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Humans called it the Medusa. Its long twisted rib-
bons of gas strayed across fifty parsecs, glowing
blue, yellow, and carmine. Its central core was a
ghoulish green flecked with watery black. Half a
dozen protostars circled the core, and as many
more dim conglomerates pooled in dimples in the
nebula’s magnetic field. The Medusa was a huge
womb of stars—and the region of a vast interstellar
conflict.

Eons earlier, spawned with the primal Population |l
stars, the race of protoplasmic Senexi had prevailed
throughout the galaxy. Now, confronted by emer-
gent human cultures, the aging and inflexible Senexi
were being forced back into the redoubts of older
stars, their path of retreat a scene of unremitting
struggle with the vigorous spacefaring humans.

Prufrax and Clevo are two humans born amid this
struggle, she a fighter, he a researcher. They meet,
they fall in love, and, between sequences of savage
combat with the Senexi, they explore the sanguinary
history of their civilization. So legendarily success-
ful are the two humans in their respective roles that
Prufrax and Clevo become esteemed clones, their
genetic types interminably replicated across the
millennia, their star-crossed love endlessly thwarted
by a society that has repudiated its past.

“Hardfought” is but one of six stories and short
novels in this new collection, in which Greg Bear
demonstrates his amazing versatility in the genre.
From hard science-fiction to humanistic fantasy to
the outrageously surreal, The Wind from a Burning
Woman presents a dazzling showcase of modern
American visionary fiction.

JACKET BY VINCENT D1 FATE




GREG BeArR was born in San Diego, California, in
1951. A navy brat, he had traveled around the Far
East, the continental United States and Alaska, by
the age of ten. Never quite certain where home
was, he very early lost the prejudices of time and
place that console many people and began to
write about matters of which he knew absolutely
nothing, except that they could be. When he was
fifteen, Bear placed his first story with a profes-
sional magazine; by the age of twenty-three he
had written several novels and was selling short
stories with fair regularity. His first published novel,
Hegira, appeared in 1979, followed rapidly by
Psychlone (1979), Beyond Heaven’s River (1980),
and Strength of Stones (1981). The author now lives
once again in San Diego, where he teaches high
school and university courses on a free-lance basis.
His chief interests, aside from writing, are history,
astronomy, and physics. He dreams of living in a
large house with many rooms, built-in book-
shelves, and excellent bookstores no more than
half an hour away.

Dennis NEAL SMITH spent his childhood in Texas but
has resided in California since his sixteenth year. He
attended California State University at San Diego,
received a BA in painting, and continues to draw
compulsively. Smith’s astonishing illustrations for
The Wind from a Burning Woman were variously
executed on bristol board or scraperboard, and all
interior artwork in this volume has been repro-
duced at original size.

VINCENT Dt FATE graduated from the Phoenix in 1967
and, after teaching art for one year, began his free-
lance career in January 1969. He has worked almost
exclusively in the science-fiction and aerospace
fields and has received numerous honors, including
the Frank R. Paul Award and the 1979 Hugo Award
for best professional artist. A volume of his striking
paintings, Di Fate’s Catalog of Science Fiction Hard-
ware, has been published by Workman.



Ny X

o LV 1 I* .'I|| i

L 1Sl -












ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
“Hardfought,” copyright © 1982 by Davis Publications, Inc. for Isaac Asimov’s
Science Fiction Magazine, February 1983.
“Mandala,” copyright © 1978 by Robert Silverberg for New Dimensions 8.
“Petra,” copyright © 1981 by Omni Publications International, Ltd. for Omni,
February 1982.
“Scattershot,” copyright © 1978 by Terry Carr for Universe 8.
“The White Horse Child,” copyright © 1979 by Terry Carr for Universe 9.
“The Wind from a Burning Woman,” copyright © 1978 by The Condé Nast

Publications, Inc. for Analog Science fiction/Science Fact, October 1978; title
used by permission of Michael Bishop, from his poem “Postcards to Athena.”

Copyright © 1983 by Greg Bear

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced in any form without the permission of
Arkham House Publishers, Inc., Sauk City, Wisconsin.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Bear, Creg, 1951-
The wind from a burning woman.

Contents: The wind from a burning woman—The white
horse child—Petra—[etc.]

1. Science fiction, American. |. Title.
PS3552.E157W5 1983 813'.54 82-16395
ISBN 0-87054-094-7

Printed in the United States of America
First Edition















PREFALE

I have had a passion for science fiction and fantasy ever since | can
remember. Science fiction has been a wonderful mother for my
mind, showing me that the world is far bigger and stranger than it
seems within my province. And in the past few years—after many
more years of apprenticeship—it has become a fine, broad landscape
on which to test my imagination.

Occasionally I've felt the pressure of limited editors and markets,
but | have yet to run up against an artistic boundary. If a thought is
expressible in human language, a science fiction story can be written
about it. The same cannot be said of any other genre.

Through reading science fiction, | became interested in other
forms of literature, in astronomy and the sciences, in history and phi-
losophy. Specifically, discovering James Blish’s Case of Conscience
when | was sixteen led me to read James Joyce; L. Sprague de Camp,
Fletcher Pratt, Poul Anderson, and others have given me solid rea-
sons to explore history. Arthur C. Clarke—and through Clarke, Olaf
Stapledon—sent me on a wild search through philosophy, looking for
similar insights and experiences. (I've usually been disappointed; Sta-
pledon is unique.) In short, my mtellect has been nurtured and
guided by science fiction.
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Some people, reading the above, will sneer the ineradicable
sneer. The hell with them. C. P. Snow pinned their little grey moth in
The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution; they are ignorant or
afraid of science. They reject the universe in favor of a small human
circle, limited in time and place to their own lifetimes. You are not
one of them if you have read this far. You are one of the brave ones.

So | will open my heart to you a little bit and talk about the stories
that follow.

| have friends who believe the world will come to an end in
twenty or thirty years. They foresee complete collapse, perhaps
nuclear war. They look on the prospect with either stunned in-
difference or some relish. Serve everybody right, they seem to say.

What they are actually saying is that within the next few
decades—certainly within the next sixty or seventy years—they will
come to an end. Their world will darken. And, solipsists that many of
us are, it seems perfectly logical to take everybody and everything
with us. The future does not really exist, certainly not the far and un-
knowable future. Why talk about it?

They are still my friends, but they are as wrong as wrong can be.
The future will come, and it will be different, unimaginably so. Then
why do | bother to try imagining it?

| could sing you a long number on how science fiction is seldom
intended to be prophetic. But I'm willing to bet, in our deepest
hearts, that we all hope one of our more optimistic imagined futures,
or some aspect of a literary time to come, will closely parallel reality.
Then we will be admired for our perspicacity. People in the future, if
they still read, might come across an even more fantastic concept
and say, “Hey, that crazy Greg Bear stuff!”

Perhaps. But it will be accident, not prophecy.

Like my pessimistic friends, I'm not going to live forever. | may see
the first starships; | may not.

But when | write, | not only live to see one future, | experience
dozens. | chart their courses, lay out histories, try to create new cul-
tures and extend the range of discovery. When | write—

When | write, I'm immortal.

Sometimes | enter into a kind of trance state and engage so many
thoughts and ideas and abilities that | seem to rise onto another
plane. And though | seldom think about it while I'm on that plane, |
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seem to become everyone who has ever thought about the future. |
join the greats, past and present, at least for a moment.

I've been writing since | was eight or nine years old. In 1966, when
| was fifteen, through something of a fluke | sold my first professional
short story. Five years passed before | sold another. The apprentice-
ship is still not over, and may never be. None of those earlier efforts
are represented in this collection; the earliest piece here, “Mandala,”
was written in 1975 and first appeared in 1978. It also comprises the
first third of my novel, Strength of Stones, published in 1981.

There isn't much remarkable to record about the writing of these
stories. Writing is usually quite dull to an outside observer. It consists
of long periods of apparent loafing around, punctuated by hours at a
typewriter, highlighted by moments of desk-pounding and finger-
chewing puzzlement. (All this, to contrast with the above-mentioned
trance state.)

“Mandala” and “Hardfought” were about equally difficult to write,
for different reasons. “The White Horse Child” was one of the
easiest; like “Scattershot,” it emerged while | sat at the typewriter,
consciously unaware of what was going to pour out. “Petra” went
through several stages, becoming progressively stranger and
stranger. (One of the great difficulties with creativity is trying to im-
pose order on the results.)

“The Wind from a Burning Woman” also began as an exercise in
sitting blankly at the typewriter. As in most instances where such
stories turn out well, there was a strong emotion lurking behind the
apparent blankness—that of repugnance to terrorism. Do the weak
have the right to force the strong to do their bidding by terrorist
action? To handle the issue honestly, | had to make the “Burning
Woman” fight for a cause that I, myself, would cherish. One editor,
reading the story for an anthology on space colonies, rejected it be-
cause it didn’t overtly support the cause. It would have been dis-
honest to force the story into such a mold; however pleasant or un-
pleasant the result, my stories must work themselves out within their
own framework, not according to some market principle or philo-
sophical bias.

It may be remarkable that, with such views, I've come as far as |
have in publishing, where large conglomerates seem to dictate over-
all marketing of science fiction as if it were some piecework com-
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modity. (“Take dragon/unicorn/spaceship, add vaguely medieval/
magical setting, mix well with wise old wizard/cute sidekick . . .”)
Don't get me wrong, I've enjoyed stories with all those elements, but
enough is enough. Science fiction is much too restless to accept the
same kind of genre regimentation displayed by, for example, West-
erns or hard-boiled detective novels, where one Western Town or
corrupt Big City can serve as stage settings for an infinity of retold
tales.

