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			FOREWORD


			Neal Asher


			When asked to do an introduction to this collection of stories based on Jack L. Chalker’s Well World Saga I was a bit disinclined because it had been a while since I read it. I’d lost the habit of reading books through too much social media and constant work. It’s a fact that when you’re writing and editing all the time the editing head gets fixed in place and it then becomes difficult to read uncritically and recapture that sensawunda from our early reading of SFF. But because I’ve been pushing myself to get back into the habit, I thought, why the hell not, and picked up Midnight at the Well of Souls.


			The first thing that struck me was bloody hell, I did read this a long time ago. My copy has my parents’ address stamped inside. The rubber address stamp was an acquisition to assist in the process of submitting short stories to small presses and synopses and sample chapters to big publishers, in the days when all that was done by post. I also vaguely recollect that rather than this book being included in a bag of books from a secondhand shop, it was one I bought new. My edition was printed in 1977 so I was likely still a teenager when I read it.


			Diving into the book immediately reminded me of how so much sinks into our unconscious and then surfaces later, its source forgotten. The first character we see in this book is Skander, a researcher on a Markovian world. I wryly realized then where those names had arisen from in my own work: Skander was a half-breed of elf and orc in one of my short stories, while the Markovians were a family that ruled Earth after a totalitarian regime in others. But in Chalker’s future, the Markovians were an alien race that had taken itself to what would seem to be the pinnacle aimed for by any intelligent technological species. They had godlike control over their environment through advanced technology like the constructed brain sitting below the crust of the planet Skander is studying. But the Markovians have disappeared from the universe, leaving only these remains. This is immediately reflected in lines from the poem “Ozymandias” that Skander recollects, and which appear on page 2 of the book—a favorite of mine that may well have become so because of this book. The Markovians could create or change anything they wished. They had that good old “technology indistinguishable from magic,” so why are they gone?


			Skander and a brilliant assistant Varnett have just about cracked the secrets of the brain deep below their feet. They both want that power to change the milieu in which they have been born—Skander to reverse the horrible homogenization of humanity of the Com worlds and Varnett simply because “I am greedy and would like to be a god.” Skander isn’t inclined to share so commits murder to that end, but while attempting to kill Varnett, they both fall through a gate on their world and are swept off to the Well of Souls. And here I must digress because, for reading this as a teenager and lost in that sensawunda, I missed something about these books: politics.


			I guess it’s understandable. It took me until I studied for an A level in English at night school some years later before I realized that newspapers are politically partisan. In Midnight, human society has, mostly, gone the route of the socialist/communist nightmare. Though, I have to add here that this is vague and there might be other worlds under different regimes—a storyteller keeping his options open. Everyone has their place in the society depicted and is in fact bred for it. Varnett, for example, is one in a long line of clones from a brilliant mathematician. Obviously, the Com worlds are communist, which is something I suspect went straight over my head as a teenager.


			One name that had stuck with me from my initial reading of the Well World books was that of the main character Nathan Brazil. For reasons not clear to me, I thought he didn’t put in an appearance until later books, but there he was in the second chapter, and I got a bit of a tingle down the spine. Piloting a ship through a vacuum, he learns some truths about his three passengers, some of them quite nasty. The Com world woman Vardia is basically a deliverer of messages and a programmed diplomat. The man Hain is a drug dealer whose assistant, Wu Julie, he has enslaved to a drug that is destroying her body and mind. Brazil changes course to take Wu Julie to a world that is the source of the drug, where she can at least survive and where Hain will get the punishment he deserves. Along the way, however, he answers a distress beacon that takes them to the world Skander was studying. Finding evidence of murder and pursuing that thread, they too are swept through the gate to the Well World. And here is where things get seriously weird.


			The world itself is divided up into hexes—each containing the environment of an alien race and members of that race—and they have arrived at a transfer point to those hexes. They are met by a chimera of snake and walrus called Ortega who, it turns out, was once a man and knows Brazil. Ortega explains the setup of the world to them. There is no way back for them and, upon being transferred out onto the Well World, the Markovian brain there will decide what race they are to become. The three passengers go through. Hain becomes a giant female insect in a civilization of the same, Vardia becomes a Czill—a walking tree—and Wu Julie, a centaur now free of the addiction that was killing her. Held back by Ortega after the departure of the others, Brazil is filled in on the situation about Varnett and Skander, and the disruption their arrival has caused. Then, when Brazil goes through, he ends up in a human hex unchanged.


			It’s an excellent conceit. I mentioned politics earlier, but I didn’t find that intrusive. Chalker was obviously having a ball telling a convoluted story involving body transformation, cunning plots, and manipulation. I contend that he wasn’t writing a book as a vehicle for homilies, but simply laying the groundwork to tell a thumping good tale and, as it turns out, many more such tales. However, as in any good tale, certain truths come through. This is the case with all good fiction if written honestly.


			The contending factions on the Well World know that Skander and Varnett may have a way to access the power of the Markovians, but it’s not something they can take off them until they actually obtain it. This is why they were allowed through to the world rather than murdered on the spot. Apparently, access to this power will be found only during midnight at the Well of Souls. From their various locations, all connive to find out where they need to go and to get there. Two groups result from this: Skander is a merman researching in an academy of the Czill—those walking trees—and is assisted by the transformed Vardia. They discover that the Well of Souls is a point on the equatorial wall separating carbon life in the south from the more exotic “Northerners,” before they are kidnapped by Hain in his form of a giant insect, and a Northerner. Varnett it turns out is a bat-man, but not the Gotham City kind. He joins up with Brazil, who has snared up Wu Julie, now a centaur, along the way.


			The two parties converge on the Well of Souls and, there’s no other way to put it, have weird adventures along the way. At this point I have to mention one, or rather two creatures in a mutualistic relationship, who are also involved: the Northerner mentioned before called the Diviner, and the Rell. This combination consists of a floating strip with something poised on top of it resembling a glass chandelier. One of them is the thinking mind while the other provides the muscle in the form of energy weapons. This was the kind of stuff that got me as a teenager and still does now. Imagining centaurs, big bugs, and walking trees is no problem at all since they’ve been in literature forever. But I really enjoy it when depictions of alien life are stretched out of the norm and the known. And yet again, this is obviously something that lodged in my subconscious. One of my earliest short stories, published in a small press mag called Premonitions, was called “The Gyre and the Bibrat,” which was a similarly combined mutualistic being.


