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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




PREFATORY NOTE


This is the climactic book in the Changewinds saga, which began with When the Changewinds Blow (Ace, 1987) and continued with Riders of the Winds (Ace, 1988). Unlike a series, this is the final part of a single continuous narrative, and is intended to be read after the first two to create a single novel in three volumes.


In the second volume, concessions were made to provide a measure of recap and rationale for those who came in late; little such is provided in this volume, since it would at this point take a very long time to explain. If you have not read the prior volumes, buy this one now, so you’ll have it, then check where you found it and buy the other two. A good, intelligent, businesslike bookstore or newsstand will have them; if not, order them or change bookstores. If you found this at a small newsstand or rack that simply can’t have the space to put everything, buy it here and then drop by the nearest bookstore for the others, which the nice folks at Ace have tried to insure will have them.


If you must, be aware that you’re going to be thrown full-blown into the long and involved climax of a major plot. You might still have a good time, but you’ll never get it all reading just this one. Those of you who have been reading right along with us will pick it up rather easily—I’ve provided enough for you to get back in the groove, I think. You’ve been lulled for over two hundred thousand words into a rather small and private story of two people caught in another world at just the wrong time, but now that which has only been hinted at is to be fully seen, the questions fully answered, and now the Changewinds will truly blow. It is the time for armies and swords and sorcery, and much more, for literally anything might happen when the Changewinds blow. …




Jack L. Chalker




PROLOGUE


Seizing Destiny’s Threads


She was a short young woman, in no more than her early twenties but far older in the eyes, where it revealed damage to the spirit. She was not conscious of what her eyes showed, although it drew the attention of all others, she was dressed in a full-length blue satin robe without belt to conceal the chubbiness that only she thought was important.


She stood on the balcony of the castle looking not at the vast forests and high mountains beyond, but rather at the sky, where clouds seemed to swirl and dance in unnatural combinations for her amusement, as indeed they did. They had always done her bidding, first with her mother’s help, and then, after the Akhbreed bastards had slain her mother, fully in command herself of the weather and storms that most others, even powerful wizards, found impossible to control.


Her mastery over these clouds and this weather and the strangeness with which the sky moved terrified most who could see it, even those who lived in the region and were now used to her experiments, pranks, and moods, but, to her, at least, something was very wrong.


The clouds suddenly stopped their wild movements and began to sort themselves out into more normal patterns as the natural conditions were allowed to reassert their influence upon the patterns. She uttered a mild curse of frustration under her breath, turned, and stalked back inside her rooms, but she did not remain there. Instead, she went to the door, where guards with beaked faces and hands resembling birdlike travesties of her hands stood guard in crimson uniforms, pikes at the ready.


She went down the winding stairs as rapidly as her robe, slippers, and dignity would allow and then stalked down a hallway that was the only unguarded one in the entire castle. It had no need to be; he who lived and worked on this level was one to be protected from rather than the other way around, and only she of any of them would dare even enter this one level without first asking permission.


Klittichorn, Horned Demon of the Snows, master sorcerer of the Akhbreed, was in his study working as he usually did on his magic box. No one else there understood what the box was or what it did; it was one of those great magical things that only the Akhbreed sorcerers had or understood, although it looked somewhat like a mechanical device, with a lot of little buttons all clumped together, on each of which was a different magical symbol none but the Akhbreed could decipher, but which Klittichorn used with rapidity to create his spells and do whatever else it was that sorcerers of his rank did.


The magic was in the square, barely the thickness of a hand, on which strange symbols like those on the buttons but grouped almost as if they were, well, words—occasionally with small pictures of unknowable things—would appear in bright blue against a metallic gray background.


A tiny little alarm sounded and a small red light went on just above the buttons, and Klittichorn cursed and sighed, and for perhaps the millionth time since he himself had arrived unexpectedly on this strange world of Akahlar, he wished at least he’d had an extra battery charger. It had taken him a good two years after setting up here just to rig a way to adapt the localized and unstable current used in the Akhbreed castles for basic electricity so that it would recharge the damned thing.


The woman burst into the room at just that moment—always the worst moment, he grumbled to himself, when he was in the foulest mood. She alone could get away with it and know he would check his considerable wrath, although he had fried people with a glance or turned them into stone for less effrontery than this. It wasn’t out of any love or respect for the woman, or any relationship, either. She wasn’t all that bright, really, which was to his advantage, but he needed her as he needed his magic box and all his other tools of power, and she knew it.


“You might try knocking,” he said acidly.


“This is serious,” responded the Storm Princess sourly, in a surprisingly deep, almost mannish voice. “It has happened again. First the dizziness, then the sudden weakening of power and control. It was intermittent, but stronger than any of the last times. I have not felt such a lack of control since control passed to me upon the murder of my mother. Something is very, very wrong, wizard. Dangerously wrong at this stage.”


He tried not to betray the fact that he was as concerned about this as she was by maintaining a calm and clinical tone. “Yes, I have been increasingly concerned about these lapses of yours and I have been trying to analyze what is causing them.”


“It’s that girl! The one you have failed after all this time to locate, let alone kill. She invades my sleep and creeps in corners of my mind.”


“Your twin, in fact,” he responded, nodding. “I agree that she is at the root of this, but not in the way you think. She has the same power as you, but it is untrained, armed only by emotion, and would be no match for you. No, it’s something else. A new factor has been added to the equation, and, yes, you are right, our inability to nail her hide to the wall is the root of our problem. Somehow she, or fate, or, more likely Boolean, has come up with something we failed to anticipate, some new equation that is challenging the neat and ordered set we were dealing with. Do not be too hard on me, my dear. I have killed you in a hundred worlds a hundred times; it was inevitable that I’d miss at least one of you. The problem was that there were too many of you in various worlds of the outplane; our very attempt at insurance drew attention to what we were doing and allowed Boolean to finally figure it out. Forget recriminations. We must now deal with what conditions we have.”


“And just what are those conditions?” she demanded to know. “Am I losing my powers or what? And, if so, what comes of all our planning, all our schemes, all the blood and hopes of our vast but fragmented army and the oppressed people all this would liberate?”


He sighed. “You aren’t losing your powers, but they are being diluted, almost as if yet another version of you was—” He snapped his fingers. “No! Blast me for a fool! It’s so obvious that it never once occurred to me! In spite of my precautions the worst happened anyway! Blast!”


He was clearly angry as hell with himself, and even she grew a bit nervous when he was this way. He didn’t like to show that he still had a human side left to anyone. Under normal circumstances she might have left him for a while to cool down, but this was a unique circumstance. It was her powers that were in question here, and her powers were all she had.


She would never have believed that she had a near total immunity from his true rages; at least, she would never have believed why she did. He needed her very much, simply because he needed someone he could talk to, rant and rave to, just interact with, who wasn’t so terrified of him that they were clearly play-acting. The fact that she was neither smart enough nor sophisticated enough to understand much of what he discussed was actually a plus. Ignorance was often the safest confidant.


“You know what is causing this?” she prompted him, trying to divert him from his anger.


“Yes, yes! It’s obvious now! And Boolean probably had nothing at all to do with it. I have kept you too sheltered, my dear. Had I considered this threat I could have dealt with it, but no more. That girl out there—Boolean’s Storm Bitch—she’s gone and gotten herself pregnant!”


The Storm Princess looked surprised. “That is all it takes to cause this? That she be pregnant? Why did I not hear of this before? Out there, on her own, it was almost inevitable sooner or later.”


