only dternativeisfor usto presson,” he pointed out. "And neither of usis strong enough to carry a
full load or force-march. In afew days, yes, but not now. Y ou're till pretty rocky, and thetrail gets
pretty hairy from here on.”

She went over to the table Asam had been standing at when she had come out of it. Spread out was a
chart of Gedemondas, atopographic map with trails, shelters, and cabins marked. It was easy to find
where they were now, the first cabin above the snow line. She studied the map, and he came over and
looked over her shoulder.

"What're you lookin' for?' he asked.

"A collgpsed volcano," shereplied. "A huge crater of somekind, high up, surrounded by high
moun-tains.

"Mogt of Gedemondasisvolcanic,” he noted. "Ac-tive, too, alot of ‘em. Not very dangerous, for the
most part—you could outrun alavaflow if you had to. Some of the big ones puff alot, though.”

She nodded. " The Gedemondans live in vol canic chambers and use interconnecting lava tubesto get
around benesth the surface. The network isfantastic and complex. They aso use the volcanic steam for
heat and primitive power—even though thisis a non-tech hex, they have naturd, rather than
machine-generated, steam combustion. It's comfortably warm in there, too."

Heraised his eyebrowsin surprise. " Steam power? And what do they useit for?"

"I have noidea," shetold him honestly. "We heard what could have been the turning of gearsand levers
for some great machine, and we got the idea that there were lots of things going on there we never knew
about, but we saw only what they showed us—and | was in aworse position than most to be observant.
| think all the entrances are farther in, though, in the high coun-try."

"On some of the old and little-used trails, maybe?"

She shook her head negatively. "Uh uh. It doesn't matter where—might aswell be comfortable. We just
need to be higher. . . ." Her voicetrailed off as she continued to look at the map, settling on an odd set of
concentric rings, like tree rings, and an open areaiin the middle. "Inthat direction," shetold him, pointing
toit. "I know they have openingsinto that crater from their main complex.”



He looked at the spot. "Or did have, centuriesago,”" he haf-muttered, worriedly.
"We go there. Easy stages. Y ou game?'

Hegrinned. "Y ou know | am. But, likeit or not, | think we ought to leave tomorrow morning, not right
now. We need the extrarest and healing'—she knew he referred to her—"and we ought to make sure
these folks get back—at least wait for the rescue party.”

Shedidn't redly want to, but her head was throb-bing and she felt very weak and tired. "All right, Asam.
Inthe morning.”

Although the trail wasfirm and well-marked, it was not easy going for either of them. Thewind cut into
them, and even the reduced packs seemed to shift onto every cut and bruise. Asam, as befitted his
character in more ways than one, grimaced occasiondly but never complained, nor did she. Still, dark
thoughts pervaded their climb, mostly her own salf-doubts about what she was doing. Was she, in fact,
on theright sde? Not that she should be on the Well's side, but why should she be onany sde?

She knew the answer to that, of course. Brazil had refused to fix the Well unless she wasthere, unless
she specificaly ordered it. She wondered who would give the order if shewerekilled in this crazy bettle
of wits. Maybe nobody. Maybe hewould just go into the Well, put himself back in theregular universein
what-ever place he liked, and St back and walit for eventud destruction. The respongibility was hers, not
his. He had asmuch as said so.

Wil, she hadn't asked for that responsibility, shetold hersdf, and didn't want it. It wasn't fair. Nothing in
her whole damned life had ever been fair, but at least she had been the mistress of it. Now they had even
taken that away from her.

There were doubits, too, about her part init al. She wasto establish herself in her hex and wait for
in-structions. That had been dl they had told her—that and the fact that the Entries would eventudly raly
around her, form up into amultiracid fighting force, one of severa that would, on sgnd, convergeon a
single spot and combine into a mighty army, perhaps the greatest the Well World had ever seen: an army
fed and supplied by other hexes asit marched, by other Entries and diplomatic friendswho would, it was
pre-sumed, be there always with whatever was needed. It sounded pretty damned chancy.

Andyet, if Asam wereright, Dilliawould follow her. Right now they would follow—not all, of course,
but enough for a substantia force. That was al she had been asked to do. Why was shein
Gedemondas? A hunch? Or wasit, she wondered, her subconscious sdlf's desire to throw enough of a
joker into the deck that she could, as usua, be morein command?

Another night, another cabin. They felt better, dept better, asthe journey wore on, and out of the
com-radeship of thefirst day's baitle had grown atrue affinity.

That, too, worried her. He was Asam, agrest man and good friend, it was true. But he was Asam, a
Dil-lian centaur born on the Well World who, because of that, would never leave it. Shewas Dillian only
super-ficidly; ingde she was dill the same Mavra Chang, sill the same woman of avery different race
and, beyond that, avery different time and culture. At the end of this was the unknown and unknowable.



Perhaps Brazil knew, but where was he?

And s0 shergected Asam's affection, kindly but firmly. She saw that it hurt him and because of thet it
hurt her, too. But anything esejust wasn't fair, not to him, not to her.

On the fourth day out, they were close to exhaus-tion. The going had been very rough on theicy dopes
where melt never happened, and the peaks had few and difficult passes. Neither of them, she knew,
could take much more of this. They got into the cabin, amuch smaller affair than the usud sncethiswas
arelay point to other valleys and not a base camp. Asdark closed in, they settled down with agood fire
going, and both were so damned tired they hardly said aword to each other. A stillnessfell with the
night, astillness so absolute it seemed unnatural, unbroken even by word. There was nothing but the
crackling fire and their own dow breathing as they dipped into deep.

She dozed fitfully, for shewas so tired she was having trouble degping, and so the crunching sound, asif
some heavy, large anima were trudging through the snow, only half-registered on her. Wasit truly
something, or was it dream? Or wasiit, perhaps, an echo of her hopes? She didn't know, and felt too far
goneto giveit much thought.

The door opened, creakily, noisly, but neither of them stirred. In Gedemondas, you stirred if they
wanted you to dir.

The Gedemondan stood upright, like ahuman or ape, but a almost three metersit almost touched the
ceiling. Itsface was doglike, with along, thin snout and ablack button nose, but its eyes were very much
likeahuman'sor Dillian's eyes, large and amisty, pale blue. It was covered in snow-white, dmost
brilliant-white fur, fairly woally, like a sheep's, and two earflgps dangled down on either side of its head.

The Gedemondan gave the deeperslittle attention at first, going over to the packs and looking casualy
through them. It came upon Asam's cigars, pulled one out, and looked it over carefully, asif trying to
figure out what it was. It ran athin, pink tongue over the wrapper, cocked its head asif in contemplation,
then shrugged dightly and stuck the cigar in an in-visble marsupidlike pouch just aboveits crotch.

Findly it seemed satisfied, then noticed the map of Gedemondas. It unrolled the map and looked at it for
afew moments, and from deep inside it came an odd sort of rapid clicking sound that might have been
chuckling. Using its odd, flexible three-finger-and-thumb hands, it rolled the chart back up and replaced
it. At rest, the hands formed an amost rounded pad that hardly looked like hands at dll.

It turned now and went to the rear, where the stalls were, and looked briefly at Asam, dumbering
peacefully. Then it moved to the next, where Mavra dept, deeply, now, asif drugged.

The two pads went first to her head, where they seemed to strokeit. A hand uncoiled and gently moved
thelong blond hair so that the ugly-looking bump on her head was clear and exposed. Hoping it would
drain and subside on its own, Dillian Hedlers hadn't bandaged it.

The hand formed again into apad, and from the odd-looking hairy pinkish pam came a sticky-looking
secretion. The Gedemondan, holding back the hair with its other hand, applied the pad with the secretion
like acompress on the swelling.

Now, for thefirst time, it seemed to realize the bruises were bruises and the bandages covered other
wounds. Carefully it removed the bandages and looked at the wounds. It had some difficulty getting to
her hindquarters, and a one point actualy pulled her gently out of the stall, but neither she nor Asam
awakened.



A second Gedemondan entered now and looked at the two deepers, then nodded to the first who was
with Mavra. It seemed to senseimmediately that the two were injured and went to work on Asam,
whoseinjuries, degper and nastier than he had led Mavraor the othersto believe, were consequently
much more panful.

In the course of their mysterious trestment, the second Gedemondan made adight grumbling sound and
pointed to Asam'sthroat. Thefirst nodded, then gestured back at Mavraand shook his own head
negatively. The meaning was clear. Asam had atrans-lator; they could talk to him, but not to Mavra, and
not to these two. It was clearly Mavrathey wished to speak with.

They had a problem, they understood. They needed alanguage specidist, and there was not one here.
They needed to take these two elsawhere, but won-dred how far they could be moved. But they werein
apublic cabin on apublic trail in hunting season. Neither wanted to wait it out here, risking discovery.

Both mulled it over. The debate had been entirely silent, not even telepathic. They had smply known the
words that needed to be said, the facts that needed pointing out, and with an occasiona gesture an entire
conversation had been boiled down to dmost nothing &t all.

One made adecison and went over to Asam, gtill adeep, and started making noises at him, noiseslike
the yipping of some small dog. Still held by whatever power these two used and therefore sill
hypnotically adeep, Asam spoke.

"Mavra Chang, hear us."

"I hear you," shereplied asif drugged, eyes il closed, breathing evenly, and asshe sad it Asam
re-peated it.

The Gedemondan nodded to itsalf, seeming satis-fied. The other understood intuitively itsfedings: it
wasn't perfect, but you made do with what you had at thetime.

"The Wl isdamaged,” the Gedemondan said through Asam. "We know it. Wefdt it asit happened. It
isamachine, but it isaso in many wayslike aliving organism. It isin agony. We gave you medica help,
and thiswas easy to do. The Well, too, needsthis help, but it cannot help itself. This, too, we understand.
Wewill help you to do this, for our own vison iscloudy, our own minds affected, for we are atuned to
the Wdll." It paused. " Speak to us now."

"Brazil seeksto fix the Well," shetold them. "The nations combine to stop him. Therewill bewar. Any
and dl help is desperately needed.”

"We understand the plan,” the Gedemondan told her. "We have had our share of Entries, too, but, unlike
most other hexes, the Entries are of little help to you. They are us physicdly, certainly, but our powers
arethrough training, study, intensive con-centration from even before birth, even sdective breeding for
certain things. These are not things one can learn overnight, only over alifetime. Speak now."

"Y our powers are needed by us, though,” shetold them. "Desperately needed.”

"We understand. Now you must understand that we are only messengers here. We learned of your
pres-ence only when we sensed the violence of the attack upon you. The two of uswere closest to you
and we hurried as best we could. But we are not the ones you need, nor the onesto decide. We may
only take the data from you and passit back to wiser heads. Speak now."



"Then we must go with you to where those who can help are," shetold them.

"Itisnot possible," the Gedemondan told her. "Thereisnot enough time. A mestingisbeing cdled. Itis
necessary for you to attend. Speak now."

"I know of no such meeting," she responded. "Who has called it, and for what purpose?*

"Y our own people have called it, to plan greater strategy. It isto bein the place called Zone, in the place
reserved for usfor which we have no need. Speak now."

"The Gedemondan Embassy?' she murmured, managing some surprise even in her sate of light
hyp-nosis. "Then | must get to aZone Gate."

"Your Zone Gateisfar from here," the Gedemon-dan told her. ™Y ou must go to it as quickly as possible.
After the meeting we might be ready to contact you again. Speak now."
"Y our own Zone Gate would be closer," she pointed out. "We should be taken there."

The creature stared at her a moment, seemingly thunderstruck. It was obvious that this had never
oc-curred to the great white thing; their Zone Gate had never been used in recent memory and so was
ir-rlevant to them.

"You could use our Gate?' it asked.

Even through the thin fog they had placed upon her, Mavra sensed the cresture's amazement and felt
some satisfaction. Deep down, even if buried in her subconscious and not readily available, would be the
new knowledge that Gedemondans were neither al-knowing nor al-powerful.

The first Gedemondan stalked over to Asam's pack and withdrew the map once again, unrolled it, and
looked at it carefully, then nodded to his companion. She wasright. Their Gate was much closer,
partic-ularly through the tunnels of Gedemondas only the natives knew.

The decision was made then and there. The two were put under much more deeply and caled out. They
were helped into their heavy cold-westher cloth-ing, but the packs were ignored. Then, dowly,
de-liberately, the two Gedemondans walked out the door and the two spellbound diensfollowed
meekly.

Hours had passed as they went deeper into Gedemondas. Then arocky wall had parted, and they had
entered the warm interior tunnels of the strange, unknown hex, and now they waked in its mazes, hour
after hour, without pause or complaint. The two were more securely bound than if they'd been tied with
ropes and had gunsto their heads. They knew abso-lutely nothing of the journey, of the passing through
many busy arteries and through centers of Gedemon-dan activity. More than once their keepers changed,
but they continued onward.

Findly, they reached an old dust-ladened halway that clearly hadn't been entered in avery long time,



Just off amain tunnd, it didn't go far before widening into a smooth chamber. The evidence was such that
the single Gedemondan and the two centaurs were the first in known history to be there. At the far end of
the chamber was a hexagona shape of deepest, im-penetrable black. It seemed unnatura there, out of
phase somehow with the redlity of the rock walls and floor.

Mavra Chang awoke, and, seeing the Gedemondan ahead of her and the looming dark shape in back of
them, she smiled. She had no memory of how they had gotten there, nor of any of the previous
conversation, but she knew she had gotten through. More interest-ingly, the hurt was gone. Shefelt
clear-headed and without any pain for the first time since the battle, though she aso felt ravenoudy
hungry. She glanced over at Asam and redlized immediately that he wasin some sort of artificial deep.

"My apologies for not being able to provide food," the Gedemondan said in aclear, pleasant voice. "I'm
afraid dl thiswas put together at the last minute, so to speak.”

She redized with agtart that he was not wearing atrandator and was somehow synthesizing anormal
tonein athroat that couldn't possibly handle those sounds or shape the words. She wondered how he
didit. Moreinteresting yet, he was not speaking Dillian but rather the far more sophisticated and
com-plex language of the Com.

"Yes, it's Com speech,” he admitted, seeming to read her mind. “"We are getting a pretty large number of
Entriesfrom there right now for reasons we both understand, and anumber of us have taken up studying
the speech. | hopeit'sdl right.”

"Yes, perfect,” shereplied, noting that she was spesking Dillian. Shetried to concentrate on her old
tongue.

"Don't bother," the Gedemondan told her. "It'stoo much of agtrain. Y ou talk Dillian, I'll talk Com, and if
there are any concepts your old language can handle better, I'll understand.” He looked around. " Sorry
for the housekeeping, too, but we don't use this very much. | suppose we will haveto cleanit out,
though. Y our Entries are no good to us, but they and some volunteers from our side will be necessary if
we are to reintroduce our speciesinto the universe." He paused and looked dmost wistful. "We aren't
there now, you know. We died out on the last try."

She nodded. "That's one reason | thought of you."

"We'rewd| aware of what you thought. Perhaps better than you. And, yes, well help, certainly. We
would havein any case, even if you had not come— but that unwarranted attack within our borders, that
isintolerable. It will not happen again.”

Shelooked at Asam, noting his bandages were off but there waslittle sgn of old injury. Even hisface
had regained much of itsorigina look and color. Her hand ingtinctively went to the back of her head,
where she could fed adight tenderness, nothing ese.

"Thank you for whatever medica help you gave," she said sincerdly, then glanced over at Asam. "You
know, he has dreamed hiswhole life of just meeting and talking with you. It'sashame you can't bring
yourself to wake him up, at least for amoment.”

The Gedemondan shrugged. "Againg the rules, redly. Wiping amind isalot harder than this, and isfor
the same purpose. Thefact is, you'll have to get to Zone as quickly as possible anyway—your people are
meeting shortly, usng our own empty embassy there. We haven't completed our analysis of your
in-formation and ours to decide what ways we can help asyet. Y ou understand that, while we have great



powers, we are actualy pretty vulnerable, nocturna, and hardly inconspicuous. These things haveto be
weighed. In these mountains wereinvulnerable, but out there, in the rest of the world, we're not nearly as
effective. | serioudy doubt if any Gedemondan could wage the type of fight you think of. Well decide
and bein touch shortly, wherever you are. The only thing | can promiseisthat we will do what we can to
adyou."

"That'sal | wanted," shereplied earnestly. "And | thank you for it."

The Gedemondan just stood there amoment, looking at her with apuzzled expression and dightly
cocked head. "Y ou aretroubled. You arein pain,” he said, concerned.

She shook her head dowly. "No. | fed fine. Nervous about the future, yes, but nothing more than that."
The Gedemondan gestured a the gill-degping Asam. "Heisin love with you, you know that.”

She sighed. "I suspected as much.”
"And yet you rgect him. Why?'

She was puzzled, too. But she didnt like the Gedemondan's sudden change in direction toward the
more personal. It was none of this creature's business.

"You fed an egud dtraction to him," the Gedemondan said flatly. "I can sensethis™
"It's. .. it'salittle complicated to go into now," sheresponded, trying to get him away from the topic.

"You arewrong," the creature told her. "Y ou think of him asyou would an dien creature, but heisnot.
Heisof your own kind."

"HeisaDillian," she noted, growing moreirritated. Y ou are aDillian, too," the Gedemondan
re-sponded. "No matter what you once might have been, you are a Dillian now. If you die on thisworld,
you dieaDillian. If you live on thisworld, you live asaDil-lian. Y ou can not dter that. Evenif you were
to undergo the Wl of Soulsin the recreation, you would still be what you are now. Y ou are this, now
and for-ever." He reached out the padlike hands, took her head in them, and held it, gently, for a
moment.

"Ah," he said. "Apprehengion. Insecurity. Again you are wrong. If you should die tomorrow, thereisill
today. If you or he should die a any time, that would not negate the time you spend together. Y ou il
mourn your husband's desth, he athousand years dead. Why?"

Shefelt held, compelled to look at the Gedemon-dan's eyes, compelled to answer. "'l loved him very

He nodded. "And did you love him because he died?
"Of course not!" Shewished dl thiswas over.

"You see. Y ou mourned him because of the good life you had together. It isonlylife that has meaning,
not death, O foolish child. Here, | will render what aid | can.”

There was asudden cloud over her mind. She felt something, some energy, something dien, yet warm,
kind, not at al threatening there. It was no hypnosis or mind control, merely some sort of reinforcement



of what the Gedemondan was saying.

The huge white cresture went over to awall near the gate itself and rubbed off alot of dust, so much that
hisarm started turning gray. To her surprise, it was a polished surface, glasdike yet seemingly nat-urd.

"Itissolid obsidian,” hetold her. " Smoothed and finely polished in the earliest days of thishex. There,
now, look into it and tell me what you see.”

Curious, and dightly amused by what seemed like dime-store psychiatry, she walked to it and |ooked.
She saw hersdlf, perfectly reflected in the mirrorlike surface.

"l am suppressing certain neurd circuitsin your brain," hetold her. "Nothing to do with thought or
judgment, but sedating, shal we say, those extraneous mattersthat ways color our thinking. It'sasmple
thing, but useful. 1 doubt if we here could get along without the ability to do it to ourselves when need be.
We canteachit to you easly, asit issmply conscious control of something the mind does anyway, but
with less successin many cases.”

There were no more nightmares, no more lurking monstersin the shadows of her mind. For some reason
shefdt freer, clearer-headed than she could ever re-member before. It seemed odd that suppressing
some-thing in the mind could make it crisper, somehow cleaner.

She looked again at her reflection and thought, amost curioudly, That's me. Face, breast, long, flowing
blond hair, down to the golden-haired equine body that seemed perfectly shaped, perfectly suited to the
rest, matched, a part of the whole. She had aways, some-how, thought of centaurs, Rhone or Dillian, as
smply humans with a horse stuck on the back. Now she saw that wasn't true at al; shewasadigtinct,
logica crea-ture now, one which, in many ways, was far superior to the form in which she had been
born. And, she redlized, the Gedemondan had been right. The person she remembered wasn't redlly her,
not any more. It had never redllybeen her. Its physica shape and form, so deliberately assembled so long
ago, had been no more authentic than this form she now wore.

And what was form, anyway? Just something that made things harder or easier, depending on how you
looked. Inside, whereit counted, behind the eyes of those she had felt strongly about, that was truth. All
her life, sheredized, till looking at the deek form reflected in the obsidian, sheld been living for the
fu-ture or mourning the past. Seven years, seven short years so long ago were the only bright, shining
jewel. Not because of her accomplishments—she had had them aplenty, and she was proud of
them—~but be-cause of living, red joy of living.

She turned to the Gedemondan. "Y es, | would liketo learn that someday. | think you have alot to teach
therest of us. Maybe that would be your perfect role.” He nodded. "It will be considered.” She paused a
moment more. "1 think we're ready to go now," shetold him at last. She went up to him and hugged him,
and if he could have smiled, he cer-tainly would have. Finaly she said, ™Y our people seem so much
wiser, so much more advanced than any | have known. | wish more could learn what you know."

The Gedemondan shrugged. "Perhaps. But, re-member, Gedemondans and Dillians both went out into
the universe at the sametime. Y our race sur-vived, grew, built, and expanded. Oursdied out." He
gestured at Asam, who walked to and through the blackness of the Zone Gate. She turned and fol-lowed
him.

The Gedemondan stood there amoment, then walked over and studied his own figure in the clear
obsdian. It was a perfect surface and an exact re-flection, and it worried him agreat dedl that there
seemed to be an indefinable flaw in it.



The Gedemondan Embassy, Zone

they walked down the corridor, fighting mobsof people, trying to find the correct spot. The masses of
humanity were unbelievable, not just to Asam, who hadn't redly visualized what was going on, but also to
Mavra. Redlity had the abstract beat dl to hell.

Much larger than the humans making their way aong the corridor, they pretty much had to push their
way past. Shelooked at them asif they were an un-known species. How smadl and puny and weak they
look, she thought.

For their part, the Entries, not yet processed through the Well, stared in mixed wonder and
apprehension at the huge centaurs, which were at one and the same time familiar, from their experience
with the Rhone, and yet dien aswell.

At aparticularly tight squeeze Mavra stopped sud-denly. Asam looked at her and shouted over the din,
"What's the matter?'

"Just thought | might be missing abet," she ydled back. She concentrated hard, trying to get the smple
thought into aform this mob could understand. Oddly, she till thought in Com speech; but now what she
thought went through some sort of filter in her brain and came out in Dillian. The reverse was true when
she heard Dillian spoken, athough, as the Gedemon-dan had shown, she could understand Com speech
aswell. Thus she could make out the words of this babble but had to concentrate hard to get over the
automatic trandation. Still, the effect wasthat shefindly started thinking in the native language and she
tried to force her mouth to say the Com, rather than Dillian, words.

"l am Mavra Chang!" she shouted. "Remember me?"

Some of the women nearest her heard it, and Started repeating the name, which caught on down the line.
She garted to push on through, every once in awhile shouting "Mavra Chang," the samein both
languages. Although her pronounciation was heavily accented, and dightly garbled, they seemed to be

getting the message.

It might have been amistake, and in alot of cases made it harder to move, for the humans, hearing the
name, shouted questions or smply wanted to touch her, confirm her redlity. Still, they reached their
des-tination and the hex-shaped door opened to admit them, then closed behind, completely shutting out
the din. The sudden silence was dmost degfening.

Asam breathed asigh of relief. "Umph! Gonnabe hdll gettin' in and outta here, you know. Y ou sure you
did the right thing back there?"

"l wish | could doiit for al of them,” she responded without hesitation. "It would make things eesier if



everybody knew | wasaDillian, knew whereto look for me. Still, that little bit will travel up and down
the mob and maybe someword will get around.”

"Maybe," he said dubioudy. "And it can't do alot of harm, | suppose. After al, weknow the enemy
knowswhereto look."

They looked around the area, which wastotaly barren, just smooth walls with rounded corners, a
smooth floor and nothing € se whatsoever.

Asam looked back at the door. "1 thought that only opened when willed by a member of the race the
embassy wasfor," he noted. "That's howours works."

"| think we're expected,” shetold him. "The Gedemondans?' Helooked at her accusingly. "Damniit, |
still don't understand how we got here. From goin' to deep dead tired back in that cabin | don't
remember nothin' until we come outtathe Zone Gate. Damn it, that wasn't fair, Mavral™

She shrugged. "What could | do?They control you, not the other way around. To be truthful, until we
were at their gate | don't remember very much, either. Sort of ahazy, dreamy thing. They have some
redlly remarkable mental powers, Asam. | know we were both pumped for information, but | remember
talking with one of them.”

He grumbled abit under his bresth and sighed. " So you didn't get anything firm, huh? That'swhy we're
here at this abandoned embassy?"

She shook her head. "No, it wasn't the Gedemon-dans. Somebody else called a meeting and they knew
about it—how | don't know. Somebody picked this one because they knew it was empty."

Helooked around glumly. "Don't ook like the party's started as yet.”

"Then wewait," she responded. She went over to him, put an arm around his humanoid wai<, and
sgueezed. "There are some very pleasant waysto kill time, you know, and thisis abig empty place.”

He looked surprised, but pleased.

Marquoz had very little trouble getting through the mob despite his enormous size. With hisred eyes
glowing in ademonic skull atop massve muscles, vicioustaons, and aspiked armored tail, peoplefell al
over themselves getting out of hisway, even the Well World guards who were herding the people

through.

He rdished thefeding of power it gave him; the Hakazit were large and formidable indeed. Before,
humans had considered him cute or exotic, like an unusua pet, and he had had to breathefireto get his
way with them. Now they were literaly terrified of him, and heloved it.

The door opened when he reached it—a nice touch, he reflected—and he walked into the bare office.

"Oops! Excuse me!" he muttered and stopped dead. "L ooks like I'm interrupting something."



The two Dillians stopped and turned, startled but not looking in the least embarrassed.

The female relaxed, flexed her body and shook her head a bit to get hersalf back together, then turned
and stared at him.

Marquoz, deciding there wasllittle else to do, stared back. Findly he said, "I could go for agood cigar
about now."

"So could I," agreed Asam, "but for different rea-sons. I'm afraid | lost mine back in Gedemondas
some-where."

"Y ou think you got problems," the Hakazit grum-bled. "The way this damned body's built | can't realy
suck in any more. Suffer.”

The attitude and tone fascinated her with itsfamil-iarity. "Marquoz?' she ventured. "Isit redly you,
Marquoz?'

"At your service, my lady," he responded, bending aknee alittle.
"It'sMavra, Marquoz. Mavra Chang."

He chuckled. "Well, well, well. Y ou haven't changed much since | saw you last. Changed color, but
that's about it."

Asam looked at her in amazement. "Y ou were aDillian, before?'

"For awhile" shetold him. "Not naturaly. Long story.” She turned back to Marquoz. "ThisisAsam. A
native—on our sde.”

"On your side, anyway, not to mention back," the Hakazit responded. "Wdll, at least | fedl likel got the
right message. Who issued the invitations?"

"Your guessisasgood asmine," shetold him. "I got mine delivered secondhand by the Gedemondans.
You?'

"Messenger. Dropped it off at the embassy for transmission back home. They didn't indicate much else
except the ambassador said it was a Type 41 who delivered it. | figured that was Brazil."

"Could be. | hope s0," she said without much fed-ing.
"l haveto say you look very well for somebody who's dead, though,” the Hakazit remarked.
Both the centaurs heads snapped up. "What?"

"I meanit," hetold them. "Reports dl over apatrol of somelittle nastiesjumped you and cut you up into
little pieces.”

"They tried,"” Asam responded. "Itll take more than that to finish either one of us, though.”

"l can believeit," Maquoz said gpprovingly. "Well, that's aload off my mind anyway."



"Wait aminute, Marquoz, how'd you get that re-port? And since when would an ambassador deliver
personal messagesto you?' Mavraasked.

The huge gray war machine shrugged dightly. "They're scared to death of the Hakazit secret
police—and I'm the head of it. They onlythought they had a secret police until | took over. My tripsto
some of those Com worldswere not in vain. Hell, I'm thefirst SP chief with guts enough to go out in
public."

She shook her head in wonder and muttered, al-most under her breath, "I'm not going to ask. I'mnot
goingtoask."

"That explainswhy we can talk,” Asam chipped in, rescuing her. "Y ou have atrandator.”

He nodded. "First thing | had done after assuming control. | gather Mavra doesn't?* When you had one
of thelittle crystdline devices produced by anorth-ern hex implanted surgicdly insde you, it was
some-times hard to tell that others didn't unless you looked closely and listened even better.

She nodded. "I'm going to need one, though. And soon.”

"Haveit donein Dillia" he cautioned "These things should be put in by people who know your nattive
brain and nervous system. Tdll 'em to chargeit to the government of Hakazit."

Asam laughed. "I'll arrangefor it. | was gonnapay for it mysdf, but thanksfor savin' methe money " As
the supply was drastically limited, the devices cost more than most except high officials could ever afford,
and the operations even more.

Marquoz shrugged. "Always glad to spend any-body's money but my own.” He sounded like ne meant
it.

They were about to continue when the door did open again and in walked a strange, small gray-furred
creature The newcomer stopped at the sight of Mar-quoz and |ooked around uncertainly.

"Give usyour name and well tell you if you'rein theright place” Mavratold it.

The creature stood up, reveaing massve folds of skin connecting dl itslimbs, and rested dightly oniits
fanned tall. Itsrodentlike face looked uncertainly at them and it chattered something that sounded like
clucking and clicking far back in the throat to Mavra.

The other two seemed to understand immediately, and Marquoz responded with, "Well, well, well . . .
Welcometo theclub, Yua"

"No trandator, either,” Mavra pointed out to the other two.

Marquoz just sighed and said, "Another drain on the Hakazit treasury, then. Oh, well, it'sgoing to
com-plicate any kind of summit meeting, though.”

"Lookslikethe gang'sdl here," said avoice be-hind them. They started and turned. There, in a cor-ner
of the room with no entrance or exit and which they al could have sworn had been vacant, stood . . .

"Gypsy!" Marquoz bellowed, and moved toward him.



Gypsy put up hishands. "Easy, Marquoz! Y ou could break my back just saying hello!"

The great battle lizard roared with laughter but hesitated to come closer. Findly he said, "I kind of
thought you hadn't made the trip. Y ou didn't show up at the other end.”

Gypsy shrugged. "I'm here, and that's al that counts. And | called this meeting, dong with alot of other
meetings." He paused, seeing their surprise. Y ou didn't think you wereit, did you? Lots of stuff to get
under way. But youredl vitd, particularly now that you've survived your initid entry and gotten
established.” He grinned a Marquoz. "Y ou most of al. One of these days you're going to have to explain
to me how you did it. Not now, though," he added hast-ily, seeing that Marquoz was just itching to tell
themadl.

"Y ou've changed as much aswe," Mavranoted. "Oh, you look the same while we don't, but your whole
manner, your attitude has changed. Even your speech has cleared up. | assume that's Com speech you're

Lsing?"

He nodded, then took out and lit acigarette. Since that particular variation of tobacco was unknown on
the Wel World, more than one of them wondered where he kept getting them.

"Make yoursaves comfortable and I'll come to the point right away,” the mystery man said, pointing to
thefloor. "Y ou Dillians and Marquoz can look down on me. I'm gonnast." And, with that, he sat, legs
folded under him, on the floor and idly flicked an ash.

"Hrgt of dl," he continued asthey drew nearer, "we're meeting here in the Gedemondan embassy
sm-ply because it was one that Ortega had never paid much attention to. He bugged it anyway—don't
ask me how—~but a couple of good hired techs from Shamozan and | went over and blanked them. I'm
satisfied the place is secure, even though the Sham-mies are with the other side. | had some of our people
check it afterward, just to make sure.”

"What'sthisal about, Gypsy?' Marquoz pressed. "1 dways knew there was something funny about you,
but | rather expected you'd Sit this one out like you aways do. Y ou never liked afight.”

He nodded. "That'strue, but thisis different. | really don't want to explain alot right now. I'm more
effective thisway. But you must believe mewhen | say that I'm in this not only because | can do certain
things, like act as amiddieman, that others can't, but also because | have apersond stakeinit dl. It'd be
easy for dl of usif you or Brazil could manage some of thethings| can, but you can't and that's that. And
| can't teach them to you. Wouldn't if | wanted to. That, too, well let passfor now. Right now, the
im-portant thing isthat I'm the only messenger who can get behind enemy lines, get to you wherever you
are, and dso get to Brazil "

"Brazil!" It was Y uawho made the exclamation at the name. She had no trand ator and her voca
equip-ment wasn't right, but they knew what she meant.

Gypsy nodded. "Y es, he got in. As Ortega has fig-ured out, too late. We did it by the smplest con you
could think of. We put him through ahead of dl of you. He's been here more than amonth.”

"But that'simpossiblel" Mavraexclamed. "Heper-sonally flew usto Serachnusfor our trip here. He
saw us offl Wished uswdl! You were there—don't you re-member?"

Hegrinned. "I'm sorry, wehad to trick you. Thetruthis, he wasn't there.l played both parts. And, yes, |
know you saw us both together. It'saknack, | admit, but a con al the same. Making you seewhét |



want you to see. It'satrick alot of Well World races know, as Colond Asam will agree.”

"I've seeniit. After dl, I'vejust been held in ahypnotic state against my will for severd days." Asamwas
gtill grumpy about that.

Gypsy nodded. "It'savariation of the way | dways used to wak into and out of places, guards or no.
Not 100 percent, though—I had Obi€'s help in creating a solid-looking and solid-seeming me.”

Mavra's mouth formed adight ova. "I'm begin-ning to catch on now. Obie used to have alot of little
tricksup hisdeeve. He did asalit, didn't he, when you went into the machine? A smulacrum based on
your pattern emerged and we thought it was you. Y ou, on the other hand, he shot someplace else,
probably Olympus.”

"Something likethat," he agreed. "Brazil |eft even before the find staff meetings. | took his place,
mas-querading as him. Almost made a bad blunder drop-ping you off on that God-forsaken rock, too. |
kept wanting a cigarette—and Brazil smoked cigars.”

"But why not tel us?' Y uaasked, fedling alittle like she had been conddered untrustworthy.

Gypsy sighed. "Wedidn't know what kind of re-ception you'd get here. We didn't even know if Brazil
had madeit. But if hehad made it—and he did— then you could have been subjected to all sorts of
hyp-nos, mind probes, anything like that. We needed to buy al the time we could, and that meant
counting on you to believe Brazil had not yet appeared and to convey that to anybody who asked. It
worked."

"And when you—that other you—stepped into the Well Gateit Smply ceased to exist,” Mavrasad
thoughtfully. It was becoming clear now. Such crea-tures, not built around aliving being, could not be
sustained, which was why the Well World had been built in thefirgt place, and why living prototypes
were needed for the re-creation. It didn't explain how Gypsy, looking like Brazil, had gotten here without
being killed, nor why he now looked like hisold self. She was about to pressthat point when he
short-circuited it.

"Brazil isready to move," hetold them. "Heiswell hidden, | assure you, but once he's on the move he's
fair game—and Ortega and the rest know that. He's alittle impatient where he is—it's damned
un-comfortable, frankly. We have trusted people in posi-tion and al is prepared. Now, | provided the
diverson that alowed him to get thisfar. It'sup to you to play the same game the rest of theway."

He reached inside his vest and pulled out an old and crumpled map. It was a close-up of an area of the
Southern hemisphere. They looked down at it while he pointed a one particular hex. "Thisis Glath-ridl.
The savages there are the prototypes for what | and al of you, except Asam, were before the Well
—and | sill am. Now, Marquoz, you'll move first snce Hakazit's to the southwest and you have the
eas-iest way through. It's not gonna be easy, but except for the Ambrezans, you shouldn't have abig
fight, and they're not the type to see their nest little world de-stroyed. Y ou'll gain dliesasyou move.
Then you go up theishmus—Ginzin'sthe only nasty climate there. Well get word that you're through.
Thenyour force, Mavra, heading due west, intercepts and joins Marquoz and yours, Y ua, will prepare
the way until the main force catches up to you. Y ou'll head toward the V erion-Ellerbanta Avenue and get
further ingtructions when you're in that neighborhood.”

Marquoz looked at him. "' assume we have certain diplomatic contacts with our brothers under the skin?
Wewon't bein acontinuous fight?'



"I doubt it," Gypsy replied. "Probably none at al until you link except afew stubborn and token pockets.
Once you start to move for an Avenue, though, they'll throw everything they've got in the way. Itll be
hairy then, but well have some surprisesin store.”

"Still, they'll pick thetime and place,” Asam noted. "They don't care about us—they want Brazil. Even if
Brazil escapes, helll be an dienin atotally foreign landscape where everybody's got awanted poster with
hispictureonit.”

"That'safar statement,” Gypsy admitted.

"But not the true one," Mavrasaid knowingly. "1 think | have thisfigured out. Brazil won't be there. With
everybody chasing us, hell be heading some-where else.”

Gypsy smiled enigmaticaly. "Could be" he said agreesbly.
"Then you won't fool Ortega,” she maintained. "Hell seethrough it ten minutes after we pull it."

"You're probably right," he agreed. "But wélll put logica bait in the way, bait he can't afford to ignore. If,
infact, Brazil is picked up and seen with your forces—specificaly, with you, the peoplein thisroom
—there won't be any question. Ortega knows how the Well works. He's seen enough phony Brazils
come through recently held probably tell thered one herein Zoneto go jump in alake. But that'sbefore
any-body goes through the Well. The system saysthat only Brazil will ill ook like Brazil at the other
end. No-body el se could—and the medical techniques we used on the Com aren't known here. Why
should they be? No need.”

"How will you manage two Brazils?' Y uawanted to know.

"Watch closdly,” Gypsy said with agrin, and closed his eyes. For amoment nothing happened; then,
sud-denly his body seemed to shimmer and blur, and to shrink dightly. Sowly, ever so dowly, Gypsy
became the physical image of Nathan Brazil.

"Y ou never told me you could do that,” Marquoz grumbled. "Hell, it would have saved me alot of shit.”

Theimage of Nathan Brazil, now very solid and very red on thefloor, gave him aGypsy grin. "Therésa
lot of things| didn't tdl you, old friend.” He looked a each of them. "Well? Think it'll work?'

Except for Asam, who had never seen Brazil, they al gaped at thefigure. It was Brazil, perfectly,
ex-actly, to ahair. Even the voice and inflection were correct.

"It work," Mavratold him. ™Y ou could convince me, and | saw it." But, degp down, it disturbed her a
great ded. Obie hadn't given him the ability to do this, despite Gypsy's claims. Obie may have known
Gypsy had the ability and planned accordingly, but giving Gypsy the tdent would be beyond even Obie.
To become somebody el se, to appear and disappear at will, one had to go through the dish. There was
only one possible explanation.

"Hypnosiswill fool aliving observer,” she noted, "But never acamera”

"It'snot hypnosis,” said the Brazil who was not Brazil. "It'sfor redl. 1t'll photograph, even—pleasant
thought!—stand an autopsy. | am, cell for cell, the spitting image of Brazil. And aslong asyou dl treet
measif | were Brazil, and aslong as| can remember to act Brazil-ish at dl times, itll work. They'll come
after uslike bees after honey."



Y uagtared at him amoment. "Y ou are more power-ful than Brazil," she said flatly. "How isthat
possible?’

Gypsy chuckled uneadily. "I wish that weretrue. In asense, |am more powerful. But only asregards me.
| couldn't change any of you into anything at dl, couldn't hypnotize you, force you to do anything you
didn't want except by nagging or talking you to death, anything like that. And, no, Y ua, | have abilities
Brazil doesnot havein his present form. So do you al, if you think about it. But that'sdl itis. A con,
redly. Just another scam. Just remember this: | can bekilled just aseasily asany of you. | expect to diein
this. Maybewedl will. But not Brazil. Hecan't die. The Wdl won't et him." He paused for amoment,
consdering hiswords, dmost asif trying to decide whether or not to say anything at dl. Findly, he said,
"L ook, thisisjust guesswork, but | think Brazil wantsto die. | think he'splanning oniit.”

"Youjust said he couldn't,” Marquoz pointed out.

"Not here. Not now. But in there, insde the Wdll itself, hecan die. He's aguardian. HE's had arough
job, too. He's had to stick around for maybe billions of years, watching everybody €l se grow old and die,
experiencing all that can be experienced, and | bet he's bored to death. The records said that the last time
he was on the Well World he didn't know he had ever been here before. He didn't remember. Hed
blocked it out of his mind completely, mostly as a compensation, | guess the psychmen would say. He
wanted to forget and he forgot. It took the Well World to com-pletely unblock him, and | think he's been
trying to forget again ever snce.”

"I'm not sure | couldn't takethat," Mavramur-mured aoud. "After dl, I'm not bored after athou-sand
yws‘ll

"Y ou may get the chance," Gypsy warned her. "Or one of the others of you. | think he intends, once he
goesin there and does what hasto be done, to pick somebody else, train themto do it, then die. I'd
amogt bet onit."

Breeking thelong silence following that statement, Yuasad, "I don't believeit. He couldn't. Heisthe
Lord God."

Gypsy shrugged. "Don't believeit, then. But | think you know therésagrain of truth init, even froman
amateur psych likeme. You've al researched him, met him, talked to him. I've also got a pretty good
ideawho he's Chosen as his replacement.”

Mavra caught his eye and nodded amost imper-ceptibly. She remembered that Brazil refused to take
the respongblity for turning off the machine for re-pairs and thereby condemning al thosetrillionsto
oblivion. He had indsted thatshe give the order to him, and, therefore, take that respongblility. Shewas
seeing it, more and more, asthe passing of atorch. But did shereally want it?

She saw shewas going to have alot of deepless nights over that one—if, that is, shelived to get that far.