But enough authorial interference. | will tell you no more about
these stories until we meet in person; perhaps not even then, for I'm
not certain my interpretations are always correct. “Mandala,” for ex-
ample, has defied my analysis for seven years, and yet | knew what |
wanted to say when | wrote it.

That's when I'm happiest with my own work—when the stories say
so many things that they become playgrounds for the mind. | hope
you feel the same way.

CREG BEAR
Spring Valley, California
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FIVE YEARS LATER THE GLASS BUBBLES WERE INTACT, THE WIRES AND PIPES WERE
taut, and the city—strung across Psyche’s surface like a dewy spider’s
web wrapped around a thrown rock—was still breathtaking. It was
also empty. Hexamon investigators had swept out the final dried
husks and bones. The asteroid was clean again. The plague was over.

Giani Turco turned her eyes away from the port and looked at the
displays. Satisfied by the approach, she ordered a meal and put her
work schedule through the processor for tightening and trimming.
She had six tanks of air, enough to last her three days. There was no
time to spare. The robot guards in orbit around Psyche hadn’t been
operating for at least a year and wouldn't offer any resistance, but
four small pursuit bugs had been planted in the bubbles. They turned
themselves off whenever possible, but her presence would activate
them. Time spent in avoiding and finally destroying them: one hour
forty minutes, the processor said. The final schedule was projected in
front of her by a pen hooked around her ear. She happened to be
staring at Psyche when the readout began; the effect—red numerals
and letters over grey rock and black space—was pleasingly graphic,
like a film in training.

Turco had dropped out of training six weeks early. She had no
need for a final certificate, approval from the Hexamon, or any other
nicety. Her craft was stolen from Earth orbit, her papers and cards
forged, and her intentions entirely opposed to those of the sixteen
corporeal desks. On Earth, some hours hence, she would be hated
and reviled.

The impulse to sneer was strong—pure theatrics, since she was
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alone—but she didn’t allow it to break her concentration. (Worse
than sheep, the seekers-after-security, the cowardly citizens who
tacitly supported the forces that had driven her father to suicide and
murdered her grandfather; the seekers-after-security who lived by
technology but believed in the just influences: Star, Logos, Fate, and
Pneuma . . .)

To calm her nerves, she sang a short song while she selected her
landing site.

The ship, a small orbital tug, touched the asteroid like a mote set-
tling on a boulder and made itself fast. She stuck her arms and legs
into the suit receptacles, and the limb covers automatically hooked
themselves to the thorax. The cabin was too cramped to get into a
suit any other way. She reached up and brought down the helmet,
pushed until all the semifluid seals seized and beeped, and began the
evacuation of the cabin’s atmosphere. Then the cabin parted down
the middle, and she floated slowly, fell more slowly still, to Psyche’s
surface.

She turned once to watch the cabin clamp together and to see if
the propulsion rods behind the tanks had been damaged by the un-
usually long journey. They'd held up well.

She took hold of a guide wire after a flight of twenty or twenty-
five meters and pulled for the nearest glass bubble. Five years
before, the milky spheres had been filled with the families of workers
setting the charges that would form Psyche’s seven internal
chambers. Holes had been bored from the Vlasseg and Janacki
poles, on the narrow ends of the huge rock, through the center.
After the formation of the chambers, materials necessary for at-
mosphere would have been pumped into Psyche through the bore-
holes while motors increased her natural spin to create artificial
gravity inside.

In twenty years, Psyche’s seven chambers would have been green
and beautiful, filled with hope—and passengers. But now the control-
bubble hatches had been sealed by the last of the investigators.
Since Psyche was not easily accessible, even in its lunar orbit, the
seals hadn't been applied carefully. Nevertheless it took her an hour
to break in. The glass ball towered above her, a hundred feet in di-
ameter, translucent walls mottled by the shadows of rooms and
equipment. Psyche rotated once every three hours, and light from
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the sun was beginning to flush the top of the bubbles in the local
cluster. Moonlight illuminated the shadows. She pushed the rubbery
cement seals away, watching them float lazily to the pocked ground.
Then she examined the airlock to see if it was still functioning. She
wanted to keep the atmosphere inside the bubble, to check it for
psychotropic chemicals; she would not leave her suit at any rate.

The locked door opened with a few jerks and closed behind her.
She brushed crystals of frost off her faceplate and the inner lock
doors port. Then she pushed the button for the inner door, but
nothing happened. The external doors were on a different power
supply, which was no longer functioning—or, she hoped, had only
been turned off.

From her backpack she removed a half-meter pry bar. The break-
in took another fifteen minutes. She was now five minutes ahead of
schedule.

Across the valley, the fusion power plants that supplied power to
the Geshel populations of Tijuana and Chula Vista sat like squat
mountains of concrete. By Naderite law, all nuclear facilities were
enclosed by multiple domes and pyramids, whether they posed
any danger or not. The symbolism was two-fold—it showed the
distaste of the ruling Naderites for energy sources that were not
nature-kinetic, and it carried on the separation of Naderites-Geshels.
Farmer Kollert, advisor to the North American Hexamon and ecu-
mentalist to the California corporeal desk, watched the sun set
behind the false peak and wondered vaguely if there was any
symbolism in the act. Was not fusion the source of power for the
sun? He smiled. Such things seldom occurred to him; perhaps it
would amuse a Geshel technician.

His team of five Geshel scientists would tour the plants two days
from now and make their report to him. He would then pass on his
report to the desk, acting as interface for the invariably clumsy, elitist
language the Geshel scientists used. In this way, through the medium
of advisors across the globe, the Naderites oversaw the production
of Geshel power. By their grants and control of capital, his people
had once plucked the world from technological overkill, and the
battle was ongoing still—a war against some of mankind’s darker
tendencies.
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He finished his evening juice and took a package of writing utensils
from the drawer in the veranda desk. The reports from last month’s
energy consumption balancing needed to be edited and revised,
based on new estimates—and he enjoyed doing the work himself,
rather than giving it to the library computer personna. It relaxed him
to do things by hand. He wrote on a positive feedback slate, his
scrawly letters adjusting automatically into script, with his tongue
between his lips and a pleased frown creasing his brow.

“Excuse me, Farmer.” His ur-wife, Gestina, stood in the French
doors leading to the veranda. She was as slender as when he had
married her, despite fifteen years and two children.

“Yes, cara, what is it?” He withdrew his tongue and told the slate to
store what he’d written.

“Josef Krupkin.”

Kollert stood up quickly, knocking the metal chair over. He hurried
past his wife into the dining room, dropped his bulk into a chair, and
drew up the crystalline cube on the alabaster tabletop. The cube
adjusted its picture to meet the angle of his eyes, and Krupkin ap-
peared.

“Josef! This is unexpected.”

“Very,” Krupkin said. He was a small man with narrow eyes and
curly black hair. Compared to Kollert’s bulk, he was dapper—but
thirty years behind a desk had given him the usual physique of a
Hexamon backroomer. “Have you ever heard of Giani Turco?”

Kollert thought for a moment. “No, | haven’t. Wait—Turco. Related
to Kimon Turco?”

“Daughter. California should keep better track of its radical
Geshels, shouldn't it?”

“Kimon Turco lived on the Moon.”

“His daughter lived in your district.”

“Yes, fine. What about her?” Kollert was beginning to be per-
turbed. Krupkin enjoyed roundabouts even in important situations—
and to call him at this address, at such a time, something important
had happened.

“She’s calling for you. She’ll only talk to you, none of the rest. She
won't even accept President Praetori.”

“Yes. Who is she? What has she done?”

“She’s managed to start up Psyche. There was enough reaction
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mass left in the Beckmann motors to alter it into an Earth-intersect
orbit.” The left side of the cube was flashing bright red, indicating the
call was being scrambled.

Kollert sat very still for a few seconds. There was no need acting
incredulous. Krupkin was in no position to joke. But the enormity of
what he said—and the impulse to disbelieve, despite the bearer of
the news—froze Kollert for an unusually long time. He ran his hand
through lank blond hair.

“Kollert,” Krupkin said. “You look like you've been—"

“Is she telling the truth?”

Krupkin shook his head. “No, Kollert, you don't understand. She
hasn't claimed these accomplishments. She hasn’t said anything
about them yet. She just wants to speak to you. But our tracking
stations say there’s no doubt. I've spoken with the officer who
commanded the last inspection. He says there was enough mass left
in the Beckmann drive positioning motors to push—"

“This is incredible! No precautions were taken? The mass wasn’t
drained, or something?”

“I'm no Geshel, Farmer. My technicians tell me the mass was left
on Psyche because it would have cost several hundred million—"

“That’s behind us now. Let the journalists worry about that, if they
ever hear of it.” He looked up and saw Gestina still standing in the
French doors. He held up his hand to tell her to stay where she was.
She was going to have to keep to the house, incommunicado, for as
long as it took to straighten this out.

“You're coming?”

“Which center?”

“Does it matter? She’s not being discreet. Her message is hitting an
entire hemisphere, and there are hundreds of listening stations to
pick it up. Several aren’t under our control. Once anyone pinpoints
the source, the story is going to be clear. For your convenience, go
to Baja Station. Mexico is signatory to all the necessary pacts.”

“I'm leaving now,” Kollert said. Krupkin nodded, and the cube
went blank.

“What was he talking about?” Gestina asked. “What's Psyche?”

“A chunk of rock, dear,” he said. Her talents lay in other directions
—she wasn't stupid. Even for a Naderite, however, she was unknowl-
edgeable about things beyond the Earth.
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He started to plan the rules for her movements, then thought
better of it and said nothing. If Krupkin was correct—and he would be
—there was no need. The political considerations, if everything
turned out right, would be enormous. He could run as Governor of
the Desk, even President of the Hexamon . . .