			The relationships between the characters and the courses they take are complicated to say the least. Wu Julie, who was drug enslaved to Hain, is in love with Nathan Brazil, or thinks she is. And Brazil it seems is looking for love from her, or maybe just acceptance. It has by this time been revealed that he is older than seems feasible, and as the journey progresses and his memories surface, older than seems possible. Meanwhile, Hain has been enslaved by one higher up in his insect civilization. The tree woman divides into two versions of herself, one of which is subsumed by a hive intelligence.


			By and by, they all arrive at the Well of Souls, where Nathan Brazil lets them in to the levers of control while in the process revealing that he is a Markovian. Finally faced with the reality of what such power means, those who want it find that they cannot take it—that actually using that power is as far beyond them as computer programming is beyond a rat. It terrifies them when Nathan essentially hands them a gun and gives them leave to pull the trigger, and they demur. Thereafter, like some version of a judgmental god, he dispatches them off to appropriate futures. It is deus ex machina in the literal sense (in Greek plays, the gods were lowered on a platform to dispense justice to the players), but even so, this does not detract from a thumping good tale. Are you not entertained? I was, while I am also aware that the books that came after were even better.


			One theme to this book, I would characterize as “be careful what you wish for.” It’s the defeating of expectations and the dispelling of illusions. Wu Julie, sure of her love for Brazil, is horrified by the reality of what he is—a Markovian—and that love is proven false. Vardia discovers that her Com world society is not a perfect collective for rulers still in place. Adding insult to injury, she finds the message she was to deliver was an introduction for Hain, whose organization, by dint of the drug they push, has been taking control of her society. All that Vardia saw as perfect is flawed. Hain, having been brainwashed by that higher-up in his insect society, wishes to be that one’s mate and is so transformed, little realizing that his young will eat their way out of his/her body. Wu Julie and Vardia are dispatched to lives they could never have experienced as Com worlders, while others return to their new lives having learned the lesson of pursuing empty power. All of this is a reflection of Markovians. They got what they wished for in ultimate power over reality and found it empty at the core. They effectively extinguished themselves by becoming the races they created on the Well World and distributed throughout the universe. They started again to try and find what they had missed. And at the end of all, Nathan Brazil is once again alone.


			But all the above resolutions are box-ticking endings to story and character threads, while we have enjoyed the story and those characters. The pursuit of goals and striving for perfection in the end are not what is important. The overarching theme of the book in a sense is more subtle, and what the Markovians missed, and can be summed up by a truth that came to be quoted from many sources, but in this case, Ralph Waldo Emerson: “It’s not the destination but the journey.”


			In the spirit of that quote, here now in this collection are a few more journeys for you to enjoy.


			Neal Asher 6/12/23


		




		

			INTRODUCTION


			David Boop


			“Why Well World?”


			That’s what people asked me when I told them I was doing a tribute to the seminal series by one of my personal favorite authors, the late Jack L. Chalker. And they weren’t wrong to ask because certainly since his passing in 2005, Jack’s name isn’t mentioned in the same circles it once was. The flavor of today’s fiction has changed a lot since Midnight at the Well of Souls first came out in 1977. Not all of Jack’s writing could be considered to be “enlightened” by today’s standard, and yet, in his books, he addressed many difficult topics such as drug addiction, fascism, gender identity, and religion.


			So why, again, Well World?


			It’s not as simple an answer as Jack’s writing inspired me as a teenager and I wanted to create worlds the way he did. Or that I was a huge fan who counts his The Quintara Marathon as one of the best trilogies I’ve ever read. I can’t say I even got to meet him, as he passed before my first published work and my entrance into the world of fandom and publishing. From some firsthand accounts, Jack was—as I’ve been told—very opinionated and picked many hills to die on. Who knows? Maybe I’m lucky to have not met my idol. And yet his friends and family, many of whom were involved with this anthology, talk of how much of an intelligent and kind man he was; how they sorely miss him every day. So I do feel the loss of not having met him. I’ve met many of my idols, some who have become my mentors, and I would’ve loved that chance to meet Mr. Chalker and find out if we would’ve made fine peers and friends.


			But none of that is the reason I chose to chart an untraveled path back to the Well World as my first official project with Arc Manor.


			The reason came down to this. I love the ten volumes of Jack’s Well World series so much, I didn’t want to see them just end with his passing. I desired others—newer authors and readers who’d never been exposed to the previous books—to become fans of them, as well. I needed to be able to sit around conventions discussing Markovian ascension or Well World politics, as I’m sure my literary ancestors once did.


			Truthfully, I didn’t want to feel alone in Jack’s universe anymore.


			The first step was to find a few people just like me—authors who’d been inspired by the body-switching magic Jack infused into all his books. It wasn’t easy, as authors are more inclined to mention Lovecraft or Asimov or Heinlein as their influences on their bios. I had to dig deep into blog posts, replies to fan groups, and online photos of Jack with his friends and peers. But slowly, I found them. And I got most of them, save for a couple due to scheduling conflicts. Two of Jack’s dear friends— Catherina Asaro and S.P. Somtow—came aboard gratefully. Then, one of the most things incredible things happened! Jack’s own daughter, Samantha Chalker, agreed to co-author with the also amazing Jennifer Brozek.


			Like, how cool is that?


			The dream was to have these authors write characters who were once human and have them waking up on Well World, the universe’s petri dish, in a new body, and then having them solve a problem they were uniquely qualified for. Piece of cake, right?


			Only, I didn’t want my authors taking up half the story getting their protagonist to Well World through the godlike Markovian’s transdimensional gates. So, I decided to write bumper stories. The first one would be a classic “How They All Got to the Well World” piece, and the other at the end would provide an epilogue of what happened to their protagonists after their stories ended.


			This meant I’d be writing each of the author’s characters into stories of my own creation. I worked directly with my “team” to make sure every word was to their liking and never betrayed the sense of the character or characters they created. The same goes for several of Jack’s characters, including his “Wandering Jew,” Nathan Brazil; and the six-armed, gruff, mustachioed snake-walrus known as Serge Ortega. I read and reread the first five books in the series over and over again to get the voice down, and ultimately, you, the fans of his work, will be the judge if I did Jack’s creation justice.