He sighed. “I—I thought not. When I sucked them down to Akahlar I had them in the Maelstrom you created for me. I was about to shove them into the storm when Boolean appeared. He took me completely by surprise—I had no idea until that moment that even he suspected what was going on, nor certainly that he would have the skill, let alone the guts, to tempt the Changewind. I had to draw my attention away from the girls in order to block him. He actually challenged me in there, knowing that if either of us so much as touched the walls of the Maelstrom we would be consumed by the Changewind. It took more skill and concentration to just remain there than even I thought possible. I refused, but realized that so long as he was there and the danger so real I had no chance to make a stab at the girls, who were being drawn down and past me. I could have removed them, but to take my concentration off Boolean would have given him the opening to destroy me. Still, with Boolean in the act, I knew that there was at least a slim chance that our quarry might elude us in Akahlar, where they could not be so easily located. The flow of air from the storm is always an upward spiral, as you know. I risked a small spell, down, below all of us, figuring that Boolean would not notice such a minor thing directed elsewhere than at him or the girls—and he did not. The spell caught in the spiral and came up, lost in the overwhelming blast of power coming from the storm’s walls.”


“Just—what did you do?” she asked him, not quite following all this.


“They looked so similar I couldn’t tell which girl was which,” he replied. “Two terrified teenage girls pouring out every emotion possible—it was confusing. As the resemblance struck me, though, I knew it would also strike Boolean. I know how he thinks—now. I knew what he would do, and I knew that one had to be in so many ways your duplicate. He would inevitably make one look just like the other to carry on the confusion, but it would be merely physical. I knew that at their age and stage they would not be certain of their own minds and feelings, and so I made them choose and harden the extremes which conflicted within their natures. A yin and a yang, as it were, so that they could be differentiated. Our target would become a lover of women and gain no pleasures from a man; the other, the false one, would tilt to the other extreme. A simple system, and, yet, one Boolean could do nothing about without negating the duplication as well, and one that would make our quarry stand out in our society and, not incidentally, would prevent the natural experimentation that might have resulted in a pregnancy.”


“With all that I have undergone I am yet a virgin, although I do not know why I was not violated in those early days. I have chosen celibacy, which she certainly has not.”


“You weren’t violated because it was your power that interested everyone, and there was a great deal of fear that virginity was a part of it. Needless, as it turns out. You are celibate by choice because your nature makes you incapable of desiring a man and you hide, as she did, from your attraction to other women by denial. Yet your mother was like that, and hers before her. It is a part of it.”


“How could my mother have been thus?” she demanded angrily. “She had me and her mother had her, and we were not products of virgin births!”


“They carefully picked the fathers in elaborate rites, and then stood for it in order to bear their heirs,” he responded. “The gift, or curse, of the Storm Princess included this always, because one of such powers must be apart from society, both above and different from its rules and conventions, so as to never compromise that position of power. In the absence of a Storm Prince, who does not exist, it was the way to distance the paranormal from the normal, and as a part of the gift itself it is an essential part of a Storm Princess’s makeup. But she had not yet fully realized or accepted her different nature and was still experimental. I thought by freezing it I would preclude a child.”


She frowned. “Well, consider it now, because it is done. Boolean must be laughing at you now. You can not deceive the master deceiver.”


“Boolean!” he spat. “He has a damnably charmed destiny! Head to head Boolean is easy to deceive. His brilliance may be equal to mine, but he lacks both talent and imagination. He is the brilliant thief, the master trickster, bright enough to comprehend what the greatest minds come up with, and steal it and make it his own, but incapable of coming up with it himself. Why, right now I have him convinced that four Akhbreed sorcerers await his exit from Masalur; four who together could crush him or keep him for me to finish. That is what imprisons him there—that belief. It was easy enough to fake convincingly. We sorcerers have certain procedures for checking for dangers. It was enough to show him that danger clearly lurked in sufficient force by all the signs. Would that I truly had four such allies!


“Still,” he added, “it is a trick more in his style than my own, which is mostly why it worked. He has preyed upon me for a decade because of my naiveté in such things, but I am capable of learning a lesson well.”


“And yet she is pregnant anyway, and possibly by Boolean’s own machinations.”


“Nonsense!” He spat. “The failure was mine, so easy to see in retrospect. I, who have sent thousands to Hell, somehow never considered rape. And by our own agents, too! Those bestial idiots with Asterial’s band were dumb enough to probably gang rape the lot of them. Blast! And probably the only time she was or ever will be penetrated by a man happens to be the time she is most fertile! Destiny fights my attempts at meddling with it!”


She shook her head in puzzlement. “Still, how can this matter? It only incapacitates her and makes her more vulnerable. Another one who can control the storms I can understand, but a baby? An unborn one at that!”


He sighed and looked at her as if she were a small and not overly bright child. “You are the only daughter of an only daughter who herself was an only daughter, and so on, as far back as your line goes. That is the only way to pass along the powers of the Storm Princesses, and that is why it is such an exclusive club. The power connects the child to the mother. That power is not within you; it is, rather, drawn to you. You are a magnet, a lightning rod, for it. The power is finite, and connects you to her and her to you as well in a nebulous way. That is why you dream sometimes of her and she must of you. But now there is a child and it grows within her and is physically connected to her. You are magnets, all three, but together those two are a larger magnet and therefore a stronger one. Whenever she draws power in, the power draws also to the unborn child. You get less. The older the child grows, the more power she will draw as well as the mother, and you will be the loser. Do you understand?”


The Storm Princess felt like she wanted to sit down and fast. “You—you mean that the mother and child together will draw so much power to them that eventually I will get none?”


“Well, not none—you will always attract that part that is closer to you and far from them since you will be a stronger relative magnet—but it is true that you are being slightly weakened now, on an intermittent basis, and it will get worse. It is also true that the two of them together, even one as a babe in arms guided by her mother, would be able to totally drain you if you were within the same sector. This is very dangerous, and may just be what Boolean is counting on. Time, which has always been on our side up to now, has become our enemy and Boolean’s friend. We can wait no longer.” He strode over to a massive and mystical red tapestry-covered wall and pulled a bell rope.


“Then the solution is obvious,” she said, steeling herself. “No matter what, I, too, must arrange to conceive a child.”


He sighed. “My dear, there can be only one heir to the powers in all Akahlar. If we fail to eliminate her before the child is born, there will be no other. The moment she conceived, your own capacity for conception ceased. No, we must act pragmatically now with what is possible.”


The Executive General of the Armies entered in response to the bell pull, his toadlike face and bulging eyes seeming strangely incongruous atop the resplendent blue, gold-braided uniform and shiny boots. He stood there and bowed slightly to both of them.


“General, we have two problems and we must now advance our timetable to meet them,” Klittichorn told him. “We must have the duplicate. It’s the fat one we want, and there is no reward too high to pay for her—dead. I no longer need to see her. The one who kills her need only bring me evidence of the deed and he can name his own price.”


A snakelike tongue ran around the upper lip of the toad-faced general. “Very well. Do you still want the decoy? I ask although it appears they both lead extraordinarily charmed lives.”


“No, don’t capture the pretty whore, but put people on her and keep them with her. She and that crazy artist both. They are the magnets that may draw our quarry out from wherever she is. Just do not allow them to get all the way to Masalur hub and Boolean. Take them alive if possible at that point but not before, and hold them for me. Something in the back of my mind keeps telling me that they are the key to locating the duplicate but I can’t put my finger on just how yet, so keep them ready. I want to know where they are and be able to put my hands on them if it comes to me.”


The general bowed. “Very well.”


“That’s not all,” the sorcerer added. “We have a growing danger to all our plans the longer we wait. The duplicate might still continue to elude us, since we haven’t been able to find her in almost two years and we now have far less time and Boolean might be well served to just hide her. How long would it take to get the word to all the armies in the field to assemble?”