And if everything didn’t turn out right, it wouldn’'t matter where
anybody was.

Turco sat in the middle of her grandfather’s control center and
cried. She was tired and sick at heart. Things were moving rapidly
now, and she wondered just how sane she was. In a few hours she
would be the worst menace the Earth had ever known, and for what
cause? Truth, justice? They had murdered her grandfather, discred-
ited her father and driven him to suicide—but all seven billion of
them, Geshels and Naderites alike?

She didn't know whether she was bluffing or not. Psyche’s fall was
still controllable, and she was bargaining it would never hit the Earth.
Even if she lost and everything was hopeless, she might divert it,
causing a few tidal disruptions, minor earthquakes perhaps, but still
passing over four thousand kilometers from the Earth’s surface.
There was enough reaction mass in the positioning motors to allow a
broad margin of safety.

Resting lightly on the table in front of her was a chart that showed
the basic plan of the asteroid. The positioning motors surrounded a
crater at one end of the egg-shaped chunk of nickel-iron and rock.
Catapults loaded with huge barrels of reaction mass had just a few
hours earlier launched a salvo to rendezvous above the crater's
center. Beckmann drive beams had then surrounded the mass with a
halo of energy, releasing its atoms from the bonds of nature’s weak
force. The blast had bounced off the crater floor, directed by the
geometric patterns of heat-resistant slag. At the opposite end, a
smaller guidance engine was in position, but it was no longer func-
tional and didn't figure in her plans. The two tunnels that reached
from the poles to the center of Psyche opened into seven blast
chambers, each containing a fusion charge. She hadn’t checked to
see if the charges were still armed. There were so many things to do.

She sat with her head bowed, still suited up. Though the bubbles
contained enough atmosphere to support her, she had no intention
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of unsuiting. In one gloved hand she clutched a small ampoule with a
nozzle for attachment to air and water systems piping. The Hexamon
Nexus's trumped-up excuse of madness caused by near-weightless
conditions was now a shattered, horrible lie. Turco didn’t know why,
but the Psyche project had been deliberately sabotaged, and the
psychotropic drugs still lingered.

Her grandfather hadn't gone mad contemplating the stars. The
asteroid crew hadn’t mutinied out of misguided Geshel zeal and
space sickness.

Her anger rose again, and the tears stopped. “You deserve who-
ever governs you,” she said quietly. “Everyone is responsible for the
actions of their leaders.”

The computer display cross-haired the point of impact. It was
ironic—the buildings of the Hexamon Nexus were only sixty kilo-
meters from the zero point. She had no control over such niceties,
but nature and fate seemed to be as angry as she was.

“Moving an asteroid is like carving a diamond,” the Geshel advisor
said. Kollert nodded his head, not very interested. “The charges for
initial orbit change—moving it out of the asteroid belt—have to be
placed very carefully or the mass will break up and be useless. When
the asteroid is close enough to the Earth-Moon system to meet the
major crew vessels, the work has only begun. Positioning motors
have to be built—"

“Madness,” Kollert's secretary said, not pausing from his moni-
toring of communications between associate committees.

“And charge tunnels drilled. All of this was completed on the
asteroid ten years ago.”

“Are the charges still in place?” Kollert asked.

“So far as | know,” the Geshel said.

“Can they be set off now?”

“l don't know. Whoever oversaw dismantling should have dis-
armed to protect his crew—but then, the reaction mass should have
been jettisoned, too. So who can say? The report hasn't cleared top
secrecy yet.”

And not likely to, either, Kollert thought. “If they haven't been dis-
armed, can they be set off now? What would happen if they were?”
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“Each charge has a complex communications system. They were
designed to be set off by coded signals and could probably be set off
now, yes, if we had the codes. Of course, those are top secret, too.”

“What would happen?” Kollert was becoming impatient with the
Geshel.

“I don't think the charges were ever given a final adjustment. It all
depends on how well the initial alignment was performed. If they're
out of true, or the final geological studies weren’t taken into account,
they could blow Psyche to pieces. If they are true, they'll do what
they were intended to do—form chambers inside the rock. Each
chamber would be about fifteen kilometers long, ten kilometers in
diameter—"

“If the asteroid were blown apart, how would that affect our situa-
tion?”

“Instead of having one mass hit, we'd have a cloud, with debris
twenty to thirty kilometers across and smaller.”

“Would that be any better?” Kollert asked.

“Sir?”

“Would it be better to be hit by such a cloud than one chunk?”’

“l don't think so. The difference is pretty moot—either way, the
surface of the Earth would be radically altered, and few life forms
would survive.”

Kollert turned to his secretary. “Tell them to put a transmission
through to Giani Turco.”

The communications were arranged. In the meantime Kollert tried
to make some sense out of the Geshel advisor’s figures. He was very
good at mathematics, but in the past sixty years many physics and
chemistry symbols had diverged from those used in biology and psy-
chology. To Kollert, the Geshel mathematics was irritatingly dense
and obtuse.

He put the paper aside when Turco appeared on the cube in front
of him. A few background beeps and noise were eliminated, and her
image cleared. “Ser Turco,” he said.

“Ser Farmer Kollert,” she replied several seconds later. A beep
signaled the end of one side’s transmission. She sounded tired.

“You're doing a very foolish thing.”

“l have a list of demands,” she said.

Kollert laughed. “You sound like the Good Man himself, Ser Turco.
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The tactic of direct confrontation. Well, it didn’t work all the time,
even for him.”

“l want the public—Geshels and Naderites both—to know why the
Psyche project was sabotaged.”

“It was not sabotaged,” Kollert said calmly. “It was unfortunate
proof that humans cannot live in conditions so far removed from the
Earth.”

“Ask those on the Moon!” Turco said bitterly.

“The Moon has a much stronger gravitational pull than Psyche. But
I'm not briefed to discuss all the reasons why the Psyche project
failed.”

“I have found psychotropic drugs—traces of drugs and containers—
in the air and water the crew breathed and drank. That's why I'm
maintaining my suit integrity.”

“No such traces were found by our investigating teams. But, Ser
Turco, neither of us is here to discuss something long past. Speak
your demands—your price—and we'll begin negotiations.” Kollert
knew he was walking a loose rope. Several Hexamon terrorist team
officers were listening to everything he said, waiting to splice in a
timely splash of static. Conversely, there was no way to stop Turco’s
words from reaching open stations on the Earth. He was sweating
heavily under his arms. Stations on the Moon—the bastards there
would probably be sympathetic to her—could pick up his messages
and relay them back to the Earth. A drop of perspiration trickled
from armpit to sleeve, and he shivered involuntarily.

“That’s my only demand,” Turco said. “No money, not even
amnesty. | want nothing for myself. | simply want the people to
know the truth.”

“Ser Turco, you have an ideal platform to tell them all you want
them to hear.”

“The Hexamons control most major reception centers. Everything
else—except for a few ham and radio-astronomy amateurs—is cabled
and controlled. To reach the most people, the Hexamon Nexus will
have to reveal its part in the matter.”

Before speaking to her again, Kollert asked if there was any way
she could be fooled into believing her requests were being carried
out. The answer was ambiguous—a few hundred people were think-
ing it over.
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“I've conferred with my staff, Ser Turco, and | can assure you, so
far as the most privy of us can tell, nothing so villainous was ever
done to the Psyche project.” At a later time, his script suggested, he
might indicate that some tests had been overlooked, and that a
junior officer had suggested lunar sabotage on Psyche. That might
shift the heat. But for the moment, any admission that drugs existed
in the asteroid’s human environments could backfire.

“I'm not arguing,” she said. “There’s no question that the Hexamon
Nexus had somebody sabotage Psyche.”

Kollert held his tongue between his lips and punched key words
into his script processor. The desired statements formed over Turco’s
image. He looked at the camera earnestly. “If we had done anything
so heinous, surely we would have protected ourselves against an
eventuality like this—drained the reaction mass in the positioning
motors—" One of the terrorist team officers was waving at him fran-
tically and scowling. The screen’s words showed red where they
were being covered by static. There was to be no mention of how
Turco had gained control of Psyche. The issue was too sensitive, and
blame hadn't been placed yet. Besides, there was still the option of
informing the public that Turco had never gained control of Psyche
at all. If everything worked out, the issue would have been solved
without costly admissions.

“Excuse me,” Turco said a few seconds later. The time lag between
communications was wearing on her nerves, if Kollert was any judge.
“Something was lost there.”

“Ser Turco, your grandfather’s death on Psyche was accidental, and
your actions now are ridiculous. Destroying the Hexamon Nexus”’—
much better than saying Farth—"won’t mean a thing.” He leaned back
in the seat, chewing on the edge of his index finger. The gesture had
been approved an hour before the talks began, but it was nearly
genuine. His usual elegance of speech seemed to be wearing thin in
this encounter. He’d already made several embarrassing misjudg-
ments.

“I'm not doing this for logical reasons,” Turco finally said. “I'm
doing it out of hatred for you and all the people who support you.
What happened on Psyche was purely evil—useless, motivated by
the worst intentions, resulting in the death of a beautiful dream, not
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to mention people | loved. No talk can change my mind about those
things.”

“Then why talk to me at all? I'm hardly the highest official in the
Nexus.”

“No, but you're in an ideal position to know who the higher of-
ficials involved were. You're a respected politician. And | suspect you
had a great deal to do with suggesting the plot. | just want the truth.
I'm tired. I'm going to rest for a few hours now.”

“Wait a moment,” Kollert said sharply. “We haven't discussed the
most important things yet.”

“I'm signing off. Until later.”

The team leader made a cutting motion across his throat that
almost made Kollert choke. The young bastard’s indiscreet symbol
was positively obscene in the current situation. Kollert shook his
head and held his fingertips to his temples. “We didn’t even have
time to begin,” he said.