			This anthology takes place between Midnight and Exiles at the Well of Souls, the first and second books in the series. Jack left plenty of space for me to slip in this anthology (which hopefully won’t be the last). On a planet of 1,500+ species, I feel there are many more stories to tell.


			And if you come to love this world as much as I do, let’s sit down at a con someday and talk of our favorite species over a drink (nonalcoholic is totally acceptable). Let’s call forth Jack’s spirit to join us, and we will all fellowship about worlds built—and lost—together.


			D.B


			12/02/2023


		




		

			And now …


			PERMUTATIONS
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			Chapter One:


			ABOARD THE FREIGHTER STEHEKIN


			David Boop


			Near the Cerulean Corridor


			100 Years After Midnight at the Well of Souls


			Nathan Brazil sat on the bridge of his cargo hauler playing an unfathomable-numbered hand of solitaire, and he cheated, as usual. He didn’t like to lose. Some would say he wasn’t designed for it. But those people weren’t there at the moment. No one was.


			His freighter Stehekin—having just dropped off a bay full of cryogenically frozen produce to an outpost—now sat empty of cargo or passengers. The vacant corridors echoed with the noise of aging pipes, creaking welds, and memories. All needed an overhaul. Maybe after this job, he promised her, as usual. She held together well enough for now. Until something seriously went wrong, he, his cargo, and occasional passengers should be safe.


			Notice of delivery came through the network directing him to Griiyama d to pick up a load of mining equipment for the Icolite Belt. Word was an asteroid filled with scandium, a much sought after mineral used in shipbuilding, had been discovered. Scandium was always in demand, and finding a huge deposit of it would make someone, not him of course, rich.


			Brazil had never been rich. Well, not really in terms of how wealth was determined in the Confederacy these days. Back on Earth, a very long time ago, he tried being wickedly rich, but it hadn’t set well with him. He liked most people, but not the type who showed up when you had money. So, he went back to being poor and living a nomadic life.


			That’s why he “piloted” the freighter. The fully automated ship occasionally hauled very expensive cargo, so the shipping company hired a troubleshooter captain for each ship. It took a special type of crazy to spend most of your life alone, reading cheap pulps, and playing an unfathomable amount of solitaire.


			It was also a good place to hide.


			Not that any person actively sought Brazil. At least, not currently. The things he’d done before returning to his position as freighter babysitter were behind him now. Brazil didn’t like to lose, and yet, in regard to fighting against the Com, he excelled at it.


			The Com’s manufactured society, which included manufacturing or converting humans into identical drones, was devoid of all the things that Brazil thought made people human: love, lust, laughter, trust, betrayal. They programmed their “citizens” to look alike, think alike, and have all their wishes and desires replaced by the Com’s. You couldn’t escape the Com when they took over your planet. More fell to them every day. The people who ran those planets were given absolute power to mold their society in a godlike way in exchange for selling out their citizens. Though, to be fair, Brazil considered, sometimes those leaders were blackmailed into signing over their world, usually through unwitting addiction to sponge. The only way to survive the deadly drug was by being given more of it by the Sponge Syndicate. Not enough, the victims became unwitting zombies until they finally died, so why not trade your souls for the small hope you’d be able to live out the rest of your life? Much as he wanted to, he couldn’t stop the Com or their syndicate allies.


			Brazil sighed—a long, weary release born from a long life and a longer list of failures that outnumbered his successes.


			No, what he actually hid from on that lonely freighter was not the syndicate, the Com, the Fed, or even scorned husbands or lovers, despite there being quite a few. It was a force greater than anything in the known universe. It would someday find him—that was inevitable, no matter where he was, literally rearranging the foundation of reality to get to him. He’d known it to destroy entire civilizations to get his attention, and he’d give in like he always did, minimizing the long-term damage. But he could, during slow times like these now, lie to himself and pretend he stayed one step ahead of it. No sense of making it too easy, though, not when Brazil worked so hard to ignore his other job—the one in addition to cargo caretaker.


			Nathan Brazil was the IT Technician of all existence. He maintained the computer that ran … everything.


			Reality’s custodian was in mid-shuffle for yet another game of solitaire when the freighter’s alarm went off, causing him to spray the cards all over the console. He leaned forward in his overstuffed captain’s chair to brush the sensors clean and turn off the loud, echoing gong.


			A message scrolled across the screen:


			DISTRESS SIGNAL FIELD INTERCEPTED. AWAIT INSTRUCTIONS.


			“Damn. Why now?”


			IDENTIFY SIGNAL AND MAGNIFY IMAGE, he typed.


			A luxury transport came into focus on a small screen. Its engines were cold and it slowly rotated to the right. Flashes of internal explosions lit the port windows around the ship. So far, though, there’d been no hull ruptures. That meant they weren’t trying to destroy the ship, but disable it.


			Pirates?


			The text of the call finally came through. The captain reported the luxury liner Euphrates had been sabotaged by anti-Com rebels, causing it to drop out of light speed. While Brazil certainly supported the idea of sticking it to the Com, the cruiser held thousands of innocent people who were now in danger of dying. The method of “breaking a few eggs” to win a war wasn’t one he supported. Saving the Confederation’s citizens from the forced indoctrination of the Com held a special place in his heart. Killing those same people? Well, Brazil had caused enough death in his exceptionally long lifetime. More than he’d ever make up for.


			So, Nathan Brazil got ready to pick up what survivors he could. It would be a small drop in a large bucket of guilt.


			By the time Brazil’s freighter arrived at the coordinates, a mishmash of ships had also answered the call. There were other vessels, some Brazil recognized by their registration numbers. There were also a couple of Fed ships already docked with the luxury liner. Brazil suspected that’d be for troops hunting the saboteurs, not rescuing personnel. The Confederation’s government, slowly being absorbed by the Com as it was, would prioritize arresting terrorists over saving its citizens … except maybe for a few VIPs. They’d be the first ones off, under a security escort. Otherwise, the Fed would rely on people like him to get the common folk off of the doomed ship.