“All of them? For the full assault? Months. There are many hundreds of worlds that would have to be notified, given orders, and there’s assembly time, and, of course, it must be done without alerting the Akhbreed,” the officer replied.


Klittichorn did a little figuring in his head. “Let’s see. … Assuming it was those apes with Asterial, it would be—hmm—six months, give or take.” He thought a moment. “You have eight weeks, General. Exactly fifty-six days and not one more. No excuses. Those who are not ready at that time we will do without. We will attack in full force starting at precisely twelve noon, our time here, progressively around all of Akahlar. You must not give me any excuses or objections, General. I tell you that if we do not attack then we may never be able to attack. There is a new and potentially fatal element in our game and only this timing will block it.”


The general clearly didn’t like it, but he made no objections to the basics. “Still, though, I am uneasy and so will our allies be at the lack of a truly valid test. It is one thing to create dust-devil changewinds in the deserts and high country here and there, but an Akhbreed Loci is a totally different matter. They will not rally, sir, in sufficient force to do the job, unless it can be proven that a hub, an Akhbreed hub, guarded by a great Akhbreed sorcerer and supported by thousands of lesser ones, can be as easily taken out. I mean no disrespect to you, Ma’am, or to you, sir, nor do I reflect my own confidence in saying that. It is a practical matter.”


“The masses are sheep, General! You do not need any mystic powers to hear them baaing, nor to know that there are precious few wolves. We are all either predators or prey, General. You have only to pull the right levers to get the sheep marching to the slaughterhouse, one by one. If you can not do that, then you are a sorry wolf indeed and perhaps not the man to lead this great crusade.”


The General was not intimidated. “Then give me that lever. Give me something so startling that there can be no resistance. I can move them, but distance and the need for secrecy ties my hands. Give me something that will not betray us but which will none the less be so loud I will not have to raise my voice to reach the farthest colony of Akahlar.”


The sorcerer nodded. “Very well. I have been itching to do this ever since we managed to contain Boolean inside Masalur. I was going to do it anyway, but you and others pressed me not to out of fear it might tip our hand. I think we can do it so that it will not. I think we must do it, both for the reasons you name and to eliminate the only effective threat we have. Without Boolean, the threat is lessened greatly. Without the girl, it is effectively eliminated.”


“Then you intend to move against Masalur as a demonstration,” the general said more than asked.


“I do. It will be an excellent test no matter what, and we might just eliminate Boolean in the process, although I fear he leads a life as charmed as that girl we have been chasing.” He paused a moment, then said in disgust, “Augh! He has bested me for so long he has gotten me trained to his mindset. Damn him!”


He got control of himself, then added, calmly, “We already have forces in the region. They can seal it off, block immediate word of the tragedy, and control that word when the navigators dare approach.”


The general nodded. “And when do you plan this demonstration to occur?”


“It must be early enough to serve as such, and build confidence. I assume that you will be assembling the General Staff for the final preparations. That will take a few weeks. All right. Four weeks. Four weeks from today, at precisely two in the morning Masalur time. That will mean most of them will be asleep and there will be little time to flee or act on a major alarm. That date and time and the object are classified from this point. General Staff only, not even aides. We need enough people to know that we are the ones who did it and to be able to get that word back. Not enough to leak to Boolean or be intercepted by spies. You understand?”


“Perfectly, sir. The timing will also be right in that it will spur our forces onward to assemble on the ready and will also be rather short even if the Akhbreed suspect. We will know if they do by whether or not an assault is made upon us here.”


Klittichorn chuckled. “Yes, and even if they do they will find us gone, and there will be too little time to take proper countermeasures. Very well, General, it is decided. In twenty-eight days Masalur will cease to exist. And perhaps Boolean and his fat bitch as well.”


The Storm Princess stared at the sorcerer. “Then I should get in some last-minute practice with you, I should think. I am relieved that the waiting is over and that we will finally act. The General can take care of the military matters here. You and I, Lord Klittichorn, should leave for the Command Center as quickly as possible.”


The horned one nodded. “I agree. It is all or nothing. The die is here irrevocably cast. Now we will seize the threads of Destiny and play them to their ends, and, no matter what comes of this, or what decision is ultimately reached, all the worlds of Akahlar and perhaps all the worlds of Probability will be transformed forever.”
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The Mirrors of Truth


IT HAD NOT been a good trip, and it hadn’t gotten any better. Now, at least, they were with a qualified Navigator’s train heading in the right direction, although that didn’t give Sam a lot of comfort. The last time she’d been in such a train, it hadn’t helped at all. In fact, she was one of the few survivors.


Maybe the only one by this point. She had thought long and hard about that and all it did was make her own personal depression worse. The kids at least had some kind of peace back at Pasedo’s with their minds mercifully cleansed of the ugly memories of rape and murder. Charley and Boday—who knew if they still lived, or where, or under what conditions? Even Boolean might not know, or might not care to know. She was the only one that was ever really important to him.


She only thought she used to have nightmares; now she awoke, sometimes with a scream, drenched with sweat and shaking like a leaf. Her attempt to overcome the demonic fat she carried was out the window as well; she no longer had much energy, and she often felt a bit sick or strange, and she really no longer felt like doing much of anything other than eating and sleeping.


The worst part was that she was having trouble remembering things clearly. She knew she had come from another world and had spent most of her life in that other place before being drawn here as a pawn in these sorcerers’ games, but she couldn’t really remember it, sort it out, or make sense of it. She had no clear vision of her old, pre-Akahlar self, nor any real memories of her family, although she must have had one.


Rather, it seemed, somehow, that she’d always been this way, had sprung as she was, as if one of Boday’s fantastic creations, cast out into an angry world she didn’t understand as the plaything for others, the quarry in some fantastic supernatural chase. And now she moved towards Boolean, whether she wanted to or not, in a seemingly endless journey divided between those who wanted to kill her and those who didn’t care about her, both companion and prisoner to the strangest split personality she could imagine.


By day, her companion was Crim; a big, brawny, powerful man wise in the ways of Akahlar, a mercenary who, at least, was on her side. By night the big man vanished, replaced with the beautiful but no less tough Kira, a mysterious woman also from another world and place but now very much at home here. Once they had been two, but now, cursed, they shared an existence, the man by day, the woman by night, each otherwise a passive observer in the other’s mind, an unimaginable marriage. It was hard enough to get to know or understand another person; Crim and Kira remained ciphers, friends or not.


“We’re going to have to cut out of the train,” Crim commented to her as he sat on the wagon seat staring into nothingness. “We’re coming in to Covanti hub, and the heat will really be on there. I’ll want to scout it out before we risk passage through the city-state.”


She nodded absently, not really caring any more.


“Perhaps,” Crim mused, “we can make use of the layover. Kira’s quite concerned about your mental state and moodiness, and I think she’s right. If you don’t care if you make it or not, then you won’t make it. Monanuck, the Pilot for this leg, tells me of a reliable physician in Brudok, a town near the border. I think we’ll stop in there.”


Physicians here were different than what the word conjured up in her mind from some past, little-remembered life. They were sorcerers, usually Third Rank, but with particular skills in the healing spells and generally teamed with a top alchemist for those ills and injuries requiring potions.


“I want no more drugs,” she told him flatly. “They have been the cause of much of my misery, I think. Drugs and potions that bend and erase the mind and play nasty tricks on it.”


“Not that kind of physician,” he responded. “But I think you ought to try her. There’s little to lose, and you might find out what’s wrong.”


Actually, Crim knew most of what was wrong with her even though she did not, but he had no quick fix for the problem nor any confidence she could deal with much of it if she heard it from him.