The team leader stood and stretched his arms.

"You're doing quite well so far, Ser Kollert,” he said. "It's best to
ease into these things.”

“I'm Advisor Kollert to you, and | don't see how we have much
time to take it easy.”

"Yes, sir. Sorry.”

She needed the rest, but there was far too much to do. She
pushed off from the seat and floated gently for a few moments be-
fore drifting down. The relaxation of weightlessness would have
been welcome, and Psyche’s pull was very weak, but just enough to
remind her there was no time for rest.

One of the things she had hoped she could do—checking the
charges deep inside the asteroid to see if they were armed—was
impossible. The main computer and the systems board indicated the
transport system through the boreholes was no longer operative. It
would take her days to crawl or float the distance down the shafts,
and she wasn’t about to take the small tug through a tunnel barely
fifty meters wide. She wasn't that well-trained a pilot.

So she had a weak spot. The bombs couldn't be disarmed from
where she was. They could be set off by a ship positioned along the
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axis of the tunnels, but so far none had shown up. That would take
another twelve hours or so, and by then time would be running out.
She hoped that all negotiations would be completed.

The woman desperately wanted out of the suit. The catheters and
cups were itching fiercely; she felt like a ball of tacky glue wrapped in
wool. Her eyes were stinging from strain and sweat buildup on the
lids. If she had a moment of irritation when something crucial was
happening, she could be in trouble. One way or another, she had to
clean up a bit—and there was no way to do that unless she risked ex-
posure to the residue of drugs. She stood unsteadily for several
minutes, vacillating, and finally groaned, slapping her thigh with a
gloved palm. “I'm tired,” she said. “Not thinking straight.”

She looked at the computer. There was a solution, but she
couldn't see it clearly. “Come on, girl. So simple. But what?”

The drug would probably have a limited life, in case the Nexus
wanted to do something with Psyche later. But how limited? Ten
years? She chuckled grimly. She had the ampoule and its cryptic
chemical label. Would a Physician’s Desk Reference be programmed
into the computers?

She hooked herself into the console again. “PDR,” she said. The
screen was blank for a few seconds. Then it said, “Ready.”

“Iropentaphonate,” she said. “Two-seven diboltene.”

The screen printed out the relevant data. She searched through
the technical maze for a full minute before finding what she wanted.
“Effective shelf life, four months two days from date of manufacture.”

She tested the air again—it was stale but breathable—and un-
hooked her helmet. It was worth any risk. A bare knuckle against her
eye felt so good.

The small lounge in the Baja Station was well-furnished and com-
fortable, but suited more for Geshels than Naderites—bright rather
than natural colors, abstract paintings of a mechanistic tendency,
modernist furniture. To Kollert it was faintly oppressive. The man sit-
ting across from him had been silent for the past five minutes, read-
ing through a sheaf of papers.

“Who authorized this?” the man asked.

“Hexamon Nexus, Mr. President.”

“But who proposed it?”
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Kollert hesitated. “The advisory committee.”

“Who proposed it to the committee?”

“1 did.” '

“Under what authority?”

“It was strictly legal,” Kollert said defensively. “Such activities have
been covered under the emergency code, classified section four-
teen.”

The president nodded. “She came to the right man when she
asked for you, then. | wonder where she got her information. None
of this can be broadcast—why was it done?”

“There were a number of reasons, among them financial—"

“The project was mostly financed by lunar agencies. Earth had
perhaps a five percent share, so no controlling interest—and there
was no connection with radical Geshel groups, therefore no need
to invoke section fourteen on revolutionary deterrence. | read the
codes, too, Farmer.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What were you afraid of? Some irrational desire to pin the butter-
flies down? Jesus God, Farmer, the Naderite beliefs don't allow any-
thing like this. But you and your committee took it upon yourselves
to covertly destroy the biggest project in the history of mankind. You
think this follows in the tracks of the Good Man?”

“You're aware of lunar plans to build particle guidance guns.
They're canceled now because Psyche is dead. They were to be used
to push asteroids like Psyche into deep space, so advanced Beck-
mann drives could be used.”

“I'm not technically minded, Farmer.”

“Nor am |. But such particle guns could have been used as
weapons—considering lunar sympathies, probably would have been
used. They could cook whole cities on Earth. The development of
potential weapons is a matter of concern for Naderites, sir. And
there are many studies showing that human behavior changes in
space. It becomes less Earth-centered, less communal. Man can't live
in space and remain human. We were trying to preserve humanity’s
right to a secure future. Even now the Moon is a potent political
force, and war has been suggested by our strategists . . . it’s a dire
possibility. All this because of the separation of a group of humans
from the parent body, from wise government and safe creed.”
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The president shook his head and looked away. “I am ashamed
such a thing could happen in my government. Very well, Kollert, this
remains your ball game until she asks to speak to someone else. But
my advisors are going to go over everything you say. | doubt you’ll
have the chance to botch anything. We're already acting with the
Moon to stop this before it gets any worse. And you can thank God—
for your life, not your career, which is already dead—that our Geshels
have come up with a way out.”

Kollert was outwardly submissive, but inside he was fuming. Not
even the President of the Hexamon had the right to treat him like a
child or, worse, a criminal. He was an independent advisor, of a
separate desk, elected by Naderites of high standing. The ecumen-
talist creed was apparently much tighter than the president’s. “l acted
in the best interests of my constituency,” he said.

“You no longer have a constituency, you no longer have a career.
Nor do any of the people who planned this operation with you, or
those who carried it out. Up and down the line. A purge.”

Turco woke up before the blinking light and moved her lips in a
silent curse. How long had she been asleep? She panicked briefly—
a dozen hours would be crucial—but then saw the digital clock. Two
hours. The light was demanding her attention to an incoming radio
signal.

There was no video image. Kollert’s voice returned, less certain,
almost cowed. “I'm here,” she said, switching off her camera as well.
The delay was a fraction shorter than when they’d first started talk-
ing.

“Have you made any decisions?” Kollert asked.

“I should be asking that question. My course is fixed. When are
you and your people going to admit to sabotage?”

“We'd—I'd almost be willing to admit, just to—" He stopped. She
was about to speak when he continued. “We could do that, you
know. Broadcast a worldwide admission of guilt. A cheap price to
pay for saving all life on Earth. Do you really understand what you're
up to? What satisfaction, what revenge, could you possibly get out of
this? My God, Turco, you—" There was a burst of static. It sounded
suspiciously like the burst she had heard some time ago.

]
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“You're editing him,” she said. Her voice was level and calm.
don’t want anyone editing anything between us, whoever you are. Is
that understood? One more burst of static like that, and I'll . . .” She
had already threatened the ultimate. “I'll be less tractable. Remember
—I'm already a fanatic. Want me to be a hardened fanatic? Repeat
what you were saying, Ser Kollert.”

The digital readout indicated one-way delay time of 1.496 sec-
onds. She would soon be closer to the Earth than the Moon was.

“l was saying,” Kollert repeated, something like triumph in his
tone, “that you are a very young woman, with very young ideas—Ilike
a child leveling a loaded pistol at her parents. You may not be a
fanatic. But you aren’t seeing things clearly. We have no evidence
here on Earth that you've found anything, and we won't have evi-
dence—nothing will be solved—if the asteroid collides with us. That's
obvious. But if it veers aside, goes into an Earth orbit perhaps, then
an—"

“That’s not one of my options,” Turco said.

“—investigating team could reexamine the crew quarters,” Kollert
continued, not to be interrupted for a few seconds, “do a more de-
tailed search. Your charges could be verified.”

“l can’t go into Earth orbit without turning around, and this is a
one-way rock, remember that. My only other option is to swing
around the Earth, be deflected a couple of degrees, and go into a
solar orbit. By the time any investigating team reached me, I'd be on
the other side of the sun, and dead. I'm the daughter of a Geshel, Ser
Kollert—don't forget that. | have a good technical education, and my
training under Hexamon auspices makes me a competent pilot and
spacefarer. Too bad there’s so little long-range work for my type—
just Earth-Moon runs. But don't try to fool me or kid me. I'm far more
expert than you are. Though I'm sure you have Geshel people on
your staff.” She paused. “Ceshels! | can’t call you traitors—you in the
background—because you might be thinking I'm crazy, out to destroy
all of you. But do you understand what these men have done to our
hopes and dreams? I've never seen a finished asteroid starship, of
course—Psyche was to have been the first. But I've seen good simu-
lations. It would have been like seven Shangri-las inside, hollowed
out of solid rock and metal, seven valleys separated by walls four
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kilometers high, each self-contained, connected with the others by
tube trains. The valley floors reach up to the sky, like magic, every-
thing wonderfully topsy-turvy. And quiet—so much insulation none
of the engine sounds reach inside.” She was crying again.

“Psyche would consume herself on the way to the stars. By the
time she arrived, there’d be little left besides a cylinder thirty ki-
lometers wide, and two hundred ninety long. Like the core of an
apple, and the passengers would be luxurious worms—star travelers.
Now ask why, why did these men sabotage such a marvelous thing?
Because they are blind unto pure evil—blind, ugly-minded, weak men
who hate big ideas . . .” She paused. “I don’t know what you think of
all this, but remember, they took something away from you. | know.
I've seen the evidence here. Sabotage and murder.” She pressed the
button and waited wearily for a reply.

“Ser Turco,” Kollert said, “you have ten hours to make an effective
course correction. We estimate you have enough reaction mass left
to extend your orbit and miss the Earth by about four thousand ki-
lometers. There is nothing we can do here but try to convince you—"

She stopped listening, trying to figure out what was happening
behind the scenes. Earth wouldn't take such a threat without explor-
ing a large number of alternatives. Kollert’s voice droned on as she
tried to think of the most likely action, and the most effective.