			After about an hour, instructions began coming through, lining up each volunteering ship to enter the loading dock or connect to an airlock. One by one, the larger freighters went in first, followed by medium-sized cruisers. Stehekin held twelve staterooms and had an empty cargo bay, so Brazil could take quite a few refugees. The coordinator set him at about six in of the eight waiting, which meant his passengers would be cranky and hungry from waiting for rescue. He took a quick assessment of his food reserves and cursed. He hadn’t been prepared for people, so whoever he did end up with would still be hungry and cranky until they could reach a starport or space station.


			Just as Brazil sat back in the chair, a part of Euphrates blew out into the vacuum of space. Shrapnel, equipment, and people floated away from the luxury liner.


			“Holy shit!” came over the speaker via the coordinator. A barrage of voices talked over each other, and Brazil had a hard time figuring out what had happened or what was needed. He caught a snippet of a report that there were several passengers trapped in an emergency shelter on the other side of the exposed hull. There wasn’t an easy way to get to them, or for them to make their way to one of the airlocks. If the ship’s fuel reserves exploded, they’d be toast.


			Brazil kicked his ship’s engine into life, wincing as it protested going from impulse to full-throttle.


			“Stehekin? What are you doing? Stay in line!”


			He ignored the coordinator. The Feds might be content to let those people die, but he wasn’t.


			Nathan Brazil didn’t like to lose, at cards or at life, and he knew exactly how to get to those stranded passengers.


			Brazil cut the hard burn when he reached the right coordinates and spun the ship around to decelerate. While Stehekin drifted closer, he opened the cargo bay. Once, further back in time than he’d ever admit to anyone, a pirate named Serge Ortega talked him into being part of a jailbreak of one of his crew who had been arrested, sped through trial, and shipped off to a colony planet for hard labor.


			The prison transport had self-contained cells, sealed using magnetic force fields, making them impossible to break out of … on the ship. That security feature, however, meant that the whole cell could be removed from the ship without risking the safety of the person or persons inside.


			USING EUPHRATES’S SCHEMATICS, CALCULATE THE LOCATION OF THE SHELTER ON THE STARBOARD SIDE, DECK 113, NEAR THE ENGINE ROOM, Brazil typed.


			The ship did as commanded.


			APPLY MANEUVERING THRUSTERS UNTIL THE CARGO BAY IS ALIGNED DIRECTLY WITH THE SHELTER.


			Once lined up, Stehekin backed slowly up to press against the Euphrates’s hull. Brazil donned his vac suit and pulled up floor plates until he revealed a large plasma cutter, which might have been modified outside Fed standards and actually would be considered illegal if ever discovered during an inspection. Brazil cut the gravity in the bay and picked up the saw. Carefully, he carved a large rectangle in the hull he hoped was the right shape to accomplish his plan. When done, he backed his ship up to let the shell drift free.


			As predicted, Brazil could see across the interior of the transport all the way to the back of the emergency shelter. Like Ortega’s crewmate’s cell, the shelter had been magnetically sealed to keep whomever was inside from falling into space. Using the small propulsion pack on his suit, Brazil kicked off from the bay and swam over to Euphrates carrying a mag-cable. He attached the cable to the shelter and called to the coordinator over the network.


			“Hey, tell those people in … .” He looked for some sort of marker. “Shelter 113-24 to hold on tight. It’s a jailbreak!”


			“Wait? What?”


			“Just do it!”


			Nathan floated back to his ship, gave his computer instructions on the amount of thrust they would need, and secured himself to a chair in the bay. This would either work, or he’d be responsible for the deaths of more innocent people.


			The shelter slipped from the transport like pulling a thumb from a toddler’s mouth. As they pulled away, the cube trailed behind them until they were well and clear of Euphrates. Brazil set the cable to reel in the shelter until it snugged into the bay, then he closed the doors and returned gravity to normal.


			The shelter landed with a small metallic thud. Stepping over to the terminal outside its hatch, Brazil punched in a code given to him by the coordinator to drop the magnetic shield. Unseen to his naked eye, but felt through the hairs on his arm, Brazil felt the shield turn off.


			He reached for the shelter’s handle and pulled.


			A cruiser the size of Euphrates normally had shelters that allowed for an equal number of passengers to fit inside, somewhere around thirty people.


			Brazil raised an eyebrow in surprise. He found only ten people strapped in.


			And a large stasis pod, which took up most of the rest of the space.


			As one, they turned to stare at him, surprised that he wasn’t a member of the Fed or even the Com. He knew what they saw: a small, thin man with brown-gold skin that suggested Old Earth Mediterranean heritage. His Roman nose hung above a scraggly mustache and beard. Completing the image of a space-weary captain, he hadn’t had time for a haircut in … well, years.


			Brazil understood the disappointment on their faces. He had that same look in the mirror every day.


			“Welcome aboard. I’m Captain Brazil, and you’re safely aboard my freighter, Stehekin. Let’s see if we can get you home. Anyone hurt?”


			Other than shaken up, everyone inside seemed fine. Brazil stepped aside and motioned for them to come out. “I have enough staterooms for each of you. I actually expected more survivors.”


			Eight of the survivors turned to the nineth, who lifted a defiant chin.


			“That would be my doing,” said the woman wearing some sort of private security company uniform. She spoke with authority. “I’m a Confederation organ courier with a sworn duty to see my charge survive.” She was tall and well-built, and Brazil doubted that she only did courier work considering she packed a weapon on her hip and probably had other weapons hidden on her tightly-wound body.


			That started a round of accusations and insults, except for one woman, with bright red hair, who sat quietly, not joining the verbal tirade. Brazil focused on her, recognizing the signs of a broken loner. Slight and severe-looking in appearance, her passive posture and lowered head told him more than any question he could ask her. Hollow, brown eyes sought answers in a tragic past, and her chestnut-brown hair was in worse shape than his. He’d studied humans for such a long time, he rarely needed to talk to them to know their stories. At least, in part.


			This woman hadn’t wanted to be rescued.


			Brazil quieted the cacophony. “Let’s get you to your rooms. I’ll need to report a manifest to the coordinator, so please give me your names as you exit the shelter.”


			The first strode out with an air of privilege.


			“My name is Bennitt Grimbel, from Torus Electra, and I wish to protest these conditions. My man, Gerris, and I were waiting escort to the Confederation Battleship Ukupanipo when he shoved me into this shelter. Where is he? I wish to have words with him.”