Embassy of Ulik, South Zone



serge ortegawas furious and frustrated atone and the same time, and that made him something likea
fearsome madman.

"Firgt," he screamed at the intercom, "first thisidi-otic attempt on Mavra Chang. Fools! Worse than
fools! Soppy! Y ou turned ahex that wasinclined to stay entirely out of thisinto one of theirs, and in the
process managed to injure and get mad at usthe clos-est thing to anationa hero they've got! And now—
this A summit meeting of the enemy commandersright here, not athousand metersfrom me, right herein
South Zone. And by dl that's holy, we don't know athing! And why? Because they hire some from our
own side to blank out communications! Our own side! Free enterprise. . . bullshit!”

No reply was allowed, nor did they expect the op-portunity. In fact, most of the embassies hooked in
had turned their own intercoms down to avery tiny roar until he was spent, and it took along time for
him to be spent. In the back of hismind, Ortega knew this, too. But it made him fed better, and that was
all it was ever intended to do.

Findly he said in anormd tone, ™Y ou can al come back now. We have to do some serious work."

It took another twenty minutesfor al of them to be notified that they could dare turn up the volume and
turn back to business once again.

For longer than any Well Worlder could remember Serge Ortega had been itsimprisoned tyrant. Not
that he actually ruled; none could do that. But he had been an old man, near death from natural causes,
when he discovered the arcane fact that there was at |east one race, and a southern one at that, with the
power to extend hislife. It wasn't any great scientific legp, or unique mineras, nothing like that.

It was magic.

There was magic on the Well World. Not alot, and it was pretty scattered around, but it wastherein
someraces. The entire world was alaboratory, a set of experiments used by ancient Markoviansto
prove out their races before establishing them out there, in the universe. But when your largest socidl lab
iS614.4 kilometers at itswidest point near the equator, com-pensations must be alowed for. Not merely
the tech-nological handicaps, ether, but often more. Magic. The ability to do something no other race
could do, apparently out of nothingness. Of course, what was magic to the other races was magic only
because they didn't know how to do it or smply couldn't. All it meant was that these races could draw
those powers from the great machine that kept everything working, the Well itsef. The mumbo-jumbo, if
it existed, came later.

And onerace had aspdl that could sustain him in-definitely, keep him from aging. It was rdatively easy
to get them to do it; he had spiesall over the Well World and he had dl the embasses thoroughly
bugged. He knew where everybody's bodies were buried, and if they had no skeletonsin their closets, he
was perfectly capable of creating them to order and to need. But there were limits to magic, too.

This magic worked only in the home hex of the spell-caster. Not al magic was like this—some worked
anywhere. Not this, though. And since the hex was, not only awater hex but a degpwater hex, he could
hardly move there even as dien-in-residence. The spell was againgt aging, not drowning.

The only other place such things would work would be here, in Zone, and o that's where he remained.



His home hex of Ulik didn't mind; asthey saw it, they benefited two ways. Their ambassador wasthe
most powerful and crooked (but not corrupt—there isabig difference) politician on the Wdl World. As
such, Ulik benefited greatly from the fear and respect Ortega generated. And, of course, they never had
to worry about such apowerful personage as Ortega ever coming home to muck up thelocal works. He
could not leave. That would break the spell, and he was very old.

And o they et him rant and rave, and let him tell them what to do the few times some crisis or another
came up. And they hated him for it. He knew it, but redly didn't give adamn.

"Now, then, Ambassadors, now that we've had our little prologue,” he continued sweetly when he knew
by his broad and long experience that they were back, "let's take arational 100k at this. Y ou have now
seen what unilateral action does; it gives the enemy more converts and more power. Even had the
at-tempt on Chang succeeded, the involvement of the Colonel aone would have been enough to
guarantee their emnity—and never mind the murders of those innocents. What's worse, the Colond has
done an awful lot of favors and undertaken an awful lot of work for many of us. Some of you, firmly
voting with us not long ago, are now wavering toward neutraity, and we've al seen what that road
means. Others of you are undertaking pretty vicious pogroms against Entries, despite our agreement not
to do so. Wdll, it'syour neck. But if you agree to acommon policy and then violateit, well, what chance
do we have on the battlefiel d? Make up your minds which way you will go. Y ou are either our friends,
which means you agree to work as part of a coordinated whole and abide by its policies and decisions,
or you are our enemies. |s there anyone who wishes to change over to the enemy list? Speak now. We
will not overlook breachesin the future.”

Nobody spoke.

After waiting aslong as he thought reasonable, Ortegasighed and resumed. "Very wel, then. Thekilling
stops. Now. Think of them as hostages, but not as hunter's quarry. Not now, anyway."

"All pretty well for you to say," an acid-sounding voice responded. "We have no room for such
newcomers, and no way to treat them other than asfertil-izer. Should we ship them to you?'

The Ulik thought it over. "Why not? There are anumber of hexes with open expanses, even some where
the entire surface isn't used. These would make pretty good camps, which could be managed by very
few guards. Mix up the species and they'll be a mish-mash of aien creatureswho can't even talk to one
another. How about the ambassador from Kronfu-shun? Kent Lucas, you there?'

"I'm here," avoice responded, sounding none too thrilled. Kronfushuns were creatures of extreme Arctic
cold, odd, whirling disksthat skipped across the frozen ice and could not live in temperatures
ap-proaching zero.

"Kent, you're an Entry from the Com, as| know. Y ou're best to handle this. Can you put together a
committee—Entriesat or near our levd, if possble— to seeto that?!

"I'll giveit atry,” Lucas responded, still sounding none too enthusiadtic.

Ortega couldn't blame him, but nonethelessfdlt that arecent Com Entry would tend to be far more
sympathetic to saving lives, particularly the lives of their old race.

"On the military front, we've organized into wet and dry military zones across the whole hemisphere,” he
told them. "Mobilization is proceeding fairly wdl, particularly in the critical areas—the routes away from
Glathriel, where we're sure the enemy will head first. Y ou water hexes and boating cultures are



particularly important now. If Brazil triesto run by sea, weredlly don't have anything like anavy to stop
him, and theré's no timeto build one. But if we know he's on a ship, and wherethat ship is, we can
certainly arrangeto sink it without problems, then pick Brazil off the inevitableiceberg that will be
conveniently floating by near him, eveniif itsinatropica hex. Thingswill turn our way shortly, the staff
meeting means they're getting ready to move. When we seewhere they move, after converging on
Ambreza-Glathrid, their logical first move, it'll be dl our way after that."

"Youredly believe that?' somebody asked.
"l do," heresponded firmly. "And you'd better, too."

"He outsmarted usto get here," somebody el se noted. "What makes you think he won't pull any more
fast ones?’

"He very well might," Ortegaadmitted. "I have no idea. That'swhat we have to watch out for.
Remem-ber, though, welll have people undercover with their forces aswell. Oncetheir plan garts, itl
become clear what they're doing.”

It was mostly a pep talk, and after he said his piece he let them rant and rave and worry at each other
whilehe tunedthem out. Somehow, he thought grumpily, it doesn't redlly seem to matter any more.

He reached down and pulled out a sheet of crum-pled paper from a desk drawer, smoothed it out, and
read it again. It had been put on his desk not long ago, while he had stepped out to the bathroom. There
were no signsthat anybody had entered or |eft the office, but there it had been. Helooked at it again and
again, asif it were some impossible ghost from the past— which, in asense, it was. It waswrittenin
Com lan-guage, in aclear hand, with what looked like aquill or fountain pen.

Dear Serge,

Sorry to have missed you on theway in, but you'll understand why | didn't stop to chat. | wanted to get
this off to you first to stop dl the un-necessary killings of those Nathan Brazil copies. I'min. Y ou dont
have to do that any more. Asyou might have been told, I'm not doing this by choice, either. Frankly, the
only red appedl dl thishasisthat it promises some fun, alittle change from the ordinary—but you'd
understand that, wouldn't you?

| don't understand you, I'll admit that. It seemsto me that what you want to do to me by force you have
done to yourself—put yoursdlf in avelvet prison. That isn't the old Serge | used to tear up barson
dozens of worldswith. Not even the old S.O.B. who took me for asucker the last time | was here. If
youwantout of that prison, then come and join meif you can. Contrary to what you believe, the spell
won't suddenly turn you into athousand-year-old wizened corpse. You'll just pick up where you |eft off.
So if you want to bein on the big fin-ish, just come on out at theright time. If you make it into the Wdll
with me, | can even fix your prob-lems. Y ou have my word on it.

Y ou doubted my story about being God when most people swallowed it whole. We're two of akind,
you and me. We understand each other. But whether I'm God or not, | know how to work these
damned machines. That you know, so you know | can make good. Think it over. Even if you've changed
30 much we don't meet again, well, it's ways a pleasure to match wits with you. But if you go against me



thistime, I'm going to whip you so bad thet that long tail of yourswill tieitsdlf into knots of its own
accord.

My best, regardiess. Thisisgoing to befun, isntit? Likeoldtimes. .. Andinthat spirit, | am, as
aways,

Nathan Brazil

Hehedd it there, staring at it over and over, then finally reached into his desk again, came out with a box,
some matches, and asmall ceramic tray. Strik-ing amatch, helit the letter and held it until he had to drop
it, flaming brightly, into the tray. Soon it was completely consumed. Only some small bits of ash il with
traces of writing remained, and they were easily crushed into powde.

Hadhe changed, redly? he asked himself—and not for thefirgt time, athough this Stuation, andin
particular that |etter, had made him ask it with more intensity and urgency.

Y es, he decided. He had changed—before the Well World. Decades as asmuggler, pirate, mercenary,
you nameit, had led him, toward the end of hislife, to afeding of bored malaise. He had decided that he
had done everything he could do, conquered every world he was likely to conquer, bedded all the
beautiful women he could want. He had doneit al, and had alot of fun doing it, but what waseft? So he
had taken his ship out, trying to get enough nerve to do himself in but unable to get over hisgtrict
Cath-alic beliefs he had turned his back on when still ayoung boy but which haunted himin hisold age.
Sui-cide, the one crime for which repentance wasimpos-sible. . . Continuing out, out into areas not yet
explored or charted, he had found himself wishing that there was some new world, some new experience
for him that would give new meaning to hislife. Then there had been that odd distresssignal, alook at a
massive asteroid belt in ahuge, sterile system cir-cling ared giant, and, quite suddenly, here he had been
on the Wel World, the answer to his dream.

Or wasit? he now wondered. Asayoung Ulik he had started again from scratch, learned anew society,
new culture, experienced awhole new range of sensuality while accumulating power. But that had been

long ago.

Now here he was, once again, at the same point he had been so long ago. There was Smply nothing left
to do. A velvet prison, Brazil had called it. But there were no Markovian holesto fal through thistime,
no new Well Worldsto start again.

He thought again of Brazil. If he was as ancient as he claimed to be, he was well over fourteen billion
yearsold. Fourteenbillion years. The mind couldn't really grasp that. He doubted Brazil's could, redlly.
Never changing, living the same life after awhile, life after life. No rebirth, no new experiences. Same
form, same old stuff, even limited by the technology of the people with whom he had marooned himself.
Entry interrogations—of this new batch, anyway—said that they had tracked him down by research, for
even he left records of asort.

Brazil had hardly been inconspicuous. He seemed to have been involved in every war and movement on
Old Earth, dwaysin the headlines, dwaysin the forefront, yet clever enough that, even when his cover
occasiondly dipped, new legends were spawned. The Flying Dutchman, the Wandering Jew, Gilgamesh.



Brazil wastrying to escape termina boredom and madness, Ortega aone realized. But what the hell do
you do when you've doneit al and there's nothing left to do? Y ou pilot afreighter between Boredom and
Tedium and try and forget who you are, what you are, putting on akind of mental shutdown.

Brazil said thiswould be fun. Fun, of dl thingsl And only to Ortegawould that make perfect sense.

And that left him with a problem. Should he take on Brazil once again, seeif, thistime, hewas ill the
master of thedirty trick and underhanded blow, a-waysin control? The temptation was there—it
cer-tainly was. It would, as Brazil said, be fun.

But if he, Ortega, won, would there be avictory?

If he only knew the answer to that one. . .

Dillia

asam and mavra chang looked out on theirarmy. It wasn't huge, by the standards of the history of the
universe, but it wasimmense in terms of the Well World.

"Six weeks," Asam muttered to himsdlf, "dl thisin 9x weeks."

She heard him, turned, and smiled. "If we had more time, we'd do even better," shetold him. "The
Entriesare dtill coming through.”

It was, in fact, mostly an Entry army, an army com-posed of creaturesthat flew, crawled, dithered,
spun, and even oozed. Roughly a hundred and fifty to two hundred from something like eighty
hexes—eight thousand dien creatures. To that were added over athousand Dillians, the best chosen by
Asam to avenge Dillian honor, and perhaps a thousand more native Well Worlders who decided, on their
own or on ordersfrom their governments, to join thisside for the fight.

Such anarmy had severa problems, of course, mostly in terms of communications and logistics. Though
samply insuring that the commanders of each racid company had trandators and using Com speech
where possible eased the former quite abit.

Asfor feeding the horde, they would take with them what they could and forage what they could not.
They were not an army of conquest but one on the move; ill, their sense of destiny made them disregard
alot of fedings about property rights where they were go-ing. Almost half the force were herbivores, like
the Dillians, and could get dong most anywhere even if the fare was | ess than appetizing. For therest,
well, they'd taken on some provisions but they would never las—or kegp—over the long march. Food
wor-ried Mavramogt of al, since some of the species were perfectly edible to some of the others.

Another problem was that they were getting too many from the west; redundancies better picked up



aong the way or |eft to prepare the way. Many smply hadn't followed instructions, some couldn't. One
couldn't adequatdly brief abillion-plus people.

The premium went to weaponry, and some of it was formidable. Nontech hexes required the

cross-bow, sword, axe, and pike. The Dillians could hold their own there, with some of the others getting
train-ing asthey went dong. In addition to the Dillians some of the others could handle projectile guns. It
took very little training to use a submachine gun effectively, only discipline.

It was the high-tech hexesthey feared. Dillia could not supply that sort of armament, and preciouslittle
could be bought or stolen by a neophyte army reborn naked into thisworld. And not much could be
ar-ranged for in Six weeks, ether.

"I'm just amazed that so many of the hexeswho voted against us are represented here," Mavranoted. "l
would have expected alot more trouble.”

Asam shrugged. "Not that many hexeswill actudly lay their lives on the line, no matter how they sde
politicaly. Theres a pretty good backlash of feding that thingswould be alot nicer if wed only go away,
which iswhat weretrying to do. That'll intensfy when aforce this Sze crosses aborder. It's easy to rattle
the saber if the enemy’sfive thousand or more kilometers distant.”

She nodded hopefully, then said, "But somewill fight.”

"Somewill fight," he agreed. "And the decisive bat-tle they'll try and force will be anasty one. Don't kid
yourself on that. A lot of these peoplewill die beforethisisdone.”

That was a sobering thought, and for awhile shewas slent. Findly she said, "Therésword that a
deep-water army isforming, too. Did you know that?"

"l expected asmuch," hereplied. "Gypsy said we weren't the only ones—and each hex is getting an
equal number of Entries. Remember, Brazil called alot of hisold buddiesto him, and there was the crew
of your littleworld. | expect that degpwater force will be necessary, too." Hetook out an overdl map
and sudied it.

"Y ou think he'sreally going by sea, then?' she asked. "Up the Josd e-Wahaca Avenue?'

"Seemslogica,” Asam replied. "I'll betsomething is, anyway. This computer of yours, the one that
planned this, seemsto have been quite adirty trick-ster so far.”

She nodded. "And it'sacombination. Obie, Brazil, and Gypsy." She paused. "Gypsy ... | wish | knew
more about him. Who heisWhat heis. He scares me, even though he's on our side. He'slike an Obie
him-sdf, dl that huge computer capacity embodied in one being.”

"But your computer mostly did that sort of thing to other people,” Asam pointed out. "This Gypsy can
only doit to himsdf."

"Sohe says" sheretorted. "I'm not sure| totaly trust him."
"Y our computer trusted him," he noted.

She nodded. "But if he has equal power to Obie, then Obie could have been fooled. HE's too
conven-ient, too good to be true."



"We can't do anything about it," he said philosoph-icdly. "When the time comes, well know—and then
dedl with it as best we can. What €l se can we do?"

She nodded grumpily. Asit was, there were too many thingsin this operation that smelled. Enough to
fool Ortegaand the Council? She wondered. Who was fooling who?

The army moved. It wasfairly easy a fird, travel-ing up through Gedemondas along well-established
trails, camping in long lines where possible and posting nocturnals as guardians of the camp. No
opposition was expected in Gedemondas, of course, but it worried Asam that, strung out as they were
and in cold, high dtitudes, they were as vulnerable as they would ever be. Nothing opposed them,
though. Gypsy had been correct; they would be unimpeded until Brazil, some-where, sometime,
surfaced.

She had hoped to contact or gather Gedemondansin the passage, but they were out of sight asusua.
Oc-casionaly one would be spotted, far off, or they would hear the eerie calls of the great white
creatures echo-ing through mountain passes and around rocky walls, but nothing else. She was more than
disappointed; she felt she had gone through that whole damned trip for nothing.

On the western dope of the Gedemondan moun-tainswas aplain, the only flat areain the whole hex.
Looking out on it from the high trail, she had the first twinges of memory.

That plain, so empty and peaceful now . . . Sheremembered a different time, atime when far differ-ent
armies converged on that plain for a horribly bloody battle so very long ago.

Down on theflat, the sensations were even greater. They had come through just before the mgor armies
had converged, sherecalled. And over there they had met their Dillian guide, by that cabin—no, not that
cabin, but the cabin's predecessor, perhaps. And there from the north, had come the Y axa on gredt,
soaring orangewings. . . .

Shetaked about it alot with Asam, who had be-come her closest friend and confidant. He was warm
and kind and understanding—and fascinated by her memoirs of agreat event that he knew only from the
dimness of history books.

Alestal, to the south, with its carnivorous plants exuding poisonous and hypnotic gasses, they were
happy to bypass. The Alestolians had massed on the border, it was true, but could not get at the army if
it didn't cometo Alestal. Although mobile, they were plants, they required occasiond rooting in asoil that
contained a certain balance of mineras and sus-pended gasses necessary to their continued existence.
That had |eft Paim as the focus of intense diplo-matic activity, with the council and Mavrasforces
playing on the huge, e ephantine creatures. Their'swas a highly advanced high-tech hex whose
inhabit-ants weighed in a more than aton each.

But they were gentle giants; they had withdrawn when the warring forces of the Wars of the Well had
approached, working out safe passage for one while taking no sdes. There were never more than twenty
thousand or so Palimsin their entire hex—and, there-fore, their entire race. They could see no profitina
fight and had voted abstention on the council. They abstained now.



But a hundred and twenty-one of them, al Entries, dl former Olympians, joined theforce. They were
welcome. As herbivoresthey would place only adight drain on supplies, but they could carry ten times
the weight of any Dillian without even noticing—and just the Sight of them was fearsome.

Next was Olborn, about which Mavra Chang still had nightmares. A theocracy whose magic could
trans-form enemies, dissdents, and even casua travelersinto donkeylike beasts of burden, they had
amogt doneit to her. For many years she had suffered, half-human, haf-donkey, because of them. Her
only sol-ace was that the long-ago war had not been kind to them.

And yet, they had voted on the council with the opposition. She had to wonder if her name, after dll
those centuries, was till cursed in Olborn.

And, true enough, at the border their advance aerial scouts told them that alarge armed force of
Olbornians was waiting for them. They even brought back photographs of the massed troops, greet cats
that stood upright and wore some kind of livery that indicated awell-organized army.

"Should bereatively smple" Mavracommented, looking at the photos. "Thislooks like the way they
lost to the Makiem dliance athousand years ago. We just outflank them and cut them to pieces.”

Asam shook his head worriedly. "Uh uh. Think about it. It may be in the dim past for me and most o' the
Well World, but that was the most Sgnificant event in their history, not to mention the most humiliatin'. |
just don't think they'd be dumb enough to do it again. Just agut fedlin', o' course—but there's some dirty
work afoot here.”

"l don't know. . . ." she responded hesitantly.

"Well pull up closeto the border but we won't crossright off," he said firmly. "I want more recon, day
and night, of that area. They're just too much like targetsin a shootin' match.”

"Those are machine gunsthey're packing,”" she pointed out. "And those are gun emplacements. Thisisnt
any pushover—particularly with that swvampy area, there, of over fifteen hundred meters. They've cleared
it—see? WEell be coming into them, there in the trees, over fifteen hundred meters of open ground that's
aso soggy, maybe even quagmire.”

"You'rethinkin' too much in the past,” he admon-ished. "I know alittle o' the history here. Hell, woman,
that damned war was the mogt interestin’ thing in the history booksto me! After them pussy cats got
diced to pieces by the Trdig dliance, well, it blew hdll outatheir religion. I mean, how can you bethe
Well World's chosen people and get wiped up like that, like I'd swat afly with my tail? They turned on
the priests, there was a wholesale massacre, and ared revolution. O' course new, strong leadersfinally
took over. Hard rule was clamped back on, thistime by what was|eft o' the military and the aristocracy.
They got tramped on because they didn't truck with other folks, other hexes. Nobody to help ‘em ouit.
Thisisapragmatic lot now. Bet on it. And they been workin' on their magic, too. | think we got trouble if
we do the expected thing here. | want alot more recon here—and | want a staff meetin' soon after.”

"All right, dl right," she said, surrendering. "I1t'syour show."

Asam frowned at the photographs. "How many scouts did we send out?' he asked worriedly.



"Fifteen, | think," somebody replied. "All agrid, of course.”
He nodded. "And how many got back?"

"Why, dl of them," the officer, another Dillian, responded. "I don't even remember areport of any-body
being shot a&."

"That'swhat | thought,” he murmured. "Damn! It don't make sense atall! Not abit! Five thousand pussy
catsal lined up in neat rows, so'sthey're easier to attack, and fixed gun emplacements so obviouswe
could wipe 'em clean with an air attack. And with al that firepower there, do they take shotsat us? Try
and knock usout o' theair? They do not! They St there, posin', and smile for the camera. It tinks, | tell
you. Stinksworsn a Susafrit—beggin' yer pardon, there."

One of the commanders, a strange, round creature with short quill-like hairs al over its body, just
shrugged. Shewas used to it by now: to al but her own kind, her race literaly stank when it wanted to. It
cameright out of the poresin the skin.

"Now, then,"” Asam continued, "let's take alook here again. What would you say the regular, orthodox
military move would be here?"

"Use our flying peopleto drop hell on them,” one of the commanders said. " Then, when they scatter to
their positions, send forces of one or two thousand on either side and close in on the main one when we
get into position. Encircle and that'sit.” It sounded Sm-ple.

"And what's thelast thing you'd do?" he prodded.
"Attack straight on,” another said. "Suicide.”

He nodded. "And yet, that's exactly what | intend to do. Go in with alimited aeria attack, keepin' most
of the forcein reserve to cover the flanks. Then well send in our biggest, nastiest-looking crowd firgt, the
type that won't get bogged down there. | also want a squad of flyers—those bat fellows will do—to drop
aload o' rocks and buckshot on that swamp before dawn. Lots of it—and from aheight.”

Mavrawatched him with growing admiration and fascination. Thiswas hisfirst large-scale battle, yet he
sounded like al the generds of past history. Crisp, professional, anaytical.

"Buckshot?' somebody asked.

He nodded. "Got to be minesin there. Tell artillery to bring up the cannon in rows, too. | want a pattern
of firefrom just acrossthe border dowly advancin’ until it's covered the whole territory—beforeour
people go in. And emphasize strongly to the troops that they keep advancin' aslong as they don't hear
retreat blown. Understand? Reserves follow the first wave in sections, wave after wave. Pack 'em
in—and move up the artillery as soon as you can. Expect flank at-tacks. And when you get to them
trees, heréswhat you do. . . ."

Mavrallistened with amazement at his detailed in-structions. And, after they'd eft to convey the
mes-sage to their troops, shetold him, "Y ou're going to kill alot of peopleif yourewrong."

"I'm gonnakill alot of peopleif I'mright, too," he responded gravely. "But thisll be our test, how our
dsciplineworks, how dl our unitswork together. And, if I'm right—and | am—I'll be the geniuswho



won the battle."

Asam had been right about the mines, but he hardly needed the artillery barrage. The Olbornians
understood alot more about war thistime, of course, but they themsalves were athousand years
removed from any practica experience. On the theory that the more mines you had the more enemy you
got, they'd sunk them by the hundredsin that muddy swamp. When the aeria bombardment of rocks and
buckshot findly hit one, it set off every one near it. The chain reaction was spectacular in the predawn
sky; it looked asif the entire world were blowing up. The concussionsreverberated for kilometersin al
direc-tions, practically deafening all Sdes and amost knocking severd ghostly aerids out of the sky.

Asam, who had not dept al night, immediately sent word to the artillerymen to cance the carpet and
concentrate on widening the area covered. He was certain now that the mines had been laid in close
rows and that hitting onein arow would set off the entire row.

He was correct.

Mavra, who had never seen anything like it before, looked at the exploding, bubbling mass uneasily.
"Y ou expect people to charge intothat? "she asked, aghast.

He nodded. "On the run and laying down firedl theway."

With firg light, he sgnded for the attack to pro-ceed, and at the sametime diurna aeridstook off to
ether sde while more started dropping much more letha stuff into the trees, mostly inflammables.

The Olbornians, athough shell-shocked, knew that the attack was coming and went to their
emplace-ments. They had agood, solid defense line—from the air it could be seen that they had raised
bastions, star-pointed redoubts that could cover each other every step of the way. To secure an area,
three bas-tions would have to be taken at the same time while the ones on either Sde still recelving a
withering fire from the ones farther down.

Olbornian artillery waited for the leading wave to get amost to the center of the clearing before they
opened up their presighted cannon. Palim, Dillians, Slongornians, Dymeks, Susafrits—they started to go
down. Cresatures that were crablike aided creatures that were insectival; creatures that were elephantine
shielded creatures that were centauroid. And each wave moved quickly tofill in for itsfallen comrades.

Asam studied the scene through field glasses and nodded approvingly. "Uh huh. They're holding
to-gether, those people of yours."

"They'rerdigiousfandics" she muttered cynicdly. "They loveto diefor the cause." Still, she could not
deny that, within her, shefelt agreat ded of admira-tion for the courage being shown there. And they
weredl volunteers.

A meter-long creature with a segmented body, doz-ens of legs, and six pairs of transparent wings came
inwith abuzz and dropped new photos at Asam'sfeet. Their thorax-mounted cameras were providing
him with the kind of intelligence the Olbornians could only wish for.

"They're bresking," he noted, asatisfied tonein hisvoice. "By God! They'reretreating!"



She amiled a him. "That meanswe've got them." He shook his head violently. "Uh uh. They'vejust
redized | caught on to their little game and they're trying to draw usin while they get word to the flanksto
change tactics. Whether we win or not will depend on whether there's enough command organi zation
down there to do what | ordered when they reach the trees." He reached over and nodded to his
sgndman, who was stlanding with alimelight reflector facing the battle scene.

"Form the columns;" he snapped, and the message was sent. " Split ranks and form defensive
perimeters.”

Not everybody below could be held back by iron discipline, of course. For them, too, it wasthelr first
battle, and seeing the enemy faling back was heady stuff to an aready emotionally pumped-up force.
The ranks behind, though, not having had to face the brunt of the assault, were more easily led, Dillians
taking the lead, and a defense line was established across the open area through which more troops
poured, some going forward but the bulk pedling off to right and | eft.

And suddenly the forest erupted with living bodies. Olbornians, yes, but not just Olbornians. The very
ground seemed to come dive with hundreds upon hundreds of huge mouthsdl filled with infinite rows of
sharp teeth.

Again the leading forces were taken by surprise and went down; the ones still rushing through the new
line, though, formed reserves that peeled off to right and left to support their comrades under attack.

Mavralooked through her field glasses and shook her head. "It'stoo far away," she Sghed. "Whatare
they?"

"WEell, the ones dropping from the trees are more Olbornians, of course—and | think | seealot of
well-prepared sniper nests up there, too. But they used the forest and the natural color of their aliesto
disguisethemainforce.”

"Allies?" she echoed, confused.

He nodded. "Giant lizards, with the biggest mouths and biggest belliesyou've ever seen. They canlie
absolutely motionlessfor days, but when they want to move, theymove! I've seen Zhonzhorpiansrun on
two legs at over twenty kilometers per hour—on al foursthey can be dmost twice asfast and climb a
tree or adick wal right after you." Helooked into the glasses again. "Hal See? They forgot amachine
gunisn't adeath-ray! It can put up awithering fire, but it can only fell what it hits, and it can't hit
everybody!" Heturned to the sgnaman. "Make for dl reservesto flank!"

Almogt asthe sgnd was transmitted, the remains of their fighting force, some thousand or so soldiers,
crossed haf akilometer up and half akilometer down from the battle and started to close.

Asam sighed and put down his glasses. He looked suddenly very old and very tired. "Wegot 'em,” he
sghed. "Wewon. A lot o' fightin' yet to do, but it'sours.”

Shelooked a himin some confusion. "'l sill don't understand dl this," shetold him.

He grabbed for aflask, uncapped it, and took along pull. It was alot stronger than ae, but he downed
it likeit waswater.

He coughed dightly, wiped his mouth with his hand, and |et the flask, which was on achain around his



wais, drop. He sighed and grinned.

"Allies" hetold her. "And who could they get? Not Alestol—they're stuck in their hex. Not Paim,
surely. That left Zhonzhorp, to thewest. A high-tech hex. It'swhere those excellent rifles and cannon
were manu-factured. The Zhonnies voted againgt us, too—as did most, o' course—and they would also
like to see the battle fought on somebody el se'sterritory. Keeps from messin' up the landscape.”

The reserves were attacking, closing in now.

"The Olbornians will be comin' back now to try and hit us, but it'll do 'em no good. See? Right now
some of our flying folk are givin' it to 'em good, just beyond the trees there. When we combine, therell
be little left in the way of an enemy in our area, and our combined force will push out at the Olbornians.
That'll bethat. Better part of aday isal."

"I'mdtill confused,” she persisted. "Why did you attack the way you did?"

He grinned. "Wdll, if weld split up into three main bodies, there would've been maybe two, three
thou-sand tops, to crossthat open area. The pussy cats would be down to that number or so after the
bom-bardment, so it'd befairly even: their turf, our supe-rior racia formsfor thiskind o' thing. Most of us
are harder to kill than them. Then, asthe flankers cameto the aid of our forward attackers, they'd be hit
by the Zhonzhorpians. Again, equal numbers, but their turf, their surprise. Their three forceswould be
back to back to back, so to speak. If any carried, they could be hustled to some place in trouble. Wed
be divided, an enemy force between any two of ours. They'd have held.”

She rushed to him, gave him ahug, and kissed him. "Oh, Asam! Whatwould | have done without you?*
Helooked down at her and smiled. "Found another sucker,” he said dryly.

She wasn't sure whether or not he was kidding.

At the Bahabi-Ambreza Border

"THE MEN ARE GETTNG PRETTY PISSED OFF, SR'"theHakazit generd told him sourly. "
mesan, it's not what they signed on for. Hell, | don't believe it my-sdlf! Closeto nine hundred kilometers
and we havent killed anybody yet!"

Marquoz shrugged. "What can | do? That whole Durbis army was set up to take us—force-ray
projec-tors, helicopter gunships, and all—and when we marched over that hill, everybody decided they'd
vigit the seashore for their hedth. I'll admit it's been adamn sight easier than | expected—so far. You just
tell ‘'em that going up the Ishmusisn't going to be any picnic.”

"It better hadn't be," the genera huffed. " Other-wise, they'll do us both in and go on arampage on



generd principles.”

Marquoz chuckled and turned back to the bor-der. Children, he thought. Like little children ways
dreaming and playing a war. The glories of battle and al that. Inwardly, he was thankful that aforce of
fifteen thousand Hakazit troops marching in precision across awide swath of countryside had scared the
hell out of the locals. He would need thisforce later, he knew, and he wasn't dl that certain that, when
their buddies were getting smashed into goo al around them, the romance might not be over.

He was, he decided, developing awhole religious faith around the absolutism of genetics, and he hoped
it wasn't afdse deity.

Ambreza, he believed, would be another easy mark. Theywanted himin Glathrid and would do dmost
anything to let him get there. Gettingout would be the problem.

Aswith many other races and most of the hexes here, awhite flag or cloth meant not to shoot. It wasa
logical choice. Quite smply, it was easier to see at adistance. He wondered uncomfortably at times,
though, about what would happen if he ever met an army whose nationa flag was white.

Affixing theflag to agtaff, he rumbled down the sde of ahill to the party below who waited under a
smilar banner. It was getting to be very routine by now.

The Ambreza were enormous rodents that some-what resembled overgrown beavers, complete to the
buckteeth and large, paddidliketail. They waked upright, though, on large hind legs, using their tailsas
added balance, and their ook of extreme innocence was deceptive. Oncethis hex had been Glathriel, not
Ambreza. A high-tech hex whose "humans' had built amassive and powerful civilization, onethat, smply
from its own laziness and indolence, outgrew itsliving space and decided that the lush farmlands of the
Ambreza next door were necessary to its continued comforts. Rather than fight alosing battle, the
Am-breza had cast about and, as usua when certain impossibilities were needed, found it in the North,
among races S0 strange and alien that you could get them to whip things up for you if you had theright
trade goods and they would never even consider that they were making up awespon, inthiscasea
brutal gasthat was harmlessto dl except Type 41 humans.

In the final preparations, the humans had begun massing on the Ambreza border when, throughout the
hex, the canisters of gas were loosed. The Am-brezamay have been nontech, but they weren't igno-rant.
Their own "pesace’ party in negotiationsin Glathriel had triggered the gas releases e ectroni-cally.

It was colorless, odorless, and quite effective. In someway even the Ambreza didn't understand it
worked on the cerebra cortex of the human brain, and, rather dowly, the humans had smply become
increasingly less ableto think, to reason. The great apes had been the modd for the Type 41s, and,
men-tally at least, great apesthey became. The gasdidn't dissipate, either; it stayed, and settled into the
rocks, the soil, everything, affecting new generations. Mogt died; the rest became pets of the Ambrezain
their expangon into Glathridl.

Brazil had changed dl that the last time he was through. Inside the Well he had dtered not the gas but,
subtly, the Type 41 brainsthat were affected by it. During Mavra Chang's exilein Glathriel they had been
savages, yes, but thinking savages. Marquoz wondered what they were now.

There were five Ambreza, each wearing some sort of medallion that the Hakazit took to be a badge of
office or rank. With them were severa others, one of whom looked decidedly strange, Marquoz thought
un-easily, ahuge, looming shape of pure white with only two smal black ovals.



He stopped afew meters from the party and stuck hiswhiteflag in the dirt. "I am Marquoz of Hakazit,"
he told them in his most menacing tone.

"I am Thoth, Chamberlain of the Region," one of the Ambreza responded. "My fdlow Ambrezaare from
the central authorities. The others are repre-sentatives of the council force invited here, withthis " he
pointed to the white specter, "their commander, Gunit Sangh of Dahbi.”

Marquoz was impressed. He'd heard of Gunit Sangh, athough the Dahbi were haf aworld away. He
seemed to recdll that Sangh had once tried the same trick the Ambreza had pulled on Glathriel but had
been screwed in the attempt.

"I'll get to the point,” he said, not acknowledging the others. "We have no wish to harm any citizens or
ter-ritories, yoursincluded. We only wish to march through the areas under your jurisdiction, Ambreza
and Glathriel, as quickly as possible on the way north.”

"Y ou are welcome here, friends," Thoth responded, "but Glathrid isavery fragile place. We should not
wish largeforcesto go there. It could upset the eco-logicd baance.”

"We must go there to go north, asyou well know," the Hakazit parried. "Ginzinis only passable aong
the northeast coast. Glathrie is necessary. Wewill do minima damage.”

"Glathrid isnot open,” the Ambrezamaintained.

Marquoz fdt his ssomach tense dightly. He turned and pointed back up the hill. "Asyou know, up there
isthe gart of fifteen thousand creaturesjust like me. Most conventiona wegpons smply will not harm us.
| redize that you have some very sophigticated wegponry that would, particularly the rays, but be avare
that we, too, are from a high-tech hex and have our own. We aso have seven hundred additional a-lied
troops of various forms, many aerial and a num-ber poisonous. My raceisbred asawarrior race. We
are not concerned with casudties or arguments. If you refuse us, we will march anyway, usng dl
weaponry within our command to facilitate our course. Should we be opposed we will destroy utterly
and without mercy any and dl, soldiersand civilians, plants and animas, thet arein our path.”

"You say 'we" Gunit Sangh put in, his voice through the trand ator sounding still nasty and threatening.
"You are not of our world. Those are not your people. | tend to think that, if we overlooked the
diplomatic courtesies and smply diminated you right here and now, that army would have no fight left.”

Inwardly, that idea did nothing for his stomach, but he kept hisimpassive stance and tone. "Y ou're
wrong. | have just come from arguing with my gen-erals because the men are upset. They have marched
here without killing anyone or anything and that makes them unhappy. They want to fight. Should
any-thing happen to me at this moment, you would lose the only moderating force around. Y ou al would
dieimmediatdly, of course—and after that Ambrezawould be just amemory. Right now two
Jorgasnovar-ians are over principa population centersin Ambreza carrying bombs made from designs |
furnished. These are ancient weapons from my old sector of space, fairly easy to make once | discovered
that there was uranium in Hakazit. Each bomb is atomic. Each will destroy an entire city and poison the
countryside for generations with radioactivity. We can effectively ded with any remaining forcesyou have
here. Make up your mind now. Yesor no. | intend to give the order to march immediately. How they do
it isdetermined by your answver now."

The Ambrezalooked shocked. One turned to an-other and whispered, "'1s such aweapon possible?’
The other nodded.



Thoth, hearing this, shivered abit and turned back to Marquoz. "We must have some time to discuss
thig" he argued. "Please, afew minutes, at least!”

"You havenotime. Yesor no? | want your an-swer now," he pressed cooly. He actualy found him-sdlf
feeling abit sorry for the Ambreza; they were so damned politically naive. That wasthe hole card for this
entire business, he knew. A world with alot of palitical and military intriguein its past would never be
takenin so quickly.

"Heisbluffing," Gunit Sangh sngpped. "We have asolid force here. Let usjoin with them at this point
and make an end to this matter.”

Of course, Marquoz conceded to himsdlf, therewere exceptions.

The Ambreza, however, were donein. After a quick, whispered conference there were nods and Thoth
turned to the strange white creature. "Commander, it isour hex, you know." He turned to Marquoz. "Y ou
may enter for trangt," he said hoarsdly, gulping acouple of times. ™Y our march will not beimpeded.”

Now Gunit Sangh unfolded himself. He was an im-pressive, vicious-looking creature, with three pairs of
sticky tentacles and aface that said here was athing that ate only living flesh. The tentacles showed sharp
reflective shields of cartilage that obvioudy could cut like knives. The whole creeture, closeto three
meterslong, wasin its own way as much akilling machine as the Hakazit—and unlike the Hakazit it
looked very much in practice, not bluffing at al.

"l can do nothing if the host country forbidsit," Sangh spat. "But your untried army will haveto face mine
yet, off-worlder. Y ou mark my words.| am the enemy you will have to face one day soon.”

"Any time," Marquoz responded as casudly as he could manage. "And, in case you thinkl'm a
push-over, well, Colond Asam sends hisregards.”

"Asam!" the Dahbi hissed. "Eating the two of you will be the most supreme pleasure of my very long
lifel" And, with that, to the amazement of both sides, Gunit Sangh seemed to change his color to amore
milky white, becoming dightly glowing, less substan-tia. He folded himsalf back into his ghostly shepe
and, without another word, sank into the ground itself asif it were water.

Marquoz felt well satisfied even though the troops would be upset at ill no battle. He had faced down
the Ambreza and removed another potentially nasty threat, neutraized that big multiracia force, and
snubbed the enemy commander al at onetime. He was particularly happy to have met Colondl Asam by
chancein Zone; otherwise, he would never have known about that story. . . .

He turned, nodded to a subordinate, and green flareswerelit and shot into the air. The army started to
move. He and hisaides stood there and let it march past, looking damned menacing and impressive. The
Ambrezaand dlied forms got out of the way fast; mogt, he guessed, were heading to nearby
communica-tions tentsto radio the news.

One of hisHakazit adesinched over to him asthey tramped by, masking most other sounds.
llg r?l
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"Those bombs—superbombs or whatever. Was that for real 7"



Hedrew himsdf up to full attention. "Generd, | would no more bluff than | would tell alie" he huffed,
and that closed the matter.

And, of course, it took some time before the aide realized that he had not had an answer at all.

The passage across Ambreza had been swift and easy. Roads were cleared for them; vehicles, infact,
were provided. They avoided the mgjor cities—no use in giving any provocations, he decided—and the
Am-breza and allied forces they met dong the way mostly stared, gawked, and even snapped pictures
oc-casiondly. The cold, crisp weather had the Hakazit bresthing steam, and that |eant an even more
snigter touch to everything. Marquoz liked it. It was good theater.

It was easy to see where Ambreza ended and Glathriel began. It was winter in Ambreza, and the trees
were barren and the soil frosted. But there, shimmering dightly, was alush, green world ahead of them. It
was likewaking through some sort of invisible curtain from late fal into despest summer. Glathrid wasa
tropical hex, and, asthey saw, it was one that didn't stop just because an army was passing through.

They were dl around, these creatures that |ooked so much like the dominant race of the Com from
which he had come. And why not? These were the prototypes, smadler than the average Com human, but
that might have been climate or diet or acombination of things, and darker, too, but very much "human
all the same. Mot were naked or wore only clouts or 1oincloths—that, and collars.