She picked up her helmet and placed a short message, paying no
attention to the transmission from Earth. “I'm going outside for a few
minutes.”

The acceleration had been steady for two hours, but now the
weightlessness was just as oppressive. The large cargo handler was
fully loaded with extra fuel and a bulk William Porter was reluctant to
think about. With the ship turned around for course correction, he
could see the Moon glowing with Earthshine, and a bright crescent
so thin it was almost a hair.

He had about half an hour to relax before the real work began,
and he was using it to read an excerpt from a novel by Anthony Bur-
gess. He'd been a heavy reader all his memorable life, and now he
allowed himself a possible last taste of pleasure.

Like most inhabitants of the Moon, Porter was a Geshel, with a
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physicist father and a geneticist mother. He’d chosen a career as a
pilot rather than a researcher out of romantic predilections estab-
lished long before he was ten years old. There was something im-
mediately effective and satisfying about piloting, and he’d turned out
to be well suited to the work. He’'d never expected to take on a
mission like this. But then, he’d never paid much attention to politics,
either. Even if he had, the disputes between Geshels and Naderites
would have been hard to spot—they'd been settled, most experts
believed, fifty years before, with the Naderites emerging as a ruling
class. Outside of grumbling at restrictions, few Geshels complained.
Responsibility had been lifted from their shoulders. Most of the pop-
ulation of both Earth and Moon was now involved in technical and
scientific work, yet the mistakes they made would be blamed on
Naderite policies—and the disasters would likewise be absorbed by
the leadership. It wasn't a hard situation to get used to.

William Porter wasn’t so sure, now, that it was the ideal. He had
two options to save Earth, and one of them meant he would die.

He'd listened to the Psyche-Earth transmissions during accelera-
tion, trying to make sense out of Turco’s position, to form an opinion
of her character and sanity, but he was more confused than ever. If
she was right—and not a raving lunatic, which didn’t seem to fit the
facts—then the Hexamon Nexus had a lot of explaining to do and
probably wouldn't do it under the gun. The size of Turco’s gun was
far too imposing to be rational—the destruction of the human race,
the wiping of a planet’s surface.

He played back the computer diagram of what would happen if
Psyche hit the Earth. At the angle it would strike, it would speed the
rotation of the Earth’s crust and mantle by an appreciable fraction.
The asteroid would cut a gouge from Maine to England, several
thousand kilometers long and at least a hundred kilometers deep.
The impact would vault hundreds of millions of tons of surface mate-
rial into space, and that would partially counteract the speedup of
rotation. The effect would be a monumental jerk, with the energy
finally being released as heat. The continents would fracture in sev-
eral directions, forming new faults, even new plate orientations,
which would generate earthquakes on a scale never before seen.
The impact basin would be a hell of molten crust and mantle, with



22 THE WIND FROM A BURNING WOMAN

water on the perimeter bursting violently into steam, altering
weather patterns around the world. It would take decades to cool
and achieve some sort of stability.

Turco may not have been raving, but she was coldly suggesting a
cataclysm to swat what amounted to a historical fly. That made her a
lunatic in anyone’s book, Geshel or Naderite. And his life was well
worth the effort to thwart her.

That didn’t stop him from being angry, though.

Kollert impatiently let the physician check him over and administer
a few injections. He talked to his wife briefly, which left him more
nervous than before, then listened to the team leader’s theories on
how Turco’s behavior would change in the next few hours. He
nodded at only one statement: “She’s going to see she'll be dead,
too, and that’s a major shock for even the most die-hard terrorist.”

Then Turco was back on the air, and he was on stage again.

“Ive seen your ship,” she said. “I went outside and looked around
in the direction where | thought it would be. There it was—treachery
all around. Goddamned hypocrites! Talk friendly to the little girl, but
shiv her in the back! Public face cool, private face snarl! Well, just
remember, before he can kill me, | can destroy all controls to the
positioning engines. It would take a week to rewire them. You don't
have the time!” The beep followed.

“Giani, we have only one option left, and that's to do as you say.
We'll admit we played a part in the sabotage of Psyche. It's corfes-
sion under pressure, but we'll do it.” Kollert pressed his button and
waited, holding his full chin with one hand.

“No way it's so simple, Kollert. No public admission and then
public denial after the danger is over—you'd all come across as
heroes. No. There has to be some record-keeping, payrolls if nothing
else. | want full disclosure of all records, and | want them transmitted
around the world—facsimile, authenticated. | want uninvolved gov-
ernment officials to see them and sign that they've seen them. And |
want the actual documents put on display where anyone can look at
them—memos, plans, letters, whatever. All of it that's still available.”

“That would take weeks,” Kollert said, “if they existed.”

“Not in this age of electronic wizardry. | want you to take a lie-
detector test, authenticated by half a dozen experts with their
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careers on the line—and while you're at it, have the other officials
take tests, too.”

“That’s not only impractical, it won't hold up in a court of law.”

“I'm not interested in formal courts. 'm not a vengeful person, no
matter what | may seem now. | just want the truth. And if | still see
that goddamn ship up there in an hour, I'm going to stop negotia-
tions right now and blow myself to pieces.”

Kollert looked at the team leader, but the man’s face was blank.

“Let me talk to her, then,” Porter suggested. “Direct person-to-
person. Let me explain the plans. She really cant change them any,
can she? She has no way of making them worse. If she fires her
engines or does any positive action, she simply stops the threat. So
I'm the one who holds the key to the situation.”

“We're not sure that’s advisable, Bill,” Lunar Guidance said.

“l can transmit to her without permission, you know,” he said
testily.

“Against direct orders, that’s not like you.”

“Like me, hell,” he said, chuckling. “Listen, just get me permission.
Nobody else seems to be doing anything effective.” There was a few
minutes’ silence, then Lunar Guidance returned.

“Okay, Bill. You have permission. But be very careful what you say.
Terrorist team officers on Earth think she’s close to the pit.”

With that obstacle cleared away, he wondered how wise the idea
was in the first place. Still, they were both Geshels—they had some-
thing in common compared to the elite Naderites running things on
Earth.

Far away, Earth concurred and transmissions were cleared. They
couldn’t censor his direct signal, so Baja Station was unwillingly cut
from the circuit.

“Who's talking to me now?” Turco asked when the link was made.

“This is Lieutenant William Porter, from the Moon. I'm a pilot—not
a defense pilot usually, either. | understand you've had pilot’s train-
ing.”

“Just enough to get by.” The lag was less than a hundredth of a
second, not noticeable.

“You know I'm up here to stop you, one way or another. I've got
two options. The one | think more highly of is to get in line-of-sight of
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your boreholes and relay the proper coded signals to the charges in
your interior.”

“Killing me won't do you any good.”

“That’s not the plan. The fore end of your rock is bored with a
smaller hole by thirty meters. Itll release the blast wastes more
slowly than the aft end. The total explosive force should give the
rock enough added velocity to get it clear of the Earth by at least
sixty kilometers. The damage would be negligible. Spectacular view
from Greenland, too, | understand. But if we've miscalculated, or if
one or more charges doesn't go, then I'll have to impact with your aft
crater and release the charge in my cargo hold. I'm one floating
megaboom now, enough to boost the rock up and out by a few
additional kilometers. But that means I'll be dead, and not enough
left of me to memorialize or pin a medal on. Not too good, hm?”

“None of my sweat.”

“No, | suppose not. But listen, sister—"

“No sister to a lackey.”

Porter started to snap a retort, but stopped himself. “Listen, they
tell me to be soft on you, but 'm under pressure, too, so please re-
ciprocate. | don't see the sense in all of it. If you get your way, you've
set back your cause by God knows how many decades—because
once you're out of range and blown your trump, they'll deny it all,
say it was manufactured evidence and testimony under pressure—all
that sort of thing. And if they decide to hard-line it, force me to do
my dirty work, or God forbid let you do yours—we've lost our home-
world. You've lost Psyche, which can still be salvaged and finished.
Everything will be lost, just because a few men may or may not have
done a very wicked thing. Come on, honey. That isn’t the Geshel
creed, and you know it.”

“What is our creed? To let men rule our lives who aren’t compe-
tent to read a thermometer? Under the Naderites, most of the lead-
ers on Earth haven't got the technical expertise to . . . to ... | don't
know what. To tie their goddamn shoes! They're blind, dedicated to
some half-wit belief that progress is the most dangerous thing con-
ceived by man. But they can't live without technology, so we provide
it for them. And when they won't touch our filthy nuclear energy, we
get stuck with it—because otherwise we all have to go back four
hundred years, and sacrifice half the population. Is that good plan-
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ning, sound policy? And if they do what | say, Psyche won't be dam-
aged. All they'll have to do is fetch it back from orbit around the
sun.”

“I'm not going to argue on their behalf, sister. 'm a Geshel, too,
and a Moonman besides. | never have paid attention to Earth politics
because it never made much sense to me. But now I'm talking to you
one-to-one, and you're telling me that revenging someone’s irra-
tional system is worth wiping away a planet?”

“I'm willing to take that risk.”

“l don’t think you are. | hope you aren't. | hope it’s all bluff, and |
won't have to smear myself against your backside.”

“} hope you won't, either. | hope they’ve got enough sense down
there to do what | want.”

”I don't think they have, sister. | don’t put much faith in them, my-
self. They probably don't even know what would happen if you hit
the Earth with your rock. Think about that. You're talking about sci-
entific innocents—flat-Earthers almost, naive. Words fail me. But think
on it. They may not even know what’s going on.”

“They know. And remind them that if they set off the charges, it'll
probably break up Psyche and give them a thousand rocks to con-
tend with instead of one. That plan may backfire on them.”