			Brazil pointed to a portal looking out at the debris around the Euphrates.


			“I think he’s already been admonished enough for saving your life.”


			Grimbel swallowed hard, his eyes brimming at the edges. “No … Gerris …” he whispered and said nothing more. Brazil pointed him to a room he could recover in.


			Next came a young woman of Hispanic origin, her head halfcovered in bloody bandages.


			“Wow. Let’s get you to the med bay.”


			But she waved it off. “It’s superficial. I’ll just clean up in my room.”


			Brazil insisted, but she stood her ground.


			“Okay, Miss …?”


			“Dina. Dina Ramos.” She moved smoothly past Brazil and down the corridor, then vanished into the first stateroom on the right, and closed the hatch behind her.


			“Well, then. Next?”


			A lovely girl dressed in an outfit that reminded him of the late 2060s on Earth tentatively stepped out. “Um, is there any way you could not report me being here?” she asked, her voice and eyes pleading with Brazil.


			“Whatever for?”


			Brazil could not help but notice the deep soulful eyes of the teenager, and the way they pleaded with him. Her anxiety didn’t match the confidence the dress—or lack of—was meant to imply, so Brazil figured her fashion was not her choice. Maybe no choice had ever been.


			“I have nothing to go back to,” she told him, clearly lying.


			He understood the need to run from complicated relationships. Brazil had made friends of a couple—husband and wife—on Harvic’s World, before it fell to the Com, and he’d been given a godchild to raise when the planet finally did. He could’ve taken the child on, a girl, but he didn’t want to feel that close to another being ever again. He’d outlive her, feel that sting of her eventual death before closing himself off for another few centuries. Better that she go with someone who could protect her emotionally, as well as physically. Someone to teach her self-reliance and pain of life in a way he, being part of that equation, could not.


			Brazil hoped wherever Marva Chiang had ended up, she was happier than he was.


			“What should I call you?”


			The girl paused, thought hard, and answered, “Lita. Just Lita.”


			“Okay, ‘Just Lita.’  ” He winked. “Grab a room, and I’ll check on you in a bit.”


			“Hi,” said a young man exuberantly, and offered his hand. “I’m Jared Stencil.”


			He reminded Brazil of a stockbroker from Earth in the 1980s, back when it was in vogue to steal money and do lots of drugs. Jared’s eyes darted around, scanning the cargo bay, Brazil, and everything else, as if he wanted to suss the situation to see if everything was as Brazil had said. Satisfied with whatever he saw, he nodded.


			“Everything okay?” Brazil asked.


			Jared nodded. “It is. You’re alone on this freighter then?”


			“Certainly.”


			“And do you own it, or does a third-party company?”


			Brazil cocked his head. “It’s sort of like a lease from the Confederacy’s Department of Interstellar Shipping. Maybe I’ll pay it off one day.”


			He could’ve paid it off centuries ago, but Brazil chose to “die” every hundred or so years, even though with the current success of rejuves, he could’ve played himself a lot longer. After dying, he’d pass along his debt to a relative who’d then assume it and pay just the minimum, accruing years of interest and thus increasing the debt. Having debt was the great equalizer. Everyone has it in some form, balancing the universe. People treated you like one of their own when you had bills to pay.


			The answer satisfied Jared, who found a stateroom and slid into it.


			With the next survivor, Brazil first took the odd contraption hanging on the man’s chest to be some sort of respirator as they huddled in the back of the shelter, but as he … they, stepped forward into the light, he recognized the harness he wore wasn’t a device, but a dog!


			The corgi looked directly at Brazil, even though its owner refused to.


			Brazil cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t have a dog walk aboard. Hopefully, it’s ship-trained?”


			“Back off …” came the digitized, male voice emanating from the dog itself. “I will … piss on your leg … if you … insult me … or Conrad … again.”


			Conrad, who must be the dog’s owner, managed to look both embarrassed and pleased at the same time, with a blush to his cheeks and a slight smirk to his lips.


			“Randolf is special,” Conrad explained, still looking at the floor. “Augmented intelligence and communicative abilities.”


			Brazil nodded. “I can see, well, and hear that.”


			Conrad unbuckled the canine from the harness and set him on the floor. The corgi barely came up to Brazil’s knees, and he was small for a human. Conrad reached down and hooked a leash to Randolf’s vocator collar, though Brazil thought it unnecessary.


			Where was the dog to run off to on a ship this size?


			Randolf, still eyeing the Captain with suspicion, spoke for himself, “I can take … myself to the potty … though nothing … I could do … would make this … ship smell worse.”


			That time Conrad did lean closer and, in a loud whisper said, “Randolf. This man just saved our lives. Can you be kind?”


			Voice modulated lower, the small animal answered, “If he is kind … to you.” Holding his head up defiantly, he continued, “I do not really … care what he thinks … of me.”


			Neither he nor Conrad believed that, the Captain surmised.


			Brazil understood the dynamic now. Randolf was an advanced form of an Old Earth therapy or support companion. He knew some planets still employed such methods of treatment. Not on Com worlds though. They brainwashed all atypical thinking or emotions out of their citizens. At least, that’s what they said on “paper.” He knew more than one Com clone who hadn’t had their mental challenges erased, just suppressed.


			The Captain bowed slightly at the waist and, with a wry grin, said, “My apologies. You are both welcome aboard my ship, and I’ll see if I can throw some fresh filters into the environmental systems to help with that smell.”


			When it came time for the broken woman, Brazil offered her a hand, which she reluctantly took, and walked through the hatch. She released his hand immediately and just stood there.


			“Name?”


			“Elida Silduun.”


			The Captain bowed again at his waist. “It’s an honor to have rescued you, Miss Silduun.”


			But she would have none of his charm. “Which room is mine?”


			Seeing conversation wouldn’t be happening at the moment, Brazil escorted her to a stateroom, opened the hatch for her, and closed it after she entered.


			Brazil turned around and discovered a young man, dressed in the uniform of the cruise liner’s staff, standing practically behind him. Brazil—who took pride in not being snuck up on—started. “Yikes! Where did you come from?”


			The young man shrugged. He had blond hair and a nose that looked to have been repeatedly broken and set poorly, giving it the impression of a lumpy radish.


			“Willem Trake,” he said quickly. Too quickly. “I’m a floor maintenance engineer.”