Here were the great plantations from which Am-breza tobacco came, and tropica fruitsaswell, men,
women, children, dl ages out in those fidlds working, working, working, al worked by these human
daves supervised by Ambreza overlords. Occasionaly they would stop and gawk at the hordes passing
along the road, but not for very long and certainly not without cowering in abject fear and terror.

Over athousand years, Marquoz guessed, they'd had the aggressiveness bred out of them and the traits
needed to do this sort of job emphasized.

There was acommotion ahead, and Marquoz rushed to find the reason for it. To his surprise, he found
three very young human women there, seem-ingly begging or pleading and looking nervoudy around.
They were naked, wore brass collars, and seemed no different from the rest—except they had the nerve
to approach the column where nobody could understand them or would even deign to notice them.

"What's the meaning of this?" he thundered.

The women reacted asif they'd suddenly gone mad. "Y ou can hear us” they cried. "Y ou can understand
ud Thank God!"

They nodded. He turned to the leaders of the col-umn. "'l want the word passed down the line. Any
Glathriglites who approach us are to be taken under our protection and kept awaiting my inspection.
Clear?'

Word was passed. Shouldn't overlook any bets or regject any soldiers, no matter how small or
flimsy-looking, he decided. Besides, one of ‘em might be Gypsy—er, Nathan Brazil. Wouldn't do to
leave him behind after going to dl thistroubleto pick him up, he thought sardonically.



At the night's camp he had them brought to him. They had picked up afew more—perhapstwenty in
al—aong the way, two males and the rest females. They had come through, of course, as had
every-body ese, and had awakened in Ambreza. The Well didn't recognize hex-swapping, so Ambreza
Entries were deposited in old Ambreza, or Glathriel, while the reverse was true for humans. It made them
stand out, of course, and they had been quickly picked up and carted off to Glathriel, where they had
been as-signed to the fields and had the collars welded on. None could believe the horrible system, and
less com-prehensible still was the absol ute submission of the natives.

His orders had been to reach the northwestern facet of Glathriel and proceed along it to the coast, then
turn north into Ginzin and head north until he linked up with Mavra's army moving due west. His
com-munications were good; Jorgasnovarians, who were huge, ugly, flat creatures with gaping mouths
and somehow flew like birds, often raced hundreds of kilometersto an accessble Zone Gate for news,
then returned. He knew of the battle in Olborn, and the progress beyond it, almost within hours of their
hap-pening—and they now were hearing from him.

Ginzin rose before them aong the Sea of Turagin now, and still no Brazil. The nasty, hot, volcanic land
was inhogpitable to most of ther kind, but here, right where the land met the seq, it was passable.

He began to wonder if something had dipped.

The going was dow up the coast, and they had par-ticular troubles with their heavy equipment, which
helped take his mind off the anxiety some of thetime. Still, he had expected Brazil by now—or, rather, a
Brazil look-dike he knew well but which would be Brazil asfar as everyone el se knew. Where was he?

Findly, onthelast evening in Ginzin, they camped as best they could, al strung out up and down the
beach, and watched the sun dowly set. He sat there, idly watching the play of sunlight on therolling
waves, athough the sun was setting behind him and would be gone beforeiit truly set, when he thought he
saw something out there. He stared into the gather-ing gloom, trying to make it out. A ship—therewasa
ship out there! Waynir was high-tech, and he could see the billowing smoke from belching stacks asthe
gresat craft steamed onward to the northwest. It seemed oddly near to shore, though, taking something of
arisk; there were reefs and shods hidden in the sha-lows here, aproduct of lavaflowsfrom Ginzin
reach-ing the seaand then being covered with coral and other sea creatures. He reached for hisfield
glasses, goggldike affairs specidly built for his strange eyes. They were effective.

Hewatched aslong asthe light permitted him, watched as the mystery ship, without cutting steam,
lowered asmall boat, which headed in toward the beach.

Suspicious of the whole thing, Marquoz notified the guard to put everyone on dert. Here, in anon-tech
hex, backs to the sea on one side and the volcanic cliffs on the other, would be the perfect place to
at-tack.

They watched and waited warily asthe smdl boat approached. Findly, it camein and two dark figures
jumped out and pulled it up on what passed for abeach. The only other member of the boat party
waited, then got up and jumped down into the shalow water. He shook hands with the other two—who
looked, Marquoz saw, like Type 41 humans—and then as the other two pushed off and jumped in, the
pas-senger made hisway up to the waiting force, which visibly relaxed now.

He heard the humansin his own party gasp as they recognized the figure, and for thefirst time hefelt a
bit better about this whole thing. He walked down to meet thefigure.



"We cometo thewar, ah, Brazil," he called out.

The figure stopped, staring for amoment at the huge, looming creature only haf-visblein the dark-ness,
itsred eyesblazing. "That you, Marquoz?' he called.

"Yeah, itsme" hereplied. "Come ahead. We were beginning to give up on you."

All fires had been extinguished on the sound of the dert, but now they were being restoked. He stepped
up to the nearest one, shivered dightly in the dight chill, and nodded in satisfaction.

He was dressed in a pea-green tunic and trousers and wore sandals. His hair was extremely long, down
past his shoulders, and he looked dightly weather-beaten and somewhat older than Marquoz
remem-bered—but, then, he'd been here awhile.

Marquoz guessed that the real Brazil probably lookedexactly like this one, even to the clothing.

"Any problems?’ Brazil asked casudly.

"Nothing we couldn't handle," Marquoz told him. ™Y ou wouldn't like Glathridl. It's pretty unplessant.
Plantation davery. But, dtill, we got through without a shot fired, much to the disappointment of some of

the boys. I'll give you arundown later."

Brazil nodded. "Wdll, well have afight now. If | were the opposition, 1'd try and get aforce in between
ours and Mavras before we can link up. Might be hairy if we can't maketime."

Marquoz stared at him suspicioudy. For amo-ment he found himsalf wondering, wondering if thiswas,
indeed, Gypsy. The mannerisms, the tone and accent, they were al consistent with Brazil. Could it be. . .
?

And then Brazil reached into histunic and pulled out acigarette, reached down for an ember and lit it.

Marquoz felt better.

Brazil made aface asheinhded. "Locd stuff,” he muttered grumpily. "Almost dl cigar and pipe
to-bacco. Not really good for cigarettes.”

"Weadl have to make sacrificesin war," Marquoz responded with mock sympathy.

At that moment the humansin the party could not be restrained and started running for the smal figure
by the fire. Helooked up at the commotion, hisface amixture of shock and revulsion.

They prostrated themselves before him and cried out, "Nathan Brazil! Master! We are your servants!
Spesk and we shal obey!"

Helooked a them, awhole range of conflicting emotions passing across hisface. Finaly he went up to
the leading humans.

"Look up a me," he said softly, and they did.

He studied their young faces and forms thoughtfully. Findly he said, amost to himsdlf, "Maybe this god
business has some advantages after dl. . . ." He looked over at Marquoz. "How many?" he asked.



"Eighteen femde, two mae," the Hakazit responded.
Brazil nodded. "Maybe thistrip won't be such aholy terror after al,” he murmured. "Eighteen . . ."

Gypsy, Marquoz thought, was showing through abit.

Zone

"brazil's been seen.”
The report startled Serge Ortega. Somehow he hadn't quite expected it to be this easy.
"Where?' he asked sharply.

"With the Southern force. Apparently he's been on aship on the Sea of Turagin al thistime. Rowed
ashore and joined them just south of the Ginzin bor-der."

Ortegafrowned suspicioudy. "Areyou sureit's him? These are tricky bastards we're dealing with, and
he'sthetrickiest."

"It'shim," the messenger assured him. "Some of our people with the force have seen and talked to him
and the Entriesin the group are acting like God Him-self just paid them acall.”

The Ulik nodded absently and switched off. Brazil. Visble, easily located, ripefor the plucking, with
over three-thousand kilometers|eft to go to the near-est Avenue. It smelled wrong, somehow. It was too
ob-vious, too blatant, too much adumb mistake in an operation that had been, so far, beautifully planned
and executed. It was asif, with everything going hisway, Brazil had suddenly popped up and shouted,
"Herel am! Come and get me!"

And hewas vulnerable. Except for degth, he wasn't immune to anything that could happen to anyone
else. He suffered pain and torment, and he was wide open to everything from hypno devicesto magic.

He punched in acommunications code. "Centra Command,” answered a trand ator-pitched voice.

"Thisis Ortega. Now that the information about Brazil has comein, what does Commander Sangh
in-tend?'

The communications officer hesitated. "Sir, | don't think we can give that out right now. Not even to you,
ar.

He growled. "I'm coming down there. Something's very wrong here, and | want to make sure there are



no dip-ups." He switched off angrily and dithered from behind his greatU -shaped desk and out the
door.

It was il bad in the corridors; there seemed no end to the Entries, and he knew he couldn't protect
them much longer. If Brazil were captured, or even if theythought they had him, alot of restraintswould
suddenly ease around the world.

Centrd Command was located in the Czillian Em-bassy, smply because Czill had the best, most
sophigti-cated computers and records and it provided easy access. The machinesin the embassy were
compatible with the onesin Czill, and information could quickly be traded back and forth by smply
having the Czil-lians take the computer storage modules between home and embassy.

It was crowded, though, with many races, dl with forcesin the critical area. For one of Ortega's bulk, he
had to watch it or get injured by accident by some spiked or poisonous or other lethal cresture just trying
to keep out of the way.

He spotted Sadir Bakh, the Dahbi second-in-command who was Gunit Sangh's dter egoin Zone.
Ortegadidnt like the Dahbi much, athough with hisracid command policies he was deding here with
only half adozen. Had Brazil gone the other way, Sangh wouldn't have been the commander, but Dahbi
would have been in the path of march.

"Bakh! What's the commander going to do about al this? Wherethe hell is he, anyway?'

The folded Dahbi turned, looking more like a ghost than ever, and sghed. "HisHolinessflew to Cebu
with the Cebu commander as soon asthe Ambreza Situation was resolved,” he said coolly. "Heisthere
now. We have a mixed force of about twenty thousand ready to go in the area, and another force of
amogt twelve thousand is currently being ferried across Laibir from Conforte to Suffok, which should be
aufficient to cut off that route and the Ellerbanta-V erion Avenue. The enemy is currently split into three
parts, the Awbrian part consisting of about six thousand natives and roughly two thousand others.
Parmiter isremaining officidly neutrd, but we believe alarge part of it has been bought off by the enemy
and will supply the technologica weaponry the Awbrian force needs.”

"Why doesn't he bomb the damned factories from Cebu?' Ortegagrowled.

"Asthe Ambassador must know, Parmiter isof-ficially onour side. Do we turn probable collaboration
into active oppaosition on a suspicion thatsome Par-miters—they are arather anarchistic group, you might
recall—are doing us harm?"

Ortega nodded glumly. Damn it, the cards were always stacked on the wrong side.
"Y ou'reforcing them toward the Y axa-Harbigor Avenue, then," he noted, looking at the Situation map.

"All ours, al armed, al ready and well equipped. It isour fedling that they will go north along the Seaof
Stormsto avoid as much as possible the high-tech hexes. Once they are north of Boidol, therewill bea
solid wall of uswhilethey will bein hostile hexeswith their backsto the seaat al points. That will
effectively isolate the southern and eastern forces from those in Awbri, who will haveto bresk through
heavily de-fended border positions over along distance to link up. By that time our own forceswill be
ableto move from the Ellerbanta-V erion area to engage them, and that will be that.”

He studied it, then decided it was agood, reasonable, rational plan based on current information—and
onethat seemed absolutely foolproof. That worried him. The other side read maps and had afair amount



of intdligenceitsdf and would know exactly this. The more helooked &t it, the more he thought that he
was missngsomething, he wasn't sure what. Something wrong. A joker.

Heturned to the intelligence chief Sitting in front of acomputer console. ™Y ou have anything out of the
ordinary away from the battle lines?' he asked uneasily. "Any reports of any odd occurrences or
movements?'

"Nothing much,” the chief told him. "We traced that ship Brazil used on Turagin. He owned it—at |least,
it was bought with ahell of alot of money, about nine timesthe going price. Bought at least two weeks
before he got here and outfitted with anice crew of multiracia fregbooters and cutthroats.”

Ortega conddered that, too. "Where the hell are they getting themoney for al this?* he wondered aoud,
and not for the firgt time. There was no common currency on the Well World—many hexesdidn't use
any—and much of it wasin large-scale barter-type trade.

Theintelligence chief shrugged. "Gold, diamonds, you nameit—they got it. Even abunch of trade
goods, food, manufactured items. We can't trace it, frankly, but I'll tell you this. Whatever they need they
ask for, and whatever price is demanded they pay.”

"I'd like agenerd intelligence summary for the past two weeks," hetold the intelligence officer.

"Some-where here, | don't know where, there's ajoker. Some-where somebody's laughing at me, and |
dont likeit."

Mowrey, in the Ocean of Shadows

"sl ho!"

Feet rushed in dl directions around the deck of the brigantine, everyone going to their dert post.
It was alarge ship, and well put-together. Although it had only asmall auxiliary enginefor aidin
emergen-cies, becalming, and thelike, it was primarily wind-powered and well designed for that
purpose.

The crew was the usud racia mix, but it had a disproportionate share of one race, arace never seen
before in the memory of the Ocean of Shadows, and one which had no reason for being there now.

A young woman, Type 41 human, ran from the wheelhouse back to the crew's cabin area behind, bare
feet padding against the wooden planking. She reached the first door, hesitated a moment, then knocked.

There was amuffled response, and she called out. "Madter, thereis a ship out there, abig one!™

There was another muffled response, then the sound of someone moving around. After another



half-minute or so, the door opened.
"What isit, Lena?' Nathan Brazil asked blearily, rubbing his eyesto get them fully awake.
"A ship! A ship!" shesaid excitedly, and pointed.

He sighed, went back in for a second and took some water from abowl, splashing it in hisface. "Damn!
Just get to deep and the phone dwaysrings,” he grumbled, then rgoined the girl on the deck. Together
they walked back to the wheelhouse.

At thewhed was an enormous, jellylike mass, seemingly engulfing the steering mechanism. It was mostly
transparent, but veinlike strandsran al through it and in its middle was a pul sating pink mass.

"What have we got, Torry?" he asked the mate.

Two stalks oozed out of the top of the creature; eye-like nodules formed on the end and it put one on
him and one on the seain front of him. "Steamer,” the mate replied. "L ookslike aregular merchantman,
but you never can tell. The glasses are over there" A tendril oozed out of the mass and pointed at a
table.

Brazil went over, picked up the binoculars, and peered out. It was till too far to make much of the ship,
but they were definitely closing from the looks of the smoke.

"Steady asyou go," heingtructed. "Looks like wéll pass her, so anything out of the ordinary would just
arouse suspicion—and thisis a high-tech hex, remem-ber. Just the usud. I'll let Henny do the fronting as
usud." He waked over to one of the speaking tubes, blew into it, then called, "Henny, get up here on the
double! Company's coming!"

By thetimethefull lines of the big freighter could be made out, Henny was topside and ready, although
bitching more than alittle. After aduty tour, she had just settled down in her pool below decks when the
cal had come.

She was an enormous creature, with rolls of fat hanging not only from her huge, brown body but also
from her face, or what there was of it. Two tiny little black eyes peered out of the bulk, and it took some
close ingpection to find the equally tiny black button nose and see that one of the folds was actudly an
enormous mouth. Sharp dorsa fins protruded from her back, and she pulled herself along on two
mon-strous front flippers that turned out to be made of anumber of long, prehensileflat fingers—two
rows of them, in fact. She wasthe only cresature he had ever seen that had six fingers and six opposing
long, flat thumbs. Again he reflected that Henny gave new meaning to theterm "ugly," dthough she
inssted that back in Achrin she was considered areal beauty. He had no way of checking the truthfulness
of that statement.

She peered out, and he knew that her weak eyes were being augmented by some sort of inborn natural
sonar that worked both in air and water.

"Seemsroutine,” she noted.
He nodded. "Routine, maybe, butany contacts are adanger at this point. Y ou know that."

"Sgnas, sr!" Tony cdled. "I makeit aswhatSHIP AND WHERE BOUND?'



Brazil turned to the woman, still waiting patiently. "L ena, get on the flasher,” he ordered, then sat down
on the deck of the wheelhouse, an action that would put him out of sight of any curious onlookers on the
gpproaching ship while dtill leaving him in acommand pogtion.

The woman went out and lit the lamp, waiting amoment until it reached sufficient intensity. Shelooked
over a him then, expectantly.

"Makethefollowing sgnd,” he ordered."Wind-breaker, Achrin registry, Betared-bound.”

Sheflipped the signa lever for alittle more than aminute, sending out the required pul ses, then stopped.
"Addwho areyou?' heinstructed.

That was done quickly, being astandard signal.

"Queen of Chandur,” Torry relayed to Brazil. "Makiem-bound.” He froze for amoment. "I think it's
carrying troopd”

Brazil nodded. "It's to be expected. Some specidist troops and alot of war materiel. Wish we had
some-thing to sink her with, but it'sagnat trying to kill agiant here.”

"I might be able to do something,” Henny suggested. "The Mowrey aren't dl that friendly, but they aren't
all that mobile, either. | could probably get a message through to our peopleto hit them, say, in Kzuco."

He shook his head. "Uh uh. Too risky. All we need is one word of that and they'll be out to sink us even
if they don't suspect I'm here. Let it ride. It really doesn't make much difference anyway."

Sheturned and looked at him. "Except that what that ship's carrying could kill afew thousand people,
perhapsours.”

He shrugged. "Henny, they're asking meto pull the plug on severd quadrillion, maybe more." Helet it go
at that.

"Widll, they've got ther glassestrained on us," Torry commented. "I'm not redlly sure |l likeit, frankly.
We got too many of your kind on board. They're bound to report it."

He shrugged again. "' So what can they report? Let 'em, Torry. We're pulling the switch in Jucapdl
anyway. I'll belong gone.”

"Y eah, but wewon't," Henny responded wryly.
They waited there until the ship passed to starboard and then was lost on the far horizon.

Findly he felt safe enough to get up and stretch. "Don't worry so much,” hetold them. "They want me,
not you. The ship'slegitimately in your name, Henny, and the humans aboard are technicaly the property
of the holding company, bought fair and square from the Ambreza. They'll go batty but they won't figure
it out. Not now, anyway."

He walked out of the wheelhouse and aft, then went down aladder to the main deck. Severd creatures
lay there, sunning themselves. They were great, birdlike creatures distinguished not only by ugly, drooping
beaks but al so because each had three complete heads, each on along, spindly neck.



"Either of you up to along trip?' he asked them.
The center head of one of them rose and looked at him with two yellow eyes. "'l guess| can,” it said.

He chuckled and shook his head in wonder. "I never can figure out which head to talk to," he said dryly,
knowing full well that the creatures had only one brain, that not anywhere near the heads.

"Awhbri's due northeast of usright now. Tl Yuato be prepared to move a any moment. Tell her we
were spotted by an enemy steamer bound for Makiem, and while | was not spotted, you never know.
Tdl them, if they can, to get off amessage to both the other forcesto try to link in Makiem, which seems
to be their sup-ply depot. They'll know what to do."

The creature rose up, stretched its great wings, and asked, "What if they try to take you?”

He smiled enigméticdly. "If they do, believe me, the otherswillknow. " He looked over at the other
identica three-headed creature. "Besides, I'll still have Rupt, here, for emergencies.”

"All right, then, I'm off," said the messenger. "Y ou take care they don't put abomb on the hull or
some-thing.”

Helaughed. "I've got afair little protection force of our people under us. Y ou know that. Besides, they
wouldn't blow the ship. They could never be sure | was aboard. Nowgit! "

With arushing of wind from great wings that amost knocked Brazil over, the creature got.

M akiem

THEBATTLE HAD BEEN UGLY AND TOUGH. THE HAKAZIT had tasted battle now, and
removed many of the doubts Marquoz had about them. They truly enjoyed themsalves dl the way, so
much so that they had been a pain to stop even when it was clear that they had won. He was beginning to
worry that they might now go on killing binges just out of blood lugt. It made him fed safer, but only just,
that he was one of them.

The nontech Makiem, who resembled giant frogs, were vicious fighters and very determined, and they
had been joined by three thousand dlies of other races, including the shockingly eectric Agitar on their
winged horses, but it hadn't been nearly enough. Gunit Sangh had deployed most of hisforcesfar to the
north, on the assumption that they would link up with the Dillian-led column and head north up the coast.
It just hadn't worked out that way, thanks only partialy to Brazil's message. Now they held Makeim
aone, and its key ports, and waited for the Dillian column to catch up to them.

The carnage from the battle was gridy enough, but the troops were now rampaging through the towns



and countryside, looting and burning and destroying what they didn't like just for the hell of it. Hetried to
control it, but found that his powers were somewhat limited. It was sad, though, to see such destruction
unleashed on arace that wasjust defending its homeland. About the only good thing that might come of
it, he reflected, was its warning. Those hexesthat had alowed them to march through had been left
virtualy untouched, and much of the suppliesthey had picked up dong the way had actually been paid
for; Makiem, which had resisted, was paying aterrible price. The newswould spread pretty quickly.

He adso didn't like the waiting. The more waiting, the worse the rampaging would be, and, of course, the
more vulnerable his own force would become. They had held the day here mostly because they had
faced mostly green recruits, old-timers, and civilians, dl quite disorganized. If they had runinto just the
main force of the council now massed and organized up in Godidal, they would have been daughtered.
And Sangh must know by now that he had been outguessed. His forces would have to be moved, and
they could move just as quickly as Marquoz could with his. Hed rather start first.

Asfor Gypsy Brazil—as Marquoz had cometo think of the man—he had kept far in the background
with the human Entries, and they had actudly talked very little. It was frustrating, redlly; he wanted to ask
the man so damned many questions, but smply couldn't, not here in this environment, where one dip that
he wasn't Brazil might blow the whole bit. It might be easier, later, he hoped, when the two armies had
joined.

It took three daysfor the othersto reach him. He could see that they were appalled by the destruction,
but it had calmed down now, with most of the froggies taking refuge in the sea and everything that could
be looted looted. Mavraand Asam looked well, but not alittle nervous at the sight of thousands of battle
lizardslike himsdf.

He could only shrug. "They're naturad-born killing machines and they've never doneit until now. Y ou
cantredly blamethem.”

They went over to where the Dillians had pitched their command tent and they relaxed.
"Wheres—ah—Brazil ?* Mavrawanted to know.

"Oh, hélll be dong shortly,” Marquoz assured her. "I sent word to his camp. He's been well-protected
away from the battle zone, and he hasn't been londly. He's got eighteen human women who think he's
god and wholl do literdly anything he asks."

She chuckled but without humor, thinking not only of the massive destruction around her now but of the
codtly fight they had had, the many dead and wounded it had left. All that bloodshed . . . and Gypsy was
having aball. She couldn't help but say as much.

"Don't blame him," Marquoz told her. "After dl, he's playing apart. He's doing what Brazil would do,
and weretreating him just that way. Don't forget that he's painted atarget on himself, too."

"That'sright,” Asam agreed. "All those forces are lookin' for him. Bet he hasn't had agood night's deep
since he joined the force."

She was about to say something else when the object of their conversation entered the tent. Hewas a
small man, made even smaller by the largeness of the othersin the tent, and he looked around nervoudly.
"| fed likeashrimp,” heremarked. "Gad. This could give you an easy inferiority complex.”

They dl chuckled at this, and he relaxed, sensing that theice had been broken.



"Okay, | think we ought to clear thisplace at dawn," he told them. "The Parmiter are no red threat. A
big-ger race of pirates you'll never meet, dthough they're the usud lot. They won't tackle aforce our size
and there are no heroes among ‘em. Playing both sides as usudl .”

"l remember," Mavrasaid dryly. "One of thelittle sons of bitchestried to kidnap or kill mealongtime
ago, in Glathrid."

Gypsy Brazil let that pass. "Well, well be pretty safe from air attacks there, since the Cebu won't want
to risk flying into our full laser defenses, which will be operablethere.

Asam nodded. "I understand the plan, but | don't likeit. A dow march makes us sittin' ducks.”

"Which iswhat we're supposed to be," he reminded them. "My guessisthat Sangh will use hisforceto
guard the Y axa-Harbigor Avenue. It'll be asmple matter for him to shift up to Lamotien and depend on
hisforce plusthe Y axato keep usout.”

"But there's that force just landed to the west,” Marquoz pointed out. " They're dready on the move."

He nodded. "Y es, and that's the problem. That'swhere we either get away with this or we don't. They're
supposed to guard and block the Ellerbanta-Verion Avenue. If they play it safe and fortify there, weve
got problems. But if they decide to movein for the kill —sorry about that—and put usin a squeeze, then
we succeed. It dl boils down to that. That and alittle luck with Nathan Brazil."

Gypsy-Brazil trandferred what little he had to the Dillians, saying that, Marquoz aside, hefdt alittle
better and allittle safer with them than he did with the Hakazit.

Mogt of thetime, and particularly when they moved, they were tiffly correct as befitted his status as
Brazil. The forces felt honored to have him there, to have been trusted with hiswdfare. It was a
morae-booster in particular for the Dillian force, who until thiswere more or less going through the
motions after having avenged themselvesin battle. Now they felt that a sacred trust had been placed in
their hands, and they were not about to let him down.

But, in the evenings, when they camped and tried to catch some deep, he found himself occasiondly
adonewith Mavra Chang.

At one such time heremarked, "Y ou don't like Nathan Brazil much, do you, Mavra?| can tdl. Every
time you say the name, it sounds more and more like the vilest cussword you can think of."

She gave him awan smile. "Why should | like him much? What's he ever done for me?”

Hiseyebrowsrose. "Theway | hear it, he rescued you from afate worse than death when your world
turned Com and kept something of alookout on you."

"Some lookout!" she snorted. "He didn't redlly have any affection for me. He did it mostly asafavor, for
old time's sake, to my grandparents. If heredly cared, why give meto Makki Chang?’



He shrugged. "Maybe he didn't know what to do with you. Figured awoman who'd had nine kids
be-fore, dl grown, would know how to bring you up better."

"And when Makki was caught by the cops, leaving me aoneto livein thefilth as abeggar and grow up
to be awhore—some help then!"

"You didn't turn out so bad," he noted. "It sure as hell toughened you for the life ahead. Y ou became
totally independent, fast-thinking, dangerous, in away—in agood way."

"No red thanksto him, though," she noted. "I did that mysdlf."

" So what was he supposed to do for you? He didn't know you, didn't even know your parents, | think.
So hetakes you up and raises you himsdlf. Then what? Marry you off to afat cat? Hell, Mavra, he didn't
owe you anything. What's the problem?”’

She thought about it. Whatwas the problem. In Brazil's place, asked to get the child of acouple of
children of old friends, she would have doneit, of course. But what wouldshe have done with the child?
Raised her hersdf? Not likely. It would have cramped her style, changed her life style, restricted her too
much. Nor was sheredly qudified, even now, to raise achild.

"I ... 1 don't redly hate him," she said dmost de-fensively. "I have, | guess, contradictory fedlings about
him. | used to fed pretty warmly about him, | guess, but that hasjust ebbed over theyears. | can't explain
it

"And if you can't explain it to yoursdf, then | can't explainit to you,” hetold her. "Sooner or later, if you
redly look ingde yoursdf, you'll figureit out. And, when you do,if you do, you might consider that if you
had to look for it yoursdlf, it might just be something that he would never have thought of .

Shelooked a him strangely. ™Y ou want to explain that?"

He shook hishead. "Not me. But | think your whole life's been a search for something you never
relized— and if you redlizeit, you might find it. Until then, let's change the subject. Any word from
Dahir?'

She nodded. "Some. They're pulling back. Free pas-sage. Looks like orders from above, though. They
don't want to do it, that's clear, so there may be some trouble, and that makes me nervous. They have
magic in Dahir, you know."

Henodded. "I'm well aware of it. It's possible they won't fight, but if old Gunit Sangh isgoing to pull any
fast ones, thet'll bethe placeto doiit.”

"WEell have you under apretty solid and constant guard,” she assured him. "And we're not as vulner-able
asdl that. True, we don't have any magic of our own—even if we had somewith thetraining it takes,
their magic would only be good in their home hexes, anyway—but we've got some countercharms. |
don't think they can get to you."

"Even s0," hereplied dowly. "Even so ... | don't fedl good about this." He shrugged. "But, hell, when
you're aprofessiond target, what can you expect?'



Zone

"thereitis!"

Serge Ortega pounded a piece of paper in his hand and frowned, yet there was some satisfaction in his
tone.

The Dahbi raised its head and looked at the sheet. Circled in the intelligence summary was asingle item!
"SteamerQueen of Chandur hailed Achrin-registered brig\WWindbreaker. Mixed crew, Achrin visibleon
deck, but unusua number of smooth-skinned apelike crea-turesin crew resembling description of Brazil.”

"S0?" the Dahbi responded. "L ooks pretty routine, despite that crew description.”

"Type 41 humans,”" Orteganoted. "They're agri-cultural daves used by the Ambreza. Submissve.
Childlike. No government of their own. Just about bought and sold. What the hell are so many of them
doing on one ship? And, more important,who taught themto sail it and why? "

The Dahbi considered. " Doessound suspicious. Y ou've checked with Achrin and Ambreza, of course?!

"Of course," Ortegaresponded irritably. "The Am-brezadid have records of agroup of thirty soldto a
shipping company for use on saling craft. Said they thought they might be able to handle the sails better
and give lesstrouble than paid crewmembers.”

"Soundslogicd," the Dahbi noted.

"It'sthetiming,” hereplied. "The timing—and the fact that the holding company's hell when you try to
find out who it is, even what hex it'sin. Achrin'sawater hex, so it doesn't have any ship registry to spesk
of. Interesting, too, that these sightings were in Mowrey. Now, suppose—just suppose! —that somehow
they'd managed to have aringer Brazil .

"A ringer? That does not trandate coherently,” the Dahbi told him.

"A double. A duplicate. | don't know how, but they used that trick when sneaking him in, remember. Set
this double up asagtting duck, then have us chasing him and fighting big battles for him. And meanwhile,
thereal Brazil, hidden among abunch of hisown kind on aship, justsails up, say, the Josele-Wahaca
Ave-nue. Seewhat | mean?'

"Hmmm .. .| dontknow .. ."

"They've played usfor suckers and foolsdl dong theling," he reminded the Dahbi. "They've beaten usin
battle, they've led usamerry chase, and now they're moving quite differently than we expected and can
throw us more curves at any moment. That Awbri force, what'sit for? It'sjust sitting there, not linking up
with anybody. Uh uh. | think we'd better overhaul that ship and question that crew. Don't you?'



There was some doubt in the white creature's tone now, but it was tinged with a sense of hel plessness. ”'|
serioudy doubt that we can do what you suggest right now," he responded dowly. "That is ahuge ocean,
and, as you must know, most of the species of those hexes are degpwater types except along the
coadtlines. Mogt likely, too, if what you say istrue, they have covered their tracks by atering the ship or,
perhaps, by changing ships. | think the best we can do is ask the Laibirian ambassador here to permit no
shipping to pass through his hex—thatthey can do—and force them to land short of their god.”

Ortegawhipped out amap and examined it care-fully. "Maybethisisal coming clear now. Sncethey
knew that we'd know they had to make for an Avenue, they also knew that, once they started to movein
agiven direction, there would be only asmall number of Avenues open to them. So you take the big
forces and push north, generdly heading toward Y axa-Harbigor, with aBrazil doublein full view. This
nails down our main forces againgt their main force. More, there will be the temptation to bring
Commander Khutir's forces from the west now guarding the Ellerbanta-V erion Avenue over to engage
the main forcein battle, adecisve battle, in which Sangh'sforces and Khutir'sforceswill have the entire
main enemy army, Brazil apparently included, sandwiched between them. What does this do? Leavesthe
Ellerbanta-V erion Avenue essentially undefended and Braxzil, landing by ship, just walks up eight hundred
kilometers and he'sright on the mark.” His tone grew more excited now. "Yes! Of course! And that
explainsthe Awhbri force under this Yuagtting tight. If Khutir catches on and sayswhere heis, her army
can do the main fighting, engaging him while Brazil dipsthrough. Or, of course, it can support and protect
Brazil if the cat gets out of the bag too early. And, if their plan worked, it could instead be the reserves
behind the main force. It's per-fect! A work of sheer geniud It'samost insdious!”

"You seemto admireit,” the Dahbi noted, puzzled.

He nodded. "I do. A massive piece of misdirection. A magician's deight-of-hand with standing armies.
Y ou gppreciate it the more because you look at this mess and you say to yoursdlf, well, werefighting
army versusarmy, when actudly it isn't that way a dl. Thisisn't awar. Thiswhole thing isto get one man
into one particular place a one particular time, nothing more. It's good.”

"All this presupposes that they somehowdo have aduplicate of Brazil, and that the red Brazil ison that
ship," the Dahbi pointed out. "And that remainsto be seen.”

"He'sthere" Ortegasaid emphaticaly. "If not on that ship, well, on another ship smilar toit. Well send

an dert to dl hexesin those areas to be on the lookout. Brazil's disguises are limited in the open country
and in dien surroundings. He might have sneaked through without getting noticed before, but not with

everybody looking for him."

"And Khutir'sarmy, then?'

"Should stay where they're at if they know what's good for 'em," Ortegatold him. "And notify Gunit
Sangh of the new Situation.”

"It will bedone" the Dahbi assured him. "But I'm not at dl certain how His Holinesswill takethis."

Yongrem, at the Betared-Clopta Border



THE SMALL LAUNCH CAME ASHORE ON THE WAVES

A smdl storm out to sea had whipped them up and they pounded the surf, making a safe landing
some-what tricky. The coast was rocky here, and amisstep could mean being smashed against those
rocks.

It wasjust before dawn; light enough to see what you were doing but not yet the hour when curious folk
might wander down thisway. Not that many would, right in here at the border. The Betareds and the
Cloptans had little love for one another, the reasons going so far into the past that neither could redlly give
them anymore, but, like all such feuds, thelack of rationa cause only intensified the fedings.

Never in hismemory had Brazil seen so clear-cut a contrast where hexes met. To hisleft Betared
shiv-ered in the grip of icy cold, the trees were festooned with icicles, and the snow drifted around them
into wavelike mounds. Asif seeing two pictures placed side by side, to hisright was lush, green warmth,
afaryland of gum trees, palms, and other tropical growths. The border itsalf seemed here aphysica
thing, shimmering at the juncture with the other, and atorrent of water poured down awell-eroded path
through the rocksto the seaaswarm air met cold. Only from athird hex would such asight bevisible;
the waves of 'Y ongrem best with equal force on both coasts.

There was atiny therma barrier between the hexes, not to keep anyone from crossing through but to
pro-vide asmal bit of insulation between such different places. Even so, cloud patternsformed along
both sides and stretched out from the border in both direc-tions. It made the region just at the border
dark and fog-shrouded, which was just what they wanted.

Hisfour bodyguards awaited him when the skillful crew managed to get the launch, on the fourth
attempt, through the reefs and up onto what served for a beach just on the warmer Cloptan side. He
jumped out quickly, waved to the crew, who got quickly back into the water for the even more perilous
trip back, and walked up to them.

Two were Punretts, not uncommonly seen neighbors of Clopta, who looked at first glance like giant
eght-ballsfrom amammoth billiard table perched on two huge ribbed, fowllike legs with heads that
seemed to belong, flat scissor-shaped bills and little else. The eyes, on two short stalks, actualy grew
out of the bill near its base and were dmost invisble. Just under the bills, hanging down asif part of some
garment, were eight flat, droopy segments like leaves of someimpos-sible plant. Brazil redized that these
were tentacles.

Two more were Quilst, hardly inconspicuous here despite their own hex's border with both Cloptaand
Betared. They were dmost two and ahalf meterstal, stlanding upright on flat-bottomed thick round legs
likethe trunks of very large trees. Their massive arms looked the same, but ended in fat, massive
humanoid hands whose most unusud feature wasthet thefingersdl ended in flat sumps completely
covered with afingernail-like layer. On dmost no necks, their immense heads |ooked to be dl mouth, for
agiant, rounded snout, with tiny little piglike eyes set back in the head and flanked by two equaly small
earsthat twitched constantly. Incongruoudly, both wore gunbelts, and the pistols strapped to their sides
were of sufficient Szeto blow holesin smal mountains.

Thefifth was an Awbrian, looking very uncom-fortable on the ground, and very frail when contrasted
againg therest of the party.



"Captain Brazil," the Awbrian said nervoudy. "We are glad to see you. | am Foma of Awbri, and these
two Punreits are Squom and Duitrik, the two Quilst Maganong and Sungongong.”

He gave each anod. "All of you are natives?'

"All natives," she confirmed. "I'm afraid I'll haveto do alot of the talking, sSince neither race
communicates in the norma fashion, but they can understand us because of our trandators—and they can
talk to the Betared and Cloptans, if need be.™

"Good enough for me," hetold her. "1 have aheavy coat here, but I'd prefer to stay on thisside of the
lineif possible. Warm wesather attracts me more. Guess I'm getting soft from being too little in the open.”

"We understand,” Fomareplied. "It suits us aswell. We have an aircar over here which should get us up
to the Quilst border in ahurry. From then on were on foot.”

He sighed. "Okay. Suits me. What's the Situation right now?"

They walked over to some bushes where alarge plat-form with canopy and control stick seemed to
hover afew centimeters off the ground. In fact itwas floating, for al intents and purposes, sinceit was
supported by thousands of tiny "legs' of invisible energy keeping it doft like ahovercraft. Although not
designed for human comforts, it was, he reflected, more advanced than most local trangport he had seen
inthe Com. They dl fit, which was something in and of itsdlf.

"The women of Awbri, freed from oppression after so very long, are massed in your favor,” shetold
him. "We have been joined by some others of many races, dl origindly from your own land, who are
massed with our forces near the border with Agon. Y ou understand that most of Awbri can not be
trav-ersed on the ground.”

Hedidnt, redlly, but nodded anyway.
"Thereisaso andarm out for you inthisareg,” shetold him.

Hewas gartled. "Huh? How'd that happen? Has my, ah, counterpart with the others already made an
escape?”’

"Nothing likethat," she assured him. "It seemsthat someone in our own forces either sumbled on the
truth and talked too much or that the council has hedged its bets and decided to take no chances.”

He sighed. "That damned steamer. | knew it. Coun-cil, my ass—thisis Ortegals doing. He'sthe only one
with thekind of mind to figureit out in advance." He was talking more to himsdlf than to the others.
Turning to her, he said, "Well, nothing to do but make the best of it. Khutir'sforces are still guarding the
Avenue?' She nodded. "They have made no move asyet, and seem massed mostly in Quilst. That has
gained us somefriends, like Manganong and Sugongong, here. Al-though Quilst is officidly with the
council, the army has not been kind to it and there has been more than alittle trouble.”

He could undergtand that. An army of severd dozen races, with different physical requirements, would
be hell to put up in your back yard and hell for even atough old bastard like Khutir to control.

"We believe you should ride the border, so to speak,” she said. "Up to Lieveru, then into Ellerbanta,
where the mountains make it impossible for any army or force to cover al accessto the Avenue.”



He nodded uneasily, knowing the odds of getting nearly that far. Not, of course, that he intended to do
S0 anyway—hut these must not know that. He wished, though, that the others had already made their
own break and were out and heading for the home stretch. Everything depended at this point on the
continued befuddlement of the council and the traditiond think-ing of its leadership. If, in fact, Ortega had
guessed the plan and managed to convince the others of it, that could upset the timetable. Things could
be very dan-gerous very quickly.

They raced through Cloptaa almost a hundred kilometers per hour and were a the Quilst border in just
alittle under three hours. Asfar as he could tell they had not been spotted or even seen by anyone. So
far so good—but now came the hard part.

Even now those Awbrian forcesthat had sat il to this point would be on the move, heading straight for
the Ellerbanta-V erion Avenue—but they were along ways away. Itshould draw Khutir south to counter
it, past them and to the east of them, while Sangh's forces would be cut off, forced to stand and guard the
Y axa-Harbigor Avenue from what to al intents and purposes was the redl Brazil. It was so close, so
close now. . . . Everything had worked so well. Another day, two at best, and thingswould be well in
hand. Another two days. . .

Quilst proved cooler than Clopta, but far less humid, and seemed to be agood compromise. They
walked now, still near the border with frozen Betared, but pro-gress was considerably dowed.

For its coolness, Quilst seemed aswampy place, thick with trees and weeds and abounding with
enor-mous mudholes. It certainly didn't look that livable, yet the enormous creatures that were part of his
body-guard came from here.

He was thankful for the presence of the natives, they knew their way around and would keep him from
get-ting into trouble with some unpleasant floraand fauna of which he might beignorant, aswell as
keeping him away from population. The two Punretts were less help, but he knew they could swell up to
four timesthar sze and in afight were not merely nasty but tended to eat dmost anything that couldn't
eat them. Y ou couldn't ways pick the best dliesin these kinds of Situations, you just picked the best
you could get.

Out for severa hours, they had seen no sign of any-body. That worried him alittle; it wastoo easy. They
were walking around one of those large mudholes when suddenly the thing Smply erupted. Twenty or
more Quilst heads popped up, snorting, then therest, asif on some kind of eevator platforms.

Manganong and Sugongong snorted angrily, nogtrilsflaring, and pulled their pistols before suddenly
redl-izing that, in this nontech hex, they were no better than smal and fragile clubs.

The two Punretts squawked loudly and swelled up, like baloons attached to ahdlium nozzle.
Crosshows were cocked in the hands of the ambush party, and as the two strange birds swelled, a
couple wereloosed in their direction.