“Why not?” she sighed.


It was Kira, however, who took her to the physician’s office in the small but prosperous-looking colonial border town. There was no telling who might be about looking for her in this sort of place, and night was far safer, even for two women on their own, than day.


The physician was a woman in her mid-thirties, with a bit of prematurely graying hair she hadn’t bothered to color out but had cut very short. She wore a satiny yellow robe, no makeup, and her only jewelry was some fancy, overlarge rings and some sort of charm necklace with various tiny things attached to them. That wasn’t unusual for a sorceress—those were various magical things or symbols used for invoking powers, Sam knew.


It was immediately clear why Crim and Kira were keen on this particular one; she asked no probing questions about why they were there or where they were going or anything like that. In fact, she asked very few questions at all except for her age and the usual vital statistics. Then she probed, by laying on of hands, various parts of Sam’s body, particularly her fat stomach, and then placed both hands on Sam’s head, one on each side, shut her eyes and seemed to go into a light trance. Sam found she didn’t really mind the exam; the sorceress was kind of attractive and the feelies evoked pleasant memories.


Finally the physician broke her trance and sat down in a chair opposite Sam. She seemed to be thinking for a minute or two, then she said, “Well, you are not suffering from any physical diseases other than a minor and easily treatable infection that could lead to boils—and you may have a cold coming on. However, there are some severe complications here that will take more than I can give, I’m afraid. You have a number of complicated spells acting on you, some of which are acting against others and causing some of your problems, and a couple of minor ones old enough that they are integrated into your very being. That was what took so long to detect. You further have some serious neurological problems stemming from an ingestion within the past year of a powerful potion that is unfamiliar to me. I could treat any one of them, but the combination is far too complex.”


Sam sighed. “Tell me something I don’t know. So there’s really nothing you can do.”


“Not me,” the physician agreed, “but I think there is someone who can. In Covanti hub itself, however, is, I believe, someone who can help you a great deal.”


Kira cleared her throat. “Uh, it is not easy for her to go through the hub, and it must be done quickly and without delay. I had hoped to have her stay over here for a day while I went over and checked things out, but for her to go into the hub to actually see a specialist is, uh, indelicate. I am afraid I can not explain further, except to say that there are people there who would do her harm.”


The sorceress sighed. “I see. Well, there is no way around it. If you do not get this straightened out, I’m very much afraid that it will consume and destroy you. It has already gone on far too long. The one I would send you to does not live in the city proper but in the hills along the eastern border. If you must pass through anyway, it seems far more dangerous to me, as a physician, not to make the stop than to make it.”


Kira nodded. “I see. Well, give me the details and I will see what can be done. Sam, go get dressed and I will be out in a minute.”


Sam was under no illusions that she wasn’t being shoved into the next room so the two could talk, and she very much wanted to hear the conversation, but short of making a scene there wasn’t any way they were going to say what they wanted to say with her there. She sighed, got down from the table, and went off to dress, figuring she could worm it out of Kira somehow later.


As soon as Sam was out of the room, the physician whispered to Kira, “She doesn’t know she is pregnant? Even though she is clearly more than six months along?”


“She doesn’t,” Kira responded. “There has been no good way to tell her without depressing her even further. You see, the odds are quite good that it was the result of a rape. As for her ignorance, she is so used to thinking of herself as fat and ungainly that the additional burden, while it saps her strength, isn’t the sort she would notice, as opposed to either of us.”


“Well, she’s going to find out in another eight to ten weeks,” the physician noted. “I think this specialist will be the right way to solve that and many of her other problems. I have known great successes from Etanalon, although there is danger. In such a mixture of spells and experience, she alone can be the ultimate physician to herself. Even Etanalon can only give her the means to cure herself as much as she might be cured. She should not have gone this long without a Second Rank specialist treating her. Her depression, her nightmares, her moodiness, her lack of control, which is only exacerbated by the pregnancy, saps her soul. Without the will to cure herself, she will go mad with the treatment or die without it.”


Kira considered that. “She is stronger than she thinks she is. Deep down, she has shown great courage and resourcefulness when she had to. I think it’s still there. Tell me where this Etanalon is, and I will do what I can.”


It was a quick and relatively easy passage into Covanti hub, much to Kira’s relief. There were only two sleepy soldiers on guard, no particular hangers-on except a couple of dogs sound asleep on the border station porch, and the document checks were perfunctory at best. It was, in fact, so easy that Kira began to worry that some kind of a trap lay ahead. Either that, or they had successfully shaken their pursuers at this point and they were now regrouping beyond this point, where they knew that Sam would have to pass. She didn’t like the idea of having such a solid and waiting line ahead, but at the moment she preferred it to complications here.


Even so, they took no chances, travelling the outer loop road around to the east. It was well after midnight when they reached the small village nestled in a valley surrounded by low, rolling hills, and if anyone was about at that hour they certainly kept to themselves.


Covanti was wine country, both the hub and some of its colonies. The vast bulk of Covanti wine came from colonial vineyards, but the really good stuff, the select stuff, came from small privately held vineyards within the hub itself. The sense of it being a peaceful and highly civilized region continued along the roads, which were generally well lit with oil lamps on high poles. The village had electricity, a rarity outside of the big cities, and looked less like a remote town on a mystical world than some tiny and quiet European village, right down to the red slate roofs and white stucco buildings.


Etanalon lived above the village, in a small house overlooking the town and the valley. The road up was steep and not as well lit, and it took them almost an hour to get up there. Still, Kira didn’t want to wait for daylight. She preferred to be up there before anyone saw them, and to remain up there until darkness again could shield a proper exit. Covanti had been easy to get into, but it might be hell to get out of.


Sam had been all right up to this point, but, now, looking at the ghostly small house with only the hint of a glow inside, she began to grow nervous. Nothing really good had ever come of her experiences with sorcerers. She didn’t trust the ones she knew, let alone ones like this about which she knew nothing.


What was a Second Rank sorcerer doing living in a gingerbread-style house up here, anyway? They were all crazy as loons from their power and experiments—particularly the ones that went wrong—and all they seemed to ever be interested in was increasing their own power and knowledge no matter who else got hurt.


Looking at the house in the dim light and thinking that way, a thought came unbidden into her mind from that part that was mostly cut off. Hansel and Gretel. This didn’t look like the kind of place where you’d want to help the old witch light her oven, that was for sure.


Even Kira seemed a bit nervous. “It certainly doesn’t look like a sorcerer’s den,” she noted, then sighed. “Well, here goes.”


She raised her hand to knock on the gnarled wooden door, but before she could do so it opened with a strong creaking sound and a dark figure stood just inside.


“You are Etanalon?” Kira asked, wondering somehow if this wasn’t a sophisticated trap, with them now irrevocably committed. A Second Rank sorceress out of the political way would be just the kind to be a friend to Klittichorn.


“Oh, do come in, both of you,” responded a pleasant, high, elderly woman’s voice. “I have some tea on the stove.”


They entered, primarily because there was no graceful way to back out, and found themselves in a cozy living room, with overstuffed chairs and a couch with flowery upholstery, a big, loud grandfather’s clock that ticked away, and rugs of exotic and colorful designs on the walls in the Covanti fashion.


Etanalon reentered from the rear of the house bearing a tray with a teapot and three teacups. She looked a lot like everybody’s grandmother should look—seventies, perhaps, but in fine health, with thick gray hair and a cherubic face, round spectacles perched on her nose. She was wearing a long, baggy, print dress and looked nothing at all like any Second Rank anything. About the only odd thing about her was the glasses, which were consistent in fashion but looked to Sam as if they were entirely black and opaque.