			Brazil did a quick head count. With Trake, that actually made nine in the shelter, not eight as he first inventoried. That sent the hairs on the back of his next tingling.


			“A janitor, huh? That’s a job I’ve done before and will probably do again.”


			Trake grinned. “I’m more than willing help, if you need an extra hand.”


			Brazil made note of Trake’s eagerness. “Nothing really to be done. Ship takes care of itself, mostly. Why don’t you take room 4? I’ll let you know when we prep to land at the nearest station.”


			Nodding once, briefly, Trake went to his room without further comment.


			Brazil decided that the strange youth needed following up on later.


			That just left three: the courier and a man carrying a small boy. The boy seemed to be asleep, or maybe …


			Brazil stepped over and felt the boy’s cheek. Still warm. Brazil breathed a sigh of relief.


			“Your son?” Brazil asked.


			The man nodded. “I don’t know what happened. He passed out during the raid. He … well, he didn’t hit his head or anything.”


			Brazil grabbed a med scanner and ran it over the child. “What’s his name?”


			“Thorn. I’m Alyss.”


			“Is … was his mother also onboard?”


			Alyss shook his head.


			Brazil looked at the readings. “He seems to be perfectly fine, except he’s in a coma. Something must have given his system a shock, and his brain chose to protect him. Electricity?”


			Again, Alyss said no. “This type of thing, he’s either going to wake or not. Could be in five minutes, could be in five years. What do you want to do?”


			The father looked down at his son and back at the Captain. “I think … . I think I just want to hold him. If there’s nothing you have onboard that will fix him … that is.”


			Brazil shrugged. “This isn’t a rescue ship. It’s just a freighter pretending to be one. You’ll be comfortable enough in one of the rooms. Probably better than hooking him up to a bunch of monitors in the med bay.”


			Alyss nodded and Brazil assigned them a room.


			When they had all entered their temporary quarters, Brazil stepped into the shelter and walked to where the courier had not budged from the stasis pod.


			“And what’s going on here?”


			The woman drew a datapad and handed it over to him. “You’ll see that I have all the proper clearances for transporting human remains in cryogenic stasis, Captain.”


			Brazil scrolled through it, not bothering to read anything but the name that signed off on it. “Councilor G’Tchen Muskamin? Even I’ve heard of her, and I don’t do politics.”


			The courier nodded. “She’s the head of the council that directly oversees the Department of Interstellar Travel, so it’s expected that you would’ve.”


			Brazil tsk’d. “What happened to her?”


			When she spoke, her explanation felt rehearsed, like a script that everyone had agreed to beforehand. “Councilperson Muskamin was poisoned at a charity function by whom we believe were anti-Com sympathizers. While she remains alive, the damage to her internal organs was intense, and she’s in immediate need of a transplant.”


			Placing his hand to his chin, Brazil questioned, “Why haven’t we heard anything about this over the newsfeed?”


			Again, the courier gave a clichéd reply. “We are keeping the news from the media as Confederation security does their investigation. We don’t want the terrorists to know how close they got.”


			“And the donor?”


			The courier tried to look sympathetic, but her guarded persona didn’t sell the words. “Poor thing. Young girl on a farming world fell off a tractor. Most of her was crushed, but her torso remained remarkably intact. A tragic, yet miraculous, situation.”


			Brazil nodded. “Yes, miraculous, indeed.”


			If there was a god above him and the Markovians, he doubted they worked in such ways. A god who would kill a girl with her whole future ahead of her to save a politician who’d probably sold her soul to the Com wasn’t a god he’d ever want to meet, but then, Brazil had made difficult and tragic choices in his job, too. So, maybe he should go easy on the old deity, if there was actually one listening … which he doubted … but he also couldn’t completely rule it out.


			The courier studied him closely, gauging, he assumed, if he was buying her story. Brazil had little doubt that she could seize the ship without much effort, jettison their bodies, and pilot his ship to wherever Muskamin waited.


			So, Brazil played along.


			For now.


			“Would you like to move the donor to the med bay so you can keep her frosty in there and not rely solely on the unit’s power?”


			The courier decided that was acceptable, so together they pushed the hovering pod to the Stehekin’s medical unit, where Brazil hooked it up to the ship’s power. The woman then refused a room, saying she would be fine waiting next to the donor until such time as they arrived at their destination.


			Brazil didn’t think it was fine but chose not to argue the point. The body wasn’t going anywhere, so why all the need for such security?


			He returned to his captain’s chair and pondered the mess he’d picked up. Did any one of them actually tell him the truth about anything? What had really happened on the luxury liner that drew these ten together? And would there be problems he’d have to take steps to resolve before they arrived at their destination?


			Brazil didn’t think he had good answers for any of those questions.


			The Confederation reviewed all video logs from every cargo freighter upon arrival to its destination. This was to keep the captains honest and establish who got the best assignments. Pilots who slept the whole trip were more likely to miss flight errors; the ones who didn’t showed signs of space madness and were more likely to send their hauler into a sun. The Feds also recorded the staterooms, unbeknownst to the passengers, in case of illegal activities, the hijacking of the ship, or to later run facial recognition against a database of wanted terrorists. That feed couldn’t be accessed by the captain for legal reasons, thus, Brazil couldn’t spy on his passengers himself without a damn good—and semilegal—reason. Luckily, he’d had time to come up with ones the computer accepted.


			He typed, SUSPECTED MENTAL TRAUMA IN RESCUED PASSENGERS THAT COULD LEAD TO SELF-HARM. SHOW ME CABINS 1, 2, 4, 5, 9, 11, 12, AND MED BAY.


			The computer did as ordered, showing each room in order, making a note in the ship’s log about the emergency request. He’d put Elida closest to the bridge, in case she decided to do something drastic to injure herself or others. She didn’t sleep, despite all the events of the cruiser. She just sat at the edge of the bunk, staring into space, as if replaying some horrible event. Her occasional blinking was the only tell she was still alive. She posed no threat to herself, or anyone else, at the moment.


			Grimbel paced like a trapped rat, nervous about being disconnected from the privilege he’d been raised in. He talked to himself, and Brazil couldn’t help but turn up the volume to eavesdrop.


			“Why, Gerris? Why’d you do it?” Grimbel spun. “I mean, not that I don’t thank you, but really? Giving up your life for me?”