Suddenly the two circular birds shot into the air, causing the bolts to miss underneath them, and both
came down on the heads of the two closest attackers, vicious clawed feet digging into the huge heads
and and drawing blood and grunts of pain.



A voice came out of thetrees, asthe others ducked for cover, loudly yelling, "Nathan Brazil! Y ou and
your cohortswill remain where you are! Y ou are under arrest by order of the council.”

Thetwo Quilst in the patrol roared at this; the Punretts, if they stayed where they were, would soon kil
the huge creatures.

Brazil, who had run for the cover of nearby trees with Foma, turned to her anxiously. He could see that,
under the threat of the bows, the two Quilst had a-ready surrendered and were standing meekly, arms
up, while the Punretts had loosed their grip and hopped to solid ground. No use in committing suicide.

"Foma" he hissed. "Get out of here! Tdl Yuawhat's happened. Tell her to draw off that damned army if
she hasto beat them over the head!"

Shelooked uncertain. "But they'll get you."

"No they won't,” he assured her. "Not me. You tdll her to moveit. I'll get to her as quickly as possible!™
Shestared a him. "I ... | don't understand.”

"Just move out!" he commanded. She dunk off into the woods.

"Nathan Brazil! Come out or we shall shoot your friends forthwith. Y ou cannot escapel " that voice
continued. "Betared patrols have been monitoring you for hours. Come out and save lives™

He dghed, got up, and walked out into the clearing, clearly surprising both hisformer ineffective
body-guards, who eyed his presence with some relief, and the Quilst till standing guard.

"Okay, okay," he called out. "Let's get this over with. No sensein prolonging the agony, damniit!"

From the trees swooped a great butterfly shape, orange wings bardly fluttering asit landed on eight
tentaclelike feet. Itsblack skull's head, with two eyeslike grest red pads, eyed him with the quizzical
curiosity of azookeeper looking over a specimen. Somehow, in this moment, he could only think that he
was the object of some sort of racial revenge on every butterfly collector that ever lived.

"l am Jammer," said the Yaxa. "l arrest you in the name of the council. Y ou will accompany me as my
prisoner to the nearest Zone Gate. It isusdlesstoresst.”

Its segmented body rosein front, and its two fore-legs became useful as mittenlike hands. They reached
back into apack, pulling out first a smal medica-type bottle and then asyringe designed for its clawlike
hands. Brazil sighed. He'd hoped to keep the stall going by just accompanying them to the gate—but they
were going to take no chances. This he could not alow.

Crossbows were dl on him now asthe Y axa ap-proached, needle in hand, until it stood only ameter in
front of him, looking down at him.

"So you are Nathan Brazil," it sneered.
He started to chuckle. The chuckle became alaugh, the laugh aroar, until tears dmost ran down his

face. Before the eyes of the startled Y axaand Quilst the body shimmered, changed before their eyes. It
be-came taller, different-festured; the skin tone darkened, the entire body build changed. Even the



clothes were not the same.

Laughing almost maniacaly, the new figure pointed to the Y axa. "Gotchal" he managed. And then hedid
the even moreimpossible. Gypsy vanished ingtantly, leaving only the echo of hislaughter.

Lamotien

THE BLACKNESS OF THE ZONE GATE WAS DISTURBED as a shimmering shape took form
within it and stepped out. It looked like asmall white ape, barely a meter high, but it wasn't.

It was twenty-seven Lamotiensin asmdl colony.

The creatures on the whole were less than twenty centimeters long, shapel ess masses of goo that could
control their bodies so thoroughly that they could adapt to dmaost any environment, grow hair to length
and color in an ingtant, take whatever festures or form were necessary. They could aso combine, asthis
onedid, into asingle larger organism that operated as one, with acommon mind. In thisway they could
dupli-cate dmost any visble organiam.

The Lamotien creature didn't give anod to anyone in the Zone Gate area but scampered quickly off. The
Gate, which opened out of ahillside, was flanked by alarge number of buildings, each of whichwasa
part of the governmenta structure of the hex. Designed for Lamotien, they looked like a haphazard
arrangement of building blocks, each no more than a cubic meter, many with tiny windows through which
shonetheydlow glow of dectriclighting.

Gunit Sangh and his headquarters company couldn't fit in any of the buildings, so alarge number of tents
had been set up in the government square facing the hex. It was not primitive, however; they had dec-tric
lights, heating, dl the comforts of a high-tech hex.

The smian colony scampered into Sangh's head-quarters tent, where the huge Dahbi was relaxing—
meditating, he called it—hanging batlike from the ceiling support beam. The Lamotien weren't fazed.

Looking up, the creature said, "Commander Sangh! Bad news" It waited, as there was no reply from
the white thing nor any sgn of movement. "Commander! A man who looks like Nathan Brazil was
apprehended by a combined patrol in Quilst not two hours ago—and it was some sort of ghost or demon
creature, not Brazil at all."

The Dahbi seemed to take no notice for amoment more, then, dowly, some movement seemed to ripple
through it. Eerily, it flexed dightly and then raised its head, looking down with ahorrible visage on the il
comparatively tiny creature.

"What isthis?' Sangh demanded to know. "What's dl this about a ghost or demon?”



"It'strue, Sr!" the Lamotien responded excitedly. "It sesemsthat, acting on the hunch of your command in
Zone, awatch was put out al aong the western approaches and they captured someone who looked like
Brazil. In fact, the people with the cresture werealso convinced it was Brazil. They verified it under drug
interrogation. But when the Y axa commander of the patrol approached, it laughed terribly, the report
says, then changed into someone else entirely and van-ished before their eyes!™

Sangh was interested now. "Changed into someone else, you say. Notsomething else, such asyou
could do?’

The Lamotien looked confused for amoment, more a the nature of the question than anything dse.
Finaly it said, "Wéll, yes, that'swhat the report said. The Y axaflew itself and two of the prisonersto the
Quilst Zone Gate and got to Zone."

"But it changed into another Glathrilian form, not any other?' Sangh persisted.

"Sothey said,” thelittle cresturesreplied.

"That isinteresting,” the Dahbi muttered, mostly to himself. He started to move now, and the Lamotien
watched, fascinated, as he appeared to glide aong the support beam to the side of the tent, then down
thetent sdeto thefloor.

"Tdl my gaff | want ameeting in ten minutes" hetold the creature. "Right here. See that they dl come.”

Thelittle cresture bowed dightly, then said, "1 will be returning to Zone soon. Any message?'

Gunit Sangh thought amoment, then said, dowly, "Tell them we will attempt to ded with all
eventu-aities, but that they should be prepared to lose.”

The Lamotien just sared for amoment. Findly it said, "Lose?!

Sangh nodded somberly. "Where thereis one false Brazil there may be twenty, or two hundred,” he
noted. "Wewill do our best, but that isal we can do. Tell them, if they have any bright ideas, now isthe
timeto get themto me.”

Thelittle Lamotien went out, looking very much in astate of shock.

"Themain army is here, in Bache," the field com-mander told him. "They appear to be massing. Wefed
they will push into Koorz and try and fight the decisive battlein Y axa. Lamotien would be dmost an
impos-sible position for them, what with the terrible sorms and earth movements aswell asthe Lamotien
them-selves. They have aso avoided fightsin high-tech hexes, even going out of their way to do so.”

"But they could go to Bahaoid," the Dahbi pointed out. "And thence to Verion. Thereé'samost no force
in Bahaoid, and despiteits being a high-tech hex, the Bahaoidans are neither very mobile nor very
danger-ous."

Thefield commander, a'Y axa, shook her insect's head. "No, I'd be shocked if they tried it, and not a
little pleased. Verion looks easy only on amap. It isatremendousy mountainous region, extremely



difficult to crosswith any force at al, and leaving asmal force highly vulnerable to native attack. The
Verionitesare, shal we say, more savage than we are used to, but they are wormlike creatures that eat
rock and can pop up any place and strangle and devour you. We're pretty confident of their strategy,
since any change favors us even more.”

Gunit Sangh nodded, wishing he felt as certain about things as the field commander. "And the Awbrian
force?'

"Moving dowly and deliberately towards Ellerbantaand Verion," another reported. "Wefed thisis
mostly adiversion to keep Generd Khutir'sforces pinned down in Quilst.”

"Y ou may beright,” Sangh responded, "but what's to stop the main force from turning and linking, say, in
Quilst, with the othersfor adrive there?'

"Too much distance,” the field commander assured him. "It would take aweek to do it. We'd have
enough warning to be able to take countermeasures. | might say, though, that Quilst ismaking alot of
fuss about throwing Khutir out of there. The army has, shal we say, been indelicate, and the Quilst see
themsalves now asthe battleground for afight between the Awbrians and Khuitir."

"They may have apoint,” the Dahbi noted. "In that case, we'd be in apoor position if the Quilst
themsalves should turn tables and join with the Awbrians. Order General Khutir to move south to engage
the Awbrian force as quickly as possible, preferably out of Quilst. Let Quilst stand guard over the
entrance to the enemy and seeif we can get some Ellerbantan coverage of their side of the border asa
hedge againgt the unlikely. In the meantime, prepare your own troops to move against the main force
whileit istill consolidating in Bache. Better asemitech hex friendly to usthan anon-tech of little or no
use. We've been on the damned defensive the whole way here and we've gotten creamed, played for
foolsand worse. Let's end this matter, oursalves, with our own forcesin aplace of our own choosing!”

"It will be done," the others said, agreat ded of ex-citement and anticipation in their voices. Like Sangh,
they, too, were sick and tired of the situation and wanted action.

On theway out Sangh asked one of the field com-mandersto ask the Dahbi's chief aide and fellow
creature to step in. Thiswas done, and in another couple of minutes the two Dahbi were aone.

"Y our Holiness?' The aide bowed respectfully.

"Sagrah, that matter of which we spoke so long ago back in our beloved homeland now demands
attention,” he said crypticaly.

"Holiness?'

"We must face redlity, Sagrah. We have been out-classed by an enemy who understood us better than
we oursaves. We must face the fact thet, in al prob-ability, Brazil will reach the Wdll."

Sagrah wasn't that convinced. "But, Holiness, if the other was adiversion, then the real one must be with
their army. If we smash their army we have him, or have him on the run in our territory.”

"Andifhe isnot thereal Brazil?' Sangh shot back. "No, we must do as you say, engage them, fight this
out. It can not be helped. But in our own interests —Dahbi'sinterest, Sagrah, since | am the onewho led
the opposition to him—we must have ahold on him. Go yourself to Zone. Tell our people thereto
activate our insurance plan—just that. Got it?"



The ade bowed. "Y es, Holiness. 'Activate our insurance plan.

"And, Sagrah," the Dahbi |eader added, "tell our people to make certain that the Brazil with themain
force does not move. | want no sudden disappearances, no funny business. | want that man where one of
uscan seehimat al times. Understand?”

"I hear, Holiness, but I'm not sure follow dl this."

"You don't haveto,” Gunit Sangh retorted. "But, if you must think on such things, answer this question:
why, if you have aduplicate Brazil, go to dl the trouble of keeping his existence hidden and secret? Why
sneak himin so eaborately and so expensively when he'sjust adiverson? So much so we trapped him
mostly by luck? 1t makes sense only in one way, Sagrah.”

The other Dahbi considered the point. "Asadiver-sion, hed have to alow discovery sooner or later," he
mused. "That means he was supposed to be discovered sneaking in a a predetermined place and time."

"Very good," Sangh approved. "And since he was discovered early? Y ou see? Y ou make sure of both
things, Sagrah. Y ou make sure that the other Brazil remains with the main army, and you activate our
insurance plan. We can win thisyet, Sagrah. Win it one of two ways. Now, go!"

The aide went, leaving Gunit Sangh to ponder the position maps till on thetablein front of him.
Some-thing had gone wrong with the enemy'sintricate plans, of that he felt certain. It was agut feding,
unsubstanti-ated by facts, yet it was an absolute conviction with him. Something had gone wrong when
that patrol had discovered and unmasked the false Brazil wheniit did.

The more complex and intricate the planning, the more chances there are for something to go wrong, he
reflected. If only he could capitalize on this, he might come out on top yet.

If thatwas the red Brazil with the main force, he was along, long way from walking up an Avenue and
into theWdll. A long way.

Maybe forever.

Bache

IT HAD BEEN AN EERIE TRIP THROUGH DAHIR, A LAND

that looked at once peaceful and deadly dangerous. The quiet landscape of gentle green forestsand
large ranch-style farms contrasted with the inhabitants, who looked inscrutable, formidable, and
dangerous. They had sat there, atop great horned creatures, not like oc-casional onlookers or curious
parade-watchers, but in highly disciplined ranks, staring with eyesthat told nothing of the thoughts behind



them.

They weretall and insectiva, dthough not quite insects. Humanoid in shape, they had long, broad feet
that ended in sharp claws. On smooth legs leading up to ametallic-looking torso, their dender,
exoskel-etons were so polished that the creatures |ooked some-what like robotsin astylized and
idedlized picture of such things. They had ova heads, with multiple ori-fices and mandibles set below ova
eyes of faceted gold and above which rose long, quivering tendrils. Their bodies were of many colors, dl
with ametallic sheen—Dblues, greens, gold, reds and silver, among others. But their handslooked like
mail fists. The seething anger and tension in them wasimmediately discernible. They didn't like being
ordered to stand aside.

Their mounts were mammals, and looked at first glance like classical unicorns, curved horns like conch
shellsrising out of the center of their horsdike heads. But their rear legs were much larger and their hind
feet broad and flat, like their rider's. They could Sit erect, looking almost like kangaroos, or use their
double-jointed hind legsto lope about on dl fours, and on close ingpection their snouts were narrower,
their heads smaller than ahorse's.

Of their reputed magic powers nothing could be seen, but the menace of it could dmost befelt by the
passing forces. They were glad to get through there. It had been decided to use awideriver valey in
Bache to regroup and reorgani ze after the march. Now, so closeto their goal and to the mgjor
opposition forces, dl had to be perfect.

It was late afternoon, but the command tents were already up. Brazil |eft his own little corner of thefield
and walked to the main tent shared by Asam and Mavra; Marquoz |eft his own position to join them.
Thiswasto bethe lagt saff meeting of the group, athough only Brazil, who had caled it, was aware of
that fact.

They ate quietly, mostly discussing the eerieness of the Dahir and the tiredness they were fedling,
forgetting the rwst for awhile. Brazil even seemed to become abit nogtalgic.

"You know," he said, "out there, among the stars, trillions of people are going about their normal daily
affairsright now. Even back in the Com, as crazy as things were getting, most people are till going about
their daily tasks. It'skind of weird, dl this. | have never felt a home on the Well World; it'stoo much of a
fantasy land, divorced from redlity, from thewhole rest of creation, gpart and insular.”

"l find it refreshing,” Marquoz countered. "1 kind of like the variety here. Different creatures, different
socid systems, ways of life. It'samicrocosm, yes, but unique, too. Y ou seem to assumethat insularity is
necessaily bad."

"That'sright, son," Asam putin. "After dl, thislittlewar isthefirst in athousand years, thethird in
history, and one of the other two was aso caused by outsiders coming in. It'sredly not abad place at
dl"

"But you haven't been outside” Brazil noted. "Y ou haven't been anywherebut the Well. Tell me. Asam,
haven't you ever looked up at that glorious starfield there and wished you could go out there and visit it?
Fly from gtar to star, world to world?’

Asam's expression was thoughtful. Findly he said, "Wdll, I've been too much of aredist to do much
dreaming like that, I'm afraid. Hell, I've still got most of thisworld to see, and I've seen more of it than
most anybody dive. Out there—what do you have? A lot of emptinessand alot of worlds, likethisone,
each with onerace on it. Big, empty, and everybody aways fighting everybody whenever they meset.



Nope, | think | likeit here."

Brazil looked at Mavra. "Y ou've been both places,”" he noted. "L ast time you were here you did damn
near everything to get away. Have you changed your mind?"

Shethought it over. "I don't know," she said honestly. "1 redlly don't. Asam has shown me another kind
of life, one possible here. And I'm in aform that makes sense here, one that leaves me free, not the
crippled beast | was back then." She paused a moment, looking both thoughtful and sad. "But, then, it
really doesn't matter, doesit? | mean, it'sgoing to be along, long time before there's space travel inthe
universe again, isn't there? Unless you like rubbing sticks together and huddling in caves, thiswill soon be
the only gamein town."

He stared at her. "Maybe," he answered cautioudly. "Maybe not. All isrdative when you ded with the
Wil of Souls. And what you say isonly trueforthis universe, anyway."

"It'sthe only universe we've got,” she shot back.

He shook hishead. "Uh uh. It'sonlya universe, notthe universe. The energy to start this one came from
another. There hasto be a complement. Physicsrequiresit. At the center of every black hole, for
example, isasingularity. What happens a that point? Doesit ever come out? Energy and matter don't
cease to exist—they can neither be created nor destroyed. That's the law. Only changed. All that glop
has to besomewhere —it comes out in the other universe. A white hole. It's the way thingswork. Just
because the Wl looks like magic, don't make the mistake of assuming itis magic. It'snot. It'sjust Smply
atech-nology higher than you can currently comprehend.”

Marquoz stared at him. " This doesn't sound like the man | knew, who played the flute for penniesin
dives around the fringes of the Com. It doesn't sound likeyou &t al." He looked at Brazil with some
suspicion. "Areyou redly Gypsy?'

He sghed and sat back, seemingly arguing inwardly with himsdlf. Findly he said, so softly it was difficult
to hear him, "If I'm not Gypsy, then who or what am | 7"

Mavralooked at him in sudden horror. ™Y ou'renot Gypsy!" she gasped. "Y ou redlyare Brazil!" She
shook her head in disgust. "All our talks about me, about Brazil . . . How you must have been laughing at
me. Y ou son of abitch!” She whirled around and trotted briskly out of the tent.

The rest were sllent for awhile, mostly from being unable to think of anything to say. Findly, Marquoz
broke the impasse.

"Youare Brazil, aren't you? That's why you've been avoiding me so much.”

He nodded. "Y eah, why not? Cat's out of the bag now. What difference doesit make?'

"Quitealat, if Mavras reaction means anything'," Asam noted.

He sighed. "Mavra has aproblem. She fedls de-prived, deserted, abandoned at an early age, unloved.
That craving for love, for afather, | suppose, turned into bitter hatred of me. Why not? | was the closest
to afather figure she ever had. Growing up the way she did, aone, that bitterness formed a shell around
her that seldom cracks. If you fed the lack of some-thing, you convince yoursdlf you're better off without
it. You take afierce pridein your aloneness, your lone-liness. Y ou turn aliability into asdf-perceived
ass=t. That'swhat she's done. And she's been hurt every time she let that shell drop, even dightly.”



"If she needslove, | can give her that," Asam said Sincerdly.

"It might not be enough,” he warned. " She's had so much hurt when shedid become attached to
some-body that she's afraid to do it again. She may be more hung up than you can handle, Asam. Still, I'll
give her her own choice. Ingdethe Well, | can do alot of things. If she wantsto remain here, with you,
she can. Her choice."

Marquoz shuffled uncomfortably at al thistalk of Mavra. He decided it was better to change the subject
to moreimmediate problems.

"All right, Brazil. Suppose you explain what the hell you're doing here instead of Gypsy—and what we're
doing here, too. How the hell do you expect to get in the Well like this?'

Brazil shrugged. "Don't blame mefor dl this" he responded defensively. "Remember, | didn't even want
to be herein thefirst place. It's that damned computer that came up with everything, right from the start. |
got tracked down and hauled to Obie kicking and screaming al the way. It wasthe computer that
con-vinced the bunch of you to take this course of action, and the computer that charted the course. I'll
admit it'sadamned crazy machine—Mavrasinfluence, | suspect. But itis a computer, and once dl the
factsit had werefed into it, it decided that | must repair the Well and it decided on this scheme based on
dl thedaait had fed into it."

"Including you," Marquoz noted.

He nodded sourly. ™Y eah, that, too. Did him pre-cious little good, though. Did him in, maybe—a most
me, too. Well, anyway, Obie was once hooked into the Well, so he knows how it works—how it's
programmed, anyway, which ismorethanl do. He decided to run the entire population of Olympus
through the big dish to meet his specifications and some others, too, our-saves included. We got the
treatment—somehow, Obie reconstructed you and Mavraand Y ua, for example, to come out as certain
specific creatures when put through the Well. Also the rest of theNautilus crew, most of whom were
sent ahead here to make theinitia pre-parations. We had to buy the ships, scout the terrain, that sort of
thing. The key to the plan turned out to be Gypsy, who, among other things, could somehow make
himsdlf into the spitting image of anybody he wanted.”

"Who—or what—isGypsy, Brazil?' Marquoz wanted to know. "I thoughtl pickedhim up ona
backwater, even though there were dways alot of odd things about him.”

Brazil dowly shook hishead. "I know, | know. But, to tell you the absolute truth, | haven't theslightest
ideaasto the answer. I'd love to know mysdlf. | think Obie knew, but he didn't tell anyone. At least
Gypsy'son our side and isakey to the plan. His power, if that's the best word for it, isthe ability to
somehow use the Well powers by sheer force of will. I've figured out that much, anyway. Likealittle
Obie, he can tap the whole thing, but only in regards to himsdlf. He can't zap you or me other places or
alter our appearances.”

"Likealittle Markovian, you mean,” Asam put in. "Soundsto melike he'sjust exactly what they had in
mind."

Brazil consdered that. "In away, | guessyou're right. He can do just about what any average
Mark-ovian could have done, and if he had afull Markovian brain around to tap, to use as an amplifier
for that, he could probably do whatever they did.”



"He has the whole damned Wdll of Souls," Marquoz pointed out.

Brazil shook hishead. "Uh uh. That isn't theway it works. It'sadifferent kind of machine, runina
different way and for adifferent purpose.”

"Mavrafigured, when we learned that it wasn't you that dropped her off on that Markovian planet, that
Obie had made adouble of Gypsy while Gypsy played you," Asam told him.

"Wouldn't work," he replied. "Oh, Obie could make a construct that |ooked like Gypsy, but not one that
would hold up among friends and associates for any length of time. No, | suspect that when you saw
Gypsy you were seeing what Gypsy wanted you to see and hear. | think he has that much power. And
when he reached the Markovian planet he had enough re-serve force from its own computer brain to
maintain theilluson even &fter heleft.”

"Y ou're supposed to be aMarkovian," Asam noted. "Couldn't you spot another one? If there's one, why
not two?"'

He shook hishead. "No, | don't think that's the answer. It's possible, but highly unlikely. Somehow |
have the gut fedling that the answer to Gypsy's mystery isright in front of us, smple, logica, obvious, but
we can't seeit. It redly doesn't matter, except that it'll drive me crazy someday. The fact isthat he can do
what he can do and Obie used that."

Marquoz looked a the small man strangely. "If Gypsy can do those things, why can't you?"

"Because I'm not aMarkovian and | don't have the dightest idea how the system works," he replied
quickly. "That doesn't mean | can't fix the problem— | know which buttons to push, so to speak. Except
for that I'm redlly not much different from either of you. I can't see the Markovian energy, can't fed
anything specid, nor can | use the power. | have power only inside the machine—and, even there, I'm
the computeroperator, not adesigner. Therésabig difference.”

"Sounds like you're runnin' yoursalf down, son,” Asam commented. "A wholelot of people have fought
and died for you."

"Or something,” he responded glumly. "No, thereés nothing particularly specid about me, Asam. |
couldn't even accept respongbility in Mavra's case. | palmed off thisinconvenient child on others. She's
redly got acase againgt me, | guess.”

"Not fedin’ alittle guilt on that, are you?' the cen-taur prodded.

Brazil chuckled. "No, Asam, not redlly. Thetruthis, if | let guilt get to me, I'd be truly insane. Maybe |
am, anyway, but | just can't feel much anymore. | have smply been dive too long.Much too long.”

"Bitter?' Marquoz asked him.

"Not bitter. Just tired. Very, very tired, Marquoz. Y ou can't believe what it'sliketo live day after day,
year after year, century after century, for uncounted centuries. I'm afoolish, foolish man, Marquoz. | did
thisto mysdf. | choseit, fredly, without turning a hair or doubting a second. But nobody,nobody can
imag-ine how horribly londly it is. Lonely and dull. Races don't mature overnight; they do it over
thousands of years. And you wait, and you watch everybody you cared about grow old and turn to dust,
and mankind goes forward maybe amillimeter or less every century or two. Findly you decide you want
out, decide you can't take it any more—and you can't get out. Y ou're trapped, absolutely.”



"Gypsy told usyou might kill yourself once you fixed the Wdl," Asam said uneasily. "Soundslike he
wasn't far off the mark.”

Brazil smiled bitterly. "It dl depends, Asam. That'sthe only placelcan do it, but | can't unlessthere's
somebody to take over the watch, assume the respon-gibility.”

The Dillian suddenly reached down and gripped Brazil tightly iniron fists. "Not Mavral Y ou won't do
that to Mavral" he growled.

Brazil reached up and pedled the angry centaur's hands from his shoulder. " Iwon't do that to anyone,
Asam," hesaid gently. "I couldn't doiit. All | can doisoffer choices. That'sdl anybody in thislife gets—
choices. I'm the only one in the whole damned uni-verse with no choices, redly, at al.”

There wasn't much to say to that, so Marquoz brought him back to the original subject. "Well, so what's
the plot of this crazy busness?'

Brazil looked up at Asam and rubbed his shoulder alittle. "L ook, Colond, got one of your cigars? I've
been going crazy with these damned cheap bastard cigarettes trying to convince you | was Gypsy.”

Asam went over to his pack, rummeaged around, found two, threw one to him and stuck the other in his
mouth. Marquoz watched them light up mourn-fully, wanting nothing more than to join them and no
longer having the suction in his mouth to manageit.

"I'll just sniff yours," he moped.

Settled down again, Brazil continued the story, ex-plaining things up to this point. *Now, two nights
hence, Gypsy's going to deliberately expose himself asme," hetold them. "That'll lead them to the correct
conclusion that the one they know about isthe red one. And I'll fill be here—sort of "

Marquoz nodded. "I think | see. Gypsy will use those powers of histo come here ingtantly. Brazil will
make his usua appearances—only you'l be gone. They'll think they have the correct one and they'll
moveinfor thekill.”

Henodded. "And I'll have aday's head Start. | plan to leave tomorrow night. A few of those Agitar-ian
Entries we picked up afew days ago aren't what they seem. They'reNautilus crew and they've got a
couple of those pegasus—pegas ? Eh, who cares? Anyway, |I'm about the same size as one of them and
they can carry double, anyway. Well form haf theteam. A couple of Eflik will take Mavrawithusona
conveyance designed for that purpose. Don't look alarmed, Asam, wetried it and it's perfectly safe and
the Eflik are more than able to handle the weight if we don't fly more than acouple of hoursat atime.”

"It'snot that I'm thinkin' of " the centaur said darkly.

Brazil sghed. "Itold you | wouldn't force anything on anybody. Don't look a melike that. I'm not going
to do adamned thing. It'sup to Mavraal theway. It's her show, redly."

"Sheld better change the act, then," said avoice behind them. They dl whirled around, startled.
Standing there, looking very much his old sdf, was Gypsy.

"They caught me before | was ready," the new-comer said disgustedly. "Nothing | could do. They were



goingtodrug me.”
"Oh, shit," Brazil muttered. "Well, | guesswe go now, then. It might still work."

"Why shouldn't it?" Marquoz wanted to know. " So you have to go an extrafew hours flight. That
shouldn't be more than an inconvenience.”

"It1l betough on the Eflik," Brazil replied, "but alittle morerisky for us. Well haveto fly by night, hide
by day. Verion will beimpossible to crossfor the next few days—it's some kind of rutting season there
and those worms glow like dectric lights. Well be spotted, and what can be spotted can be reported and
maybe shot down. That'll mean a southern route—and Y ua's Awbrians aren't far enough aong yet to
have drawn Khatir's forces away from the Avenue or even provide agood diversion.”

"I've helped with that,” Gypsy told him. "I stopped off and dropped in on Y uato explain the Stuation.
She's proceeding with all speed. It'sriskier than it would be night after next, but the odds are till pretty
much with us. | say wego."

Brazil nodded, looking over at Asam. "Get Mavra, will you?'

For amoment the Dillian hesitated, thinking, perhaps, that if she didn't go there was no further threst.

"Not thinking of changing sdes now, are you, Asam?' Marquoz prodded the centaur. "If you did, you'd
lose her anyway."

The Colonel sighed and went out to find Mavra.

Brazil turned to Gypsy. "Y ou old son of abitch, you're going to have to explain yoursdlf to me before
thisisover.”

Gypsy grinned. "Maybe. Beforeit'sover,” he said playfully. "Hey, Marquoz, about time we got together
for thisd Wereateam again thistime!"

"Could be," the Hakazit responded thoughtfully. "Could be.. . ."

Brazil shifted uncomfortably. "Wonder what's keegp-ing Asam? Damn it, we've got to get alot of stuff
to-gether before we go, and we have to go as quietly as possible. Gypsy, can you cover for us?'

He nodded. "For alittlewhile, whichisdl we need. It'sabig army, abig, long line. | think | can put in
the required Brazil appearances with no trouble and maybe occasionaly become Mavraif the question
comesup.”

"Okay, then. Damn! What'swrong out there? Is Mavra so mad at me she won't even come back? Or
did Asam. .. ?' Helet the thought trail off.

Suddenly they were dl on their feet, nervous and anxious. Brazil looked at Gypsy. "Give yourself some
protective coloration,” hetold the dark man. "We're going to find out what's up.”

Gypsy shimmered, changed, became a Hakazit.

"That's afemale Hakazit," Marquoz noted play-fully.



"Got to keep up your reputation,” Gypsy came back, and they went out.

They spread out, looking around theflat valey floor. Thousands of crestures of many different races
were camped out there, firelights stretching in al di-rections, but they couldn't see any sign of Asam or
Mavra Chang.

Brazil cdled hishumansto him and gave them in-gtructions to comb the area. Gypsy, disguised asa
Hakazit, quickly memorized names and faces as Bra-zil did 0.

Asmoretime passed and no word came, Brazil turned to Gypsy and said, "'l don't likethefed of this."

"Me neither,” Gypsy agreed. "Y ou think maybe weve had it our own way too long and the odds are
garting to balance out now?"

"I'm afrald—" Brazil began, but was cut off by a shout from one of his humans. Hetook off at arunin
theindicated direction and Gypsy lumbered aong behind him.

Very near the small river wasagrove of trees, and it was to these that the runners directed them. Brazil
reached theriver first and spotted Marquoz, standing there and looking at something in the river mud.
Next to the Hakazit stood Asam, looking stricken.

"Right in the middle .of the whole goddamn army!" Marquoz snarled. "God! We were so damnably
cocky! Those sons of bitches!"

Brazil looked down at the mud. He could see the hoofprints of a Dillian, walking along the river and very
near the clump of trees. Part of the bank was torn from its moorings just ahead and there the hoofprints
became atangled, blotched mess. No other prints could be seen anywhere,

"Damnit! How the hell do you snatch afive hun-dred kilo Dillian out from under the noses of ten
thousand friendly troops?' Marquoz fumed.

Asam |looked up at Brazil, hisface ashen, his ex-presson amixture of grief and bewilderment.
"She'sgone," herasped in an unbelieving tone. "They've got her.”
Gypsy lumbered up behind them, stopped, and in-stantly realized what must have happened.

"Oh, shit," said both Nathan Brazil and Gypsy in unison.

Bache, Later That Night

they studied, probed, interviewed, and investigatedd| through the wee hoursto no avall. A few Dilliansin



acamp nearby thought they might have heard a disturbance, some Hakazit close to the trees vaguely
recalled seeing some dark shapesintheair, but dl redly heard and saw very little. Like their leaders, they
felt secureingde their own camp and tended to discount any disturbance or commotion as obviousy
none of their business and certainly not enemy action.

"Why her?' Asam continued to moan. "Why not you, Brazil? Y oure what they want, not her."

"But they couldn't get to me," he pointed out. "It had to be asmall operation, probably only afew
creatures, mostly ones aso found on our side so they weren't even noticed. Besides, they're skittish now.
Suppose they snatched me and | laughed at them, changed into somebody el se, then vanished? Then
where are they? Uh uh. Now, taking Mavrais awhole different situation. The Dilliansidolize her—and,
frankly, so do you—so it'll have ademoralizing effect on the troops and their commander. And they
know her sory—mostly from Ortegaif from nowhere ese. They know she means something to me—the
only family, | guessyou'd say, | have. It's possible they know, from capturing some key people or
something, that | insgsted on her going through the Well with me. Blackmail, adoorstop, | don't know.
But it makes sense.”

Asam looked angrily down a him. "And you? What will you do now?"

Brazil shook hishead. "I don't know. | redly don't, Colond. All I can do right now is get our peopleto
work on this, but time's short. I'll have to decide by tomorrow night, that's certain. | till think | can reach
the Well, but it's clear they would take this action only if they were moving on this spot even now. | cant
afford to wait or they'll have me cut off." He paused. "And, damn it, it'snot right! | don't want the
responsibility of turning that machine off. All those people out there.. . . All gone, likethey'd never been.
All the great and smdll, everybody. | don't know whether | could bring mysdlf todoit."

"Then take someone else," Asam responded.

Brazil looked around. "Who dseis qualified? Gypsy? He hasto stay herein order for the trick to work.
Otherwise I'm an open target. And I'm not sure just what heis, anyway. He might not have any fed-ings
at al about the rest of the universe. Y ua? Shefaithfully expects me to wipe out the universe and creste
paradise. Marquoz? Somehow, | don't think Marquoz deep down cares a damn about people, ex-cept
for Gypsy. You?Hell, you don't even know what you're destroying. Only Mavratruly understandsthe

responghility.”

Asam looked sternly down at him. "A lot of good people have fought and died in your name. Don't you
have aresponsbility tothem? "

He smiled crookedly and shook his head. "Y ou see? Y ou redlly don't understand it at dl. Civilizations,
countless quadrillions of people, their grestness, their thoughts and ideas and achievements. . . they'rean
abgtract to you. Only these few who died here have any meaning for you because they're what you
know. The Wdl World'stoo limited. There aren't any Mi-chelangelos or Leonardo daVincis here, no
Homer, no Tolstoy or even Mark Twain. No Handd or Beethoven or Stravinsky. Multiplied by dl the
racesin the universe, each with their own stunning creartions. Y ou realy don't understand what itis to
erasethat.”

"I don't understand what you say, it'strue," the Dillian responded, "but | think | understand you pretty
well. It'snot al those funny names and whatever they did that reglly concernsyou, I'm thinking. It'sthe
fact that you haven't got asucker to take over so you can die.”

Brazil looked at hirn with ancient eyes, eyesthat showed pain and hurts beyond pain, agony that



wis-dom nutures. "If you believe that,” he said dowly, "then you don't understand meat al.”

Asam turned and walked back into histent. It looked very empty now, and he wasn't sure what he
himsdf felt about it dl beyond the urge to start smash-ing things. He didn't, though; he reached into his
pack and brought out avery large flask and took along, long pull.

Asam never dreamed; at least, he couldn't remem-ber his dreams beyond acouple of extremely vivid
childhood nightmares. Still, he thought he must be dreaming, there being no other explanation for it.

A rustling sound awakened him—at least he thought so—but his eyes saw nothing in the darkness at
fird. Then, dowly, the room seemed to befilling with aghostly kind of whitelight.

The booze, he thought. It must be the booze. But it was the booze that clouded his memory, that and the
fatigue hefdt, from recognizing at once asght he had not seen in along while but knew well.

Then with agtart hedid redize what it was, and his hand went to his sword. Guns might do only
super-ficid damage to the damned things, but they could be diced the same as anybody el se.

"Put the sword away, Colond. I'm hereto tak, not to fight," said the Dahbi asit oozed the last few
centi-meters out of the floor and solidified in front of him, not three meters away.

Hishand didn't leave the sword hilt, but while he tensed he did not yet pull it out.
"What the hell doyou want?" he croaked.

"What | said. Tak. Nothing more. | have aready harmed you far more than putting aknife in your heart,
asyou must be aware. Y ou will never know how much satisfaction that gave me, nor how it painsmeto
have to offer to give her back to you."

Herdaxed, but just dightly, acold chill coming over him. "Sangh. Gunit Sangh himsdf!" he breathed.
"Yougot guts, I'll giveyou that.”

"Theresvery little threet, redly,” the Dahbi re-plied. "I can swim through the very rock, you know.
Besides, | wanted you to know that | personaly su-pervised the little operation earlier thisevening. It
lendsforce—and alittlejustice—to it al, don't you think?'

"Y ou got your bloody nerve," he spat. "Jugtice!”

"Temper, Colond, temper!™ Gunit Sangh said mockingly. "I have something you want. Y ou have
something | want. Obvioudy what | have can not be far avay—there hasn't been time, and you people
are, ah, rather bulky, shall we say? But you'll never find her. Y ou might, if you had afew weeksto ook,

but we're currently marching on you and you are shortly going to be far too busy to do so. Besides,
discovery would only mean her death.”

"Y ou bastard,” Asam seethed. "How do | know you haven't killed her dready?"

The Dahbi acted stricken. "My word isn't good enough? Well, perhapsit isn't. But | need her—adive.



Dead she's of no useto anyone. Alive, she'sahostage to Brazil and to you.”

Asam chuckled sourly. "She's no hostage to Brazil," hetold the cresture. "That bastard stopped caring
for other folksamillion years ago. He's as cold as you are, Sangh.”

"Sorry to hear that," the Dahbi responded, sound-ing sincere. "But that just makesthingseasier ina
different way. If he's unpleasant even to you, then what | ask should be al the smpler.”

The Dillian eyed the other suspicioudy. "What the hell do you mean by that?'

"A trade. Brazil trustsyou. | can only assume that he intendsto leave your forces before the battle, using
your deaths as a divers on—yperhaps leaving another smulacrum in his placeto fool us. But it won't
work. We're going to be looking for that. The odds are helll never make it to the Avenue, let alonethe
Wdl."

"Then what do you need with me?' Asam growled.

"Wemight miss him. The odds are very much againgt it, but it's possible. Heis tricky." He paused a
moment. "Ah, youare surewhich istheright Brazil, aren't you?"

"] know who'swho," the Colond told him.

"S0, you see, | cover thelast possibility. The tradeis smple—Mavra Chang for Brazil. Within the next
day. Let'ssay, by thistime tomorrow night, at the latest. That will not only accomplish themain
objec-tive but aso prevent the coming battles. There will be no need to ask peopleto fight and die, you
See?!

Asam frowned. "I don't trust you one bit, Sangh. Since when do you care who lives and who dies
ex-cept for yourself? | have no guarantees.”

"Y ou have severd," Gunit Sangh responded. "Y ou get Brazil to aZone Gate and bring him through.
Diplomatic immunity, remember? Even though the council isagaing you, they will not violate Zone. Teke
him to your own embassy. We will make the swap right there. Even better, you have couriers from here.
TakeBrazil, but don't put him through until acourier comeswith word that aliving MavraChangisin my
embassy at Zone."

Asam fully rdlaxed now, thinking about it. Findly he said, "Why are you doing this, Sangh? Why agreeto
be the commander at al? What the hell are you getting out of this?'

"Congder," the Dahbi replied, "what honorswill come to the one who captures Nathan Brazil. The
honors, the power, and the influence. Consider the perfect prison, under hundreds of meters of solid
granite, the tunnel used to take him down collgpsed about him save for asmal mechanism to provide
food and water. The council will not have Brazil. The Dahbi—I—uwill have Brazil. An unspoken hostage,
so to speek. And | will have the gratitude of al those who did not lose their livesin foolish battles.
Con-sder the effect on Ortega, no longer asfeared or asin charge. His place will passto me, and that
fat ancient snake will die at last, his grip on the Well World and the council broken. It's aready been
suggested that, as an old friend of Brazil's, he can not be trusted in this matter. The possibilitiesare
endless”

Asam shivered dightly, thinking of an unchecked Gunit Sangh in charge, but, oddly, thissnister plan also
reassured him. Sangh was being honest with him, partly out of confidence, partly out of the sheer



arro-gance he exuded. He was saying the stakes were too high to risk a double cross now.

"Wewill transfer her to Zone after dark tomorrow, as quickly aspossible,” the Dahbi told him. "Wewill
receive any envoy you like at our embassy thereto verify it. Then you will have eight hoursto deliver
your end of the bargain.”

"And after that?' he asked, thinking about it.

"You will befreeto return to Dilliatogether,” Sangh told him. "Naturaly, thiswill not settle any-thing
persondly between us. That will remain out-stlanding—as it has. Safe passage for you and the woman,
aive, back to Dill'aisdl | guarantee. After that we have no more bargain.”

Hesghed. "I'll consider it," hetold the creature. "And if | do not come through?*

"Then thewoman will be the object of aritua feast by my embassy personnel and no trace of her will
re-main," the Dahbi responded coldly.

"You bastard," Asam swore angrily. "Y ou dirty bastard. Y ou and | will settle this persondly one day.”

"Oneday," the Dahbi agreed. "But not in the next two days.” It turned into its milky white state and
dowly oozed into the ground until the last traces of it were gone.

"Y ou bastard,” Asam repeated to the dark, but his mind was already whirling. Schemes, plots, idess,
were already hatching. He considered Gypsy—but, no. He couldn't be sure he could trust the strange
lit-tle man, and something might go wrong, betray them. Sangh was on to the plan anyway, and would
still be looking for a Brazil getaway. No, it had to be on the square. He had to choose between Mavra
and Brazil, it was that Smple. And asimple choice.