“What if they—we—don’t have any choice?”

“I don't give a damn what choice you have,” Turco said. “I'm not
talking for a while. I've got more work to do.”

Porter listened to the final click with a sinking feeling. She was a
tough one. How would he outwit her? He smiled grimly at his
chutzpah for even thinking he could. She’d committed herself all the
way—and now, perhaps, she was feeling the power of her position.
One lonely woman, holding the key to a world’s existence. He won-
dered how it felt.

Then he shivered, and the sweat in his suit felt very, very cold. If he
would have a grave for someone to walk over . . .

For the first time, she realized they wouldn't accede to her
demands. They were more traitorous than even she could have
imagined. Or—the thought was too horrible to accept—she’d mis-
interpreted the evidence, and they weren't at fault. Perhaps a
madman in the Psyche crew had sought revenge and caused the
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whole mess. But that didn't fit the facts. It would have taken at least a
dozen people to set all the psychotropic vials and release them at
once—a concerted preplanned effort. She shook her head. Besides,
she had the confidential reports a friend had accidentally plugged
into while troubleshooting a Hexamon computer plex. There was no
doubt about who was responsible, just uncertainty about the exact
procedure. Her evidence for Farmer Kollert's guilt was circumstantial
but not baseless.

She sealed her suit and helmet and went outside the bubble again,
just to watch the stars for a few minutes. The lead-grey rock under
her feet was pitted by eons of micrometeoroids. Rills several kilo-
meters across attested to the rolling impacts of other asteroids, any
one of which would have caused a major disaster on Earth. Earth had
been hit before, not often by pieces as big as Psyche, but several
times at least, and had survived. Earth would survive Psyche’s impact,
and life would start anew. Those plants and animals—even humans—
that survived would eventually build back to the present level, and
perhaps it would be a better world, more daunted by the power of
past evil. She might be a force for positive regeneration.

The string of bubbles across Psyche’s surface was serenely lovely
in the starlight. The illumination brightened slowly as Earth rose
above the Vlasseg pole, larger now than the Moon. She had a few
more hours to make the optimum correction. Just above the Earth
was a tiny moving point of light—Porter in his cargo vessel. He was
lining up with the smaller borehole to send signals, if he had to.

Again she wanted to cry. She felt like a little child, full of hatred
and frustration, but caught now in something so immense and in-
exorable that all passion was dwarfed. She couldn’t believe she was
the controlling factor, that she held so much power. Surely some-
thing was behind her, some impersonal, objective force. Alone she
was nothing, and her crime would be unbelievable—just as Porter
had said. But with a cosmic justification, the agreeing nod of some
vast all-seeing God, she was just a tool, bereft of responsibility.

She grasped the guide wires strung between the bubbles and
pulled herself back to the airlock hatch. With one gloved hand she
pressed the button. Under her palm she felt the metal vibrate for a
second, then stop. The hatch was still closed. She pressed again and
nothing happened.
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Porter listened carefully for a full minute, trying to pick up the
weak signal. It had cut off abruptly a few minutes before, during his
final lineup with the borehole through the Vlasseg pole. He called his
director and asked if any signals had been received from Turco. Since
he was out of line-of-sight now, the Moon had to act as a relay.

“Nothing,” Lunar Guidance said. “She’s been silent for an hour.”

“That’s not right. We've only got an hour and a half left. She should
be playing the situation for all it'’s worth. Listen, LG, | received a weak
signal from Psyche several minutes ago. It could have been a freak,
but | don't think so. 'm going to move back to where | picked it up.”

“Negative, Porter. You'll need all your reaction mass in case Plan A
doesn’t go off properly.”

“I've got plenty to spare, LC. | have a bad feeling about this. Some-
thing’s gone wrong on Psyche.” It was clear to him the instant he said
it. “Jesus Christ, LG, the signal must have come from Turco’s area on
Psyche! | lost it just when | passed out of line-of-sight from her bub-
ble.”

Lunar Guidance was silent for a long moment. “Okay, Porter,
we've got clearance for you to regain that signal.”

“Thank you, LG.” He pushed the ship out of its rough alignment
and coasted slowly away from Psyche until he could see the equa-
torial ring of domes and bubbles. Abruptly his receiver again picked
up the weak signal. He locked his tracking antenna to it, boosted it,
and cut in the communications processor to interpolate through the
hash.

“This is Turco. William Porter, listen to me! This is Turco. I'm
locked out. Something has malfunctioned in the control bubble. I'm
locked out . . "

“I'm getting you, Turco,” he said. “Look at my spot above the Vlas-
seg pole. I'm in line-of-sight again.” If her suit was a standard model,
her transmissions would strengthen in the direction she was facing.

“God bless you, Porter. | see you. Everything’s gone wrong down
here. | can’t get back in.”

“Try again, Turco. Do you have any tools with you?”

“That's what started all this, breaking in with a chisel and a pry bar.
It must have weakened something, and now the whole mechanism is
frozen. No, | left the bar inside. No tools. Jesus, this is awful.”

“Calm down. Keep trying to get in. I'm relaying your signal to Lunar
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Guidance and Earth.” That settled it. There was no time to waste
now. If she didnt turn on the positioning motors soon, any miss
would be too close for comfort. He had to set off the internal
charges within an hour and a half for the best effect.

“She’s outside?” Lunar Guidance asked when the transmissions
were relayed. “Can’t get back in?”

“That's it,” Porter said.

“That cocks it, Porter. Ignore her and get back into position. Don’t
bother lining up with the Vlasseg pole, however. Circle around to
the Janacki pole borehole and line up for code broadcast there.
You'll have a better chance of getting the code through, and you can
prepare for any further action.”

“I'll be cooked, LG.”

“Negative—you're to relay code from an additional thousand kilo-
meters and boost yourself out of the path just before detonation.
That will occur—let’s see—about four point three seconds after the
charges receive the code. Program your computer for sequencing;
you'll be too busy.”

“I'm moving, LG.” He returned to Turco’s wavelength. “It's out of
your hands now,” he said. “We're blowing the charges. They may not
be enough, so I'm preparing to detonate myself against the Janacki
pole crater. Congratulations, Turco.”

“I still can’t get back in, Porter.”

“| said, congratulations. You've killed both of us and ruined Psyche
for any future projects. You know that she’ll go to pieces when she
drops below Roche’s limit? Even if she misses, she’ll be too close to
survive. You know, they might have gotten it all straightened outin a
few administrations. Politicos die, or get booted out of office—even
Naderites. | say you've cocked it good. Be happy, Turco.” He flipped
the switch viciously and concentrated on his approach program dis-

play.

Farmer Kollert was slumped in his chair, eyes closed but still
awake, half-listening to the murmurs in the control room. Someone
tapped him on the shoulder, and he jerked up in his seat.

“| had to be with you, Farmer.” Gestina stood over him, a nervous
smile making her dimples obvious. “They brought me here to be
with you.”
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“Why?” he asked.

Her voice shook. “Because our house was destroyed. | got out just
in time. What's happening, Farmer? Why do they want to kill me?
What did | do?”

The team officer standing beside her held out a piece of paper,
and Kollert took it. Violence had broken out in half a dozen Hex-
amon centers, and numerous officials had had to be evacuated.
Geshels weren't the only ones involved—Naderites of all classes
seemed to share indignation and rage at what was happening. The
outbreaks weren’t organized—and that was even more disturbing.
Wherever transmissions had reached the unofficial grapevines,
people were reacting.

Gestina’s large eyes regarded him without comprehension, much
less sympathy. “I had to be with you, Farmer,” she repeated. “They
wouldn't let me stay.”

“Quiet, please,” another officer said. “More transmissions coming
in.”

“Yes,” Kollert said softly. “Quiet. That’s what we wanted. Quiet
and peace and sanity. Safety for our children to come.”

“I think something big is happening,” Gestina said. “What is it?”

Porter checked the alignment again, put up his visual shields, and
instructed the processor to broadcast the coded signal. With no dis-
tinguishable pause, the ship’s engines started to move him out of the
path of the particle blast.

Meanwhile Giani Turco worked at the hatch with a bit of metal
bracing she had broken off her suitpack. The sharp edge just barely
fit into the crevice, and by gouging and prying she had managed to
force the door up half a centimeter. The evacuation mechanism
hadn’t been activated, so frosted air hissed from the crack, making
the work doubly difficult. The Moon was rising above the Janacki
pole. '

Deep below her, seven prebalanced but unchecked charges,
mounted on massive fittings in their chambers, began to whir. Four
processors checked the timings, concurred, and released safety
shields.

Six of the charges went off at once. The seventh was late by ten
thousandths of a second, its blast muted as the casing melted pre-
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maturely. The particle shock waves streamed out through the bore-
holes, now pressure release valves, and formed a long neck and tail
of flame and ionized particles that grew steadily for a thousand kilo-
meters, then faded. The tail from the Vlasseg pole was thinner and
shorter, but no less spectacular. The asteroid shuddered, vibrations
rising from deep inside to pull the ground away from Turco’s boots,
then swing it back to kick her away from the bubble and hatch. She
floated in space, disoriented, ripped free of the guide wires, her back
to the asteroid, faceplate aimed at peaceful stars, turning slowly as
she reached the top of her arc.

Her leisurely descent gave her plenty of time to see the secondary
plume of purple and white and red forming around the Janacki pole.
The stars were blanked out by its brilliance. She closed her eyes.
When she opened them again, she was nearer the ground, and her
faceplate had polarized against the sudden brightness. She saw the
bubble still intact, and the hatch wide open now. It had been jarred
free. Everything was vibrating . . . and with shock she realized the
asteroid was slowly moving out from beneath her. Her fall became a
drawn-out curve, taking her away from the bubble toward a ridge of
lead-grey rock, without guide wires, where she would bounce and
continue on unchecked. To her left, one dome ruptured and sent a
feathery wipe of debris into space. Pieces of rock and dust floated
past her, shaken from Psyche’s weak surface grip. Then her hand was
only a few meters from a guide wire torn free and swinging outward.
It came closer like a dancing snake, hesitated, rippled again, and
came within reach. She grabbed it and pulled herself down.