She put the tea down on an antique coffee table, poured, then got herself a cup and settled back in a padded rocking chair.


There was a sense of unreality, sitting there in dim light in this Victorian setting with an old granny, sipping tea at two in the morning.


“We are …” Kira began, but Etanalon stopped her.


“I know who you are. I have been expecting you. When Amala contacted me and described you, I knew just who you must be.”


She saw Kira start at this, and raised a hand. “Oh, rest easy,” the sorceress said reassuringly. “If I were going to betray you there would be nothing you could do to stop me.”


“Then—you are on our side?” Kira asked her.


“I take no sides, dear, in such mundane conflicts. I withdrew from that a couple of centuries ago. Such mundane political maneuvering and bully boy contests are so boring after awhile, and they never settle anything except which new bully is going to be king of the hill. Since then I’ve been engaged in pure research, to expand knowledge, and I help out people now and again without regard to who or what they are if they come my way.”


Even Sam was shaken a bit from her lethargy by the attitude. “They say that if this one goes bad it will destroy all life everywhere. That doesn’t bother you?”


“Oh, pish and tosh! It is far more difficult to destroy all life than these petty materialistic bully boys think it is. Even if it did, the Seat of Probability would eventually reform it anyway. And if it doesn’t, then it changes little in the basics, does it? A study of what really is gives one perspective after a while.”


She finished her tea, then sat back and looked at Sam through those dark glasses. “Ah, well, I see the problem, or, rather, problems,” she commented. “It brings up an interesting question, though. Do you want to live, child? If you don’t then there’s nothing more I can do.”


Sam thought about that. “Yes—and no,” she responded carefully. “I want to live, yes, but not like now. Not alone and wandering around with everybody after me and no end to it. There has to be an end to it.”


“There is an end to everything,” Etanalon told her. “Some of it is Destiny, predetermined by Probability, but some of it is our own choices, right and wrong. Your problem seems to be that you don’t really know what end you desire. You think you were happiest when you had no choices at all and let destiny sweep you along, but that’s not happiness. Mental oblivion isn’t happiness. Drifting isn’t happiness. It is turning oneself into a vegetable. Most vegetables are ignorant and happy as long as it rains enough and gives sunshine enough for them. But the end of a vegetable is stew, and even then it doesn’t really care. So far you have been content to be a vegetable and let all the choices be in other’s hands, lamenting those choices you were uncomfortable with and either blaming or accepting fate. And see where it has brought you—to this state. Most people are like that, which is why they end up carrots or stew themselves. Excitement, energy, comes only to those with the courage to kick destiny in the rear end, take its thread, and shake it. They might end badly, or well, but at least they will have lived.”


“What kind of choices could I have made?” Sam asked her.


Etanalon stood up. “What’s done is done. What matters is where you go from here. If you really want to live, to grow, to make a mark, then you must undergo a trial that will not only give you those choices but compel them. It requires no strength of body but it does demand character and the courage to face a single enemy on the level of your soul, that enemy being yourself. You will either emerge strong and alive, or you will fall into the pit of your vegetative half and will consume yourself. This is your first choice. Take the treatment, as it were, or walk away, out of here, as you are. That pit will consume you if you do, but more slowly, and you will be absolved of any responsibility because you will be incapable of action.”


Sam grew uneasy. “What kind of trial?”


Etanalon shrugged. “I can not say because it is never the same for any two people. There may be other methods, but this is mine. Even I have no idea what you will face since all that you will face is inside you right now. What do you say? Take a chance—or walk away?”


“You want me to decide on this now?”


The old sorceress smiled. “Why not now? You can debate it endlessly and never resolve it. You have been moving more by night than by day of late, as I can see, so you should not be any worse off now than later. Call this your first test. Your first real decision as a newly independent person. Choose!”


“I—I—” Sam was caught completely off guard by that. Choose some kind of unknown sorcery now, without even thinking it through? This wasn’t fair! This wasn’t the kind of choice she craved!


“In life,” said Etanalon, “you don’t get to pick what choices are there, only from those that present themselves or ones you make yourself. You very rarely have time to think about the ones that count until after you have made them.”


Suddenly Sam realized why the sorceress was putting on the pressure. This was just what she’d been talking about. The choice at least was clear—a risky cure or walk out the door. Yeah—walk out the door to what? More of the same? Hell, they were probably gonna blow her head off before this was through anyway.


“All right—I’ll take your test,” she told the sorceress.


“Ah, good! Then something still burns inside you after all. Come and follow me. No, Kira, you remain here. Have some more tea. You can not be a part of this one.”


Sam expected them to go down into some great magician’s den, with bubbling pots and eyes of newts and all that stuff, but instead Etanalon led her into a small but cozy bedroom that matched the living room in decor. About the only unusual thing in it was a large, thin object against a wall covered by a black drape.


“Remove your clothing, any jewelry, anything else you might have on,” the sorceress instructed. “Just lay it here on the bed. This little journey must be taken with nothing but yourself.”


Sam did so, then stood there, wondering. Etanalon went over to the thing masked in black cloth and carefully removed the cloth, revealing an antique full-length floor to ceiling mirror. It was quite beautiful, and for a moment Sam couldn’t see why it was covered. Then she looked again. The reflection was—odd. Brighter than it should be, but, more, it reflected back only herself and Etanalon, not anything else in the room, against a shiny mirror finish.


“Step up to it and look at yourself in the mirror,” Etanalon told her, while getting out of the reflection and back into the doorway. Everything will be more or less automatic from that point. Go on—there is nothing there that can hurt you externally. The only wounds that you can suffer will be self-inflicted, and that’s always up to you, isn’t it? Go on—look in. That’s it. Just look into your own eyes.”


“The last time I did something like this I had a demon possess me,” Sam commented dryly, but she did as instructed.


There was a moment of contact—eye contact with her own reflection, and a sudden but very brief sense of disorientation, and suddenly she was no longer standing in the bedroom of the sorceress but instead within the mirror itself. She looked back but could see nothing but another mirrored wall. She turned again and looked ahead at her best reflection, such as it was.


Now what? she wondered. Do I just stand here staring at myself or what?


“What do you want to see?” her reflection asked her in that deep, gravelly voice she’d been saddled with since childhood, a voice that had grown only deeper with age.


She jumped, startled, and the reflection didn’t.


“Who are you?” she asked it.


“You,” the reflection replied. “I dwell here but I have no existence, no reality, until someone is reflected within me. Then I become the mirror image—left-handed to your right, and so on. But only the image is reflected, inside and out, not the baggage you bring with you. Not the spells or potions or any external things. Still, I am you. I have your mind, your memories, all of it, for as long as you are reflected in me. I am a separate entity, but I can exist, can live, only as another.”


“Well, you didn’t get much of a bargain this time,” Sam responded.


“Oh, I don’t know. When you have no body, no memories of your own, it is good to be alive. I would be quite happy to step out, to live your life, if I could. What do you see in your reflection that is so wrong?”


Sam chuckled dryly. “Well, for one thing, I’m fat.”


“Yes. So? Why is being fat so terrible and thin so good?”


“Well, people look at you different, treat you different, when you’re fat. They make fun of you. Kind’a like you’re cripple or something, only it’s your fault.”


The mirror considered that. “Then why are you fat?”


“You know, if you got all of me in you. It’s a curse.”


“Did the demon make you fat?”


Sam thought about that. She’d blamed that demon since the start, but it really wasn’t. “No, I did it to me. Kind’a fast, too. Boday encouraged it. She drank that love potion so I’m always attractive to her, but she didn’t want nobody else to feel that way, I guess.”


“Oh, so now Boday did it. Which of you drank that love potion?”