Dahir

THE RANCH WAS BARELY TWENTY KILOMETERS BELOW:the border, yet it wasisolated
enough and far enough for their purposes. Two were Dahbi, the others were Krithians, their huge,
beating wings mark-ing timeto the cal of oneto the other. They carried in between them a huge blanket
inwhich lay their heavy burden, unconscious still from the tranquilizersthey had shot into her from

ambush.

They had been puffing hard when they reached the border, barely ableto carry her asfar asthey did
and proud that they had made it with such aburden, but now, in Dahir, they had been aided by the magic
of the native priests, and the flying was easy. She seemed to have no weight a al now and they felt
renewed strength.

The priests had been riding below them on their hakaks, unicornlike mounts, easily keeping pace and
providing what they called the proper energy flow to the flyers. They could aso handle afair degree of



trouble should some lucky searcher from the enemy discover them.

Two Dahir stood ready to receive the burden as they landed. They greeted the priests with upraised
arms, then turned to the unconscious form now de-posited in the areain front of the hukak stables. It was
aclear night; the massive, swirling sarfidld was shining in full glory and seemed to reflect againg their
bright, shiny exoskel etons as the humanoid insects went to work, first righting her so she was standing on
four feet, then assigting the othersin dragging her into alarge barn. Shewas il out cold and knew
nothing of this.

"Shall we bind her?' the Dahir leader asked the nearest Dahbi. "1t would not do for her to get free.”

"Bindings can be loosened, or worked free," the white creature responded. ""We can not take a chance
onsuchathing."

"Do wekill her, then?' the gleaming cresture wanted to know.
"No. We promised her divein the exchange. We will have to make good on that promise.”

"A smplespdl,” one of the priests suggested. "It would be absolutdly effective—and we haveto
dis-guise her when we move her to the Gate tomorrow, anyway."

"Disguiseisup to you," the Dahbi told the priests. "That should not be difficult here. But your spellsare
effective only here. They would be undone by the Gate."

"And could be redone as soon aswewerein Zone," the priest pointed out. "Our magic is effective there,
at least on alimited basis™

"Too risky," the Dahbi responded. "We can give her no avenue for escape. Also, our master, His
Holi-ness Gunit Sangh, has directed a suitable remedy. Here," the creature pointed, "at the base of the
neck, are the primary nerve connections from the brain to the spina chord. Severed, it will cut off control
to the upper torso." With that the creature used itsright foreleg with its sharp, knifdike chitin and struck
deeply, yet expertly. Some blood gushed out, but not agreat deal, and they were on the wound with
sdve and bandages in amoment.

"And here, at the base of the upper torso, acon-nector for the other, larger half, most a second
a-though nonsentient brain directed from thefirst,” the Dahbi noted, and again the vicious blade struck
and jerked once inside. It came out covered with dark-red blood, which was again seen to.

"TheDillianisnow totally paralyzed," the white creature told them, wiping off its blood-stained foreleg.
"The effect is permanent, the damage beyond repair. Note how the arms and legs are frozen in position, a
protective biologica mechanism when there is nerv-ous damage. They can dieif not on their feet, so they
freeze when the nerves are cut or damaged to avoid this. The autonomic functions are not affected; they
aretaken care of by adifferent set of nervous controls on the other side of the cartilage that routes and
sup-ports them. | was careful not to touch those aress.”

"They will not go for this" the Dahir priest warned darkly. "They will not trade Brazil for thisonein such
acondition.”

The Dahbi chuckled. "Y our magic could freeze her like a statue here. Could not your magic also make
her walk?'



The head of the Dahir cocked itsdlf dightly to one side asthe priest considered it. "Why, yes, of course.”
"And then againin Zone?'
"Ahl" The priest brightened.

"Y ou see? No chance for escape, for without your spells sheisfrozen helplesdy. But the evidence will
be otherwise. It will be so reported, the exchange will take place, and the woman will be returned to
Dillia"

"Magic hasnoworth in Dillia," the priest pointed out. "Shewill arrive ahelplesscripple.”

"Exactly," responded the Dahbi. "Our bargain wasto deliver her dive. Nothing else. We keep our word
—totheletter.”

"It ssemsabit cruel, though," the Dahir com-mented, not sounding asif he was particularly upset by the
idea

"My magter, His Holiness Gunit Sangh, has aclaim against the one who loves her,” the Dahbi told him.
"Killing himwould beso very . . . find. And quick. Nor ishe easy to kill. Thiswill haunt him and harm
him worse than any. Hislove ahopeless cripple for the rest of her life, and he a betrayer of his cause and
histrust, branded so forever even into the histories and legends, and with no prize to show."

The priest nodded admiringly. "It isincredible. Such a settlement of adebt of honor isbeyond al save
admiration." Helooked over &t Mavra "And how much control does sheretain?'

"A datue, totdly, asif made of stone, from the neck down," the Dahbi assured him. Shewill be ableto
control only her eyes, ears, nose, and mouth. All elseisforever frozen."

"She can talk, then,” the priest noted. "Only if we let her,” responded the Dahbi.

She awoke before dawn and dmost immediately redized what must have happened. Mad, upset, her
pride hurt, she had stalked out of the meeting and wandered, eventualy, down to the river where she had
just walked aong, occasionally kicking thisor that or just looking at the stars.

They hadn't even made much of concealment. She knew that crestures were in the trees ahead, could
see an occasiona shape shift or even hear occasiona whispers. Y ou just didn't think about risk when
surrounded by ten thousand of your own people.

They had used some sort of tranquilizer gun, the kind used on vicious wild animas when you had to get
closeto them or capture them but not kill. She had no ideawhat the stuff was, but it was certainlyfast:
she had heard the report, felt the sting, whirled and started to cry out, and then lost first her balance and
then consciousnessin what must have been, oh, no more than fifteen or twenty seconds.

Shetried to move, to see what sort of bindings they had on her now and where and in what she might
be, but found she could not. There was a sudden, eerie sense of dgja vu about dl this. Once before on
this strange world she had been captured, parayzed, and stored in astable. At that time she had been a



sacri-fice to the Wl by those who had worshiped the thing and had been turned into amalformed
monster be-cause of it.

There wasn't much light in the place, athough she heard the movements of what appeared to be other
large animals, and the aftereffects of the drug, she guessed, were keeping her more or lessmuddy in the
head.

She stood there, unable to do anything, afraid to say anything, for quite some time. Once someone had
come, opened a door to one side, and peered in for amoment, but they were out of her periphera vison
and did not comein, but for avery long time now she had just had to stand there stiffly and try and fight
through the maaisein her mind.

Now, though, she heard the rustling of something, like feed going through straw, coming closeto her.
Shewas surprised, for she would have bet that there were none but animalsin the stable up to now. She
waited, more curious than apprehensive, to see who it might be—and what. That they would kill her was
unlikely; she knew ahostage when she saw one, eveniif it was her.

The creature stepped out of the shadows and wa ked almost up to her face. She brightened when she
saw it, and the creature put up ashaggy rounded finger to its snout to Sgnify slence.

"We must act quickly," whispered the Gedemondan. "We have very little time and much to do.”

"How . . . how long have you been here?' she asked it quietly.

"We have been with you since Gedemondas," the creature told her. "We have kept out of sight and out
of mind, asisour wont and our ability. We thought they would try for Brazil, not for you, which iswhy
we couldn't prevent this. The damage to the Well is clouding our perceptions.”

"They couldn't be sureit washim," she explained. " So they figure to blackmail him through me. Fat
chance on that.”

"Nevertheless, you are essential to him," the Gede-mondan assured her. "He will not make the repairs
without you. And he may not get the opportunity. My brothers and sisters with your force yet tell me that
itisnot Brazil but onewho cares deeply for you who isbeing blackmailed.”

She was puzzled. "Who? Oh—Asam? But—what couldhe do?!

"Déliver Brazil in exchangefor you," shewastold.

"And we believe he might do s0." Briefly the Gede-mondan explained to her the sadistic plot he had
over-heard in the same barn only afew hours earlier.

"But what can we do about it?" she wanted to know. "If what you say istruel . . . I'm paralyzed.
Completely.” It shook her to say it, asif voicing it would makeit an actudity.

"There aretwo dternatives," the Gedemondan told her. "Thefirg isto kill you. That would deprive them
of ahostage and would, &t least, give Brazil achanceto do theright thing."

She consdered it. "I think | would rather bedead than . . . likethis. . . for solong." She meant it, but it
seemed somehow abstract, asif discussing atheo-retica problem or someone else, not her. She needed



moretimeto get used to the ideashe was agtatue, aliving lump of immobile flesh.
"Thereisonly one other dternative, and it isarisk and an experiment,” the Gedemondan told her.

"Please accept my assurance that they have done an expert job on you. Thereis no way that your body
will move again except under the magic of the Dahir."

She had an uneasy fedling, and seemed to recdl lit-tle donkeylike creaturesin the back of her mind.
"What'sthe dternative?'

"Thereisaprocedure, an odd one, used by afew Well World races, mostly in the North,” the white
creature explained. "Only in one spot herein the South isit done—and it is as hazardous to the doer as
to the subject. It involvesthe trandference of the soul.”

She dared a him. "Y ou mean changing bodies?'

The Gedemondan nodded. "Exactly so. Theintel-lect isathing which may, under certain conditions, be
wrenched from the body. We, oursalves, have done this, but aways returning to our own physica salves.
Inyour case, of course, that is not possible, nor could we teach it to you in the hours, perhaps minutes,
we have left.”

"Y ou mean I'd swap bodies? With one of you—or the Dahir, or something like that?' She was
fascinated.

"Not exactly," the Gedemondan replied cautioudy. "Two souls may occupy the same body only at the
price of total madness. An exchange istheoreticaly possble, but no one has ever doneit. Something is
lost. The body rejects the newcomer asit regjects the im-plant of aheart or other organ.”

Hopefdll. "Then whatare you talking about?'

"While an exchangeis not possible, nor double oc-cupancy, the complex soul of acomplex being might
be placed insde that of an anima whose own sdf isso dight asto offer little or no resstance.”

"The Wuckl once surgically changed meinto apig,” sherecaled glumly. "What could be worse than
thet?'

The Gedemondan nodded. "Very well, then. Un-derstand, of course, severa things. First, what soul the
animd hasremains. It will fight you, but you should win easily, forcing something of amerger. Second,
you'll not be ableto talk, since you will no longer have atrand ator—and, if you did, you probably ill
couldn't useit properly. But, remember this, too: once insde the Well, Brazil can restore you ashe
pleases, which, we're certain, will be asyou please.”

"Let'sdoit, then," shetold him firmly.

The Gedemondan nodded, turned, then suddenly said, " Someone's coming!" and vanished. She stared at
where the creature had been; it was amazing, in its own way—more so than Gypsy. Now that she knew
the creature was there, she couldalmost seeit,al-most hear its breathing and see alittle discontinuity.
Almost. Gedemondans didn't make themsalvesin-visible; they just madeit so that, somehow, one didn't
notice they werethere.

The door opened and two Dahir camein, looking strange by the light of small kerosene lanterns. They



didn't cometoo far, just looked around.

"I'msure | heard somebody talking," onetold the other. They walked on, looking in each g,
occa-sondly getting anoise from one disturbed animal or another, then reaching her. She played asif ill

out, eyes closed.

They kept thelight on her for sometime, then turned. "Well," the other Dahir noted, "there's noth-ing
here now. Probably just the captive mumbling as the drug wears off. Y ou're too nervous, Y oghasta.”

"Wdl, who wouldn't be with those spooks around?' the guard grumbled, and they walked back to the
door and went out, closing it behind them.

The Gedemondan was there again, suddenly, and ashaggy padlike hand went up in alittle gesture. Two
other Gedemondans moved out of the shadows and stood there, staring &t her.

"It will be easier if you are unconscious and if your mind is made receptive to us" the talker said. The
padlike pamswent to either sde of her head. She knew or felt nothing more.

Bache

"A NEUTRAL COURIER UNDER A DIPLOMATIC FLAGbrought thismessagefor you afew
minutes ago," Asam said, handing him asmall note.

Nathan Brazil stirred from amakeshift folding chair, reached up, took the paper and unfolded it. "They
didn't waste much time, did they?' he noted sourly, then read the | etter.

Captain Brazil,

Asyou have no doubt deduced by now, we have captured the Dillian Mavra Chang and trans-ferred her
to aplace of safety. Sheiswhole and well; the drug used isasmple animd tranquilizer with no lagting
effects. Sheis, understandably, quite upset and her descriptions of us occasondly strain the ability of a
trandator, but, otherwise, sheisin excellent hedth. We have no quarrel with her and no wish to do her
harm. Our armies are moving on you at this moment; friendly eyes are watching you at al times, ready to
aert us should you attempt escape, and al nearby Avenues are effectively blocked. Y ou can not hopeto
win. If you surrender now by smply stepping through the nearest Zone Gate, dl thiswill be ended
without further loss of life on anyone's part, including your own. If you choose to ignorethis, my only
message to you, the woman will diein amost unpleasant and dow man-ner, and then the battle will be
joined. And, please, no crude tricks about sending another double. | as-sure you that we will put anyone



sent to the most severe tests and that a bad result to all concerned would come about if another of your
look-alikes turned into someone else and vanished. | have heard so much about you | am looking
forward very much to seeing you soon. We have much to talk abouit.

| remain, Sincerely yours,
Gunit Sangh of Dahbi,
Supreme Commander, Centra Thestre,

Forces of the Southern Council.

Brazil balled it up and tossed it into thefire. "Civil chap, isn't he?' he remarked with asnide smile.
"Like a poisonous spider or hungry snake," Asam snorted.

"| think we've underestimated him, though, so far," Brazil noted, watching the note burn. " Somehow |
thought Serge Ortegawould be the big problem, but thisfellow is Ortegawithout . . . without . . ."

"Conscience?' Asam prompted.

"A sense of honor," Brazil finished. "Conscienceis something Serge haslittle of, but he's an honorable
man in hisown way. He does what he thinksisright for everybody according to his own lights—whether
itis right or not and whether it kills or cures. From what 1've learned of Gunit Sangh, he might possibly be,
at the moment, the most dangerous man dive. I've run into hiskind many times before, among my own
kind."

Asam |looked straight at Brazil. "Are you going to take his offer?’

Brazil smiled humorlesdy. "Alwaysit'sthe easy way out they offer you," he reflected. "Just do thisthat |
want and that's al thereisto what | want—except . . . Theresaways an 'except,’ you know. No, I'm
not going to turn myself over to him, or Ortega, or anybody elsefor that matter. And, don't worry, no
matter what he says, heisn't going to kill her. Hell figure that it'sthe only leverage he'sgot on meif | get
into the Well—and he'sright, of course. That may be where he's made his mistake, though. Once | get
into the Well, get to thelittle computer governing thislittle planet, there's not adamned thing he can do to
her, to me, to anybody, but ahell of alot | can do to him. I'm starting to build up awhole backlog of
folksIl'd like to get even with, Asam. | think for thefirst time | reallydo want to get into the Well."

"Do you think you can?"' the centaur asked seri-oudly. "I mean, he saysit pretty flat out in the note.”

"It'spossible,” hereplied. "More than possible. Well keep 'em guessing with Gypsy here, of course, so
he won't be able to spare hisbig army coming here to block me, and Gypsy today is down with Y ua, not
only briefing her but being seen—as me. That'll con-fuse ‘em just enough that Khutir will have to move on
her. And | ill have atrick or two up my deeve. Yeah, | think | can getin. I'll leavetonight, in fact, after
Gypsy gets back."



Asam said nothing for amoment, then echoed, dryly, "Tonight," and walked back toward histent to
think for awhile.

There were staff meetings, commander's briefings, organizationa information, deployment, al during
much of the afternoon, and that helped Asam alittlein hisemotiond dilemma. What you don't haveto
think about can't redlly get to you.

Stll, it was dwaysthere in the back of his mind, always a dull ache somewhereinsde him. He had
thought himsdlf in love more than once before, but now he knew that those were hollow things—physical
attraction, mostly, or fedings mistaken for love be-cause, not having experienced theredl thing, he
thought that was what it was. But he loved Mavra Chang. He knew it, deep down to the core of his soul;
knew that she meant more to him than his own life, even his own persona honor, which he had cherished
mogt. He hated himsdf for feding thisway; somehow, in hisown mind, he had diminished by faling so
to-taly avictim to such fedings, fedings he had seen in others and regarded only with contempt.

Thewors part of it, the most demeaning of dl, was the knowledge that Gunit Sangh had identified this
vulnerability, placed hisdimy foreleg directly on thisweak spot in Asam's soul, and applied pressure with
such rdish.

Briefly, very briefly, he had entertained the hope that Brazil would take the burden from him, cdl ahat
to this madness and resolve the Situation. But, no, that way out had been shut. Brazil would try for the
Wl of Soulstonight, two or three days even by air from this point, and Mavra? Brazil wastoo confident
of Sangh; he, Asam, knew the bastard better. Mavrawould be dowly, ritudly eaten aive, there was no
doubt of that. She hersalf would seeto that rather than be such ahostage, hefelt certain; Shewould
convince him that, to Brazil, shewas no hostage at dl.

Paying on him, too, was afar different fedling, one that his conscious mind would never admit. From the
gart he had rebelled at Mavra entering the Well with Brazil, just the two of them. Right now, hefdt, she
loved him, at least in away. Brazil said she craved love, the father she had never had, and hewas at least
that to her and perhaps a good deal more. Left the way she was, he knew deep down that the two of
them would spend the rest of their livestogether on the Well World; good, full, rich lives. But with Brazil,
ingdethe Well, there was that awful nagging fear that she would not come out a Dillian—if, infact, she
cameout at all.

He considered Brazil and the cause for which al these creatures from so many hexes were fighting. Why
werethey fighting? Silly, deluded Entries that even Mavraadmitted were products of a cult who believed
inafdseending to this; Dillians, out at first for re-venge, who had by now had their emotions sated and
were trapped in the march; and ones like the Hakazit, who cared nothing for causes but fought because it
was fun, adrive built into their massive, hideous genes.

And Brazil himsalf—some god! A bored, cynical little man who didn't redlly care about anyone or
any-thing, and who said himsdf he neither understood the Wedl's operating principles nor would do
anything but leave the universe to go its current supid way or re-cregte it in the sameimage al over
again. Hewasjust aman, like so many other men except that one bit of knowledge made him the object
of so much mis-guided devotion. Just aslly little man whose only attribute was that he had lived too
damnedlong. ..



Even further back in Asam'’s subconscious, where none would ever recognizeit, lurked the feding that
Brazil was somehow hisriva, that he might offer Mavrawhat she could not refuse.

He made up hismind for what he considered rea-sonable, redistic reasons. He made up his mind, then
checked the dispensary for what he needed, made afew surreptitious inquiries on dosages and
tolerancesfor Glathrielites, then prepared his means and meth-ods of escape. Like Mavraskidnapers,
he would need aid in the air, which was easy to arrange. He had quite areputation here; he wasthe
commander of the forces, and they smply wouldn't question what he was doing. The Jorgasnovarians, in
particular, had been talked into this by Marquoz and the Hakazit and weren't Entries. They were dien,
those flying, ten-drilous gumdrops, so much so that they would find it impossible to pick Brazil out of a
group of naked Glathridlites. One looked just like another to them, and that was good enough.

Near dusk all wasin readiness, and, asluck would haveit, Brazil had retired to asmall tent to get some
deep in expectation of being awake dl night. It was going to be so easy it was unbdievable. He only
hoped Sangh understood the time problem and would do nothing rash.

He entered Brazil's tent and closed the flgp behind him. Thelittle man lay there, face up, mouth open,
snoring dightly. So easy, so vulnerable. . . And yet, he hesitated. Love and honor conflicted, hate and
the face of Gunit Sangh seemed to mock him.

His hands trembled as he took the small bottle and filled the syringe with two cc. of the clear fluid. There
was no one e se about; it would be dark in another hour and his own forces could movein, helped by
some convenient guard shifts, night training exer-cises, and mea schedules he had arranged earlier inthe
day. It would work. Silently he approached the deeping man, syringe raised.

"Ofoadlish man!" boomed a voice behind him.

Hewhirled, syringe ill in hand, and Brazil snorted and popped awake, then froze as he saw thefull
ta-bleau.

There were three of them—huge hairy white crea-tures so out of placein this atmosphere. Asam knew
what they werein an ingtant; he had wanted to meet them dmost al hislife.

"What the hell?* Brazil wanted to know, sitting up and rubbing hiseyes. "What's dl this about, Asam?
And who and what are you three?'

"Heknows us,” said the huge speaker.

"Y ou—you are Gedemondans," Asam croaked, hisvoice dmost stilled by acombination of shock and
shame at discovery.

Brazil looked gravdly at the incriminating syringe still in Asam's hand. "' So you were going to sdll meout,”
he said sadly. "The great Colond Asam.”

"Sangh . . . cameto me. Here. In the middle of the camp. He can swim right through rock, no placeis
redly safe from him," the Dillian told them, histone wooden, like aman in adream. "He was prepared to
edt her dive, Brazil.Eat her alive! "

"And you were going to trust abastard like that to ddliver her safe and sound,” the little man responded,
shaking hishead sadly. "I don't know if well ever learn. Asam, avery long time ago on my own people's



world aman like Gunit Sangh asked usto trust him. We did, and he swallowed nations whole, one after
another, then summarily executed and tortured mil-lions. It cost more millions of livesto finaly defeat
him—and still people turned around and did the same damned thing with other sons of bitches again and
again. You of al people should know that Sangh would never keep hisword. We discussed it earlier
today. Honor isaforeign word to him—as it seemsto be eastic to you. For jealousy you would betray
al those who have aready fought and died in her cause.”

"Jedlousy? No, Brazil! Love, yes, but not jealousy!" the Colonel exclaimed heatedly.
"So you know yoursdlf so little," Brazil sighed. "All right, Asam. It's done now."

He nodded. "It'sdone. | shall, of course, no longer be a burden to you. Sheis effectively dead now, and
| don't want to survive her."

"O foolish man, shelives," the Gedemondan told him.
"But for how long?" he came back.

"Shewastotaly crippled by crud surgery,” the white creature told them. " She would have been a
helpless cripple forever, save by Dahir magic. Y ou would have won aliving corpse.”

The syringe dropped from his hand, and, for thefirst timein hislife, Colond Asam cried. The
Gede-mondans stood there impassively, and Brazil sat quietly and waited, waited for him to cry himsdlf
out. Findly, after acouple of minutes, he just stood there, head down in shame, slently waiting for his
judgment.

Findly Brazil said to the Gedemondans, "1 notice you said she would have been ahelpless cripple, not
that sheis"

The Gedemondan nodded. "Two brothers and a sister saw the attack and managed to go dong,” it told
him. "It puzzled the creatures who carried her why she should be so heavy, but they did not see us."
There seemed a private amusement at that. "When they could, they contacted her—but it wastoo late to
help her. Our powers are somewhat diminished outside of Gedemondas; we can not influence events nor
seethem asclearly, and, large as we are, we would have been no match for their force, particularly not in
Dahir. The Dahir magic is strong, and beyond our control.”

He nodded. "I understand. But you didsomething, huh?'

"They attempted the only thing possible under the circumstances,” the Gedemondan told him. "Thereisa
process called transference, for want of a better word. It is something we are aware of, although thiswas
thefirst timeto our knowledge that Gedemondans actudly attempted it. It involves removing the es-sence
of anindividud, the soul, the intellect, whatever you wish to cdl it, and placing it in the body of an
anmd.”

"Yeah! Surel | know that process!" Brazil ex-clamed, mentdly kicking himsdlf for not thinking of it
before. "The Murnies once used it on me when my body was destroyed.”

"Itiss0," the Gedemondan agreed. "Those of Muri-thel are the only practitionersin the South, and then
only on very rare occasons. Despite their odd and violent way of life and their unusua superdtitions, a
few of their wisest have come upon many of the same powers and secretsaswe. It was, in fact, through
ac-counts of their actions that we stumbled upon it.”



Brazil looked over at Asam. "Y ou see, Colond? She'sdive, she's okay, and out of the hands of the
enemy. All they've got isan empty husk."

Asam managed adight smile. "I'm glad for that," he almost whispered.

"Y ou haven't logt her yet, Colond," Brazil tried to reassure him. " She'sin animal form right now, but
in-side the Well she can be whatever she wantsto be. It'sher choice, Colonel. It's dways been her
choice. That much | swear to you."

"Would you care to see her?' the Gedemondan asked. "We have not brought her near the main camp
because alarge animd in the vicinity of an army with alarge number of carnivores would be tempting fate
too much, but we can take you to her."

"No," Asam replied. "Not now, anyway. Not after . . . after dl this. If she chooses, if shereturns, then,

perhaps| can face her again. Asfor me, | will leed thisarmy in battle and | will win the battle. | will live
until I can kill Gunit Sangh mysdlf, no matter what the cost.” He looked first at the Gede-mondans, then

a Brazil. "Am || freeto go?'

Brazil nodded. "Go on back to your tent, Colond. It's out of your hands now."

Asam left hurriedly, hisfedingstoo complex to face, his sdf-loathing beyond imagining.

Brazil sghed and sat back down on his cot, leaned back, and looked at the Gedemondans.

"So what sort of animal did you use?' he asked them.

"We had very littletime," the Gedemondan ex-plained, sounding alittle apologetic. "We werein abarn
inan aien hex full of magic and power and surrounded by enemies. We had, in addition to thetime

problem, alimited number of animalsto choose from—and we till had to get her out and past enemy
forceswithout raising suspicion.”

"l understand dl thet," hetold them impatiently. "Damn it, they made meinto astag.”
"Our choices weretwo," the Gedemondan went on. "First were the horned mounts of the Dahir—but
that raised a problem. They do not run free, and are used as mounts and draft animas. A wild one would

be seen and captured quickly asit has some vaue. That |eft the other creature, one that's put out to
pasture and alowed to roam free until it is needed. Y ou would call it, in your language, a sort of acow.”

Lamotien, a Little before Midnight

gunit sangh was quite literdly dimbing thewadlls, the ceiling, and oozing in and out through the floor.



Others were nervous to even approach his com-mand tent for some time; he had killed the first two
messengers who went in there and had issued orders for al sorts of mass executions. None had been
car-ried out, but nobody waswilling even to go close enough to tell him this.

Initial rage had come from the first message, which had been from Dahir. It told him that, when the
crea-tures, dong with his own agents, had gone to get Mavra Chang and establish the proper spellsto
get her walking and moving to the Zone Gate, they had met with no success. A cursory examination had
been performed and the generd diagnosis was that, while autonomic functions still operated, there was, in
ef-fect, total brain death insofar as any voluntary mo-tions were concerned. Shewas, in effect, a
vegetable, and even their magic could not work on abody that no longer was able to comprehend an
order to send amessage over magically relinked nerves.

No one could explain it, but there were tracks out-sde and around the barn area of no known type. The
conclusion: Mavra Chang had been discovered by her friends, somehow, and they, having seen her
mutilated tate, had done this so that she could give no information or messages.

He had ordered everyone on the ranch immediately executed, but except for the two Dahbi, it was
un-likely the order would be carried out. The Dahir were pragmatists, and even the Dahir, not being
Supid, would probably be an awfully long time going home or rgoining their forces.

Then had come the second message that Brazil had been spotted with the Awbrian forces moving up
from the south. This, together with hisroutine intelligence asssuring him that Brazil, was, in fact, ill with
the Dillians and Hakazits not too many hillsaway in Bache, did nothing to improve his confidence. He felt
like hiswhole beautiful world of dreamswas crashing down about him.

Findly, though, he did cam down and came out of the tent. A milling throng of officers of many races
had gathered near by, but they al pulled back when he appeared, fully unfolded and extended, atruly
awesome sight.

"Foold! | will not hurt you!™ he snapped. "We must act and act now or all issurely lost! Make use of the
rest of the night to mobilize your entireforce. All plansare now inforce, al dertsare now proclaimed.
Wewill engage the enemy as soon after first light asis practica. Move!"

They moved, fast and frenzied.

Sangh pointed aforeleg at hisinteligence officer. "Y ou! Any further messages? Quit shivering, idiot! |
won't eat you! I'm over that—now."

The officer in question, atiny, weasdllike Orarc, continued to shiver, but it responded, "Thereisa
strange, impossible message from your embassy at Zone, sir.”

Sangh froze. More bad news would be more than he could stand. "What?"

The Orarc swallowed hard. " According to this— it's unbelievable—but, according to this—"
"Comeon! Out withit!"

"Ambassador Ortegaisno longer & Zone," the creature told him.

Gunit Sangh froze, sunned. He redized immedi-ately the import of that news—and itstotd lack of
credibility. If Ortegaleft Zone, then he broke the spell that restrained his aging, and he was dready an old



man. It was the end of an erathat had stretched back to amost two thousand years before the elderly
Dahbi himsdlf had been born, the end of a power and per-sondlity that had pervaded and colored the
only Well World that Sangh, or anybody else, had ever known.

"It must beamistake," he responded, dismissing the news. "He wasjust taking a crap or something.” He
turned to go back into the tent.

"It's definite, ar," the Orarc ingsted. " Some of our own people saw him go through the Zone Gate. No
doubles, no duplicates, no other Ulik mistaken for him. Thereisanew, young Ulik ambassador at Zone
and Ortegais definitely gone. Gone home, they said, to die.”

Gunit Sangh snorted. "Oh, no. There's something dirtier afoot than that. Ortegawould only do thet if he
were certain not only that he was not going to die but aso that the odds favored his plan somehow. |
want to know as soon as possible what he did after arriving back in Ulik. | want to know where Serge
Ortegaisand what heisdoing if he survived the trip—and I'm certain he did.”

"Atonce, gr," the intelligence officer responded and turned to go.

Gunit Sangh felt totally calm, but very uneasy. Up to now it was asmple battle of wits. Hewaslos-ing,
yes, but he dways had the chance of winning and he aways had known the score. Not now. With
Or-tega suddenly in the game—outside of Zone! in-crediblel—he had the uneasy fedling that something
momentous was going on, some force was coming into play that was beyond understanding or control.

He was suddenly conscious that more than history was being made now; the future itself, and for along,
long time to come. The future was being molded by unseen hands. A changing future, not a static one.

All hislife his efforts had gone to maintain the sta-tus quo, which he liked very much indeed, and
in-crease his persond rolein the leadership of that. But —Ortega gone? Brazil insde the Well?

He spread out the relief maps and tried to occupy his mind with preparationsfor battle For thefirst time
in hislong life, Gunit Sangh felt afraid.

Bache, near the Dahir Border

GYPSY PULLED DEEPLY ON A CIGARETTE, THE GLOWIighting up hisfacein an odd,
supernaturd effect. The only other light came from the reddish glow that ema-nated from Marquoz's dien

eyes.

Nathan Brazil lit asmall torch and studied the scene. "I think it's safe enough right here," hetold the
others, and they agreed.

The Gedemondans had called Mavra"sort of* acow, but to Brazil there was very little qudification.



Spotted brown and white, she had al the bovine fea-tures, and despite being alittle shaggy-haired and
having two small horns, twisted like the hakak's, into conchlike spird's, she was the same sort of animad
as before. He sympathized with her, and by the light of the torch she turned her massive head to study
them with eyes that were, he knew, weak, very near-sighted, and color-blind.

She had been less shocked by the transfer than most people would have been; she had been through
trans-formations severd times before, not al deliberate or painless. She had waited, then, until they had
come at dawn to let the cows out to pasture, and had found it very easy to just go with the herd, let the
cow part of her take control, and get out into the hills. From that point she had something of an interna
struggle with the cow mind as she tried to assume con-trol and forceit away, whiledoing it asdowly and
naturally aspossible.

The Gedemondans had met her at a predetermined spot, asmall pool used by cows and other livestock
out of sght of the ranch house, and had gone with her, breaching the fence when they cameto it and
continu-ing down an isolated route to the border.

The Gedemondans, she had noticed, seemed weak and somewhat disoriented and had to stop often. At
first she had thought it was just the night's tension catching up to them, but then sheredized it wasfar
more than that. Whatever they had done to get her into this body took enormous power and
concentra-tion. They al looked much older, somehow, than they had before their efforts on her behalf.

Their condition did not improve in the post-midnight darkness. Even Brazil and the others, who had had
no previous experience with Gedemondans and there-fore no direct method of comparison, could see
the change. Brazil thought back to the Murnies, so long ago, and recalled now that the elders who could
do the transference spent haf their liveslearning the skill that was enough to do them in when used only
onceor twice. Still, therewas anideain the back of hismind that had started with atiny glimmer of
deviouslight when he had first heard of Mavrastransference. Though well worth trying, hejust wished
he felt bet-ter asking it, for he now knew the price.

"How many of your people are around?" he asked the Gedemondan communicator.

"Twelvetotd," the white creature responded, "in-cluding mysdf and the other communicator there."
"And it takesaminimum of three of you to do thistrandference?’

The Gedemondan nodded. "Y es, three."

Helooked over at the weary Gedemondan party, now dumped againgt the trees. "Would using more of
you in such an operation lessen the, ah, impact?’

The communicator saw where he was leading. "No, | don't think so. Which of you are you consider-ing
for this?'

Hiseyebrowsrose dightly in surprise. ™Y ou mean she could be transferred again? | thought the strain
would be too much.”

"Actualy, it would be somewhat easier,” the Gede-mondan told him. "Sheisnot anatura part of the
body, nor has she been in it long enough to get to-taly entwined. Part of the problem isidentifying and
gathering together dl of the soul—much easier with abody diento it than with one of which it isapart.”

He nodded, but hesitated, looking again at the tired, worn Gedemondans who had given so much of



themselvesin the rescue. He didn't like to ask othersto go through that.

The communicator understood. "Itisal right,” he consoled gently. "Y ou see, we believe in what you are
doing. It isnecessary, it isimportant. Weve kept apart from the rest of the Well World, true, and would
gl if dl were going smoothly. It isnot, though. Even at that, we might have been tempted to stay
re-moved from this aswe have from al other conflicts, but thereis an overriding consideration here that
im-pels usto do anything and everything to make certain you succeed.”

Brazil looked up at the cregture in puzzlement. "Overriding consideration?”

The Gedemondan nodded. "Y ou see, Captain, we have devoted the entire energy of our raceto
ex-ploring the ways of the universe, the ways of the Well, and, most important, exploring the innermost
part of every sentient being, the soul. We have learned much, but we have also learned that there are
things beyond us, bound as we are here on the Well World. An en-tire world of our own, ahuge race
that could know and understand struggle, hardships, and the redlity of the rest of the universe beyond this
tiny artificial bub-ble—that isthe only way to progress, to get to the red truths about ourselves.”

"Widl, you have one, somewhere," Brazil pointed out.

"Wedo not," the Gedemondan told him sadly. " There was an error, something, some factor that was
overlooked in our preparation here for areal existence out there. We died out—quickly. There does not
even seem to have been a second generation.”

"How do you know dl that?' Brazil asked him. "1 mean, evenl don't know that, and wouldn't without
getting deep into the machinery. Y ou couldn'tpos-sibly know."

"Weknow," the creature assured him. "Each con-gtruct in the universe has its own intricate mathematical
codes. We can sense those codes, read them, so to speak. We know the codes are consistent, and we
can traceindividual races out there from their counter-parts on the Well World, even identify alarge
number of races no longer on the Well World at dl, at least in amathematica sense. And when therace
isno longer in existence, thereis agap, anoticeable dis-continuity.”

Brazil was fascinated. ™Y ou mean you can actudlyread the Well's code?"

"To an extent, yes," the Gedemondan admitted. "It is due to that ability that we can use some of the
Wdl's potentia ourselves, more or lessin the Mar-kovian manner. It's how we can sometimes foretell
future trends, spot key people, do such things asthe transfer and blind others minds. Y ou can seethe
frustration. To be so close to the Markovian abilities and understanding—Vet, that close and no closer,
for we can not expand, grow, or get into a position where we can look at the situation from the other
end, from the universeitsaf. And that, of course, iswhy we must help you in any way possible.”

Nathan Brazil considered what the creature was saying, then broke into adight smile. He shook his head
dowly and pointed an accusatory finger at the communicator. Y ouwant meto start over,” hesaid with a
mixture of amazement and amusement. ™Y ou want to try it again." So much for atruism, he thought
sourly. The same old salf-centered ditist bastards were till in charge. He wondered idly how different
the so-ciety and culture of Gedemondas was from some of the old Com worlds. Still, it made things even
esser.

"Look," he explained, "we have two problems here. Oneisthat Mavraisin no current condition to travel
andislikely, if she staysthisway, to wind up as some-body's barbecue. The second is that Gunit Sangh
will belooking for me to make a bresk now and helll have patrols and everything he can think of waiting



for me. Had things not unraveled when they did, | probably could have doneit with few problems. The
origind plan, asfar asit goes, isgill sound. The only way inistofly."

" S0 you want to get made up as an Agitar, maybe, and then make Mavrayour pegasus?’ Gypsy
guessed. "It'snot abad ides, if she'sagreeable.”

Mavras head turned and she gave out avery cow-like "Moo," which wasindecipherable.

"Well, that would have been agood ideaif we were dtill following the origina script, but | think they're
on to that kind of thing now. | don't have the advantages of the Com here, particularly not out herein the
mid-dle of nowhere. No costume we could come up with would stand close inspection, and Sangh's no
dummy. Hell force down any creature even remotely resem-bling me, just for insurance. No, let'sbea
little bit trickier than that. Let's makeboth Mavraand me pegasuses.”

"But you won't be able to speak,” Marquoz noted. "To everyone dse you'l be just dumb animals."
"Then they—well—have to haveriders,” Brazil replied.

"The few such creatures we have were mostly stolen,” the Hakazit pointed out. "1'm not sure how much
we can trust the Agitar riders.”

"Not Agitar,” hetold them. "A Gedemondan, for sure, since we have to have some method, no matter
how basic, to communicate if necessary." He looked at the communicator. "I assume something of that
sort ispossible?’

The communicator nodded. "By laying of hands, in abasic way," he replied dowly, "the Gedemondan
would then become the conduit for both conversa-tions—buit it would work, | think. Still, why not two of
wl

"Y ou're useful, but you're not fighters," he told the greet creature redigtically. " Somebody ought to be
aong who can shoot avariety of things.”

"We are not defensdess, but itis true that we can act only in salf-defense where asentient lifeis
con-cerned,”" the Gedemondan admitted.

"I think I'm alittle too big and heavy for one of those," Marquoz noted ruefully. " Although, truthfully, if
there were someway to do it | would love to be there at the end.”

Brazil nodded. "All right, then, well haveto trust one of the Agitar. Pick the best you can and get him
and two of the cregtures here as quickly as possble.”

"I'll doit," Gypsy sad, and vanished.

They all stared at the spot where he had just been, and it was Brazil who shook his head in amazement.
"How does hedo that?' he wondered aloud.

"Hetdlsthe Well what he wants and it doesit for him," the Gedemondan communicator replied.
They al looked at the creature. Y ou mean it re-gpondsto hiswill?' Brazil pressed.

The communicator nodded. "In effect heisaMar-kovian," he said flatly.



Brazil shook hishead. "No, not that. Markovians on the Well World had no accessto the main
compu-ter. That would have destroyed the point of the ex-periment.”

"Neverthdess, that iswhat he does," the creature maintained. "l could fed it, dmost seeit.”

Brazil stared off into the darkness. *Now who the hell could have learned that—and how?' he mused
doud.

The Agitar was an Entry named Prola, aformer Olympian with alot of self-confidence who was
hon-ored to be chosen for thismission. Asan Agitar male the former Amazon was somewhat
uncomfortable, but now saw this as a heaven-sent opportunity.

"I regret | am not very good at riding the beasts, though," Prola said gpologeticaly.

"Don't worry about it," Brazil told the satyrlike creature. ™Y ou just hold on and et me do the fly-ing. |
hope," he added under his bregth.

They gathered around the torchlight one last time and Brazil took out amap and spread it on the ground.
"Now, Sangh'samost certainly going to at-tack thismorning. | don't want you to fight. Gypsy, you tell
Asam as soon aswe're off to pack up every-body and everything he can and start movingdirectly for the
Ellerbanta-Verkm Avenue. Sangh will be snap-ping at your heds, but fight only rearguard actions.
Marquoz, | think your people could do that effectively. The faster you can go, the lessthreat from the
rear, Since the enemy expects you to stand and fight here, not run, and won't have prepared logigtically
for achase. If you can, Gypsy, then get down to Y uaand tell her the samething.”

"But that will run her right into Khutir'sarmy,” the strange, dark man protested. "It'll be adaughter.
Khutir's got her outnumbered and out-experienced.”

"But he's going to get wordreal quick that the main forceis moving on the Avenue from hisflank. I'm
betting helll set up the best defense line he can over the broad front and try and hold until Sangh can

come up behind your army. He hasto blockboth forceswith hisarmy, remember, and that's putting him
on the extreme defensive, outnumbered and out-gunned.”

"While, in the meantime, you'll fly right over hishead," Marquoz chuckled. "Not bad. Not bad at al."

"And not as easy asit sounds,” Brazil cautioned. ™Y ou might yet have to bal us out of enemy hands, but
it'sthe best try we have. If either force can cut through Khutir's lines, well and good. Get to the Avenue,

pick the best position, and fight arearguard action if necessary.”
"How . . . how will we know when you've madeit?" Gypsy wanted to know.

Brazil chuckled. "Wéll, the few Gedemondans ought to be ableto tell you, but there will be an easier
way, particularly if it'sdark.”

"Huh?'



"If Mavratdlsmeto, I'll pull the plug,” hetold them. "And the starswill go out.”

Gypsy gulped nervoudly.