			He paused. “And Father … you traded Mom’s world to the Com for a piece of the sponge business? I’m the son of a drug lord?” Grimbel punched the air. “Dammit!”


			That triggered Brazil to check in on Alyss and Thorn. The boy lay on a bunk, and the father had pulled up a chair. He held his hand and looked lost. Nothing to be done there, Brazil moved on.


			Cabin 5 revealed very little about Jared. He lay on his bed, propped up on pillows, working on a datapad, and humming quietly to himself. Of all the passengers, Brazil thought he looked the happiest at the turn of the events. Not like he’d had something to do with them; he was too calm. No, he appeared content, like a detour to an out-of-the-way planet wasn’t the worst thing that could’ve happened to him.


			Jared dictated into the recording app: “So far, no sign of Messier. Don’t think he had anything to do with the sabotage. Looks to be anti-Com terrorists. That’s another bullet dodged.” He grinned, pleased with himself. “When the bulkhead erupted, I ran for the nearest shelter and barely got in. I managed to grab a lady who was walking toward the end of the hallway toward the tear.” He puffed up like a peacock. “I don’t know if she’d hit her head, or what, but I yanked her through the hatch with me just as it sealed, and we were all stuck there.” Pursing his lips, Jared sadly said, “She never thanked me. I wonder if I should tell the Captain? She might have a concussion.” He ruminated. “Nah, better to keep a low profile. He doesn’t seem to be working for Messier, but I can’t afford to be given attention, or praise, or even an award, for saving someone’s life, grateful or not.”


			That explained a lot to Brazil, so he moved on.


			Room 4 held the mysterious Willem Trake.


			PAUSE. DO A FACIAL RECOGNITION SCAN OF THE OCCUPANT IN ROOM 4.


			The computer replied that the subject showed signs of having had rejuve surgery on his face.


			DECONSTRUCT AND RUN ACROSS CONFEDERATION NEWS FOR MATCH.


			It took the computer a bit to complete the task.


			“Calum Brach, huh?” Ship’s captains, such as Brazil, regularly received alerts regarding missing people of importance. Brach was one that’d come across his feed nearly five years ago. The rich playboy vanished without a trace and became the talk of scuttlebutt at the various waterholes Brazil frequented because of the award attached to any tips to his whereabouts. Money didn’t matter to Brazil, and he certainly understood what it was like to be on the run from your past. His only concern was if some sort of harm came to the youth. Transformed as he was, Brach had not been kidnapped by anyone but himself.


			Brazil twirled it around in his mind. Maybe he would talk to the lad before they docked and see what he could do to help.


			The camera went to the med bay next. The organ courier sat on a bench next to her charge. Brazil studied her, and the more he did, the more something didn’t smell right about the story she spun earlier. Council members didn’t normally have the type of pull to order replacement organs from across the galaxy.


			PAUSE. BRING UP CURRENT IMAGES OF G’TCHEN MUSKAMIN.


			Several pictures of the middle-aged woman appeared from different Confederation meetings and public appearances on various planets over the last several months. Brazil made an appreciative sound, as Muskamin looked good for an older woman.


			“Well, I wonder how grateful she’ll be when I deliver her lifesaving organs.” He’d promised himself he’d stay away from younger women, but considering every woman was younger than him, it was more like a guideline than a rule.


			He typed, HOW OLD IS G’TCHEN MUSKAMIN?


			The answer made him whistle. Then it made him worried.


			SHOW ME IMAGES OF G’TCHEN MUSKAMIN STARTING LAST YEAR AND GOING BACK EIGHTY YEARS.


			It didn’t take Brazil long to figure out why Muskamin stayed so young looking. It wasn’t rejuves, which were more like microsurgeries to repair any failing body parts, from skin to major organs, mostly done by nanotech. To someone who only saw her occasionally, they may not notice the specific changes, but as the images turned back time, Brazil witnessed a councilperson who sought immortality piece by piece. He growled because that meant the donor in his med bay was most likely not a willing participant, nor some random farm girl caught in a combine.


			Cloning, in practice, was not illegal on most Fed worlds, and actually promoted in the Com, but there was a stigma attached to it, like plastic surgery on Old Earth. Any cloning for personal use was regulated by the Feds under the strictest guidelines and only used in cases of emergency. Brazil didn’t think a tummy tuck and removal of flabby arms would be considered lifesaving procedures. He was sure now that there was no assassination attempt and that the body in stasis was actually a healthier version of Muskamin heading for final dissection.


			He would have to do something about that, but he wasn’t sure what, yet.


			RESUME OBSERVATION OF CABINS.


			When the computer brought up cabin 11, though, the screen was black.


			RUN A DIAGNOSTIC. IS THE CAMERA WORKING?


			After a moment, the computer replied:


			THE CAMERA HAS BEEN DISABLED BY THE PASSENGER IN CABIN 11. A REPORT HAS BEEN MADE TO CONFEDERATION SECURITY. PER CONFEDERATION LAW, NO PERSON MAY TAMPER WITH, DISABLE, OR DESTROY ANY RECORDING DEVICE INSTALLED IN ANY SPACE TRAN—”


			Brazil stopped reading. He’d pegged Dina Ramos as a hardened fighter, but now he wondered if she was more than that.


			He finally got a message to drop his passengers off at the Delarara Station, only a twelve-hour trip from where they were. He informed his passengers by intercom, not sure yet if he should confront Ramos about the sabotaged camera feed. If he waited until closer to arrival, he could theoretically trap her in her stateroom and turn her over to Confederation security upon docking.


			Brazil typed a message. WARNING TO CONFEDERATION SECURITY ON DELARARA STATION: POSSIBLE ANTI-COM TERRORIST ABOARD. MAY BE RESPONSIBLE FOR EVENTS ON EUPHRATES. REQUEST INSTRUCTIONS. USING THE NAME DINA R—


			The screen went blank. He tried typing again, with no results.


			DIAGNOSIS.


			COMMUNICATION ARRAY OFFLINE.


			WHERE IS THE FAULT?


			The onboard computer gave him a location back near the engine room. Brazil swiveled his chair around and made his way aft. He crawled down a ladder to where the array hung on the wall. Or, at least where it used to. Remnants of it lay scattered on the floor plating. Whoever did it did a thorough enough job as to make it near-impossible to repair. Brazil could spend the next twelve hours fixing it, which might be what they wanted, so they could seize control of the ship.