“She did, of course!”


“Uh-huh. So, after that, she was no longer a free agent in these matters, but you were. You ate out of boredom, perhaps, or perhaps it was just because you felt secure and didn’t have to put on for other people. You have a family tendency towards overweight on both sides. Your father was heavy, and your mother was once very heavy, wasn’t she?”


Memories, forgotten until now, reaching around the blocking points in her mind, flooded into her. Her father—big, strong, built like a wrestler. Her mother—heavy, not obese but definitely well rounded during her early memories. Herself, at nine or ten, chubby, being teased by the other girls, coming home crying, hating herself. In her teens struggling to take off the weight, fighting to keep it off … She thought she was still fat then, but how she’d love to be that weight now.


Back in Boston, that girl—Angela what’s her name. Pigging out and nearly skeleton thin. One time walking into the lavatory after lunch and seeing Angie deliberately forcing herself to puke up the lunch she’d eaten so it wouldn’t go down and make her fat. …


And then, after the breakup, how hard it had been to keep from eating and how her mother struggled with near starvation and every fad diet in creation to get down, so she would be “presentable” to get hired. Mom always on that, “You’re too fat” kick and “Thick thighs” comments. Mom went nuts keeping it off, but not Sam. Sam got to a certain point and could, it seems, go no further.


“Then why did you stay fat?” the reflection asked her.


“That was the demon. It cursed me not to lose weight until I got to Boolean.”


“That curse ended when the demon was removed from Akahlar,” the mirror told her. “And yet that spell remains. It remains because you didn’t really want it vanquished. Tell the truth, now. You can not lie to me, because I am you, so tell yourself the truth. Don’t you really like not worrying about it?”


The truth, huh? Well, the truth was that the reflection was right. She was generally eating right, without denying herself some pleasures. She was no glutton, no compulsive over-eater, not in the past few months, anyway. Oh, she might like to be a little lighter than this, but she was sick of trying to be thin for other people or watching some girl eat two ice cream bars and stay thin as a rail while she gained walking past a bakery and smelling. Even thin, she never was gonna be no glamour queen. And, well, yeah, on her own, she liked big tits, she didn’t feel all that awkward, and she thought she was kind’a cute.


“Yeah. I’d like to take off some pounds, but it ain’t worth that kind of fight,” she admitted, knowing that billions of women would groan and gnash their teeth at that comment.


“So being fat is no big deal to you,” the mirror concluded. “That means, then, that you’re only unhappy with it because of the way other people treat you. Perhaps that would be true back home or under other circumstances, but what about here and now? You envied Charley her slimness because she didn’t have to work at it. But, here and now, knowing how people never seem to look inside a person or past their skin, have you noticed that people here treat you as an adult, a social equal, where Charley is always assumed to be an airhead and a bimbo? And that is so transitory. We grow older. What demand is there for a fifty-year-old courtesan? Was she not always the smart one, always getting the best grades? Give her that curvaceous body and sweet face and look what she not only becomes but enjoys being. She would be more formidable in your body than in hers.”


Again, she had to admit that the reflection spoke the truth. She had envied Charley’s looks because it was an idealization of her own self, but that’s what it was—an idealization. Without magic and alchemy it could never have been truly attained. And it had both limited and imprisoned her friend.


Hell, Charley’s body really was designed for only one thing: attracting men. And that it did really well. As for herself, well, that wasn’t what she wanted at all, although that, too, bothered her.


“Accepting bein’ fat is one thing,” she told the reflection, “but I’m a fat dyke. Always an outsider in any society. It’s against God and nature and it bothers me, but it’s there.”


“Indeed? If there is a God or gods, perhaps it or they have lapses. There are far worse afflictions to bear. Birth defects, retardation, cerebral palsy, whatever. And if it is mental, it is certainly preferable to becoming a catatonic or a homicidal maniac, a beaten wife or a child abuser. It harms no one, forces no one else into it, and allows the person to become a productive member of society at peace with themself. Your tendency was reinforced by Klittichorn while still on your way here, as a way of insuring that if you survived him you would remain childless and thus give the elementals who empower the Storm Princess and her double an additional one with whom to divide their powers and thus weaken his own.”


She was startled at that news. “You mean—it wasn’t just me?”


“No. There is a point early in childhood where the unisexual bonds are strongest, when girls prefer playing only with girls and boys only with boys. Even in the teens these boy and girl groupings exist, with your closest friends and emotional bonds being with the same sex while your sexual urges draw you to the opposite one. There is a point where the barrier is crossed, where it is possible to be as close to a member of the opposite sex as to your own and where physical gratification between the opposites is strong as well. That insures children and a next generation. For some—not a lot but a very large number in real terms—that barrier is never crossed. For some it is physical—a minor birth defect, one might say, with the chemicals of the mind not dropping wholly into the right places. For others it is mental. For many it is only a combination of the two. You always thought you should like boys, and wished you did, and you even resigned yourself to marrying one day, but it wasn’t what you felt, it was what society and family and other people expected of you. It was worse than being fat in a society that prized thinness; it was something society considered so repulsive they campaigned against it.”


More memories of the past. Of Daddy, idealized, heroic, wise, tough, strong, yet loving her always and spending all that time with her. It was Mom—cold, always clear that she was an intrusion; an unplanned, long-term inconvenience, slapping her around for the tiniest fault, taking all her frustrations out on her kid. Yelling, screaming, fighting all the time with Daddy, too. She remembered the pain, the hurt in Daddy’s face after one of those bouts. And yet, when Mom finally got her degree and decided to split, she’d fought like hell for custody, and when they’d awarded joint custody Mom took that job twenty-five-hundred miles from Boston just to spite him. And joined that Bible-thumping evangelical, Hell and Damnation church to boot. Trying to fix her up with all those dumb guys in suits who were weenies when compared to Daddy or even to normal humanity. Not that the guys at school were much better. All that pawing and strutting and shit they did that was so, well, juvenile. The only thing in their minds was to stick that thing of theirs up every girl’s dress. She needed love, not—that. …


“You can’t really fight it any more, you know,” the reflection commented. “You could have, once, even up to the point where Boday took that potion. You might still have lost the fight, but you might not have. It is hard to say. But the tendency was there, and the spell forced a choice, and considering your background and how you felt, there really was no option. It was there inside you, but you chose to fight it. Klittichorn ended the battle; his spell compelled that you win the fight or stop it. You could never totally win, and conditions were always against any other way, anyway. Deep down, you have been so satisfied with that choice that the spell is hardly detectable; you have made it a part of yourself. The only thing you have never done, never faced, is acceptance of it. That is what tears at your mind. Not that you are this way and will be so, but that you still feel unnatural, an outcast, somehow wrong or deformed. You keep treating it like some kind of disease that will pass or waiting for a cure to be discovered. It hampers your actions, limits your freedom. It is killing you.”


“What the hell can I do? It don’t seem right, somehow, that’s all.”


“Forget that. What’s right is what’s right for you, not everybody else. It’s not what could be, it’s what is. You didn’t pick it, and it’s not your fault, and you can’t change it now. You really don’t want to at this point. It’s not a crime, it’s part of what you are. Who really cares? Society? Yeah, they’d rather see you miserable or trapped forever in a loveless, sexless marriage and getting so miserable you finally become a drunk or an addict or kill yourself. That would make them happy. If it wasn’t your choice to be this way, then you’re as natural as they are. You just scare ’em ’cause some of them are afraid maybe it’s in them, too. That same society that doesn’t blink an eye when young girls are sellin’ themselves on street corners, or thinks it’s too bad but not scary that other girls are rotting their minds with drugs and booze, or who can accept the idea of teenage girls havin’ babies and rotting on welfare—yeah, they’re the ones who say you’re a greater evil than the others. They can forgive the others, right? But not you. You’re not hurting nobody, not even yourself. Makes you think, don’t it?”