Bache, near Dawn the Same Day

mavra chang had had very little chance tosay anything in dl that was now going on, but she had little
choice, ether, shereflected ruefully. Still, anything beet living out your life asa cow, certainly, and now
events had forced her to the Well of Souls whether she wanted to go or not. She would rather have died
than be pardyzed her whole life asa Dil-lian, rather have been a cow than dead, rather aflying horse, of
al things, than acow, and rather any-thing €lse but a domesticated anima. That meant going to the Well
with Brazil and being there when he worked his magic.

She wasn't really sure, now, how shefelt about Brazil, but the news of Asam's betraya of the cause,
dropped in matter-of-fact conversation between Mar-quoz and Brazil, had dmost crushed her. She
couldn't understand or imagine such athing, and to be con-templated in her name and on her behalf made
her fed dightly dirty. Another illusion crashed, another something good turning suddenly foul and flawed,
hideous. She wondered somehow if she didn't carry some sort of curse with her, something that
corrupted or destroyed al those to whom shefelt close.

Thetransfer had been like the last; the animal had been brought up next to her and one Gedemon-dan
had placed its pads on her head, a second on the head of the pegasus, and the third one hand on the
head of each of itsfellows. Then she had fell into adeep, dreamless deep.

It was more difficult for her thistime, mostly be-cause the brain of the pegasus seemed more complex,
more aware than that of the cow's. Itsown initia shock and fear she overcame not by ruthless mental
pressure as she had the cow's, but more of agentle reassurance, an offer, somehow, of partnership.
After some early resistance and the resurgence of some of the fear confusion brought, the great winged
horse seemed to settle down, accept theidea. Once it ac-cepted her, there seemed a moment of
dizziness, of double thought and double vision which settled into comfortable accommodation. She was
the cresture, and the creature was she, yet there was no extinction, no pushing back.

Brazil, too, had thisfar different experience and it surprised him even more than she. In asense, his beast
won agreater victory, since he was more con-cerned with what it could do for him than in becom-ing the
pegasusfor any length of time,

Y et another surprise was the vision the winged horses had. They saw in brilliant color, far sharper and
better resolved than either person had known, and there was additionaly an dmost incredible sense of
depth. With asimple voluntary action, both found they could focus with incredible clarity on an object
roughly four or so metersin front of them dl the way to infinity. Only close objectswere hard to see; the
eyeswere set abit too far back along the snout for that sort of resolution, although by closing one eye, a
far two-dimensiona picture could be perceived.



In the distance the army was aready on the move. The noise could be heard here, to the south, and they
could dready seein the predawn light large numbers of flying crestures standing guard asthe force
moved and probing ahead into the northwest.

Prolamade some adjustments on Brazil, who, having just gotten over the shock of the transfer and il
settling into the new body, was now trying to adjust to the fact that he wasavivid pastd pink while
Mavrawaslight blue. Agitarian pegasuses camein dl colors. Although ablow to Brazil's experimental
spirit, both winged horses were neutered females.

"Ready for your flight test?" the Agitar asked nerv-oudy. He hadn't really had much experience on the
beasts and had depended on the horses's good training to do most of the work. Now, with Brazil in
there, both were green.

Himself more than alittle nervous, Brazil tried not to let it cregp over into that part of the body that was
gl the pegasus. He had flown everything man had ever invented that would fly, and he loved it—but he
had never tried it on his own before. He felt the weight on his back now, then the shock of the rider
mounting and seating himsdlf in the specidly designed saddle, taking the reins, and digging dightly inthe
Sdes.

"All right," Prolatold him hoarsaly. "L et'strot out to the clearing and seeif dl thisisfor nothing.”

Hetried to relax and et the horse do al the work, but managed only partly to succeed. Closing his eyes
wouldn't help abit, but if he could not, then it was hard to relax and let reflex and aien genestake over.
Hefound the wind more obtrusive than he ever reemembered it; the creatures obvioudy could fed the
dightest gusts and turbulences and sense what to do about them. He trotted out and around until he
stood, facing the wind. Almost before he could think, he felt the gentle prod of the rider, heard the call
"Hiel" and he was off, galloping acrossthe plain. He fdt the great wings unfold, stretch, adjust themselves
to catch thewind, redizing suddenly that much of what was going on organicaly was smilar to hisown
ex-periences as an airplane pilot.

And, amazingly, he couldsee the wind! Very opaque, of course, and not obscuring other vision, but there
was adifferent qudity to the air moving at dif-ferent rates that presented clear boundariesto him.

Hefdt himsdf lifting up and suppressed his discom-fort; the legs continued to kick for ashort while, then
folded up like some sort of landing gear, into cavitiesinvisible on the ground, which minimized drag and
wind resistance. Once up, it was both heady and easy. There was an dmost intoxicating fedling toit, to
soar and move with the winds and even againgt them, to whirl and move around fredly, without amachine
of any sort between him and the dements.

The Agitar gave afew soft kicks and nudgesindicating that it wastime to go back down. He didn't want
to doit, to relinquish thisincredible feding of freedom, but the sun was amost above the horizon now
and time was running short.

He had more unease as the ground rushed up at him. The legs came out and were used somewhat asair
brakes, but it was mostly the incredibly maneuver-able wingsthat allowed him to dow to a sufficient
speed for the landing. The legs pumped in afast gallop now, and, suddenly, first the forelegs and then the
hind legs touched and the wings turned dmost Sdeways, bring-ing him to an easy stop. Though the heady
feeling con-tinued for awhile, he was amazed to discover that he had never even breathed hard.

Then it was Mavras turn, and she showed some of the same hesitation and nervousness that he had fdlt.



He could sense some of the wrong thingsin her stride and position and prayed that she would relax and
have no more problems than he.

He held his breeth until she was off the ground and going upward, folding into an amazingly streamlined
shape and rising into the sky. Only then did helet out along sSigh and nod his equine head approvingly.
She was apilot and pilots were born to fly.

Findly he alowed the Gedomondan to board and found the extra height and weight areal handicap. It
worried him, and for amoment he feared that the com-bination might prove impossible. The
Gedemondan, too, was scared to death at the ideaand took alot of time baancing and rebaancing
himsdlf. Brazil thought he probably wished he had helped with the transfer-ence at this point.

It took along, long gallop to get off the ground thistime, and he was starting to breathe hard, the wings
doing far more beseting to carry dmost double the Agitarian weight, he was relieved when the
Gede-mondan, probably more from fright than common sense, leaned forward, resting hishead and
upper torso on the saddle and the back of Brazil's neck.

It was equdly tricky landing, and he dmost lost hisbadance doing it, but he madeit, findly, shortly after
Mavra had come down. Now hefelt more like he had had some exercise, though, and he redlized that he
and Mavrawould probably have to switch off every hour or two to equalize the burden.

Now they were ready to go on thislast leg of the journey. There were afew good-byes, mostly between
the Gedemondan and his fellows who would stay be-hind—wordlessin that case, at least asfar as could
be determined. They steadied themselves and, one &fter the other, made their way again into the skies.
Brazil decided to carry the Gedemondan as long as possible, both to test his endurance and to make sure
they could make it the whole way.

Up they climbed, until they were dmost athousand metersin the air, then they circled once, taking a
look at the scene to the north, then whirled and headed away to the southwest. Both armies werevisble
now, no more than akilometer gpart, but both were on the move. He wished he could see Gunit Sangh's
face when the troops came over that last rise and found the camp abandoned—buit, of course, his agria
scouts were even now reporting that fact to him. He wondered what the Dahbi would make of it, and
what he would do to try and counter it al.

They headed south for awhile, not only because the land was flatter and they could maintain the lower,
eader dtitude, but also because it was away from the forces and they were unlikely to be chased even if
noticed. From a distance they would more than likely be seen as couriers, hardly worth a chase. About
an hour out, when they felt sufficiently removed from the turmoil below, they made dow, cautiousturns,
first due west for awhile, then toward the north.

A number of times they were intercepted by curi-ous creatures, some sentient, othersjust wild birds and
other flying animals curious or upset about these odd-looking shapes invading their skies. Once they
feared attack by a giant hawklike bird with nasty talons and beak and a better than three-meter
wingspan, but after alot of screeching and mock attack runs, it had broken off, possibly because they
had gone out of itsterritory, possibly because it decided these newcomers were just too damned big to
ded with.

With his experienced eye Brazil estimated their airspeed a roughly forty-five to fifty kilometers per hour.
At that rate they would not reach their goa by thisroute in less than three and a half to four days.

He hoped hewas up to it.



After afitful deep thefirst night and some ravenous grass-munching by both of them, they were doft
again. Thistime Mavra carried the Gedemondan, and Brazil felt agreat ded of relief tempered only by
sympathy for her greater load. She wastaking it well, though, and the Gedemondan, too, was more
experienced in the best way to ride. She seemed to be dightly stronger and dightly larger than he, and he
didn't resent it a bit.

The second day out passed much like the first, a-though he had the fedling that perhaps he had been
optimigtic in the ground they were covering. High-lands were risng below them, forcing them into the
upper air. That meant more work to do the same thing, and it meant heavy breathing now.

Suddenly, late in the day, they were challenged. The creatures were enormous elongated disks with
popeyes and countless snakelike tentacles rising from the top of their bodies. They had no heads as such,
and it was quickly obviousthat most of their gray underside was mouth. They showed no means of
propulsion and he couldn't even guess what kept them up, |et aone al-lowed them to make such abrupt
turns, rises, and fdls.

They flanked the two winged horses, nine of the creatures, each two meters across or more and drooling
ugliness, and forced them down onto amesa below. The creatures themsalves did not land, but sat,
sus-pended, two metersin the air and looked them over.

"In the name of the council we stop you and cha-lenge you to explain your presence,” the lead creature
said. It did not have atrandator and sounded to them much like cooing and clucking, but the
Gedemondan seemed to understand it al perfectly, responding in asmilar language.

Brazil and Mavra Chang both stood there, dong with the Agitar Prola, unable to do anything at al or
even guess a what was going on. Findly the Gede-mondan nodded and the creatures rose up into the
sky and were quickly gone.

"A patrol from Khutir'sforces," the white creature told them. "' had to do some fancy talking to convince
them we were on theleve, I'm afraid. Y ou were fortunate to have brought me; had | not been able to
speak to them in their own Akkokek tongue, we would have been taken in for interrogation. Let usbe
off be-fore they have second thoughts."

They took off once more, al three of the others wondering just what the hell the Gedemondan had told
those things to make them |eave them aone. Brazil made amental note not to play poker with a
Gedemondan communicator.

Cutting across Quilst they saw little Sgn of amgor force, which worried them alittle. Where was
Genera Khutir? Had he, in fact, gotten diverted and lured so far away? Was it going to be this easy?

Other creatures occasionadly rose from hidden out-posts to check them out, but each time the
Gedemondan was able to ether talk them out of doing anything or give some sort of sign or password
that alowed them to continue. The Gedemondan only chuckled when they asked about this ability and
gtated, that, no, he could not read minds, but he could make weaker minds conversationdly tell him what
he needed to know. That was dl they got from him.



The land had gone down again asthey flew over Quilst, aswampy place thick with foliage and
vegeta-tion overlaid with stagnant water and huge muddy pools. Here and there could be seen the huge
creaturesthat reminded Brazil of humanoid hippopotamuses doing thisthing or that, but the place was
remarkably devoid of structures or any real signs of industry. It must be elsewhere, he decided, hiddenin
the swamps or under the ground. Certainly there was aclearly defined network of broad roads and paths
connecting just about every point in the hex with every other.

They passed over the driest spot in the hex, where the land started to rise again in aseries of steppes,
each rough plateau giving rise to the land. Here had been Khutir's camp and headquarters, it was clear;
the scars—and the equipment—were dl too visble, and there were till severd hundred creatures of
various typesthere, minding the store or helping maintain at least atripwire guard to the gateway to the
Avenueto their north.

They veered to the south of the camp, hoping to avoid notice, and were soon out of the areaand to the
west of the great Avenue that could almost be seen in the distance.

They had no intention of approaching from the south or from the east, across hostile Verion, but around
and through Ellerbanta, keeping well to the west of the Avenueif at dl possible.

It was not the best of Avenuesto use, and the closer to it they got the more Brazil redized its
disadvan-tages. The land was mountainous, more like Gede-mondas than anything else, and while it
wasn't particularly cold, the eevation was steadily rising, and with that the problemsin continuing to fly.

Mavraresdlized the problem more quickly than he had. She knew that the winged horses had been
unable to function in the upper regions of Gedemondas, they had a definite upper limit, aggravated even
more by any sgnificant weight, and there was definitely that.

They had to land more frequently now, and landing spaces were becoming harder and harder to find.
They wove aove the snow line, where footing was more dif-ficult, and still the mountains rose higher to
the north and east of them, the distant ones amost totally ob-scured by clouds.

They got out the maps of the region and, for the first time, Mavraaswell asthe others could examine
them. She couldn't read the script, but when the re-lief markings were explained to her it became clear
that they could not fly up to the Equatoria Barrier at the Avenue. Notthis Avenue.

Using the Gedemondan communicator, whose voice served for both Mavraand Brazil aswell as himsalf
in these circumstances, she pointed this out somewhat accusingly to Brazil.

"Well, how wasl to know the upper limits of these things?' he grumped. "Héll, | don't remember them as
red creaturesat al. They survived on Earth only as parts of the racial memory, mythologica beasties and
no more. Still, thereésno rea choice. We could have gone east, but that would have brought us over
Lamotien and Y axa—and we wouldn't have stood a chance there. To the west the next hex is completely
underwater, which isfineif you're the underwater type but not otherwise—and we'd have ahdl of afight
through there, anyway. Same farther east—the Ave-nue's under the Sea of Storms. So thiswas the only
onewe could use and wéell just haveto livewithit."

"But we can't fly much longer or higher,” she ob-jected.
He nodded his equine head. "True, we can't. So we have to head to the Avenue. | figureit's over the

next range, there, about thirty or forty kilometers at most. It'sthe only real passwe're gonnaget. Well
walk where we haveto, fly when we can. Let'sdo it.”



There was no other way to go, but al of them could only think that the Avenue, even two thirds of the
way up, would be the last place they should go and the first place to meet any determined opposition. No
one had any doubt that, between Gunit Sangh and Genera Khutir, orders for whatever patrols were
dationed there would be firm: Kill everything that tried to get up the Avenue. Everything, without
exception—and Ellerbantawas a high-tech hex. Anything would work here,

Even the Gedemondan, who felt dmost a home in the high, white, and cold environment, shared the
ap-prehension, but there was now no choice.

They cameto the Avenue abruptly; a solid mountain wall stood before them, and they decided to make
for the top and over in expectation that they would at least Sight the Avenue from the summit.

They did more than that. Brazil heaved hislarge pegasus body over and amost fell into empty space. He
looked down, forelegs dangling over the edge, on an amost sheer cliff with adrop of over four
kilo-meters straight down to the Avenue.

He gave a horsdlike whinny of fear, which brought the others up quickly but cautioudly, and together
they managed to haul him back from the edge and look out on the sight.

Y ou could hardly seethe Avenue at al; clouds, mist, and rock tended to block the view and
perspective, but it wasthere dl right, in acouple of tiny clear patches, way, way down. It could be
spotted only because it was the one thing nature never seemed to be— straight: A tiny, light-colored
graight hairline that was discernible only by the pegasuss exceptiond eyes.

But far off to the north, perhaps peeking up beyond the horizon, they could see ablack band stretching
east to west asfar asvisgon would take them. The Equartorid Barrier, the accessto the Well at the
Avenues and the very solid and impenetrable wall that kept the dien North from the equaly dien South.

"Canyoufly inthat gap?' the Agitar asked them.

Brazil and Mavraboth looked out, saw the wind and the currents, measured the narrowest points of the
gap with the unerring sense of the flying horses, and shook their heads practicaly in unison.

"Noway," Brazil told them through the communi-cator. "The air currents are treacherous through there,
the valey too narrow in spots. We're going to have to walk up here as much as possible and try and find
away down there when we can.”

Mavranodded agreement. "I doubt if any flying crestures could do much in that pass.”

"But itll make us Sitting ducksfor anybody up here,” Brazil said gloomily. "And it'scurtainsif
some-body's around who can fly in thisatitude.”

They started walking.

Thejourney wasn't easy and involved many round-about diversions and switchbacks just to keep
roughly even with the Avenueitsdlf. They made poor time, and spent acold, hungry night on the



mourtain.

In the morning, it waslittle better. The temperature was far below zero and they were faced with a
breath-takingly beautiful but hazardous sight as clouds closed in dmost dl views below them, even of the
dight dips, valleys, and cirques, leaving only the points of the highest peaks popping up into abrilliant,
amogt blinding sun. Had flying not been prohibited by thelack of oxygen at that extreme dtitude, it
would still beimpossible now. Once up, therewould literdly be no safe place to land.

The Gedemondan continued to lead the way on foot, the Agitar, bundled in heavy clothing, rode atop
Brazil. The white creature seemed | ess bothered by the conditions and totally unaffected by dtitude and
cold, and navigated the tricky range with unerring pre-cision.

Still, such precision was not at the expense of over-caution, for anything lesswould destroy you up here
abovethe clouds, and it was even dower going than before. At midday, Mavra guessed they had made
only acouple of kilometers; the black barrier to the north looked no closer and they had made barely the
next set of peaks popping up out of the clouds, Brazil was even more pessimistic; he began to wonder if
they could makeit at al. There was nothing to eat up here, and hewasfeding starved asit was. The
trouble was, dl directions looked the same to him—Iousy. There might not, he reflected uneasily, be any
way to abort the plan at this point.

Nearing dusk, they were dl feeling down, defeated, and more than alittle cheated by it dl. They linked
to talk, but there was very littleto say, really. They al were sharing the same dark thoughts.

I've failed, each one seemed to say to itsalf or to the others,we've failed. We've managed to out-think,
out-trick, or out-fight every force the Well World has thrown in our way, but now we are dying, victims
not of army or plan but of geography.

Darknessfdl, and they camped for another londly, windy, cold night without food and, now, without
much hope.

"Wetried our best," Brazil tried to console them, athough he felt morein need of it than in the mood to
giveit. "Well continueto try aslong as possible, until we just can't any more."

"l can see only oneway out,” Mavratold them.
"Tomorrow, early, while we gtill have strength, we must try and fly down into the canyon.”
"How wideisan Avenue?' Prolaasked apprehen-sively.

Brazil thought about it. "Thirty meters, more or less" hereplied. "The chasmisabit wider, of course, but
we don't know how far weld have to glide and what nar-row spots we might have to dodge.”

"Fully extended,” Mavranoted, "my wingspan and yoursisroughly eight or nine meters. It doesnt give
us very much maneuverability—and with those wicked updrafts and downdrafts, and those clouds. . ."

"It wasyour ideatofly," he came back. "Don't try talking me out of it at this stage. It'sthe only thing we
can do—and | want to do it so little it wouldn't take very much to let me freeze and starve up here.”

"Near midday tomorrow, then,” she agreed ruefully, "when whatever sun getsdown in thereisavailable
tous”



They dept fitfully that night, not wanting to think about, let done face, the day ahead. And when thefirst
of them awoke and |ooked around, hope was dashed even further. The clouds had risen now; thewhole
world was asea of swirling whitein every di-rection.

They nibbled some snow and relaxed, unable to move until the sun or weather patterns burned some of
thefog away.

"It'slikethisalot near Avenues," Brazil told them. "Y ou get the same reaction when two dissmilar
hexes—seasonally, that is—meet at aborder, and that's a border out there, of course, aborder with a
thirty meter strip in between that's subject to wind and westher patterns from both hexes.”

They were slent most of the morning, and the mistswould not clear. Brazil findly motioned for the
Gedemondan to come over and "plug in,” as he thought of it.

"Mavra—what have you been thinking about?' he asked gently, trying to get her mind off the Situation.

She gave awry chuckle. "Other places. Other people,” shereplied. "I wonder how the battle went? |
wonder who won? And whether it made adamn bit of difference? | wonder if they bit on that empty shell
of abody you left them, or if they'redl lined up some-where, fighting yet. It would be nice to know
beforel. . ."

"Die?" he completed. "Doesthet redly scare you?"

"Yes, of course, " shereplied. "I'm not like you, Brazil. | don't think anyoneis. I'd like to see that new
universe”

He hesitated amoment, then said, "Wdll, that tells me something about you | was wondering about.” He
didn't laborate, but it settled a nagging reservation he had had. He had wondered, up to this point,
whether or not she might not have desired, been happy, in her Dillian existence. Of course, Asam's
treachery would have dispelled that, but only for the two of them. It wasn't fair, though, to do to anyone
what he intended for her if she could have been happy in some aternate existence.

It wasn't fair anyway, he knew, but she wouldn't believe that until she found it out for herself.
The Gedemondan broke the contact. "The fog islifting,” he noted.

They looked around and saw it wastrue. The sun was visible now, about a quarter of theway up in the
sky, and it was burning through the thin cloudiness that seemed impossible at thisdtitude.

"I think | see apeak over therel” Prolacadled ex-citedly. "And another, there! Yed! | think it's clearing.”
The Gedemondan suddenly stiffened and looked around nervoudy. "I don't think al iswdl,” he
whis-pered. "I sense others near by. I—I alowed my own persona emotionsto cloud my senses" he

explained apologeticaly. "Now | can read them. We are being watched!"

They tensed, and the Agitar drew his coppery swordlike tast, which could conduct thousands of volts of
electricity from hisbody. They waited tensely to see who the hell could possibly have penetrated thisfog



and found them at such aheight.

"Helloooo . . . !" boomed avoice from somewhere just to the left of them, acal that echoed back and
forth between the peaks. "Hey! Nate! Where areyou?" it called. "Come on—I won! | gotchadead to
rights. Y ou can't move. | took your chalenge and I've won, Nate! I've won!"

Brazil gestured with his head to the Gedemondan, who placed a pad on his head dlowing speech.
"Over here" he cdled wearily. "How the hdll did you ever find us?"

A huge figure glided out of the fog and approached them carefully. It carried in two of itssix hands a
smadl dectronic device.

"Thisisahigh-tech hex, Nate," Serge Ortegatold him. "Haven't you ever heard of radar?’

Above the Borgo Pass

ortegahad afairly large force around, andas they walked with him the size became more appar-ent.
They were dso well armed and well equipped with the best in weaponry and detection gear and
obvi-oudy diggingin.

"I must say that it's damned hard to think of you as apegasus,” the Ulik said jokingly. "And a passionate
pink one a that! My, my!"

Brazil could only snort at this commentary, since the Gedemondan could only be an effective speech
conduit when they were stlanding till. He and Mavra could only seethe and takeit; al hope was now

gone.

"The Borgo Pass,” Ortegatold them. "It's the nar-rowest point in the whole chasm, barely ten meters
clearance on either side of the Avenue and with nice, naturd fortifications on both sdes. Asyou saw
from the landscape above, anyone who wants to reach the equator has to come up the Avenue
itself—and hasto get past this spot.”

Therewasalot of activity around the mostly obscured pass; they could see a portable cranelifting some
gun emplacement down into the mist and cloud layer below, supervised by anumber of smdl flying

things

"Y ou might be interested to know how | figured out your plot,” the Ulik continued, gloating
unashamedly. "To be truthful about it, | deduced it as you went long and thefinal piecesonly fdl into
place a couple of days ago, but I'd dready guessed the rough out-line. It was clear from the start, at least
after | dis-covered how you'd evaded our trapsin Zone, that yours was a campaign of misdirection. Still,
nothing could deny the fact that, sooner or later, you would have to move in force toward one or more of



the Ave-nues, and as soon as the Hakazit moved up the Issh-mus | knew from its direction and the
direction of the Dilliansthat you had to be coming to thisarea. Al-though your doublein the ship gave me
some uneasy moments, | admit, | rejected water Avenues as Sm-ply too risky. That |eft Y axa-Harbigor
or here. Now, you had an army for each, as did the council, and a double for each, which drove us
crazy. So, which Avenue?' He paused, savoring his moment of triumph. "'l rgected Y axa-Harbigor not
only because the inhabitants around there are incredibly formidable anywhere and damn near absolutein
their own neigh-borhood, but aso because that would put Gunit Sangh's army in between, by far the
more formidable of the two,” he continued. "But aglance at amap showed that, if you turned westward
and gtarted the other Awbrian force northward, you'd have amassive double army coming down on a
smadler and less equipped council force. Ergo, Ellerbanta, ance Verion isinhospitable, nasty, dien, and
probably lethal. I'm not sure those fancy charged-up glowworms can be reasoned with. Good thing
they're superdtitious, though, or we couldn't hold both sides of the pass.”

Brazil halted and gestured with his head to the Gedemondan, who understood and made the link.
"All right, Serge, but how didyou get here?' he wanted to know.

Ortegachuckled. "All in good time, my boy, dl in good time. So, anyway, old Gunit Sangh and his crew
wouldn't listen to alot of what | had to say and paid for their mistakes. They got outmaneuvered time and
time again. Well, once | knew where you were headed, | decided to take mattersinto my own hands.

Y our curious friend Gypsy had told methat | could leave Zone without withering into dust, and | finaly
had it, completely, up tohere, with Stting in my pri-vate little prison while everybody ese had al the fun.
Oh, | could have ordered folks over here, but | sm-ply could not deny mysdlf the pleasure of this. You
don't know what it's meant to me, Nate, leaving that stinking hole. Seeing stars, bresthing clean air,
feeling thewind and heat and cold and rain.. . . It'samost like being reborn. | may be the only man
anywhere who can identify with you, Nate. My little prison, redly, isn't that much different than the prison
you've been living in dl those thousands of years. We were both trapped by our own devices.”

"But how did you get here?' Brazil perssted. "I mean, Ulik'samaost on the other side of the world from
here, evenif itis at the equator, and that bulk of yours can't fly."

Ortegalaughed. "Oh, but itcan, Nate, dthough it damned near killed me from being out of practice. I'll
show you oneinalittlewhile

"Onewhat?' he wanted to know.

"A trublak," the Ulik replied. "It'sahuge, pulpy worm with six pairs of huge, tough, transparent wings,
about six meterslong. Nasty-looking, but harm-less. They areto Ulik pretty much what the horse wasto
our ancestors—transportation, muscle power, you nameit. They're not very bright but easily
domesti-cated. Y ou have these reins, you Sit on asaddldike thing, and you use your own tail as part of
the guid-ance. Took us about five daysto get here, but we knew where you were heading before we
darted, even if you hadn't taken off yet. And no matter what, agood look at the relief maps told me you
had to come by the Borgo Pass. Justhad to. It'samost designed that way."

"But how the hell did you know what we were or who we were?' he perssted. "We're pretty well
dis-guised, | think you'l admit.”

Ortega shrugged. "Remember, the last time we met you were in the body of astag. | knew thetrick
could be done and | knew you knew it. When we got word yesterday that your comatose body had
been found in the rubble of battle | pretty well guessed what had happened—and waited here. It had to
be a pretty fast ground animal or an airborne one, and | guessed aflyer since you'd want to make speed.



What large, flying anima was on the continent and near where your armies had passed? It's easy when
you're thinking dirty and playing with afull deck.”

Brazil looked around at the frantic activity, dightly puzzled. "What'sdl this now, Serge?’ he wanted to
know. "Y ou've won. Looks more like you're still mov-ing in than preparing to move out.”

Serge Ortega chuckled even more at some private joke, then called out, "All right, boysl Come on up!”
Out from a point beyond the portable crane came two figures. Two very familiar creatures.

One was a Hakazit, huge and imposing, and the other atal human with abig grin on hisface.

"Hello, Brazil," cdled Gypsy. "We were wondering if weld beat you here or not."

"It would seem our timing was perfect,” Marquoz noted with satisfaction. "A last reunion before the
windup." Heturned to Brazil. "I toldyou | wanted to bein on thefinish."

The shock of seeing those two was so gresat that the communications link was broken for afew
moments. When heregained it, all Brazil could blurt out was, "Wheét thehdl| isgoing on here?'

Ortegagrinned. "I resigned from the council, Nate. Oh, I've got to admit, up to the last moment | didn't
know which way | would jump, didn't even know if | had the nerve to ever leave that place, but, when
push cameto shove, | redly didn't have much choice.l couldn't condemn you to the same prison | hated
so much. Not me—anybody but me, maybe. But | couldn't do that to somebody else, particularly an old
buddy like you. I'd donedl | could to keep the faith with the council; I'd given them every lead, prodded
them thisway and that, and even managed to save an awful lot of those Entriesfrom being wiped ouit. |
didn't worry about that after abunch of the boys decided to ignore me anyway and sent asquad of fifty
into gtart killing the Entriesin the Well Gate. Y ou know what happened? Those amazons of yours got so
pissed when thefirst volleys of arrowsflew, they charged that squad and toreit literdly to bits! They can
take care of themselves pretty good, they can! And since high-tech wegpons won't work in Zone, well,
there's nobody with nerve enough to try it now,"

Gypsy looked at him, asmile on hisface. "And, of course, Saint Serge, persona motives had nothing to
dowithita dl."

Ortegalooked sheepish. "Well, of course, in avery minor way. I've been fighting that bastard Sangh for
fifty years, and he'sgoing for broke with thisone. If heloses, hereally loses, thistime. He's the greatest
threat to the stability of thisworld that ever was born, and he hasto go. Some of the Dahbi aren't that
bad. Gruesome, maybe, but alot of other races are, too. Evil, though? No, that's reserved for Sangh.
And hiswhole pitch has been that if he werein complete charge, he could do anything. Well, he'sbeen in
complete charge, and he's botched it. If you make the Well, he's botched it totaly. HEll not only never
be athreat but helll lose face and standing among his own people, maybe lose his power base. Nobody
likesto back aloser, and ther€lll be alot of bitterness after dl this. The Wars of the Well showed
that—people don't like their sons and daughters, friends and neigh-bors, to be sacrificed at all, but when
they get daugh-tered in alosing cause, well, that's more than some can stand.”

"So you changed sides," Brazil sighed.
Ortegas bushy eyebrows went up. "Why, Nate! I'msurprised a you! Y ou know there's never been any

side exceptmy sde. Hell, I've had my cake and eaten it too in this go-round. I've figured you out,
outwitted and trapped you, and now | can turn around and stick it good to the ones| have alot of scores



to settle with. It's the time to settle scores again, Nate, I'm dy-ing now and you know it and | know it.
Therésno way I'm going to diein peace and solitude.”

Mavra caught the attention of the Gedemondan, who linked her aswell.

"Gypsy, thisisMavra," she began, having to ex-plain it because the Gedemondan was doing dl the
physicd taking. "What happened—after we left? How did Marquoz get here?"

"Il answer that," the Hakazit told the others. "What happened was that we really had to pull out too
quickly and Sangh's army was on the move. They caught usin Mixtim and there was abloody battle. In
grictly field terms, it was a draw—uwe might even be said to have won, since alot more of them died
than us. But, strategically, they managed to split our forces and ram through. We couldn't hold, not
forever, and the Awbrians were pinned down to the southwest of us, alittle too far to help. Gunit Sangh
wasn't redly fooled by your body, Brazil, any more than Ortegawas. It's something helll keep in reserve
to claim amora victory, maybe, but that's al. He doesn't know you've changed form but he guessed
somehow you were making for the Avenue and he's unnerved about what happened to Mavra, here. He
took hisfastest, most versatile, and nastiest two thousand and punched through the hole, heading straight
for here. We couldn't stop him; the balance of hisarmy prevented that. Hisforceis on the Avenue right
now, and along about dawn tomorrow he's going to be coming straight up that canyon.”

They al turned and looked in the indicated direc-tion, athough there wasn't much that could be seen.
Findly Mavraasked, "Y ou said he punched through, Marquoz. What about Asam?’

The Hakazit paused amoment before answering. "He's dead, Mavra," he said flatly. "He went out like
he'd have wanted to, though. In the midst of the bat-tle, when Sangh's forces bulged and broke the line,
he left his command post with two submachine guns, one in each hand, trying to raly the troops to best
back the advance. He dmost did it, too. Oh, he was asight to see, dl right! Galloping, cursing, yelling,
and screaming as he fired both gunsinto the troops. His own just had to follow him in, and the carnage
they wrought on the enemy was smply fantastic. But Sangh had better field generds than we, and there
were Sm-ply too many at the breakthrough. He made them pay dearly for him, I'll say that. They were
piled up on al sides of him, mowed down like grains of wheat, but no matter how many he cut down,
they just kept com-ing. And when his guns went dry, riddled with wounds himsdif, he pulled that old
sword of hisand waded on in, amagnificent madman. There's never been anything likeit before onthis
littleworld, nor many others, ether, I'd say. The Dillianswill make him their martyr and legend forever,
and even hisenemieswill Sng songsin praiseof him.”

She said nothing, but there were huge tearsin her eyes at hearing this. She hoped it wastrue, that it
wasn't being embellished for her benefit. But, then, shetold hersdlf, it was exactly what he would do
under the circumstances.

"After the battle," Marquoz continued, "I managed to get together with Gypsy, who'd changed form to
avoid being captured, and wetried using Brazil's old body asthefind ploy. Itlooked likeit
worked—they cheered and celebrated, and the fighting stopped pretty well up and down the line. Still,
the force that broke through didn't stop and turn around; we figured Sangh wasn't totally buying. We
fooled him too many times before. He's going to make sure thistime. He's coming dl the way up the
Avenue

"| decided to scout up ahead of them and seeif | could locate you," Gypsy added. "It wasn't long
be-fore | came on Ortega's group settling in here, and | decided to find out what was what. When |
learned that he wasn't here to capture you, and that you hadn't been seen, | got back to Marquoz, and
with the aid of one of those trublaks he's got, we were able to get him up here to assess the Situation.”



"Y ou took achance," Brazil noted. "Y ou couldn't besure of Serge'sintentions. He has a history of being
devious."

Marquoz only shrugged. "It didn't redly matter any more. The end of the game was up here, not back
there. I'd donedl | could. And, if therewere any tricks, maybe Gypsy and | could do something about
them. It worked out, anyway."

"Yes, it worked out—somehow," Brazil agreed. "It aways seemsto. It's part of the system. The
probabili-ties, no matter how impossible, dways break for me when my survival isat stake." He paused
amoment, then continued.

"Serge, how many people you got here? | mean dl told, except for us?'

"Sixty-four," hereplied. "We had to travel fast and light and | was cashinginl.0O.U.sasl wentona
target of opportunity basis. Got alot of good equip-ment, but not much else. They'real good people,
though, Nate, and the position'sincredible.”

"Sixty-four," Brazil repeated. "Againgt Gunit Sangh's battle-hardened two thousand.”

Ortegagrinned. "About even, | think. Oh, | don't think we can hold forever, but we don't haveto. First
we get you down to the bottom by crane or whatever it takes, get somefood in your bellies, then you get
the hdll out of here. We did a sweep up and down the Avenue this morning—there won't be any nasty
sur-prises. We diminated them for you." His expression turned serious for amoment. "I had seventy-six
when | started. Would have been worseiif this high-tech hex didn't abut the Avenue. Y ou get on down
there, now. We haven't alot of timeto waste."

Nathan Brazil |ooked up a the huge Ulik and cursed hisinability in thisanimal body to expresswhat he
was feding ingde now. It was odd; until afew minutes ago, he would have sworn such emotions hed
died within him thousands of years before. Fin-adly he said, ™Y ou could come with us, you know, Serge.”

"| thought about it," he replied. "Thought about it alot. But, now, standing here, | wouldn't missthisfor
theworld." He stared hard at Brazil's huge anima's eyes. "1 think you understand. Y ou, of al people,
should be the one to understand.”

Brazil gave an audible, long Sgh. "Yeah," hesaid at last. "'l think | do." He looked over at the crane.
"Let'sget on theroad, then.”

Serge Ortega nodded. "Good-bye, Nate. For dl of it, it was fun, wasn't it?"
"That it was," Brazil responded alittle wigtfully. "That it was. So long, you old bastard. Give ‘em hdll.”

Ortegagrinned. "Haven't | dways?"

High, towering dliffs rose from both sides of theAvenue as it made its way from the swampy low-lands
up to the Equatoria Barrier. Wind whipped through the pass, creating an eerie, wavering whistle that a so
carried the subtle undertones of a crashing sea, athough there was no sea nearby. The Avenue here was



ontwo levels, afairly deep center filled with crysta-blue water that alowed the summer melt to drain off,
creating the Quilst swvamp far to the south; the bank on either side was wide and smooth, a-though
westher-worn and covered with afine layer of St and occasiond rocksfrom the dides. It was quitea
natural-looking valley except that the stream ran amost dead straight for the length of the border, more a
cand than ariver.

The valley ranged from twenty or more kilometers acrossto less than fifty here at the Borgo Pass. Large
rock and muddlides had closed it in over the agesto such an extent that, from a practica standpoint,
there was only two-or-three-meters clearance on the Eller-banta sde, even lesson the Verion. Thewalls
of the canyon, however, were not sheer and never less sheer than now, at the pass; craggy outcrops
every ten or so meters on both sides of the narrow section made ideal emplacements and outposts.

Serge Ortega surveyed the scene from amost ground level with some satisfaction. Things were getting
set up pretty good; as darknessfell there waslittle | eft to do.

Marquoz walked up to him and looked around, admiringly. "It's damned good organization," hetold the
Ulik. "I'm impressed.”

Ortegaturned and gave an odd haf-amile. "I am dwaysthisway," hetold the Hakazit. "Even more,
now, a what might be the climactic point of my life." He settled back on hishugetail and smiled fully
now, eyes looking beyond the other, toward places only he could see. "Consder thelifel lived," he
reflected. "It's been adamned full one, an important one, | think. Rebd, privateer, smuggler,
soldier-of-fortune, star pilot—you nameit, I've done or been it. Then | came here where, in avery short
time, | became a palitician, then ambassador, statesman, and, ah,world-coordinator. I've romanced
thousands, drank, fought, generally had onehdll of agood timedoing it dl, too. Now I'mtired and I'm
bored. Theonly thing | haven't doneisdie.

"You picked ahdl of an exit," the Hakazit noted good-naturedly.

"Hah! Think I could end alifelike minerotting away in some retirement home? A nice, peaceful degth
propped up by some nurses o | could gaze lovingly at the stars? Bullshit on that! No, sir! Never! When

| go outit'll belike Asam. They'll make up songs about mefor generations. The bardswill tell thetalesby
firdight and my enemies and their children and their children's children shdl drink toaststo my glori-ous

memory!"

"And use your memory to scare hundreds of races children into being good little kiddies," Marquoz
cracked. "Hell, man, you've been around so long they won't believe you're dead when they see your

Ortegaconsdered it. "Thatwould take the cake, wouldn't it, now? Marquoz, | want you to passthe
word. When | go, they're to burn my body beyond rec-ognition, beyond any hope of even identifying
what sort of creature | was. | want nothing of meleft. That'll scare the hell out of the bastards for two
gen-erations.”

The Hakazit chuckled. "It'll be done," he assured the other. Helooked out and down the dark pass.
"How soon do you think well have company?"

"Advance scouts and patrols any time now," Or-tegatold him. "No main force until dawn, though. Afly
couldn't get through this pass at night against those heat-ray generators up there. The cliff face and dides
arein our favor, too. They can't get aclear shot at any of them without exposing themsalves.”



"Infact, Iwould come now," Marquoz came back. "A smdll force, onetraveling light and with skill and
slence, with alarge part nocturnas and the rest with sniperscopes and computer-guided lasers. I'd do it
between midnight and dawn, positioning them just so, knocking out emplacements one by one and
quigtly. Thenl'd charge up here with everything | had at dawn.”

"I've dready consdered that possibility,” the Ulik replied. "If there's any hint of movement, we can hit
floodlights throughout the fifty or so metersin front of us, radar controlled and tracker types, too. Some
of my boys seejust finein the dark, too, and they're up toward, on the watch. We're cross-coding our
emplacements, too. Every position firesadightly chang-ing codeto its neighbors every ten minutes. No
sg-nd, welight up the place anyway and investigate. There's chalenge and reply codes, too, from one
point to another. Now, Gunit Sangh probably as-sumesthis, so hell try it anyway, not to expect
any-thing but just to test out our defenses alittle and keep us al awake until dawn when hiswell-rested
troops will make the assault.”

Marquoz, who was somewhat nocturna himsdlf, looked again at the pass. "Hell of athing, though,
asking t oopsto march up that. If there's another way, helll takeit.”

Ortega chuckled. "What are troops to him? He knows the score pretty well, too. Two thousand against
gxty-sx counting you and the Agitar.”

"I know, | know. Theterrainisaleveler, but it's notthat much of aleveler. Not thirty to one. Not when
you've got nice, mohile high-tech wegpons car-ried by creaturesthat can climb sheer cliffsand others
that maybe could swim right up that deep current therein the middle.”

Ortega shrugged. "The high-tech favors us,” hein-sisted. "They have only what the. brought with them
and could drag through that gap. No armored vehicles, for example, that could redly cause trouble. No
aeri-as, not in this confined space. A full frontal attack through that little gap iswhat he can do best. He
can't even go over and around, as Nate found out.”

"But thirty toone. . ." Marquoz said doggedly.

"Thisissmilar to anumber of Stuationsin my own peopleshistory,” Ortegatold him. "My old peopl€'s
—and Mavras, and Nate's, too, | think. Not the flabby, engineered idiots of the Com you knew. The
oneswho garted with aflint in caves and carved out an intersdllar empire before they'd run their course.
The historieswerefull of stuff like that, although they probably don't teach it any more. Six hundred, it
was sad, held a pass wider than thisfor days against an army of more than five thousand. Another group
held afortresswith less than two hundred against awell-trained army of thousands for over ten days. We
need only two. There are lots of Sorieslikethat; our his-tory'sfull of such things. | suspect the history of
any race srong enough to carve civilization out of ahos-tile world has them.”