“Porter, this is Lunar Guidance. Earth says the charges weren't
enough. Something went wrong.”

“She held together, LG,” Porter said in disbelief. “She didn’t break
up. I've got a fireworks show like you've never seen before.”

“Porter, listen. She isn’t moving fast enough. She'll still impact.”

“I heard you, LG,” Porter shouted. “I heard! Leave me alone to get
things done.” Nothing more was said between them.

Turco reached the hatch and crawled into the airlock, exhausted.
She closed the outer door and waited for equalization before open-
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ing the inner. Her helmet was off and floating behind as she walked
and bounced and guided herself into the control room. If the motors
were still functional, she’d fire them. She had no second thoughts
now. Something had gone wrong, and the situation was completely
different.

In the middle of the kilometers-wide crater at the Janacki pole, the
borehole was still spewing debris and ionized particles. But around
the perimeter, other forces were at work. Cannisters of reaction
mass were flying to a point three kilometers above the crater floor.
The Beckmann drive engines rotated on their mountings, aiming
their nodes at the cannister’s rendezvous point.

Porter’s ship was following the tail of debris down to the crater
floor. He could make out geometric patterns of insulating material.
His computers told him something was approaching a few hundred
meters below. There wasn't time for any second guessing. He
primed his main cargo and sat back in the seat, lips moving, not in
prayer, but repeating some stray, elegant line from the Burgess
novel, a final piece of pleasure.

One of the cannisters struck the side of the cargo ship just as the
blast began. A brilliant flare spread out above the crater, merging
with and twisting the tail of the internal charges. Four cannisters were
knocked from their course and sent plummeting into space. The re-
maining six met at the assigned point and were hit by beams from
the Beckmann drive nodes. Their matter was stripped down to pure
energy.

All of this, in its lopsided, incomplete way, bounced against the
crater floor and drove the asteroid slightly faster.

When the shaking subsided, Turco let go of a grip bar and asked
the computers questions. No answers came back. Everything except
minimum life support was out of commission. She thought briefly of
returning to her tug, if it was still in position, but there was nowhere
to go. So she walked and crawled and floated to a broad view-
window in the bubble’s dining room. Earth was rising over the Vlas-
seg pole again, filling half her view, knots of storm and streaks of
brown continent twisting slowly before her. She wondered if it had
been enough—it hadn't felt right. There was no way of knowing for
sure, but the Earth looked much too close.
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“It's too close to judge,” the president said, deliberately standing
with his back to Kollert. “She’ll pass over Greenland, maybe just hit
the upper atmosphere.”

The terrorist team officers were packing their valises and talking to
each other in subdued whispers. Three of the president’s security
men looked at the screen with dazed expressions. The screen was
blank except for a display of seconds until accession of picture.
Gestina was asleep in the chair next to Kollert, her face peaceful,
hands wrapped together in her lap.

“We'll have relay pictures from Iceland in a few minutes,” the
president said. “Should be quite a sight.” Kollert frowned. The man
was almost cocky, knowing he would come through it untouched.
Even with survival uncertain, his government would be preparing
explanations. Kollert could predict the story: a band of lunar terror-
ists, loosely tied with Giani Turco’s father and his rabid spacefarers,
was responsible for the whole thing. It would mean a few months
of ill-feeling on the Moon, but at least the Nexus would have found
its scapegoats.

A communicator beeped in the room, and Kollert looked around
for its source. One of the security men reached into a pocket and
pulled out a small earplug, which he inserted. He listened for a few
seconds, frowned, then nodded. The other two gathered close, and
they whispered.

Then, quietly, they left the room. The president didn’t notice they
were gone, but to Kollert their absence spoke volumes.

Six Nexus police entered a minute later. One stood by Kollert's
chair, not looking at him. Four waited by the door. Another ap-
proached the president and tapped him on the shoulder. The presi-
dent turned.

“Sir, fourteen desks have requested your impeachment. We're in-
structed to put you under custody, for your own safety.”

Kollert started to rise, but the officer beside him put a hand on his
shoulder.

“May we stay to watch?” the president asked. No one objected.

Before the screen was switched on, Kollert asked, “Is anyone
going to get Turco, if it misses?”

The terrorist team leader shrugged when no one else answered.
“She may not even be alive.”









THE WIND FROM A BURNING WOMAN 37

Then, like a crowd of children looking at a horror movie, the men
and women in the communications center grouped around the large
screen and watched the dark shadow of Psyche blotting out stars.

From the bubble window, Turco saw the sudden aurorae, the
spray of ionized gases from the Earth’s atmosphere, the awesomely
rapid passage of the ocean below, and the blur of white as Green-
land flashed past. The structure rocked and jerked as the Earth
exerted enormous tidal strains on Psyche.

Sitting in the plastic chair, numb, tightly gripping the arms, Giani
looked up—down—at the bright stars, feeling Psyche die beneath her.

Inside, the still-molten hollows formed by the charges began to
collapse. Cracks shot outward to the surface, where they became
gaping chasms. Sparks and rays of smoke jumped from the chasms.
In minutes the passage was over. Looking closely, she saw roiling
storms forming over Earth’s seas and the spreading shock wave of
the asteroid’s sudden atmospheric compression. Big winds were
blowing, but they’'d survive.

It shouldn't have gone this far. They should have listened reason-
ably, admitted their guilt—

Absolved, girl, she wanted her father to say. She felt him very
near. You've destroyed everything we worked for—a fine architect of
Pyrrhic victories. And now he was at a great distance, receding,.

The room was cold, and her skin tingled.

One huge chunk rose to block out the sun. The cabin screamed,
and the bubble was filled with sudden flakes of air.
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WHEN | WAS SEVEN YEARS OLD, | MET AN OLD MAN BY THE SIDE OF THE DUSTY
road between school and farm. The late afternoon sun had cooled,
and he was sitting on a rock, hat off, hands held out to the gentle
warmth, whistling a pretty song. He nodded at me as | walked past. |
nodded back. | was curious, but | knew better than to get involved
with strangers. Nameless evils seemed to attach themselves to
strangers, as if they might turn into lions when no one but a little kid
was around.

“Hello, boy,” he said.

I stopped and shuffled my feet. He looked more like a hawk than a
lion. His clothes were brown and grey and russet, and his hands were
pink like the flesh of some rabbit a hawk had just plucked up. His
face was brown except around the eyes, where he might have worn
glasses; around the eyes he was white, and this intensified his gaze.
“Hello,” | said.

“Was a hot day. Must have been hot in school,” he said.

“They got air conditioning.”

“So they do, now. How old are you?”

“Seven,” | said. “Well, almost eight.”

“Mother told you never to talk to strangers?”

“And Dad, t00.”

“Good advice. But haven't you seen me around here before?”

| looked him over. “No.”

“Closely. Look at my clothes. What color are they?”

His shirt was grey, like the rock he was sitting on. The cuffs, where
they peeped from under a russet jacket, were white. He didn't smell
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bad, but he didn't look particularly clean. He was smooth-shaven,
though. His hair was white, and his pants were the color of the dirt
below the rock. “All kinds of colors,” | said.

“But mostly | partake of the landscape, no?”

“l guess so,” | said.

“That's because I'm not here. You're imagining me, at least part of
me. Don't | look like somebody you might have heard of?”

“Who are you supposed to look like?” | asked.

“Well, I'm full of stories,” he said. “Have lots of stories to tell little
boys, little girls, even big folk, if they'll listen.”

| started to walk away.

“But only if they'll listen,” he said. | ran. When | got home, | told
my older sister about the man on the road, but she only got a
worried look and told me to stay away from strangers. | took her
advice. For some time afterward, into my eighth year, | avoided that
road and did not speak with strangers more than | had to.

The house that | lived in, with the five other members of my family
and two dogs and one beleaguered cat, was white and square and
comfortable. The stairs were rich dark wood overlaid with worn
carpet. The walls were dark oak paneling up to a foot above my
head, then white plaster, with a white plaster ceiling. The air was full
of smells—bacon when | woke up, bread and soup and dinner when |
came home from school, dust on weekends when we helped clean.

Sometimes my parents argued, and not just about money, and
those were bad times; but usually we were happy. There was talk
about selling the farm and the house and going to Mitchell where
Dad could work in a computerized feed-mixing plant, but it was only
talk.

It was eaily summer when | took to the dirt road again. I'd for-
gotten about the old man. But in almost the same way, when the sun
was cooling and the air was haunted by lazy bees, | saw an old
woman. Women strangers are less malevolent than men, and rarer.
She was sitting on the grey rock, in a long green skirt summer-dusty,
with a daisy-colored shawl and a blouse the precise hue of cotton-
woods seen in a late hazy day’s muted light. “Hello, boy,” she said.

“l don't recognize you, either,” | blurted, and she smiled.
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"Of course not. If you didn't recognize him, you'd hardly know
me.
“Do you know him?” | asked. She nodded. “Who was he? Who are
you?”

“We're both full of stories. Just tell them from different angles. You
aren'’t afraid of us, are you?”

| was, but having a woman ask the question made all the differ-
ence. “No,” | said. "But what are you doing here? And how do you
know—?"

“Ask for a story,” she said. “One you've never heard of before.”
Her eyes were the color of baked chestnuts, and she squinted into
the sun so that | couldn’t see her whites. When she opened them
wider to look at me, she didn't have any whites.