			Brazil did a quick scan of the navigation array and, finding it un-tampered with, figured the culprit wanted to see his reaction to the communication disconnect before moving to stage two.


			Would he tell the passengers?


			Would he accuse any of them?


			Would he lock them in their rooms?


			He had no doubt that if he did lock the saboteur in, they had already figured a way out. He didn’t have any special security installed. Maybe he should consider that in the future. However, what they hadn’t counted on was that Brazil knew this game; played it for centuries. It was like sending a chicken into the fox house. He’d tear them apart before he’d let them hurt another person.


			To start, he disabled navigation himself. This would’ve normally triggered an alert to the Feds, but with communications out, his ship would just scream voiceless into the void. They were already on trajectory, and inertia would keep them going in the same direction.


			Next, he rerouted thrusters over to a remote device he kept in case he had to work outside the ship. No sense in letting them get control of those.


			Finally, he rigged a deadman’s switch, which Brazil always thought of as amusing since he couldn’t die. Everything short of, but his heart would never fully stop. Many had tried, but the Well always found a way to keep his consciousness alive, sometimes without it connected to his body.


			This switch would instead monitor his pain levels, and if he reached a certain state of torture, the ship would go dark. Everything would shut off save for life support. No heat. No engines. No thrusters. No communications, even if repaired. The refresher wouldn’t work, and that’s what usually got them in the end. When the shit got really deep.


			Secure that no one was going to take the ship away from him now, Brazil climbed back up the ladder and waited for their next move.


			When Brazil returned to the command deck, the warning klaxon reverberated through the ship once again. He had not disabled the sensors, since he might need to know if a Fed or Com ship flew out to meet them.


			Or worse, the terrorist’s friends, which is what Brazil hoped would not happen. He had no plan that countered a boarding party.


			He shut it off and awaited the readout.


			SUBSPACE ANOMALY DETECTED. COURSE CORRECTED.


			Brazil pulled up the readings and cursed. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”


			What he found was not a passing ship, but the worst form of karma he’d ever encountered.


			Since returning to real space about a hundred years ago, Brazil had been on the run from the thing he feared more than anything else in the known universe. Now, it’d found him … and with a bunch of unprepared passengers aboard. His last trip to the Well, as with now, he’d brought a bunch of strangers along. But that’d been accidental, he having erased the painful memories of his past and his responsibilities. Brazil believed the Well had intentionally drawn him in to remind him of his duty. The Well wasn’t sentient, per se, but close enough. It had a malicious sense of humor.


			His “master” had made use of his amnesiac arrival and put him through hell before he finally remembered everything. Then, job finished, it dumped him back into the universe. Upon exiting, he adjusted a few things to make sure he’d never forget who he was again. He’d accept the guilt, responsibility, and paranoia for however long it’d take to find someone to replace him.


			Brazil reminded himself that it wasn’t paranoia when something was actually out to get you.


			Here and now, the Well of Souls had caught up to him, and he’d have to respond.


			How did a Markovian gate end up floating in space unattached to a planet or asteroid or anything?


			Markovian gates couldn’t be destroyed under any circumstance since they weren’t made of the same matter as the rest of the universe. A two-kilometer hexagon, the color of the absence of light, hung in space like a portrait on a wall, and yet invisible to the naked eye. Brazil, though, had modified his sensors to warn him of any planet containing one. If he could help it, Brazil didn’t ever want to step through one again, but the truth was, someday, he knew he would.


			Brazil checked the star charts and discovered this gate had probably been on Dubpra b, which no longer appeared on any scans. A few dozen light-years away, though, a small asteroid field existed that didn’t appear on the charts. It had about the right amount of material to match Dubpra b.


			“Did you do this?” he asked the Well, knowing the computer couldn’t answer, and wouldn’t admit to it even if it could.


			Nothing seemed to be going wrong on a universal scale that he felt needed to be fixed, but then he’d only been playing in a small part of it. He had an instinct about when reality-level threats happened, but other than the Com, nothing really threatened any civilization, corrupt as they were.


			Then an idea crept into the dark part of his brain, the one he never listened to unless he’d been alone for too long. The gates often activated for a person who was at the end of their ability to deal with life. It was a way for the ancient creators of the universe to return to the Well and reboot. The Markovians. The evolved beings that had reached the pinnacle of life; gods whose every thought would be instantly made real. Bored deities who found that having everything didn’t make one happy. So, they started over.


			Had the Well detected someone on the ship needed that second chance? Maybe it wasn’t here for him, but for one of his passengers. He could drop that person into the gate and not have to go through a journey to Well World again.


			But which one?


			There was no way to know for sure, so he’d just have to drop them all into the gate.


			“Nonononono.” Brazil leaned back, shaking the thought from his head. “Last time, those unfortunate souls were dragged through by accident. I’ll have to give them the choice this time.”


			Brazil knew, however, none of them would choose to spend the rest of their lives on Well World, especially after what it would do to them. He assessed the passengers, realizing that almost any of them could have triggered the gate. All save for one.


			Mind set and jaw locked, Brazil worked out a plan.


			This time, Brazil didn’t silence the alarm gong.


			One by one, his charges stuck their heads out of their rooms. Once again, Randolf was in the chest carrier, tiny paws flopping in the air as Conrad moved them quickly back to the hanger bay. This time, Brazil was acutely aware of Trake/Calum and noticed that the young man was just good at not being paid attention to. Nothing mystical or science-y allowed Trake to be actually invisible.


			“What’s going on now?” Grimbel asked, obviously perturbed.


			The others echoed the question.


			Brazil wore a worried expression. “When I pulled you from the Euphrates, my ship was damaged. Life support is failing.”


			Chaos erupted among most of the people, except for Elida, who looked relieved.


			“What are we going to do?” the organ courier demanded. “I need to get this donor to Valloa Prime or Councilperson Muskamin is going to die.” She bared her teeth, as if Brazil could just stop them all from dying with a thought. If only she knew. “We’ve already been delayed so much.” Behind her angry eyes, Brazil found something else. Anxiety. He recognized it to be for her life, though, not Muskamin’s.
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