Marquoz nodded. "There are afew such examplesin the history of the Chugach,” he admitted. "But, tell
me, what happened to those who held that pass after their time limit was reached? What happened to
those peoplein that old fort after the ten days?"

Ortegagrinned. "The same thing that happened to the Chugach in your stories, | think."
"I was dfraid of that," Marquoz sighed. "So weredl going to die at the end of this?"
"Thirty to one, Marquoz,” the snake-man re-sponded. "I think the terrain brings the odds down to, say,

fiveto one. Only afew hundred of them will fin-ally makeit through, but theywill makeit. Too lateto
stop Nate, though, if we do our jobsright. But, tell me, Marquoz, why areyou here? Why not with them?



Y ou could enter the Wdl with them, get immortality if you wanted it, or anything else you might wish. |
think hed do it for you—it'sadifferent Stuation than last time. He made you the offer, didn't he?'

"Yes," Marquoz replied. "He made the offer.”
"Sowhy here, in alondy pass on an dien planet? Why here and why now?"

Marquoz sighed and shook his massive head. "1 redlly don't know. Cal it stubbornness. Call it
fool-ishness, perhaps, or maybe even alittle fear of going with them and what | might find there. Maybe it
would just be a shame not to put thisbody and brain to important use. | redly can't give you an answer
that satisfiesme, Ortega. How could | give one that would satisfy you?'

Ortegalooked around in the darkness. "Maybe | can hep—alittle, anyway," hereflected. "l bet if we
went around to every one of our people here, al vol-unteers, remember, we'd get the same sort of feding
| got now. A sense of doing something important, even pivotd. | think that in every age, in every race, a
very few find themsalvesin postionslike this. They believein what they're doing and the rightness of their
cause. It'simportant. It'swhy they till tell the stories and honor the memory of such people and deeds
even though their causes, in some cases their whole worlds, are long dead, their races dust. But you're
not stuck in the position, Marquoz. Y ou put yoursdlf directly into it when you could have sat back and
made anice profit."

"But that's exactly what I've been doing my wholelife," the Hakazit responded. "I could never realy
belong to my own Chugach society. | was the out-sider, the misfit. My family had wedlth, position, and
no red respongbilitiesso | never redlyhad to do anything. | studied, | read, | immersed mysdlf in
non-Chugach things aswell. | wanted to see the universe when the bulk of my race had no desireto see
the next town. | was the ultimate hedonist, | suppose— anything | wanted and no price to pay, and |
hated it. Just me, me, me—the position most people say they'd liketo bein. | can't say I'velost my faith,
be-cause | never had any to begin with. The way of the universe was that the people with power
oppressed the people without it. And if the people without it suddenly got it, by revolution or reform, they
turned around and oppressed till other people or fought among themselvesto haveit dl. Religion was
the sham that kept the people down. | never once saw agod do anything for anybody, and most religions
of all theraces| knew were good excuses for war, mass murder, and holding onto oppressive power.
Politics was the same thing by another name. 1deol-ogy. The greatest socid revol utionaries themsalves
turned into absol ute monarchs as soon as they con-solidated their power. Only technology improved
any-thing, and even that was controlled by the power brokers who misused it for their own ends. And
what if everybody got rich and nobody had to work? Y ou'd have abunch of fat, rich, stagnant dobs,
that'sall."

Ortega grinned at the other's cynicism, thefirst he had ever encountered that far exceeded hisown. "No
romancesin your life?" he asked.

The other sighed. "No, not redly. | never felt much of aphysica attraction for anyone else. The Chugach
areromanticsin asense, yes, stting around drinking and telling loud lies about their dlans, Snging songs
and creating artistic dances about them. But, personaly, no. | never liked my people much, redlly. A
bunch of fat, rich, lazy dobsthemselves. Y ou know, there are stories on many worlds about people lost
in the wilderness as babies and raised by animals that come out thinking and acting like animals. There's
more to that than to physica form. Exter-ndly | was Chugach, yes; interndly | was. . . well, something
ese Alien."

Ortega's eyebrowsrose. "Alien? How?"



Marquoz considered hiswords. "I once met a cou-ple of Com humans who were males but absolutely
convinced that, ingde, somehow, they were spiritudly femde. They were going to have the full treatment,
become biologicaly functioning femaes. Maybe it was psychologica, maybe it was pre-birth hormones,
maybe it was anything—but it wasn't redly sexua in the usud sense. Those two maeswerein lovewith
each other, yet both were going to be femaes. Crazy, huh? | identified with them, though, smply because
| was an dien creaturein the body of a Chugach. No operation for me, though—it wasn't that smple. |
was an dien insde the body of a Chugach, trapped there. | didn'tfed like a Chugach, didn'tact like one,
didn't eventhink like one. | felt totally a-ienated among my own people.”

"I haveto admit it'sanew oneto me," Ortega ad-mitted. "But | can see how it might beinevitable."

"Not so new. | think all races havetheir share. Here, on the Well World, with 1,560 races al packed
closdly together, I'veruninto alot of it. | suspect it'samore common allment than we're led to believe.
Peoplejust don't talk about it because there's no point. They're just called mad, given some kind of
phobialabel, and told they must learn to adjust. And what can you do about it? Y ou can't go to the local
doctor and say, 'Make me over into something else.’ Consider how many of the humans regarded the
Wl World with longing. A romantic place, a place where you could be changed into some other
creature totally different than you were. And for every one that was repulsed by the idea, there was at
least one who fantasized what they wanted to be and were ex-cited by it."

"And that'swhy you volunteered to spy on the humans and Rhone?’

Marquoz chuckled. "No, | didn't really volunteer —although | might haveif I'd ever known about the
program. They selectedme. My psychologica profile was the type they werelooking for: somebody
who'd fed as comfortablein an entirely dien culture asthey did among their own kind."

Ortega nodded. "Makes sense. And were you any happier in the Com?”

"Happier? Wdll, | suppose, inaway. | was <till an dien creature, of course, but now | was an exotic
one. It didn't change my fedingstoward my own racid form, but it turned it into something exciting, a
leedt.”

It was growing quite dim now, and Ortegalooked around. He could see dmost nothing in the nearly
total darkness, but there was the occasiond flash that showed the coded "dl'swel" from one
em-placement to another. And, not far away, he could see a couple of dim figures checking the netsin
the river and making certain the mines were active. Nobody would get up that way, either. He turned
back to Marquoz and the conversation, a conversa-tion he knew they wouldn't be having under any
other circumstances.

"Y ou're not a Chugach any longer," he pointed out. "What did that to to your self-image?'

Marquoz shrugged. "Wadll, it's not that much of achange, redly. And | had no more choiceinit than|
had in being a Chugach. Makes no difference.”

"But that brings us back to my origina question," Orteganoted. "Y ou could have been whatever you
wanted if you'd just gone with them.”

Marquoz sighed. "Y ou must understand, put the thing in the context of whét 1've been telling you. Y ou
see, thisisthefirst operation I've been involved in that had anymeaning. It's something like you said for
yoursdlf. Found dead in his bed from jaundice, did nothing for anybody, made no differenceif he had
ever lived a dl: that could be the obituary of just about everyone who ever lived, here and any-where



eseinthe universe. It makes absolutdly no difference in the scheme of things whether al but a handful of
peoplelive or die. No more than the im-portance of asingle flower, or blade of grass, or vege-table, or
bird. 1t would make no difference if those men who held that ancient pass or that equally ancient fort had,
instead, died of disease or old age or in asadoon fight. But it made a difference that they died where they
did. It mattered. It judtified their whole existence. And it matters that 1 am here, now, and make this
choice. It mattersto me and to you. It matters to the Well World and to the whole damned universe.”

Heraised hisarmsin agrand sweep at the black-ness. "Do you redlly understand what wsre doing
here?' he went on. "We're going to decide the entire fate of the universe for maybe billions of years. Not
Brazil, not Mavra Chang, not redly. They're only making the decisions becausewe are dlowing them to!
Right here, now, tomorrow, and the next day. Tell me, Ortega, isn't that worth dying for? Others may be
midfits; they may be born on some grubby little world or in some crazy hex, and they might grow up to be
farmers or sdlesmen or dictators or generas or kings, only then to grow old and die and be replaced by
other indigtinguishable little grubsthat'll do the same damned things. And it won't matter one damned bit.
Butwell matter, Ortega, and we al senseit. That's why our enemieswill sSing songs about us and our
names and memories will become agelesslegends to countless races. Because, in the end, who we are
and what we do in the next two daysis dl that mat-ters, and were the only onesthat are important.”

Ortega stared at him, even though al he could really make out were the creature's glowing red eyes.
Findly hesaid, "Y ou know, Marquoz, you're abso-lutely insane. What bothers meisthat | can't realy
find any way to disagree with you—and you know what that makes me." He reached to the heavy leather
belt between his second and third pair of arms and removed alarge flask. "1 seemto dimly recall from
old diplomeatic receptions that Hakazits have funny drinking methods but tend to drink the same stuff for
the same reason as Uliks. Shall we drink to history?"

Marquoz laughed and took the bottle. "To history, yes! To the history of the future we write in the next
two days! Toour history, whichwe chose and which we determined!” He threw his head back and
poured the booze down histhroat, then coughed and handed the bottle back to Ortega, who started to
work on theremainsof it.

"That's good stuff," the Hakazit approved.

"Nothing but the best for the legion the night be-fore," Ortega responded.

A voice nearby said, "Got enough of that left for me? Or would it kill me?"

They jumped dightly, then laughed when they saw it was Gypsy. "Damnit. | keep expecting Gunit Sangh
to pop out of therocks," Ortega grumbled. He threw the flask to the tall man, who caught it and took a
pull, then screwed up hisfacein pleasant sur-prise.

"Whew! Nathing synthetic inthat! "he approved, then got suddenly serious. "I'm about to go to Yuaand
tell her the Situation. Last | heard she'd taken some of her squad and flown around Khutir's main force on
her way here. They surprised the old genera good; gave him a sound thrashing. But they're still three
daysbehind.”

Marquoz chuckled. "Three days. Couldn't be two."

"Anything you want meto particularly tll her?" Gypsy asked.

"Tel her—" Ortegas voice quivered dightly— "tell her . . . that well hold for Brazil. Well hold until she
getshere, damnit al. Tell her alot of very brave and very foolish people are going to makeit al work.



And tell her thanks, and godspeed, from old Serge Ortega.”
Gypsy nodded understandingly, asad smile on hisown face. "I'll be back in timefor the battle, Serge."

The Ulik chuckled and shook his head unbeliev-ingly. "Y ou, too? The number of martyrswe're get-ting
these days must set anew record. My, my!"

"Practicaity,” Gypsy told him. "Y ou see, when Brazil entersthe Well and shutsit down I'll lose my
contact with it. I'll no longer be a creature of the universe, only of the Well World from whence | came so
long ago. And | was adeepwater creature. I'll be dead from the pressure so fast | won't havetimeto
suffocate.”

"Y ou can always return to Oolakash, Doctor, and doit al over again," Ortegasuggested. "It hasn't
changed dl that much, even in athousand years."

Marquoz looked at them both, puzzled. "Doctor? Oolakash? What the hell isthis?’
Gypsy stared at Ortegafor amoment. "How long have you known?"

"Well, for acertainty only right at thismoment,” the Ulik admitted. "'I've suspected it dmost since the first
timewe met. Y ou could do theimpossible and that wasn't acceptable. The only possible ex-planation
was that you had completely cracked the Markovian puzzle, completely understood just ex-actly what
they did and how they did it. And | could think of only one man who could possibly do that. If you'd
been from arace that had doneit, well, thered be more of you. If you were along-gone Markovian, |
think Brazil would have known you, at least when you met. So that left only one man, aman | once
knew, the only man | ever knew who understood how the Well worked and whose lifework it wasto
learn all there was to learn about it—a man who vanished and was presumed dead long ago.”

"All right, dl right," growled Marquoz. "1 think I'm entitled to know what the hell you two aretaking
about.”

"Marquoz," Ortegasaid lightly, "1'd like you to meet the first man to tame the Markovian energies, the
man who built the great computer Obie and whose fault most of thisis. Marquoz, Dr. Gilgram Zinder."

The Hakazit looked over at Gypsy, then laughed. "Gypsy? Y ou? Zinder? That's the most ridiculous thing
I've ever heard in my wholelife.”

"That'swhat threw me," Ortegaadmitted. "The man who did dl that, who findly, first with Obiesad
and then without, managed to be able to talk to the Markovian computers and make them obey his
will—and he chooses to go home and become awan-dering gypsy and bum?’

Gilgram Zinder chuckled. "Wdll, not at the sart, no. And the human mind isn't up to the training, nor isit
perfectly matched for full communication. But | got to the point where | could influence it as regarded
myself. Takesalot of effort, and off the Well World it can cause monster headaches. | really never was
able to do much with it beyond mysdlf, and | redlized that, without alot of additiona apparatus, | never
would be able to get any further, and that needed ap-paratus would make Obie atoy. It would take
some-thing the size of the Wl of Souls, and that was not worth thinking about for obvious reasons. So |
used the power to wander awhile, as Obie and Mavrawandered and explored, over the whole of the
uni-versein variousformsuntil 1 got bored with it. After dl, unlike Obie, | could do little except survive
and adapt. So, | went home at last to the Com and found it much improved from my day. It gave mea
lot of satisfaction to seethat alot of the worst evilswere gone, in part, at least, due to what we



accomplished many years before. Y ou understand, | dways had lived avery restrictive sort of life. A
londy life. | wasn't handsome, or even distinctive. | had my work, and that'sdl | had. | had to bribe a
woman to bear my child and build my other child mysdif.”

"But your work succeeded beyond your wildest dreams,” Ortega pointed out.

"Beyond my— Yes, | supposeit did. I'm now ascloseto aMarkovian as| think it's possible for one of
our time to become."

"Perhaps you should have completed your work," the snake-man suggested. "Maybe if you had, we
wouldn't bein this Stuation now."

"Perhaps," he admitted grudgingly. "But, damniit, | gave my entire life to science and they laughed a me,
those who didn't try to use the new power for evil ends. And then | had to give my daughter and my race
and environment to it, too. And even the good side in that fight, when they were presented with my work,
got frightened of it and tried to bury it for-ever. So | looked at thisand | thought, What about me?
Where dol get anything but royally screwed by the system? Sdlfless men wind up in neglected graves. |
felt likel'd been given anew life, anew chance a al the things I'd missed, and | took it. A new life— a
new series of lives. Even the Well World gave you only one start, but | had an infinite number. | wasa
rich and handsome playboy. Then | tried the other side, as an exotic and beautiful dancer who had to
best off would-be loverswith agtick. | learned to play avariety of instruments and composed music that
attracted a seriousfollowing. | painted, | sculpted, | wrote afew stories and some poetry. | was on my
way to being everything everybody ever wanted to be. The ultimate fantasy was mine: | could be any
fantasy | chose, and | was. | enjoyed it dl, too. The Gypsy phase was just another one of those, onel
particularly enjoyed after teaming up with Marquoz, here—enjoyed it, that is, until the fools dug up my
work, misunderstood it, misapplied it, and abused it to their own destruction, the fools."

"Why didn't you step in then?' Ortega wanted to know. "Tell them what they were doing wrong?*

Zinder shrugged. "Wheat could | do? By thetime | knew what they were working on it wastoo late.
Even then | wasredlly blocked. Suppose | had sud-denly showed up and said, 'Hi! I'm Gil Zinder! |
know you think I've been dead athousand years, but | was only fooling." Who would have believed me
or paid atention to me? I'd never have gotten through the bureaucracy. It's much easier to make a
bureauc-racynot notice you than to notice and take you seri-oudy. | left them the keys to godhood, to
the universe, and they took it and destroyed themsalves with it. And me—l ook at what it's cost me!
Nikki ... Obie. .. All that was dear to me."

Marquoz still couldn't quite believe dl this. "Soyou killed Nikki Zinder?'Y our own daughter? Did Obie
know?'

"Heknew," Zinder assured him. "Although | didn't redize that until | wasinside him myself and we could
talk. Wetalked it out at great length, asort of mutua catharsis. He would have had to do it if | hadnt,
and that was the one thing he smply could not do. He could not harm Nikki. | even tried to talk him out
of trying to integrate with Brazil, but to no avall.”

"Brazil," the Hakazit muttered. "Why did Brazil do that to Obie?"

"Short him out, you mean? For much the same rea-son that | [ose my powers when he turnsit off. You
see, we have amathematica matrix here, aset of re-lationshipsthat says, | am the universeand | amthis
way, according to theselaws.' That's the original uni-verse, the Markovian, or naturdly formed one. It's
quite smdll, redlly, compared with ours. The whole thing was barely the size of asmall galaxy. Now, the



Markoviansdid it over themselves. They had asecond creetion, you might say, which, sinceit originated
from the same point astheir own for safety's sake, destroyed their planets and incorporated that old
universeinto ours. And since ourswas amuch larger explosion, it expanded with oursaswell, whichis
why you find more Markovian worlds out there than around here. But they're the old, dead, origina
universe. Oursis superimposed on it—they didn't dare wipe theirs out or they'd wipe themselves out as
well. Thisisthe matrix imposed by the Wédll, the mathematica formulae of the Markovian computers, and
that iswhat | cameto decipher. With it | can adjust the superimposed mathematical building blocks just
atiny bit to suit my-self. Obie could do no morethan |, but he could do it over aplanetary area. The
individuad Markovians, | believe, could do it even better, Snce it was matched to their brains specificaly.
But it isthe Well that main-tainsthis mathematically superimposed set. When Bra-zil turnsit off, that set
of mathematics will ceaseto exist. And, when he repairsit and turnsit back on, hell haveto ingtruct it to
build anew mathematica modd. A new one. It'll be very much likethe origind, but it will differ in many
specifics. It can't be asfar-reaching, for example, since helll have only 1,560 races here to work with. 1t'll
a0 beformed from the power of hismind, and that will color it ever so dightly. It will be dightly
different.Very dightly, per-haps one digit in abillion-place equetion, but itwill be different. He can't help
it. Obieis part of the old math. So isthe universe we knew—the Com, the stars and planets, the races
out there."

"l think | understand you,” Ortega put in. "Obie was built to cope with this superimposed set of rules, or
math, or whatever you want to cdl it. So is every-thing we know—except the Well World, whichison a
separate, model computer not affected. And Brazil isfrom the old math, the Markovian math, and Obie
samply couldn't cope with him because he was dightly, ever so dightly, off, and that blew Obiescircuits.”

Zinder nodded. "A tiny difference, but vitdl. He just couldn't cope with that difference. The same reason
why Brazil can't really change his appearance once he setsit in the Well. He's not a part of the math of
the known universe; he reverts dwaysto form. We can't even kill him. Thereisawaysaway out
provided by circumstance, which isanother way of saying that the Well looks out for him. Only insdethe
Wl can hedie, sncethe Wdl was partlydesigned to change Markovians to the new mathematics."

"Do you think helll kill himsaf?' Ortegaasked. "l think | understand him now, alittle. I'velived too long
and I'm ready to go, but | couldn't bring mysdlf to doit. Now | can, and it'sablessing and ardlief. You
can't believethelack of aburden | fed. Y oucan livetoo long, Doctor. Particularly when you can't

change”

Zinder consdered the question. "Will hekill him-self? HE's said so, many times. He's said that that's the
only thing hewants to do. | think that's what Mavra Chang is there for—to receive the passing of the
torch. Shewill go insde and be taught the workings of the Wdll, and it'll be matched to her. Once that
happens and he checks her out on it, well, then he can die with a clear conscience. Somebody will be left
to guard the truth, and instead of the Wandering Jew the new humanswill have the mysterious, immortal
woman."

"What ahorriblefate," Ortega sighed.

"But it'sof her own freewill," Zinder pointed out. "When shetells him to turn off the machine, she takes
full respongbility for the consequences, dl of them. When she emerges, shelll be the only beinganywhere
left based on the present, rather than the new mathe-matics. She won't be able to be killed, or changed,
and shell belikethat until she canturn it over to somewiser futurerace, if it ever arises, that again
discoversthe Well equations and does something with them other than destroy itsdlf. If theydo destroy
themsalves, some hillions of years, perhaps, from now, shell havethe job of starting it al over again and
maybe passing the torch hersdf at that point.”



They thought about it, thought about the loneliness, the aimless wandering, without change, without end,
the Wl not even permitting madness. For awhile shewould enjoy it, of course, as Brazil must have, as
Ortega had in hismore limited yet no less oppressive self-exile. But, eventualy, she would reach that
point when she had lived too long, and she wouldknow. "I don't think she redlizesthe devil'sbargain
she'smak-ing," he said sadlly.

Zinder shrugged. "Does anyone? And can we go back and do it al again? Can | undo the damage to the
universe? To the Wel? No, | think not. Not any more than you can take back any of your crucia
decisons.” He paused. "I better go now. Y uamust be told —and | want to be back by dawn.”

Serge Ortega put out his hand and Zinder took it. "Until dawn, then, Gilgram Zinder. We shal mest,
together, down there a the cand, en?”’

"At the cand," the other man agreed. "But not Doc-tor Gilgram Zinder, no, not now. Most of him died in
Oolakash about nine hundred years ago. What little of him survived that event died with Nikki on
Olympus and the rest with Obie onNautilus. I'm just Gypsy, Ortega. That'stheway | want it to be, and
so that'swho | am. | can be whoever and whatever | want.”

"Wait! Onemorething!" the Ulik dmost shouted. "How will we know if we held long enough? Can you
tdl methat?"

Gypsy laughed. "If I'm here, you'll know for sure and in avery sudden and messy manner. If not—well,
if you can last until night, and if it's clear and you're in position to see alittle bit of the sky, you'l seethe
garsgo out.”

"But that'simpossiblel” Ortega protested. "Even if the universe goes out, it would be thousands of years
before weld know!"

"When he pullsthat plug,” Gypsy told them both, "the universe won't Smply ceaseto be. For all
practi-ca purposesit will never have been. There never will have been those stars and dust to radiate
that light. Therell be nothing but the dead Markovian universe —and the Well World. Nothing ese will
exist, will ever have existed, besde that.”

It was a sobering thought.

"Onelast thing,” Marquoz put in. "Did you tell Bra-zil who you were?"

Gypsy chuckled. "Nope. Hefished for it, but he wouldn't tell me why a Markovian guardian should be a
Jewish rabbi, so fair'sfar." And he vanished.

"That'sagood point,” Ortega noted to nobody in particular. Finaly he turned to Marquoz. " Since you're
going to be here, you'l take command of the Verion side, | trust?

Marquoz nodded. "It'sal arranged. They're ready to fly me over whenever I'm ready.”

For the second time that night Ortega extended his hand in firm comradeship and for the second timeit
wastaken in the same spirit.

"Likewith Gypsy," Ortegasaid. "WeIl meet at the canal.”

"Atthe cand,” Marquoz agreed. "WEell be only thirty meters gpart.”



"Well swvimit," Ortegasad warmly.

There was aloud explosion downstream, not at al near them, and lights went on farther down. There
was some automatic-controlled fire, then everything winked off and there was slence.

"I'd better go," the Hakazit said, the echo of the explosion and shots gtill sounding up and down the
canyon. He turned, then paused and looked back. ™Y ou know, wouldn't it be crazy if we won?!

Ortegalaughed. "It'd louse up dl thisfor sure.

Marquoz turned back and trudged off in the dark-ness. Ortega remained, sitting back on histail and
looking out into the darkness, settling down to wait for the dawn and trying, on occasion, to get alook at
the obscured stars above.

The Avenue, at the Equatorial Barrier

serge ortega had been as good as hisword. athoughthey had passed signs of fighting and occasond
dead bodies of hapless patrols, no opposition faced them al the way up the Avenue. A few timesthey
had amogt falen into the water from the unstable rock dides, but that had been the extent of the
prob-lem.

Mavra had never seen the Equatoria Barrier except from space, and now that it loomed over her she
found it much lessadark wall than it looked from adistance. Partialy tranducent, it went up asfar asthe
eye could see, ahuge dam at the head of the river, which was merely atrickle at this point. She noticed
that the areawhere the Avenue reached the wall was abso-lutely dry; obvioudy the only water here
would be that which struck and ran down from the enormous barrier.

It looked like agiant nonreflecting shield of glass, not very thick and amazingly shiny and free of any
sgnsof wear. It wasonly here, at thewall itsdlf, that the true Avenue could be seen—shiny and smooth,
likethe barrier itself. Whereit joined thewall there was no seam, no crack; the two smply merged.

It was near dusk of the second day, but even Bra-zil could not enter immediately. Using the
Gede-mondan, now their only companion, hetold the other two, "We have to wait for midnight, Well
time, or alittle more than seven hours after sunset. That meanswe St and wait.”

Mavrarelaxed and looked back up the canyon. "I wonder if they're still dive back there?' she mused
doud.

"Yeah," wasdl he could say in response. He didn't really want to betray the fact to anyone, least of dl
Mavra, but he was deeply and sincerely affected by the sacrifice those creatures of many races, some of
whom meant agood dedl to him by thistime, were making. The war was more of amassthing, an



ab-gtract thing, and there were many possibilitiesin abattle. Y ou could win or lose, you could live or die,
but you always had a chance. They hadn't had a chance and they knew it, yet they did it so that he could
gtand here.

His thoughts went back to Old Earth once again, to Masadain particular. He hadn't been there, hadn't
really been very closeto the place, but the history of the tremendous sacrifice they had put up, the
miracu-lous amount of time they had held, and, in the end, their total commitment, which ordained death
rather than surrender to tyrrany, had uplifted him at atime when he had felt desolate and dispirited. If
man had such a spirit, there was hope.

There were few such examples of that spirit, he re-flected sadly. Few, but aways one, dways at atime
when one would swear greatness was dead, the human spirit dead, and al waslost. Thiswassuch a
moment now, he reflected. It might be along, long time before such athing happened again, but for the
firg time he found himsdlf believing that itwould happen again.

He was amazed by the thought, by his capacity to still think it after such along, long time. Could it be, he
found himsdlf wondering, thathis spirit wasn't deed, either?

He was amazed, too, that there was just the three of them. Just he, Mavra, and the Gedemondan they
needed to speak to each other. He had offered it to more, to anybody who wanted to come, in fact.
They had chosen to stay at the pass. Maybe they're the smart ones, he thought wistfully. At least they had
the choice.

"What will happen whenwe... goin?' Mavraasked him, eying the seemingly solid, impenetrable wall
agan.

"Whéll, at midnight the lightswill go on for thissection,” hetold her. "Then this section around the
Ave-nue will fade and you'll be able to wak through to it ingde. Oncein there, neither you nor the
Gedemondan will change, but | will. Thething was designed for Markovians, o it'll change meinto one.
They're pretty ugly and gruesome, worse than most anything you've seen to date. Don't et it bother you,
though. It ill be mein there. After that, we take aride down into the control room area, I'll make some
adjustmentsto the Well World system to activate it once again and key the Cdl, then welll go down and
seejust how bad the damageis.”

"The Cal?' she repested.

He nodded. "The Call. Having the populations of each hex, preparing the gateways, and impelling those
we need to do the things we have to have done when we need them done. You'll see. It'snot as
complicated asit sounds.”

"And what about us?' she asked. "What happensto us?'

"You're going to be aMarkovian, Mavra," hetold her. "It's necessary for several reasons, not the least
of which isthat the Wl iskeyed to the Markovian brain and it redlly is necessary to be aMarkovian to
under-stand what it isand what it'sdoing. It'l so give you the complete picture of whatyou will tell me
to do. That'sthe worst thing, Mavra. Y ou're going to know exactly what the effect of that repair will
be—if it can be fixed. Wewon't know that until we'reinside.”

He didn't mention the Gedemondan, of course. He had no idea what he was going to do with the
creature, but he would have to be disposed of fairly quickly or hewould just get in the way. Obvioudy,
when al was said and done, he deserved some kind of reward, but what he wasn't quite sure yet.



Certainly the possibility of a Gedemondan with accessto the Well didn't seem that gppetizing.

It was quite dark now, and Mavra, gesturing to the Gedemondan, said to both of them, "Look! Y ou can
seethe garsfrom here"

The other two looked up, and, sure enough, in the wide gap between the end of the cliffsand the
Equatoria Barrier the swirls and spectacular patterns of the Wel World sky were clearly visble. It was
the most impressive sky of any habitable planet Brazil had known, the great nebulae and massive
collection of gassesfilling the sky. The Gedemondan did not look long, though; in the well-known
psychological quirk of many races and people who were born and lived near stunning beauty, they had
smply taken the scene for granted.

Nobody had awatch or any way of telling time now; they would just have to settle back and wait that
eterna wait for thelight to come on.

Oh, hell, he decided. Might aswell ask the Gede-mondan straight out. " Communicator? What do you
wish of dl this?What shdl | do for and with you?'

The Gedemondan didn't hesitate. "For myself, noth-ing, except to be returned to my people,” hetold the
other. "For my people, | would wish that you examine why the experiment which succeeded herefailed
out there and make the necessary adjustments so that it at least has an even chance this next time.”

Brazil nodded dowly. That sounded fair enough. He wondered about the creature, though, and whether
or not it was entirely on the up-and-up. Quite often more than one race would wind up on agiven planet
once a pattern was established, occasionaly by design because they might have something to contribute,
occasiondly by accident. The processjust wasn't dl that exact. The insectlike Ivrom, for example, had
managed by acci-dent or their own design to get afew breedersinto Earth during the last time, and had
become the basis for many of the legends of fairies, sprites, and other mischievous spirits. Some of the
others, too; once Old Earth had had a.colony of Umiau, what it called mer-maids, on the theory that
perhaps a second race could use the oceans as the main race used the land.

The Rhone—descendants of the origina Dillian cen-taurs—had attained space flight at an early age. An
exploratory group had crashed on Old Earth when the humans gtill thought it aflat land on the back of a
giant turtle or somesuch, and they had managed to survive there, even be worshiped by some of the
primitive humans as gods or godlike cregtures. But they were too wise, too peaceful, for the rough
primitivism of Earth; eventud|ly they had been hunted down and findly wiped off the face of the planet.
He himsdf had arranged to destroy their remains and wipe dl but leg-end from the sordid history of what
man did to the great centaurs, but when the Rhone, fallen back into bad times, first lost, then regained,
space, and again probed the human areas, they hadknown, somehow, of the fate of those earlier
explorers. Humans had ap-peared in their dreams, in their racial nightmares, long before lagting
discovery, and it had kept them some-what distant and gpart from humanity even asthey entered into a
pragmétic partnership with it.

Asfor the Gedemondans, there were legends, both on the Rhone home world and on Old Earth, of huge
humanoid, secretive creatures that lurked in the high-est mountains and the most isolated wilderness,
some-how avoiding technologica man through hiswhole history except for brief glimpses, legends,
half-believed tales. Were some of these, the Y i, the Sasguatch, and others like them, truly the evolved
de-scendants of some Gedemondans who had somehow gotten shifted to the wrong place? He couldn't
help but wonder.

Time dragged for them, on the Avenue, at the Equator. More than once any of the three of them had the



feding that more than seven hoursmust have passed, that somehow they had either missed it, or this
entryway wasn't working, or there was some other problem.

The waiting, Mavra decided, was the worst thing of dl.
Suddenly the Gedemondan said, "I sense presences near us." He sounded worried.

Brazil and Mavralooked around, back into the darkness, but could see and hear nothing unusual In both
their minds was the fear that, now, at the last moment, the armed force would catch up to them, that
Serge Ortega and his group had been unable to hold the Borgo Pass long enough.

The Gedemondan read ther gpprehension. "No. Just three. They appear to beto our right. It isvery
odd. They seem to beinsde the solid rock wall, com-ing toward usfairly fast."

Mavras head jerked up. "It's the Dahbi!" she warned. "They can do that."

"That'stwice I've underestimated that bastard,” Brazil grumbled. "While Serge's people hold hisarmy,
Sangh goes around them in away only he can. The force at the passtold him what he needed to know—
we were here and on our way. At least he can't take any weapons on that route.”

"He doesn't need them," she shot back. "Those forelegs are like swords and the mandibles are like a
vise. And we don't have any weapons, either.” She looked around. " Or anywhere to go.”

"Except in," he Sghed. "But we can't count on that."

The Gedemondan turned and stared at arock wal not fifteen meters from where they sood. Sowly
there was a brightening of the rock in three places. They watched in horrified fascination as three ghostly
cre-atures oozed out of the solid rock, seemed to solidfy, and stood there, ahuge one in front, two
dightly smdler in back, like ghastly sheets with two black ovas cut in them for eyes.

Brazil stared at them, fascinated. So those are Dahbi, he thought to himself. He remembered them now,
vaguely. More legends and ancestral memory. And the big onein the middle had to be—

"Nathan Brazil, | am Gunit Sangh," said the leader. "I have cometo take you back.”

Brazil started to move forward to make connection with the Gedemondan so he could reply, but the
Gedemondan ignored him and walked to only afew meters from the Dahbi leader.

"You'velog, Sangh," said the Gedemondan in a-most perfect imitation of Brazil's accent and
manner-isms. "Even if we went back with you now, our own forces are behind yours at the pass. You
may go through walls, but you can't take me that way.”

"I won't haveto,” Sangh replied confidently. "We shall go back with you as hostage and we shall walk
right through that passto my own forces, which, by that time, will have it secured. Thenwe need only
hold it until the balance of my forces moves up to collect us. Y our pitiful force in between can't hopeto
do much more. After dl, look a how well your own small force has held the pass against us so far.”

Both Mavras and Brazil's heads came up at this. They had till been holding the pass!

"I stand here in front of the Well," the Gede-mondan responded threateningly. "Y ou know therules,
Sangh. | cannot be killed, and | do not wish to be taken.”



"l weary of this" Gunit Sangh sghed irritably. "Take him!™"

Thetwo smdler Daahbi unfolded, showing their full, grim insectiva forms. The effect was Sartling,
partic-ularly on Brazil, who had never seen it before.

The two moved on the Gedemondan, who stood firmly facing them. Sticky forelegs dripping some
grue-some liquid reached out for the great white cresture, and al along the legs flashed the natural sabers
of the Dahhi. The foreleg of the one to the Gedemondan's left touched the creature, who reached over
and grabbed it, unexpectedly, in hisleft hand. There was abrilliant flash of blue-whitefire that ssemed to
en-velop the Dahbi, asupernova that flared into momen-tary monumental brightness, then was gone.

Taking advantage of the stunned shock of the other, the Gedemondan aready was turning, hisright hand
reaching out and taking hold of the other'sforeleg be-foreit could withdraw. Again theflare, again, when
it suddenly faded, there was no sign of the Dahbi.

Gunit Sangh hadn't lived thislong or gotten this far without guts and quick thinking. In adisplay of
couragethat rivaed hisferocity, his own foreeg lashed out and took the Gedemondan's head off with
one swing.

The headless body spouted blood from the severed neck, which dyed the beautiful white fur, and it
lurched forward asif with awill of its own as Sangh, moving with a speed that seemed impossible,
retreated back out of the way of the decapitated thing.

The Gedemondan's arms reached out and it took one or two steps forward, then shuddered and toppled
to the ground, where it twitched for afew moments, then lay still. Abruptly the stored energy in the body
flared up, another brilliant nova, and then it was over. There was nothing left, nothing but the blood and
the severed head, staring glassily from the Avenuefloor.

Gunit Sangh was shaken, obvioudy, and anumber of different ideas came rapidly through hismind at
one and the sametime. It was Brazil, but it was now dead, and Brazil couldn't die so it couldn't have
been Brazil but if it wasn't, then whowas Brazil . . . ?

Helooked again at the Equatorid Barrier. Just two of the flying horseslike the Agitar flew. What . . . ?
And why two?

It struck him amost like aphysica blow. Mavra Chang's catatonia, Brazil's comatose body, al the
powers and magicians tricksthey had pulled.

And then Gunit Sangh laughed, laughed so loud it echoed up and down the canyon. Finally, helooked at
the two flying horsesand said, "Well, well. Thereal Nathan Brazil, | presume. And who's thiswith you?
Not agenuineflying horse, | wouldn't think. No, could it be that I've dso found the mysterioudy miss-ing
MavraChang? Ah! A start of recognition! Yes, yes, indeed it is" And helaughed again. "I'vewon!" he
cried. "All theway to the wire and I've won!"

Behind the two of them alight clicked on.
Sangh saw it and roared with sudden rage. He moved on them, and, almost reflexively, they edged back

into the Equatoria Barrier; edged into it and passed through it, insde the Well of Souls before they even
redlized what happened.



"Not yet!" screamed Gunit Sangh. "Oh, no! Not yet!" and he started for the ill-lighted barrier.

Suddenly there was the sound of hoofprints, like ahorse charging up the canyon towards the Barrier.
Sangh, sarted, stopped momentarily and turned his massive head to see what it was. He froze.

Glowing dightly like some ghostly, supernaturd thing, aDillian was bearing down on him, aDillian
holding alarge, ornate sword in hisright hand.

Sangh lashed out with his deadly forelegs but the sword penetrated, dicing through the giant Dahbi like a
knife through butter. Sangh screamed in pain and fell, where it started to change, grow more opaque, as
it sought its only natural avenue of escape.

The huge centaur laughed horribly, waved its sword, and instead of the weapon there was now a bucket
in hishand, abucket that doshed with liquid. Sangh's head went up and he screamed, "No!™ and then the
contents were poured onto the Dahbi, haf-sinking in the rock. Where the water struck, the form
solidified once moreinto the brilliant off-white, and the Dahbi |eader gave achoking gasp and fell victim
to aviciouskick from the forelegs of the centaur that literaly severed the Dahbi's body in two at the point
whereit was hdf in therock, haf out. It quivered amoment, then went ill.

Without a pause, the centaur laughed in triumph and threw the bucket againgt the far wall, whereit hit
with aclanging sound, then dropped to the floor of the Avenue. With that, the apparition whirled and
galloped back off down the chasm, back into the dark-ness, and was quickly gone.

Inside the Equatorial Barrier, Mavra stared back at the scene she had just witnessed.

"Speak now, if you wish," came Brazil's voice be-hind her, definitdly his yet somehow oddly changed
and magnified. "l can hear your directed thoughts."

"That—that was Asam!" she breathed. "But he's dead! He waskilled inthe battle. . . . They said . . ."
She turned to face Brazil and stopped, gazing in hor-rid fascination. Brazil was no longer there.

In his place was agrest, pulpy masstwo and ahaf meterstall, looking like nothing so much asagrest
human heart pa pitating with amost hypnotic regular-ity, a combination of blotched pink-and-purple
tissue, with countless veins and arteries visible throughout its barren skin both reddish and bluein color.
At their-regular top was aring of cilia, colored an off-white, waving about—thousands of them, liketiny
snakes, each about fifty centimeterslong. From the midsection of the pulpy, undulating mass came Six
evenly spaced tentacles, each broad and powerful-looking, covered with thousands of tiny suckers. The
tentacleswere asickly blue, the suckersagrainy yellow in color. Anichor seemed to ooze from poresin
the central mass, thick and foul-smelling, which did not drip but, rather, formed an irregular filmy coating
over thewhole body with the excess reabsorbed by the skin.

"No, it wasn't Asam," Nathan Brazil told her, hisvoice seeming to emanate from somewhere insde that
terrible shape. "It was Smply justice. The Borgo Pass has held, and that freed an old friend of oursto
look in on usfromtimeto time."

She was unable to take her eyes off the terrible thing that now stood with her, but she was able to
control her revulsion by strong self-will.

"It was Gypsy," sheredized.

"But he looked like Asam to Gunit Sangh," Brazil noted with satisfaction. "It was the way heshould have



died."
"And agood thing, too," she noted. "He dmost had us, here, right at the end.”

"No hedidnt,” Brazil told her. "Held lost asit was. He just didn't noticeit. Hard asitisto believe,
Mavra, it ill isn't time for the Barrier to open up asyet. There was a—malfunction, let'scal it. A
con-venient malfunction, when | was trapped by adeadly enemy. The Well takes care of itsown, Mavra,
a-ways. Even when you don't want it to. And oncein-sde here, | aminvulnerable.”

Shelooked up at him and he could fed her disgust at the shape and form, her revulson at the horrible
amell, likerotting carrion.” That's what the Markovi-ans were like?' she managed. "The fabled gods, the
Utopian masters of creation? Oh, my God!"

He chuckled. ™Y ou've seen enough dien forms on thisworld and in the universe to know that mankind is
neither unique nor particularly the modd for creartion. The Markovians evolved naturally, under a set of
conditionsfar different than man's, far different than most of the races of our universe. What is hor-rible
to you was very practica to them. By their sand-ardsI'm tall, dark, and handsome.”

"It would be easier if you didn't stink so much,” shetold him.

"What can | do?' hereplied in amock hurt tone. "Well, let's get this show on the road. If you got the
guts, you'll cometo think of thissmell asexatic per-fume.”

"| doubt that," she muttered, but when he started off, using the tentacles as legs, she followed, marveling
at the ease and surity of hismovementsin that form.

"Although the Markovians may look strange, even repulsive, they were our kin in more ways than
spir-itualy," Brazil noted asthey went aong. "Thisform breathes an atmosphere competible with what
you're used to. The bdanceisalittle off, but not so much asyou'd expect. And the cellular structure, the
whole organism, is carbon-based and works pretty much like the other carbon-based organismswe
know so well. It eats, deeps, even goes to the bathroom just like al the common folk, athough deeping's
not mandatory at this stage. They outgrew it and acquired the ability for a selective shut down, which did
the samething. At least, they were biologically enough like usto be consstent with what we know of
lifeforms everywhere. They don't break any laws."

He stepped onto awa kway on the other side of a meter-tall barrier. When he was certain she followed,
he struck the side of the barrier with a tentacle and the walkway started to move. Asthey were carried
aong, thelight behind them went out and thelight in their area and immediately ahead switched on.