“So what’s your grand solution?” Sam asked the mirror.


“I can only work with what’s in you that’s reflected in me. I’m the other side of what you are, remember. I say you got a right to be as unconventional and abnormal according to their lights and set your own standards rather than live with somebody else’s. I can tell that’s what you really want, too. I say don’t pretend for nobody, and if they don’t like it, to hell with them. You got Boday. She’s still alive and out there someplace and your destiny is to see her again. The spell of union still exists and I can see it. So what’s your problem?”


Sam sighed. “Boday,” she replied. “The attraction on her part is chemical, not real. What if it wears off? What if a spell frees her, or something else, and she suddenly finds me repulsive? Then what do I do?”


“It probably won’t happen, but what if it did? You know you aren’t the only one like yourself. If you’re comfortable with yourself and out in the open and honest to everybody else, you’ll make out. Go out there with a feeling that you’re gonna live your life with the cards destiny deals you, not curl up and die in a self-pitying cloud that you and things aren’t what you want them to be. Consider that society’s happiness does real harm to you, but your own happiness really doesn’t hurt them at all. It’s an easy choice. Be strong, be decisive, live on challenges, don’t run from them or worry about what might be.”


It was good advice, advice that was, she realized, really what, deep down, she had wanted to say to herself but never could. “It’d be easier if I had Charley’s brains, though,” she commented. “God knows she ain’t usin’ ’em.”


“So who said you were dumb? Some junior high guidance counselor waving his I.Q. tests around in so stupid a manner? Coming straight out and saying you were dumb, so you believed it, just like you swallowed the rest, and you stopped trying. Your grades were fairly good until that time when he told you you were below average. And who was he to tell you that? You picked up the tools and skills of carpentry just watching your Dad. You know, in every case where you haven’t just given up and surrendered, you’ve out-thought and out-maneuvered just about everybody. You escaped from Klittichorn back on your own world. You escaped from traitors on this one, and you have survived quite well here. It is only when you quit, when you listen to them rather than just go out and do what you want that you fail. Forget about them. A lot of great minds flunked out of school but not out of life. Ever wonder what that guidance counselor’s I.Q. was? Or how much of it he used? Who cares whether you’re smarter than some and dumber than others? That’s another thing that is. What do those numbers mean? There are always people smarter than somebody else, and lots dumber, too. You’re probably a lot smarter than some smart people in some areas as it is. So, forget it. If you can’t learn something you figure out a different way to do it and you go on. How many brains could have survived what you’ve already survived? You got big problems to solve ahead. Get rid of the old ones. You can’t afford ’em.”


She stared at the reflection, as if sensing for the first time that this was a true dialogue and that this creature that looked like her was anything but.


“Just who and what are you?” she asked the reflection suspiciously.


“You might say a spirit. A kind of life that exists outside the kind you know or understand. All things which are not energy are created by energy. That trapped energy breeds us; the matter contains us, or natural laws shape us in energy itself. My kind is called by many names by many people of many cultures. Some call us elementals, some ghosts or spirits, manitou and turgerbeist. I was born within the casting and polishing of the mirror, and am sustained by its perfection. Because I reflect you, I become you, for a time, as I said.”


“But you aren’t reflecting my thoughts, not even deep down! I never thought this heavy or thought any of this through.”


“Because you reason, so can I. I know all that you know, and all that you are, but it is secondhand. I did not live it or experience it. I can, therefore, be objective about it. First we deal with what is and is unlikely to be changed, for good or ill, right or wrong. You are a Storm Princess, a magnet for the elementals born of storms and a mistress of them. Those are powerful ones who have no feeling for matter; they are bursts of pure emotion who must live their lives in the briefness of the storm rather than within the lifetime of a tree or a rock—or a mirror. They obey neither sorcerer nor demon, although they might cooperate if they feel like it—or turn on them and devour them. Those of magic fear them, as do even the other elementals. But, long ago, there was a compact of some kind. Some great one performed a service which even they can not now know or understand, but a debt, an obligation, was created. Girl children of that one line, descended from that first who created the debt, they will obey and never betray. They are the Storm Princesses.”


“But I’m not born of that line.”


“Perhaps not, although who’s to say? They recognize you as a legitimate heir to that debt and that is all that matters. They can not tell you and the one born in Akahlar apart. As you already know, they will come if they are summoned, and they will obey you, at least as you are in Akahlar or connected to it in some way, by interacting with those forces that flow from it.”


Sam sighed. “So how the hell do you get to tell me the way I should act and think?”


“As I say, first we take what is. You are a Storm Princess and you can’t change that. You are fat, and unless you intend to be constantly at war with your body for the rest of your life you are going to stay fat. And, you find men sexually unattractive and not even all that interesting on the whole. You have been fighting that up to now and you can fight that for the rest of your life and pretend it is not so and be unhappy because of it or you can just accept it as something no different than a tendency to be overweight or being short the rest of your life and get on with living. Your problem is that you have not thought it through. You think of these things as wrong rather than as simply different. Do you remember your life as Misa on the farms of Duke Pasedo?”


She nodded. “Yes. That, too. In many ways it was a happy time.”


“Yet almost all of the peasants and workers there were different. Victims of the Changewinds, or of other spells and curses that made them abnormal, unnatural. The Duke’s own son has hollow bones and wings instead of arms and flies as a bird might fly. Did you find all those who were there who were not totally ‘human’ to be repulsive? To be unfit company? To be denied your friendship and help? Should they be treated as animals, as less than humans?”


“Of course not!” she retorted immediately. “They were some of the nicest people I found here. A lot more human where it counted than most of the Akhbreed.”


“But many were ugly, deformed. Surely they bore the mark of sin and the wrath of God and were punished by God, condemned to look like that and live like that.”


“No, no! They were all victims. Just victims of circumstances beyond their control!”


“Do you believe, then, that the Akhbreed are the inheritors, the truly superior race who has a right to forever rule hundreds upon hundreds of other races on other worlds who do not match their own physical standards or accept their culture?”


“Of course not! The system here is obscene. Kind’a like the worst parts of all the racism and sexism and shit back home.”


“And do you remember your vision of the Changewind?” the elemental pressed, reading her memories. “Of a young boy caught out in the great storm and changed by it into an inhuman, demonic creature?”


She did remember. “Yes! And when the soldiers found him afterwards he pleaded with them that he was the same boy on the inside still, but they murdered him! It was—awful!”


“Then we should accept them as they are? Treat them according to how they act and contribute, whether they are good or evil people, without regard to their looks or what they eat or what language they speak or what culture they follow? Or should we consider the different our inferiors and treat them as such, and perhaps kill all the maimed and deformed and the crippled among even the Akhbreed who do not attain the Akhbreed standard of physical perfection and behave exactly as all Akhbreed are expected to behave?”


“That’s stupid! Where are you goin’ with all this?”


The reflection looked her straight in the eye. “How major are your problems compared to theirs? How can you condemn them while eating your heart out that you yourself don’t quite meet their standards? You are no different than those people at Pasedo’s, than the colonial races, than the cursed and deformed and handicapped, except that your differences are so minor you can even exist in Akhbreed society. How can you at one and the same time condemn the Akhbreed for their ways and yet be upset because you can not fully meet the Akhbreed standards yourself? You would not be upset if you were caught in the Winds, if you suddenly had a tail or grew wings. Or even if you caught a terrible infection and lost your hearing or an arm or a leg. You admired those people for overcoming their differences, which were in most cases very severe.”