"Thisisthe walkway to the Well Access Gate," hetold her. "In the early days a shift would come on and
off at each Avenue every day. The workers and technicians would come in aswe are now and go down
to their assigned places. Near the end, when only the project coordinators were l€eft, they limited access
to midnight at each Avenue and then only for ashort time, mostly to alow the border hexesto get on
with their own growth and development. The entrances were later keyed only to the project
coordinators, themsalves gone native, so that nobody could run back in with second thoughts. The last
time| was here | rekeyed them to respond only to me, since it was the-oreticaly possible for somebody
to solve the puzzle of the locks."

They moved on in eerie silence, lights suddenly popping onin front of them, out in back of them, asthey
traveled. The wakway itself glowed radiantly asfar as she could see, dthough no light source was
visi-ble. She noticed that the walkway was speeding up and that they were now heading down aswell as



for-ward, down into the depths of the planet. Then it opened into a chamber, dimly lit, and below them
was agreat hexagon outlined in light.

"That's the Well Access Gate," hetold her. "One of six, redlly. It can take you any place you want to go
within the Well. We're going to the central control areaand monitoring stations. | have to check on things
first of al, seeif everything will work as planned, and, of course, seejust how badly damaged the Well
redly isby dl this. Maybe, just maybe, Obie was wrong and we won't have to do anything redlly drastic
after dl."

He stepped off the walkway when it reached the hexagon and walked into its area. She hesitated a
mo-ment, then followed him. All light vanished and there was the uncomfortable sensation of falling for a
mao-ment, then the whole world was abruptly flooded with bright light, and she was back on solid flooring

again.

It was a huge chamber, perhaps a kilometer in di-ameter, semicircular, the ceiling curving up and over
them almost the same distance as it was across the room. Corridors, hundreds of them, led off in all
di-rections. The Gate was in the center of the dome, and Brazil quickly stepped off, Mavrafollowing,
nervousthat if she remained much longer, the thing could zap her to some remote part of this complex
where shewould never be found.

Wials, ceiling, even thefloor, al appeared to be made of tiny hexagon-shaped crystas of polished white
micathat reflected thelight and glittered like millions of tiny diamonds.

Brazil stopped and pointed a tentacle back over the Gate. Suspended by force fields, about midway
between the Gate and the apex of the dome, was ahuge model of the Well World, turning very, very
dowly. It had aterminator, and darkness on haf itsface, and seemed to be made of the same stuff asthe
walls, al-though the hexagons on the modd were very large and there were dark areas at the polesand a
dark band around the equator. The sphere was covered with athin, transparent shell that a so seemed
seg-mented, its clear hexagons matching those below.

"It doesn't look as pretty asthereal thing does from space,” Mavracommented, "but itsimpressive all
the same”

"Y ou can seethe dight differencein reflected light on each hex," he pointed out. " That's Markovian
writing. Numbers, redly, from 1 to 1,560, in base-6 math, of course. The numbersaren't in any logical
or-der, though, since over amillion races, at the outside, were created here and only the last batch, the
fina 1,560, remain, the leftover prototypes. As soon as one was cleared it would be completely stripped
and then rebuilt to the new project and assigned anew number from the cleared hexesin order of new
activation. That's how Glathriel can be number 41 and Ambreza, right next to it, 386. It's Soppy, but,
what the hdll, it wasn't important.”

"It'squite impressive and decorative," she com-mented approvingly.

He chuckled. "Oh, that's not just decoration. That'sit. That'sthe brain that runsthe Well World. The
working modd for the Well of Souls. It'sthe heart of thewholething, redly, Snceit'sadsotheman
power source to the Well and supplies the basic equations needed to operate properly. Inasense, it'sa
giant computer program. It drawsits power from asingu-larity that extends all theway into an dternate
uni-verse. If the Well's beyond aquick fix, what well haveto do is disconnect the Well of Soulsfrom
that device, which will not affect the Well World but which will have the effect of clearing the
programming com-pletely from the Wl of Soulsitsdf. Then, when we hook it back up again, it'll get the
message asif new data. Since it'sadow, progressive feed, as the program reaches the damaged areait



will halt and wait while emergency programs go into effect to repair or replace whatever's needed.”
"You can't sdlectively shut it off, say, to the dam-aged areas?' she asked hopefully.

"Nope. Oh, it'sagood idea, and, | guess, theoreti-cally possible, but we'd need the whole Markovian
computer staff hereto doit. It would mean completely reprogramming the Well of Souls—that is, writing
anew program for it. Y ou can do that with the Well World but not with the big computer, since they
never thought it would have to be done twicein the universe, after al.”

"So what we're going to do, then, ismore or less go back in time, recreating the conditions that existed
just before the big computer was activated, then essentialy repeeat what they did,” she said, trying to get it
draight.

"Right. And the salf-repair and correcting circuitswill then go to work on the damage. They were put
there because nobody really knew if the Well was 100 percent, whether or not they hadn't made some
mis-takes, design or congtruction errors, thingslike that. So the program is saf-correcting; when it hitsa
section that isn't right, it dters or changesit so that itis cor-rect.”

"Sowhat dowedo firg?' she asked him.

He chuckled. "First we go down that corridor there. Thereé'sacentra control room not far—all those
corri-dors lead to loads of control rooms, one for each race sent out from here—alot more than 1,560, |
might add." He led the way, and again she followed.

They cameto ahexagona doorway that irised open, and alight switched on within. Inside was some
sort of control room, filled with switches, knobs, levers, buttons, and the like, and what looked like a

large black projection screen. Enormous dias and gauges registered she knew not what; there was no
way to tell what any of the things did.

A tentacle went out and touched asmall panel on a control console, activating what appeared to be a
screen but what was a recessed tunndl, oval in shape, stretching back asfar asthe eye could see, a
yellow-white light covered with trillions of tiny black specks. Frantic little bolts of eectricity, or something
likeit, shot between dl of them, creating afurious energy storm, a continuous spider'sweb of moving
energy.

"Let's get you squared away first," Brazil mut-tered. There was suddenly the sound of agreat pump or
some kind of relay closing, then opening, from deep within the planet and al around her. It sounded
a-most like the beating heart of some enormous beast.

"I'mjust bringing the power up,” hetold her. "Don't be darmed. The dias, switches, and such over there
aremain controlsfor the mechanisms. Minor stuff like this| can do without any sort of controls, although
well need some when the power's cut. Okay, that ought to do it.”

There was a steady, omnipresentthump-thump, thump-thump through the control room.

"Okay, main control room up to full power," he muttered, mostly to himself. "Activate. . . now!"
Theworld seemed to explode al around her. Vision expanded to almost 360 degrees, hearing, smdll, all
the senses flared into new intensity such as she had never known before. She could fed and sensethe

energiesdl around her, fed the enormous power surges that were suddenly so redl they took on an
a-most physical form, asif she could just reach out and take hold of them, bend them any way she



wanted. It was atremendous, exhilarating, heady fed-ing, arush of strength and power beyond belief.
She was Superwoman, she was a goddess, she was su-preme. . . .

She looked at Brazil with her new senses and saw no longer the ugly, misshapen creature he had
be-come but a shining beacon of dmost unbearable light, atowering figure of dmost unbearable beaity
and strength and power.

Shereached out to him not with any part of her body but with her mind, and he seemed to extend the
same, aflow of sentient energy, of something, that met hers and merged with it.

And then sherecoiled fromiit, or tried to, for abrief moment. For the first sensations she had received
from him had been not of agodlike creature, which he undeniably was, but instead of an incredible, deep,
aching londinessthat hurt so terribly it was dmost unbearable. Pity overwhelmed her, and she grieved
that such greatness should be in such misery and pain. The depth of its misery wasfully asterrible aswas
his godlike greatness and power. It was so great that she feared to reach out again, to make more
contact, lest such agony destroy her. She wept for Nathan Brazil then, and in that weeping shefinaly

grasped his essentia tragedy.

"Don't beafraid," he said gently, extending him-saf once again. "1 haveit more under control now. But
youhad to know. Y ouhad to understand.”

Hesitantly she reached out once again, and thistime it was more bearable, suppressed from the direct
con-tact of her mind and his. But it was far too much a part of him to be banished completdly; it
permested hisvery being, the core of his soul, and even its shadow was amost too much.

And now he started to talk. No, not talk, transfer. Transfer datato her, directly, at the speed of his
thought, registering the accumulated knowledge of Nathan Brazil on the operation of The Well of Souls,
the Markovian physics, the experimental histories, everything about the Markovian society, project, and
gods. And sheredlized what he had doneto her, redl-ized now, for the first time, that she, too, wasa
Markovian, and, in pure knowledge of the Well, hisequa. Knowledge, yes, but not in experience, never
in experience. For the experience was intertwined with the excruciating agony he suffered, and that he
pro-tected her from as best he could.

Findly, it was over, and he withdrew from her. She was never sure how long it had taken; an ingtant, a
million years, it was impossible to say. But now she knew, knew what he faced, knew what she faced,
and knew just exactly what to do. She realized, too, that in order to make her aMarkovian he had fed
her di-rectly into the primary computer, the master com-puter program itself. She waslike him, now, and
would be unless she, herself, erased that data from the Markovian master brain.

"1 want you to spend alittle time here before we proceed,” hetold her. "I want you to check on the
control rooms, read them off, take alook at the Well of Soulsand its products. Before the plug is pulled,
you must know what you are destroying.”

She knew the controls, now, knew how to use them and how to switch them from one point to another.
Sowly, together, they examined the universe.

The machinery was incredible, and matched to her new Markovian brain with its seemingly limitless
ca-pacity for dataand itslightning-fast ability to corrdateit, it was easy to survey the known and
unknown. Time lost its meaning for her, and she understood that it really had no meaning anyway, not for
aMarkovian. The very concept was nothing more than amathe-matical convenience gpplicable only to
some localized areas for purposes of measurement. It had no effect, and therefore no meaning, to either



of them, not now.

She saw racesthat looked hauntingly familiar, and races that were more terribly dien than anything she
had ever known or experienced. She saw ones she know, too: the Dredl who had started dl thisand
humanity, the Rhone, the Chugach, and al the others. There were others, too, an incredible number of
oth-ers, so many individua sentient beings that numbers became meaninglessin that context.

But they werelife. They were born and they grew and learned and loved, and when they died they Ieft a
legacy to their own children and they to theirs. Leg-acies of greatness, legacies of decline and doom,
things both wonderful and horrible and often both at the same time. What she was seeing was the history
and legacy of Markovian man.

But there were areas around the central control room of the human hexes that were mostly destroyed or
burned out. Other sections had switched to try and handle, maintain the load, but it was too much of a
srain on them and they, too, were burning out, only to increase theload on till others. Therewasa
can-cer inthe Wl of Souls beyond its ability to halt, and it was growing. Asit grew, so did therent in
space-time, faster now, ever faster. Sheredlized, idly, that the area of space from whence she came
would be gone in ardative moment, and then it would spread even further, ever further.

And, she realized, Obie had been right. As sections maintaining other parts of the universe had to carry
the increased load againgt the soaring tide of nothing-ness, their increasing burdens made failures occur
ever more quickly, in dangerous progression.

The Wdl could kill or curethe universe, but it could not saveitsdf. Right now amost asixth of the
Wdl's active control centers were destroyed, burned out, shorted beyond repair. When it reached athird
of the Wdl's capacity, it would be beyond the ability of the Wl to maintain the damaged parts; it would
go crazy trying, though, and the entire thing would short out, beyond repair. It needed help, and it needed
it quickly, or it could not survive. In asense it was aliving organism of its own, she understood, and the
cancer was cregping rapidly toward its heart. The final burnout would trigger a protective shutdown by
the master program and power source to save itsdlf, but that would be too late, beyond the capacity of
the smaller deviceto repair or replace. There would beonly the Well World Ieft in thewhole universe, it
and nothing ese, forever.

But she understood Brazil, too. That deep torment in which helived, agod forever cut off from
commun+ion with hisown kind, for he was unique in the entire universe, perhapsin al the universesthere
might be, doomed to walk the Earth and stars as aman who could never die, never change, never find
any sort of companionship, yet aman, also, who felt he had a sacred trust.

Moreover, indde here he could fed and see and know those countless numbers of sentient beings whose
entire history would be wiped out, who, if repairs were done, would be not even amemory but wiped
out asif they had never existed at dl, save in the memories of those Entries on the Well World and in her
mind and his.

"Thisisn't thefirgt timethis has happened, isit?' she asked him.

"No, it'snot,” he admitted. "Threetimesthat | know of. Can you understand how terribly hard it is now
for meto pull that plug?'

"Threetimes. . ." sherepeated, wonderingly. Threetimesinto the Well of Souls, three times massacring
S0 many, many innocents who had done nothing wrong but live.



"And it wasyou al threetimes?' she asked him.

"No," hereplied. "Only the last time. | was born on aworld now dead and to a people now dead
be-yond any memory, but it was much like Old Earth. It was a theocratic group, agroup thet lived its
reli-gion and itsfaith, and suffered for it in the eternd way in which such people are made to suffer by
others. | grew up in it and became a cleric mysdlf, areligious teacher and expert, ardigious|eader, you
might say. | was pretty famousfor it, anong my own people. | had awife, and seven children, three boys
and four girls—Type 41 humans, al, no funny forms.

"Wl another religion grew up near by, and it had a convert-by-force philosophy, and since by that time
society was highly technological and advanced in those ways, we were tracked down when that
technocratic faith took over our own land, tracked down and made to convert or die. Even though their
reigion was avariant of our own, they didn't trust us. We were smdll, clannish, secretive, and we didn't
even solicit converts. We were handy. We were weak and fairly affluent, convenient scapegoatsfor a
dictatorid society.

"They came for me and my family one night, when they felt very secure. | wasthe leader, after dl. | had
little forewarning, but managed, by sheer luck—good or bad is up to you—to not be at home that night.
They took my wife and children, and they put out acall to me: | could betray my people and my faith, or
my family would be worse than killed. They would be given brainwipes and then handed over as
play-thingsfor the ruling families. There were no guaran-teesfor meif | surrendered, or them, either, but
aso no way to freethem. | got out, went into the desert wilderness, became something of ahermit,
athough | did channdl refugeesfrom my people, the oneswho could get out, to various safe havens.”

"With that kind of reasoning, I'm surprised you didn't plot revenge,” she commented.

Helaughed sourly. "Revenge? Y ou can take re-venge againgt asingle individua, even againgt agroup,
but how do you do it against the mgjority of the world? Oh, | hated them, al right, but the only red
revenge | could take wasto keep my people and my faith dive through those terrible times, try and have
ahigtorica revenge, you might say, upon them.

"And, one night, while checking out some routes across that desert, | stopped at an oasis up against the
sde of adliff and saw something | considered impossi-ble.”

"What?' she prompted.

"A centaur, haf man, haf horse, sneaking down from a cave to drink. Now, understand, thiswas a a
technologica stage where | was having to best heli-copter searches, radar, mind probes, and dl that, and
where colonies had been established on both moons and the nearest planet. Well, he spotted me, and
in-stead of hiding or charging me he called out to me, caled my own name! He knew me, evenif | had
never seen the likes of him before. He told me he was from ancther, aien civilization far off among the
dars, and that that civilization no longer existed. Hewasthelast of hiskind. Hewasthefirst to tell me of
the Markovians, of the Well World, and of the Well of Souls computer. He had quite a setup there, too,
I'll tell you, atechnologica haven carved insde that des-ert mountain.

"He knew alot about me, He had monitored me, it seemed, for sometime, for reasons of hisown,
which | didn't then understand. He told me that, through an experimenta accident, the entire universe was
in dan-ger of total and complete destruction and that he needed help to avert that. He'd chosen mefor
thetask.”

"Why you? A rdigious|eader on the run?"



Brazil chuckled. "WEél, for one thing he was able to show me books, aien books, from three or four
differ-ent civilizations. He had alearning machine that taught me those languages—you're familiar with the
typeif not the actua device. And, as| read them, books from nonhuman civilizations out among the stars
my own people had not yet reached, | realized some-thing dmost stunning. | was reading paraphrases or
dien adaptations of my own holiest writings, those of my basic religion. Oh, the detailswere dl different,
of course, but the basic truths were there, the basic con-cept of asingle, monotheistic God, of the
creation and many of thelaws. All four had what could be easily trandated as the Ten Commandments,
amogt in the same order, dthough the stated means of giving them was different. | redlized in an ingtant
wha hewas saying to meby dl this"

Shedidn't follow. "What?"

"That there was something of auniversa religion,” hereplied, "aset of basic beliefs and concepts so
cdosein principlesthat they smply could not have been evolved independently by so many different
races. The centaur himsalf was afollower of such asmilar faith, and it was the smilarity with my own, of
which | was the supreme surviving authority, that drew him to me. Y ou see?!

She gtill hesitated. "Buit . . . you said the repairs had been donethree times before. How could such a
reli-gion pop up thistime again?'

"Y ou see the point, then. It couldn't—unless, per-haps, there was at its core abasic truth. Well, with
that, | could hardly refuse him anything, and what he wanted was someone to come to the Well, where
we are now, and help him pull the plug and start it again. Sinceit's something of amental exercise, he
wanted someone who shared his own basic philosophical pre-cepts, since some of those, too, would
color what went on. Well, of course, that was part of the point. He tricked me, the bastard.”

"Huh?'

"He was the sentindl, the heir to the project man-ager. | don't know if hewas a project manager or not,
or whether, like me, he'd been tricked in the remote past, but what he wanted wasn't an assistant. Y ou
see, now that the program is completely stored, it only re-quires one to direct the reset, athough two are
maybe alittle handier. He put me through, with alot less preparation than you've had in your life, and
then he erased himsdf from the program. He stuck me with the job and then killed himsdf!™

Shefelt some uneasy gtirrings, recalling Gypsy's own predictions about Brazil and hersdlf. But instead of
voicing them right now she asked, "And what hap-pened after that?"

"Well, | completed the job, closed up shop, and sud-denly redlized that | knew very little of what was
go-ing on, readly. So | went home, to Earth, and when thetimewasright | presented—mostly through
trickery, I'm ashamed to admit—my ancient faith to twelve tribes of related people. It wastheright
decison. Out of that faith grew many of the rest of that world'sreli-gions and its codes. | gave 'em the
rules. I'll admit that, in the main, they didn't obey those rules any bet-ter than the people of my own world
had, but they had them and it was, overadl, agood thing. The spin-off religions alone were pivota in our
people's history. Idam saved scholarship and the greatness of the an-cients from a barbaric world;
Christianity kept a cul-turdl darkness from being total and retained a sense of unity that outlasted the bad
times and spread to the four corners of the Earth. My new people, unfortun-ately, suffered the same way
asmy old had. Perse-cuted, made scapegoats, they nonetheless kept faith and tradition aive through it
al. They came out ahdl of alot better than my last group, too, intheend.”

"Brazil?' she began hesitantly. ™Y ou say the menta exercise colorsthe newly created places. Couldn't



that be explained by thelast oneto do this having that re-ligion, and putting it, without redizing it, into the
col-lective unconscious of the created races?'

"It could be," he admitted. "I've occasionaly thought about it. But it couldn't hurt to believe other-wise,
ether, couldit? Or, perhaps, that's God'sway of insuring continuity through dl this."

"Somehow | never thought of you asaman of God," she commented. "And | seem to remember that
you told my grandparents youwere God."

"I have aknack," hetold her, "of having people take serioudy anything | say if | say it serioudy enough
mysdlf. And | anacompulsveliar.”

"Then how do | know that all that you just told meistrue?' she asked playfully. "Maybethat wasthelie
to remove from my thoughts any suspicion you might just be God.”

"You'l never redly know, will you?' hetaunted. "1 don't worry about it. People believe what they want
to believe, anyway."

"Brazil? Are you going to wipe yoursdf off the pro-gram? Are you going to kill yoursdf and leave meto
take over? Gypsy said as much.”

He paused along while before replying. " Thatwas my origind intention, if you wanted it,” he admitted
hesitantly. "Believe me, | want to die. Y ou cannot be-lieve how much | want to die."

"I think I can," sheresponded kindly. "I felt it at the beginning, remember?"

"Youcan't know, really know," heinsisted. ™Y ou touched only the surface and have no concept of the
depth. No, what | was originally going to do wasto tdll you dl thisand then let you decide for yourself
whether to take the job, knowing that eventudly you'll die amillion deathsinsde but never die yoursdf.
But now, I'm not so sure. What's another few million years at this stage of the game? | looked into you,
Mavra, far more degply than you have looked into me. Y ou don't have the practiceto doiit like | do.
And the more | looked, the more | redlized that you were the best qualified person | knew to take
over—the best qudified, but, dmost for that reason, | can't doit. | can't condemn you to that loneliness. |
just can't do it to someone dse, damnit!”

She looked at the strange shining creature with re-newed interest and curiogity, amost wonder. "Y ou've
never redly lost it, have you? Not deep down, you haven't. Y ou're very tired, Nathan, and you've been
horribly hurt by al this, but, deep down insdetherés till afire going in that spirit of yours. Y ou Hill
believe in something, in your old idedls. Y ou sill believeit's possible for people to reach God, aGod you
very much believein evenif you're not God himsdif."

"I'll only tell you this," he responded serioudy. " There is something beyond al that we can see, dl that we
know, something that survives beyond the Well of Souls. Perhapsit'sin another paralle uni-verse,
perhapsit'sal around us but unseen, like the Markovian prima energy. But it'sthere, Mavra, it'sthere.
Three Gedemondans laid hands on us and our minds went into those of beasts. That's impaossible un-der
even these rules, Mavra What got transferred? Whatever it was, it'sthe only important part of either of
us, and it was absol ute enough that the Wl has twice recognized me aswho | am despite both times
being in the body of an animal. Can you quantify it, identify it, even here, ingdethe Well, in Markovian
form? Canyou seeit, seeit shining brightly, as| seeit in you? What isit? The soul? What's 'soul’ but a
term for describing that which we can now recognize, and which others throughout time have recognized
occa-sionally but never been able to pin down? What rules do these parts of us obey? Do they die when



our bod-ies die, snuffed out like candles? Ours certainly didn't. Y our body is dead, mine probably is. It
makes no dif-ference.”

"Do you know the answer?' she asked him.
"Of course not, for | have never died,” hereplied. "And it looks like another long time before | will."

She hesitated before going on. "Nathan, if you want to go, I'll doit. I'll take the respongbility from you.
Y ou're free as of thismoment. For thefirgt timein your life, Nathan, you're free.”

Hetook that in for abrief moment, then answered, "No, Mavra. | am not free. I'm not free because you
were right amoment ago. God help me, | till carel” He paused. " Shdl we pull the plug?

"Wemug," sheresponded. "Y ou know it."

"Before we do, I'm going to try something that worked last time," hetold her. "It's obviousthere arealot
more races than hexes. We might be able to sal-vage most of them, at least to the same degree that we're
doing here. Some won't survive, of course, either because of the damage or because of miscaculation,
the laws of physics, or alot of other things, but thereé's achance. It worked last time. It might work again,
particularly for those races with some space capabili-ties.”

They went back to the control room and he made anumber of adjustments. She didn't realize what he
was doing at firgt, but as she watched she understood.

"We can't do it without souls, Mavra," he reminded her. "We got to have something to work with."

Sowly, out in space, across the limitless reaches of the universe, the Well Gates came on—came on
and, more, started to move. Great, yawning, hexagonal shapes of blackness lifted off their native
worlds, lifted off and rose into space. They had but two dimensions, discontinuities in the fabric of
reality, for their depth was here, at the other end, at the Well Gate.

"Timing will becritical,” he reminded her. "I'm set-ting them up asbest | can so they'll hit equally, but |
can only stall thisend for afew seconds at best. When | give you the word, you must pull the plug.
Under-stand?'

She understood now. Understood a great dedl. Un-derstood how so many races could have survived
this before, understood how a number of races could wind up mixed on the same world. It would be
impossible to achieve perfection.

The gates moved into their respective positions. Not al could be used, of course, but there would be
enough, enough, if dl went right. Hewould still lose someraces, till lose somewhole civilizaionsand
ideas forever, but he could save agreat many of them.

After awhile—who knew or could tell if it was afew minutes, afew centuries>—hesad, "All in
posi-tion. Best | could do. Were going to lose afew thou-sand civilizations, damn it, but that's better
than dl of them. I'm moving in, now, moving on the nearest in-habited planet in each region.”

Onamillion different worlds, amillion races were sartled by the smadl yawning blackness that
de-scended on their worlds out of the sky, ablackness that was complete, absolute, and resisted any
attemptsto harmit, to blow it up. There was panic, then, only heightened by what the yawning hexagon
did once it touched their worlds. It started to move, rapidly, al-most impossibly fast, too fast to do



anything about, swallowing people wholesde.

"They'rein! Holy shit! What a headache I'm get-ting! Can't hold off the Well Gate much longer. Damniit!
Not enough! Not every race got enough through! Shit! I'll haveto let go. For God's sake, Mavra, pull the

plug now!"

A thought, an impulse, asingle exact, deliberate mathematical command went out. She did it, she,
her-self, done. Shekilled them al—all except the ones on the Well World and the ones caught in trangit.

Across the night side of the Well World, people would look up at the stars and see awondrous sight.
The grest, brilliant, wondrous starfield that was the night sky smply flickered, then winked out. There
was only blackness where it had been, a blackness as ab-solute as anyone had ever seen.

It was reported from one end of the Well World to the other, told and retold, and the nervous panic
be-gan.

Brazil has reached the Wl of Souls. The stars have gone out.

Some died by their own hand, some went mad, but most smply watched and waited and stared at the
hor-rible empty sky, the londly, desolate nothingness that surrounded them and seemed dmost to closein
on them.

At both North and South Zone, the Well Gate ceased to operate. Seals that none had ever known were
there did automatically into place, suddenly and abruptly. Many were trapped inside and could only wait
it out. Those who knew quickly threw up addi-tional guards around their hex Zone Gates lest anyone be
lost. For you would not go to Zone through those gates, not while the Well Gates were shut. They were
being diverted, the Well Gate itsdlf reversed. Anyone going through a Zone Gate now would never see
the Well World again.

But also, thosein the various hexes, North and South, particularly those who ruled, knew they had a
deadline, that they had to provide roughly haf, their populationsfor that Gate, and that if they did not, the
Gates would move and do it for them, indiscrimi-nately. The message was now out, automaticaly, to all
the creatures of the Well World, amessage that, until this day, they had believed ameaningless, mythical,
or archaic phrase, but a message they al now well under-stood.

It was Midnight at the Well of Souls.

The Well of Souls

"I'm surprised theres il ar and light inhere," Mavra commented.



"What did you think—that they built thisthing in avacuum?' heretorted. "In order to construct the Well
they had to have light and heat and air. It comeswith the rest of the planet. But the computer is definitely
shut down now, and so are the Well Gates. Nobody in or out. The Zone Gates now take you directly to
theWdl Gate, oneway."

"How many people do you think we trapped in there?"

Helaughed. "Mostly Olympians, I'd say, who know what's going on, and maybe some odd guards,
patrols, and the like. Maybe even a couple of ambassadors, huh? Scared shitless at the moment,
probably.”

"lsn't it going to get awfully crowded in there when the others start going through the Zone Gates?' she
asked him. "1 mean, the Well Gates are big places, but they couldn't possibly hold the huge numbers

going through."

"They won't haveto,” he assured her. "They'll be hung up, like those billions we kidnapped afew
min-utes ago, waiting until there'san outlet. It's pretty con-fusing, | admit, but, damn it, the system was
Set up to populate one world at atime. 1t was never designed to do what we're doing to it. That's why
well getmostly the population we want on the world we want, but some of the otherswill get through as
well. That'show haf the creaturesin Old Earth's mythologies got in there to begin with. Don't worry.
They're not properly designed for those worlds and eventudly they get im-inated, oneway or
another—at leadt, | think most of them do. Neverwas sure. Well, we have along job ahead of us,
anyway. Might aswell relax and do the best we can.”

Shelooked around at the controls, gauges, even the huge chambers with the countless black-dot relays.
There was no energy, no power there. It was gone, ex-cept for the system of the Well World, which
drew its power and maintained itself by grabbing the energy absorbed by ablack holein some other
universe, avery tiny black hole, she noted.

She wondered often about that other universe. Did it have anaturaly evolved group of lifeforms? Did it
haveits own Markovians and its own version of the Well of Souls? There was no way to know, she
real-ized. No way to ever know. Anyone who fdll into ablack hole here—when there were black holes
again —would come out there, of course, but they would hardly be in any physical condition to see what
was going on.

It was unfortunate, in away, that there was no way of knowing. With all this new power and knowledge,
the only two mysteries|eft to her would be parald universes and Nathan Brazil. But then, she reflected,
thereshould be some mysteries|eft in the world.

"How long will the complete job take?" she asked him.

"Six days," heresponded, asif it were obvious. "Wel World time, of course, which isthe only timewe
got right now."

She thought back to their past experiences. "Ortega. . . Gypsy . .. Marquoz . . . | wonder if any of
them aredill dive”

"Well never know," hetold her. "Asthe experi-ence of the past few months should tell you, it's not good
to hang around and be known on the Well World. Y ou haveto let 'em go a couple of hundred thousand
years so they forget who and what you are, what they are, and al the rest. That way they don't know you



when you show up again. Nope, you take yoursdlf out there, in the new universe, and you settle down,

and you relax-—until you're needed again. And you forget yoursdf, after awhile. The Markovian brain
remembersall of it, but that's only here, in the Well. Otherwise you just don't have the capacity, un-less
they evolveintoit or buildit. It'samercy, redly, asyou'll see”

She thought about it. "Y ou know, there are two of us. We could remain Markovians, thistime.”

"That'sno good,” hetold her. "Not for us, not for everywhere else. A god gets bored and aienated even
more than ahuman being does. And we can't repro-duce, so there would be just the two of us, playing
some kind of mongter god game or living on some Markovian world dreaming up new exercisesfor our
minds and going baity likethey did. Be my gues, if you want, but it's more interesting the other way. It's
your choice, though. Y ou can erase yoursdlf, put your-self in any body on any world you want either asa
Markovian prototype or, by going through the Well Gate, as one of these mere mortals. Me, I'll stick
with our people. They got so many interesting untappedpossibilities. ™

"The oneswe send out from here," she said, "will be mostly our people, volunteers or Olympianswho
know what they're getting into. Those others, though, the ones we kidnapped off those worlds just before
the plug was pulled, the ones now hung up in Well World limbo, they're just suddenly going to wake up
on aprimitive, alien world, cold and mysterious, naked and without any tools or weapons.”

"They'll makeit," he assured her. "Mogt of them, anyway. They did it before, they'll doit again. It'sa
pretty stubborn set of racesthose Markovians bred. After dl thistimel find | ill like them, for the most

part.”
"Even the Dahbi?"

"Gunit Sangh was the pure dark sde that liveswithin dl of us" hetold her. "But he wasn't the Dahbi, just
a Dahbi. We had our own share of those type. Y ou never met an Adolf Hitler or Dathan Hain. Hardly
good examples of our race, but | wouldn't condemn everybody on the basis that we produced alot of
superstinkers." He paused. "Y ou ready for thefirst step?’

"I'mready," shetold him serioudy. "I till don't see how this can be donein six days, though. | admit |
never had any formal education, but | do know it takes billions of yearsto do what were doing.”

"Billions of yearsforthem,” hereplied. "Six daysfor us. Just watch. There'snothing out there now.
Absolutedynothing. Not asingle speck. No matter, no energy except the prima energy at total rest. That
means, too, there's no space, time, or distance.”

"The Markovian worldswith their Gates are dtill there," she pointed out.

"Well, that'strue, but they have no sun, no warmth, nothing. They exist in nothingness, and will until we
fixit"

"I know the procedure, thanksto you,” shetold him, "but I'm still unclear asto exactly what we do.”

"You do this" hetold her, and reached out for the master control. "L et there be light!" he commanded
with alaugh.

Energy flowed once more from the tiny program-ming unit suspended above the control room entry hall.
It flew to the Well of Souls computer and began itsreset activation.



Far out in space, billions of light-years from the Well World, a hole was punched. A great black hole
from some other universe, the greatest of al black holes that universe had, suddenly found an outlet. A
sngularity of immense proportions was created, and the accumulated materia it had swallowed and
con-tinued to swalow, including light itsdlf, burst through from that universeinto thet of the Well.

Nature reacted asit must; the static universe moved to close the hole, to plug it up quickly, but the Well
of Souls now beat into renewed life. It reached out without regard for space or time and seized on the
erupting white hole, keeping it open, dlowing it to ex-pand and grow. The effect was the greatest
exploson possblein physics.

"Whew! A whole hdll of alot farther away than last time," Brazil noted. "Too bad. The Well World will
continue to have ablack sky. Well, you gotta take the white hole where you find it, and where the fabric
isweakest, which is one and the same thing. Won't make any difference to the rest, though, except it
might be alittle nicer. Won't be much in the way of Markovian Gatesin the neighborhood for quitea
while. Wdll, we can relax now. We have to wait for al the usua natura processes to take place. Wow!
That's a beauty, though! Look at those energy gauges! Bigger and nastier by far than thelast one! Were
gonnahave arip-roaring new universe here!"

Little time passed for them insde the Wdll, for time had hardly any meaning there. The Well World was
being kept separate, apart from the rest of the uni-verse asit dways had been. Therest of the Markovian
universe, too, went along at the old rate and would continue to do so until they dowed everything to
match Markoviantime.

They checked on the Well, saw that specia circuits were aready modifying, changing, repairing, even
re-building damaged sections. They had beenintime.

An hour passed. Half abillion years passed. It was all the same thing. The universe expanded.
Tremen-dous gases and other materia continued to spin out, swirling asit did so from the forces a the
vortex of the big bang.

Twelve hours passed. Six billion years passed. It was dll the same thing. Expansion continued. Cooling
and congealing continued, even accelerated. Galaxies were forming, and insde those galaxies stars and
even planets. The process continued on.

Brazil idly flicked acontrol. The time rate dowed. By the end of the day it was down to avery smal
length of time, rdatively spesking: bardly afew mil-lion yearsan hour.

On the second day he singled out the target worlds and started adjusting the processes by which life
would form. The proper conditions were established for life, and on the third day, dowing time even
more, he en-ergized those e ements, not merely on the planets he was going to use but on al those other
worlds aswell, worlds which, formed naturally, were good havensfor life of oneform or another but for
which he had no people.

Time dowed more on the fourth day. The amino acids, the crystalline structures, the building blocks of
lifeforms North and South on the Well World formed; the carbon-based in the seawhile plants now ruled
theland, what there was of it.

On thefifth day he dowed the rate still more, with Mavra's assstance, and activated secondary lifeform
programming. Anima life gppeared, first in the sea, then on the land, al inits proper evolutionary order,
dl gemming fromthe single, inevitablefirg cause.



And they looked at the millions of worlds and saw that they had done it right. It was working—not 100
percent, but more than enough for their needs. They spent most of the time doing this checking, using the
Well computer itself to match worldsto lifeforms. A very few couldn't be exactly matched, and that
both-ered them, Brazil in particular.

"The Gedemondans,” he remarked. "That explains the Gedemondans. Once you lay down the physical
laws, you haveto live by them, obey 'em implicitly. Last time, for some reason, the Gedemondans
couldn't be properly matched to aworld that formed in this mess. Won't be that problem with them this
time, though. I've kept my word on that. They have aworld that looks damned near tailor-made. We
may have some problemswith afew of the others, but well do the best we can."”

Complex animal life was developing now, the ances-tra prototypes of the dominant races of those
worlds, flowing logicaly out of how Brazil and the Well pro-gramming had combined thosefirst acidsin
theinitial process, based on the world's materia and resources, aswell asthe biologica and climatologic
conditions they had to work under. But the Wdll was very good at predicting how aworld would
develop, and it made no mistakes. The prototypica new sentient races weren'texactly liketheir
counterparts on the Well World, but, overdl, they were remarkably close. Na-tura selection wastaking
itstoll dong the main line of dominance, too, leading to the one minor branch that provided what was
necessary for sentience, for dominance.

Brazil checked out the Well World. Most hexes had complied with the demands placed on them, but
there were afew too disorganized or too primitive to com-ply, and Brazil now took stepsto include them
indis-criminately. When their time came, any who fdl short of the minimumswould find their populations
haved by Well fiat.

Some of the Markovians, so long ago—Mavrawas now beginning to realize justhow long ago—had
been reluctant, too.

Both of them were prepared by midnight on the fifth day. It wastime, they knew, time to insert what was
needed to complete the exercise, as Brazil caled it.

Every few seconds, between midnight and midnight, another racial group was activated, sent through the
Well Gate, out to their predestined planets. Physicaly, they would never arrive. They would inhabit the
bod-ies prepared for them through billions of years of evo-lution. Theseincluded the millions saved from
oblivion by Braxzil's actions with the Markovian Gates, who would now be ableto carry on their own
races, rebuild and grow or die asthey themsdlves decided by their actions.

Because there were till tempord differentials be-tween the Well World and the universe, they were
spread at different points, and some would reproduce, grow old, and die, and be thousands, perhaps
millions of years different from other races placed on their worlds only minutes later, Well World time.

But for those occasional ones of races not destined for those planets who, accidentally but unavoidably,
went along for the ride, there was only an instantane-ous trip. But they were incongruities on aprimitive
world not meant for or designed for them. Most died out quickly, or became haf-whispered legends
among the generations that followed, but afew would hold on, manage somehow to survive, at least for a
time

At the end of the sixth day, when midnight came, the barriersto the Well Gate were removed, the Zone
Gates shifted back to their normal patterns, all was asit was before.

And across the Well World there was heaved a col-lective sigh of relief.



Tempordly, too, they were back on track. Six days had passed for them, almost fourteen for the new
uni-verse now being maintained by arepaired, repro-grammed, and revitalized Well.

Nathan Brazil sghed and settled back on his tenta-cles. Mavramade some fina checks and then did the
same. It wasover.

"Until some new damn fool decidesto play around with the Markovian mathematics, anyway," Brazil
commented sourly. He reached out to her. "What are your plans now?"

"l need arest, and | want to think about it,” shere-plied.

And s0 on the seventh day they did nothing &t all.

"Decided yet?' he asked her early in the morning of the next day.

"Yeah. | think so, anyway. Maybeit'samistake, | don't know. But | haveto play dong with you, |
sup-pose. Y our way, for now. What about you?'

"Oh, thisisthefun part, theinteresting part,” hetold her. "Going down there and watching how they
develop. It'sonly after they get there that it Starts driv-ing you crazy.”

Shelaughed. "I think it's going to be fascinating,”

"Okay," hetold her. "Let's get going, then. It's pre-civilization timein the new world, but by thetimewe
get through dl this, it'll be the dawn of so-caled civi-lization. Ugh. Y ou decided pretty much what you're
going to be?"

She nodded. "Pretty much the same, | think," shetold him. "Matched alittle closer to our exit-point
cul-ture, of course, but pretty much the same. Y ou?"'

"I'm afraid | proved to myself thelast timethat | couldn't be anybody but what | wayswas. No mat-ter
what, | aways seem to come out the same, more or less.”

Heflickered; the grand Markovian brilliance van-ished. Nathan Brazil stood there, much as he had
be-fore. Therewas adight differencein his color, and his beard wasfuller, but it was still undeniably
Nathan Brazil.

And, oddly, some of the brilliance still showed through to her Markovian senses the more she stared at
him.

Sheflickered, then stood there, beside him. She was dark, lean, lithe, and yet somehow exatic.

"Still thesameold girl, huh?" he cracked. "Not even curious about being aman? Men have it much
easer in primitive societies, you know."

She grinned, went over and kissed him, then held up her fingernails. Hexing the muscles dightly, tiny



beads of some liquid oozed out from underneath the sharp points. "1 can take care of mysdf,” shetold
him.

He smiled warmly at her and put hisarm around her, drawing her closeto him. "1 just bet you can,” he
replied sSncerdly.

Naughkaland, Earth

they walked down the beach together, the manand the woman, naked and unashamed. Occasiondly the
woman, dightly smaler than he, would reach down and pick up ashell or pretty colored rock, then laugh
and tossit into the ocean. It was a beautiful, brilliant warm day, the kind of day you awayswished for.

"It's better than the last one," the man remarked in atonguetotaly aien to this bright new world.
"Warmer, lusher, richer. | think things might be dif-ferent, maybe better, thistime out.”

She laughed, apleasant, playful laugh. "Alwaysthe optimist. Ever the optimist.” Shethrew her arms
around him, kissing him long and passionately.

He stood there amoment, looking down into her face and her large, dark eyes. "In time, you may grow
to hate me," he warned.

"Or you, me," she shot back, aplayful pout on her face. "But not now. Not today. Not with the sun and
the seaand the birds calling and awarm wind blow-ing! Definitely not now!"

The couple continued up the beach, holding hands and | etting the warm ocean water wash over their
feet.

She stopped, pointed down at the still wet sand. "Look!" she said, wonderingly.
"It'sjust asand crab,” hetold her.

Sheturned on him, dightly angry. "Are you going to be this grumpy over the next ten thousand years?'
sheasked irritably.

Helaughed. "Hdll, no. I'll get worse. But never al theway down, honey. Never dl the way down.
Be-cause, as short as| am, you made yoursdf shorter and lighter than | am.”

He grinned, and she grinned, and be took her hand and they continued on down the beach.
Itwas agood day, he told himself, and agood placeto be dive, if alive he had to be. But he was il

Nathan Brazil, forty billion years out, bound for no-where with a cargo hold empty of anything at dl, even
clothes on his back.



Stll waiting.
Stll caring.

But no longer done.
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