For the first time, really, she did see the mirror’s point, and see, too, how very silly her own feelings must look to such a one.


The reflection, however, wasn’t true. “Now think of yourself in their position. They could be horrified at what they had become and give up, become vegetables, die by inches in a morass of pity. They might have been so forlorn that they committed suicide. Many do. Those who you saw were the survivors. The ones who decided to accept what was and live. That self-loathing, that lack of ego and self-worth that consumed many of the ones who did not survive, is what also is consuming you. And for what? That, through no fault of your own, you aren’t what other people think of as normal, attractive, perfect.”


Damn it, the thing was a hundred percent right. She knew it now, understood it, and also understood what kind of a hypocrite she had been. She would have saved that boy. She would liberate the colonies. She wouldn’t care a bit if she shared more meals and living quarters with the folks at Pasedo’s.


And yet, without that potion, she might well have shrank from some of them, or been worried or revolted by them, and that knowledge made her feel ashamed. The potion had done more than wipe away memory; it had wiped away hangups as well. Because she did not remember then, those people were the only ones she knew.


They were normal.


They were a far better lot of human beings than almost any of the so-called “normal” humans she’d run into. Those bastards back at the cliff—they were “normal” humans. Zamofir was “normal.” Probably even Klittichorn was “normal.”


“Just understanding and realizing that makes you wiser than almost all of the Akhbreed of Akahlar,” said the elemental. “And most of those of your home world, too. One who matches all of society’s rules and perhaps is even a genius can still be insane or even evil. But the only true measure of superiority is one’s wisdom.”


Sam sighed. “What do I have to do?”


The reflection smiled. “Look inside yourself and then look at your reflection and decide that it will do just fine. Be ashamed of nothing not of your own doing, and cast off all the worries over things that have no meaning and no relevance and which can not be changed.”


“I—I want to very much, but I’m unsure that I can! I grew up set in one way, and even though I hated it, it was still a part of me. That’s what I’ve been trying to get rid of by my memory lapses. I understand that now. But I’m back. I’m Samantha Buell again. It’s not that easy to do it all at once, like this, now, and know that it’ll stay.”


“If that freedom is what you truly want,” said the reflection, “then I can give it to you. I can not force it. I can not do it for you. But if you truly wish it, if you let me in, if you do not fight or fear or doubt, then, now, at this point, at perhaps only this point, I can heal you.”


Choices. … Crossroads. … This way or that. This is what Etanalon meant. This is the moment of decision. Not to be transformed into some artificial beauty as Charley was, nor to become anything other than what I am. Rather, to accept what I am and go on from there. To be content to be just me. …


It wasn’t an easy choice for all that, for it meant surrendering forever the fantasy of changing, of giving up even the desire for the magic wand that would make her perfect. Instead a Sam with no illusions, and content with that. One who would never please the public, but might well please herself. It was a tough thing to choose. Nobody outside of fairy tales ever really lived happily ever after, but it was damned tough to give up the dream of it.


The reflection seemed to shimmer, and parts of it began to fade, and Sam was suddenly afraid that she had made a choice by not making it.


“Wait!” she called. “I—I’m ready.”


The reflection solidified once more, this time becoming very much her reflection, her perfect mirror image. She stared into her big brown eyes and the image seemed to come closer, floating to her rather than walking, until they were nose to nose.


Then the image and her own body merged, and inside the mind, throughout her whole body, there was almost an explosion, a tingling, an excitement. Barriers within her mind fell like dominoes, one after the other, until she remembered her whole past, her whole self, right up to this point, but with a kind of clinical clarity she had never known before.


Yeah, she’d been dumb, all right. Dumb all the way through. All the time it was them she listened to; all the time it was herself she’d been fighting. The barriers continued to fall. What a mess I made for myself—back home and here, she thought sourly. Well, I’m not going to give a shit about them and their standards and their rules and demands anymore. It’s time to stop being afraid of living. Okay, I’m not like them. I’m different, in a lot of ways, and they aren’t really so bad at all.


It was as if she was suddenly reborn, grown-up and wise. She liked herself now, and she found her old self pretty damned pitiful and repulsive. She liked the image of herself as a survivor, as somebody with power who might be able to do important things. No more dishonesty, not with herself, not with other people. Anybody who didn’t take her as she was, wasn’t worth knowing anyway. Let other people be embarrassed for her differences. She wasn’t gonna be, not ever again. Who the hell wanted to be “normal” anyway? That was just another word for “dull.”


So now what? She was sick and tired of being led around by the nose, of running and hiding and being scared of shadows and the future. She had power here—great power. Maybe it was time she used it. Maybe it was time to test it out and see if the journey was really worth the trip.


She turned, and suddenly realized that she was no longer within the mirror but back in Etanalon’s bedroom, just standing there. She turned back and looked into the mirror once again—and there was no reflection there at all.


Etanalon came back into the room and covered the mirror once more. Sam went to the bed and got dressed once more, then sighed, turned, and looked at the sorceress. “I think I can handle it now,” she said simply.


“Indeed?” Etanalon replied, sounding a bit skeptical. “Then you believe that there is nothing that can crush you, nothing that can stop you, even unto death. You’re now ready for any new challenge. Is that it?”


“I think so. I’m gonna try and avoid that death part as long as I can, though. I ain’t sayin’ I’m not gonna fall flat on my face, but at least it’ll be my decision, up front. I’m through running. From myself, from others. I didn’t pick gettin’ dropped here or what I have to do, but it’s right that I do it. That I face her down and screw her ass into a thunderstorm. Not ’cause Boolean wants it, but because it’s the right thing to do.”


The sorceress nodded. “That’s nice, dear. Come back in and I’ll hand you your first crisis of your reborn self.”


Sam was suddenly wary. “Something happen while I was—in there?”


“Oh, no. Nothing’s changed. In fact, the entire process took only a few minutes, no matter how long it seemed to you. It’s something that already was, but which has been kept from you. Both a severe complication to your plans and, well, a potential advantage as well. But you should be sitting down for it.”


Kira was curled up on the couch but looked up and then sat up. “That was fast.”


“I’m a lot better, Kira. Inside, anyway. I still feel like I’m carrying a ton.” Sam settled down in one of the padded chairs.


“Not a ton, dear,” Etanalon said softly, “just a baby.” Sam stiffened in shock. “What!”


“You’re pregnant,” Kira responded, affirming the news. “Six months along.”


“Holy shit! You knew about this? And you didn’t tell me?”


Kira shrugged. “In your mental state it was tough to know whether or not the news wouldn’t push you off the edge. But, as the physician said last night, you weren’t too far from finding out with a vengeance.”


Sam sank back down. “Jeez! Pregnant! I come out of there ready to march into battle against the forces of evil and now maybe I can waddle a little. I know I ain’t had a period since lord knows when, but I figured it was the potions or the shock or the weight or something. Jeez! One of them bastards back with the Blue Fairy in Kudaan, probably.” She paused a moment, thinking, all the memories now clear in her mind. “Or maybe not. God, I hope not!”


“The rape was the only sexual experience with a man?” Etanalon asked.


She thought a moment. “No, it wasn’t. A day or two earlier, really. I realized I had this—power—with that demon amulet, and there was Charley screwin’ half the train, and I just had to know. I just picked a strong, nice guy and kind’a bewitched him into seducing me. It was no kick at all. I didn’t even get off.” She thought a moment. “But he did. Jeez, I hope it’s his! He was a pretty nice guy for all that and I think he was killed in the attack. Huh! I guess we’ll never really know, unless he or she grows up to be an ax murderer or something.”
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