“l don’t want to hear stories,” | said softly.

“Sure you do. Just ask.”

“It's late. | got to be home.”

“l knew a man who became a house,” she said. “He didn't like it.
He stayed quiet for thirty years, and watched all the people inside
grow up, and be just like their folks, all nasty and dirty and leaving his
walls to flake, and the bathrooms were unbearable. So he spit them
out one morning, furniture and all, and shut his doors and locked
them.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Upchucked. The poor house was so disgusted he
changed back into a man, but he was older and he had a cancer and
his heart was bad because of all the abuse he had lived with. He died
soon after.”

I laughed, not because the man had died, but because | knew such
things were lies. “That's silly,” | said.

“Then here’s another. There was a cat who wanted to eat butter-
flies. Nothing finer in the world for a cat than to stalk the grass, wait-
ing for black-and-pumpkin butterflies. It crouches down and wriggles
its rump to dig in the hind paws, then it jumps. But a butterfly is no
sustenance for a cat. It's practice. There was a little girl about your
age—might have been your sister, but she won't admit it—who saw
the cat and decided to teach it a lesson. She hid in the taller grass
with two old kites under each arm and waited for the cat to come by

”
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stalking. When it got real close, she put on her mother’s dark glasses,
to look all bug-eyed, and she jumped up flapping the kites. Well, it
was just a little too real, because in a trice she found herself flying,
and she was much smaller than she had been, and the cat jumped at
her. Almost got her, too. Ask your sister about that sometime. See if
she doesn't deny it.”

“How'd she get back to be my sister again?”

“She became too scared to fly. She lit on a flower and found her-
self crushing it. The glasses broke, too.”

“My sister did break a pair of Mom’s glasses once.”

The woman smiled.

“| got to be going home.”

“Tomorrow you bring me a story, okay?”

I ran off without answering. But in my head, monsters were al-
ready rising. If she thought | was scared, wait until she heard the story
| had to tell! When | got home my oldest sister, Barbara, was fixing
lemonade in the kitchen. She was a year older than | but acted as if
she were grown-up. She was a good six inches taller, and | could beat
her if | got in a lucky punch, but no other way—so her power over me
was awesome. But we were usually friendly.

“Where you been?” she asked, like a mother.

“Somebody tattled on you, ” | said.

Her eyes went doe-scared, then wizened down to slits. “What're
you talking about?”

“Somebody tattled about what you did to Mom'’s sunglasses.”

“I already been whipped for that,” she said nonchalantly. “Not
much more to tell.”

“Oh, but ! know more.”

“Was not playing doctor,” she said. The youngest, Sue-Ann, weak-
est and most full of guile, had a habit of telling the folks somebody or
other was playing doctor. She didn't know what it meant—| just
barely did—but it had been true once, and she held it over everybody
as her only vestige of power.

“No,” | said, “but | know what you were doing. And | won't tell
anybody.”

“You don’t know nothing,” she said. Then she accidentally poured
half a pitcher of lemonade across the side of my head and down my
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front. When Mom came in | was screaming and swearing like Dad did
when he fixed the cars, and | was put away for life plus ninety years in
the bedroom | shared with younger brother Michael. Dinner smelled
better than usual that evening, but | had none of it. Somehow |
wasn't brokenhearted. It gave me time to think of a scary story for
the country-colored woman on the rock.

School was the usual mix of hell and purgatory the next day. Then
the hot, dry winds cooled and the bells rang and | was on the dirt
road again, across the southern hundred acres, walking in the lees
and shadows of the big cottonwoods. | carried my Road-Runner
lunch pail and my pencil box and one book—a handwriting manual |
hated so much | tore pieces out of it at night, to shorten its lifetime—
and | walked slowly, to give my story time to gel.

She was leaning up against a tree, not far from the rock. Looking
back, | can see she was not so old as a boy of eight years thought.
Now | see her lissome beauty and grace, despite the dominance of
grey in her reddish hair, despite the crow’s-feet around her eyes and
the smile-haunts around her lips. But to the eight-year-old she was
simply a peculiar crone. And he had a story to tell her, he thought,
that would age her unto graveside.

“Hello, boy,” she said.

“Hi.” | sat on the rock.

“| can see you've been thinking,” she said.

| squinted into the tree shadow to make her out better. “How'd
you know?”

“You have the look of a boy that's been thinking. Are you here to
listen to another story?”

“Got one to tell, this time,” | said.

“Who goes first?”

It was always polite to let the woman go first, so | quelled my
haste and told her she could. She motioned me to come by the tree
and sit on a smaller rock, half-hidden by grass. And while the crickets
in the shadow tuned up for the evening, she said, “Once there was a
dog. This dog was a pretty usual dog, like the ones that would chase
you around home if they thought they could get away with it—if they
didn't know you or thought you were up to something the big
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people might disapprove of. But this dog lived in a graveyard. That is,
he belonged to the caretaker. You've seen a graveyard before,
haven't you?”

“Like where they took Grandpa.”

“Exactly,” she said. “With pretty lawns, and big white-and-grey
stones, and for those who've died recently, smaller grey stones with
names and flowers and years cut into them. And trees in some
places, with a mortuary nearby made of brick, and a garage full of
black cars, and a place behind the garage where you wonder what
goes on.” She knew the place, all right. “This dog had a pretty good
life. It was his job to keep the grounds clear of animals at night. After
the gates were locked, he’'d be set loose, and he wandered all night
long. He was almost white, you see. Anybody human who wasn't
supposed to be there would think he was a ghost, and they'd run
away.

“But this dog had a problem. His problem was, there were rats
that didn’t pay much attention to him. A whole gang of rats. The
leader was a big one, a good yard from nose to tail. These rats made
their living by burrowing under the ground in the old section of the
cemetery.”

That did it. | didn’t want to hear any more. The air was a lot colder
than it should have been, and | wanted to get home in time for
dinner and still be able to eat it. But | couldn’t go just then.

“Now the dog didn't know what the rats did, and just like you and
I, probably, he didn't much care to know. But it was his job to keep
them under control. So one day he made a truce with a coupte of
cats that he normally tormented and told them about the rats. These
cats were scrappy old toms, and they’d long since cleared out the
competition of other cats, but they were friends themselves. So the
dog made them a proposition. He said he’d let them use the ceme-
tery anytime they wanted, to prowl or hunt in or whatever, if they
would put the fear of God into a few of the rats. The cats took him
up on it. ‘We get to do whatever we want,’ they said, ‘whenever we
want, and you won't bother us.” The dog agreed.

“That night the dog waited for the sounds of battle. But they never
came. Nary a yowl.” She glared at me for emphasis. “Not a claw
scratch. Not even a twitch of tail in the wind.” She took a deep
breath, and so did I. “Round about midnight the dog went out into
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the graveyard. It was very dark, and there wasn't wind or bird or
speck of star to relieve the quiet and the dismal inside-of-a-box-
camera blackness. He sniffed his way to the old part of the graveyard
and met with the head rat, who was sitting on a slanty, cracked
wooden grave marker. Only his eyes and a tip of tail showed in the
dark, but the dog could smell him. ‘What happened to the cats? he
asked. The rat shrugged his haunches. ‘Ain’t seen any cats,” he said.
‘What did you think—that you could scare us out with a couple of
cats? Ha. Listen—if there had been any cats here tonight, they'd have
been strung and hung like meat in a shed, and my youn’uns would
have grown fat on—""

“No-o-o!" | screamed, and | ran away from the woman and the tree
until | couldn’t hear the story anymore.

“What's the matter?” she called after me. “Aren’t you going to tell
me your story?” Her voice followed me as | ran.

It was funny. That night, | wanted to know what happened to the
cats. Maybe nothing had happened to them. Not knowing made my
visions even worse—and | didn't sleep well. But my brain worked like
it had never worked before.

The next day, a Saturday, | had an ending—not a very good one in
retrospect—but it served to frighten Michael so badly he threatened
to tell Mom on me.

“What would you want to do that for?” | asked. “Cripes, | won't
ever tell you a story again if you tell Mom!”

Michael was a year younger and didn't worry about the future.
“You never told me stories before,” he said, “and everything was
fine. | won't miss them.”

He ran down the stairs to the living room. Dad was smoking a pipe
and reading the paper, relaxing before checking the irrigation on the
north thirty. Michael stood at the foot of the stairs, thinking. | was
almost down to grab him and haul him upstairs when he made his
decision and headed for the kitchen. | knew exactly what he was
considering—that Dad would probably laugh and call him a little
scaredy-cat. But Mom would get upset and do me in proper.

She was putting a paper form over the kitchen table to mark it for
fitting a tablecloth. Michael ran up to her and hung on to a pants leg
while | halted at the kitchen door, breathing hard, eyes threatening
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eternal torture if he so much as peeped. But Michael didn't worry
about the future much.

“Mom,” he said.

“Cripes!” | shouted, high-pitching on the i. Refuge awaited me in
the tractor shed. It was an agreed-upon hiding place. Mom didn't
know I'd be there, but Dad did, and he could mediate.

It took him a half hour to get to me. | sat in the dark behind a
workbench, practicing my pouts. He stood in the shaft of light falling
from the unpatched chink in the roof. Dust motes maypoled around
his legs. “Son,” he said. “Mom wants to know where you got that
story.”

Now, this was a peculiar thing to be asked. The question I'd ex-
pected had been, “Why did you scare Michael?” or maybe, “What
made you think of such a thing?” But no. Somehow she had plumbed
the problem, planted the words in Dad’s mouth, and impressed
upon him that father-son relationships were temporarily suspended.

“l made it up,” | said.

“You've never made up that kind of story before.”

“| just started.”

He took a deep breath. “Son, we get along real good, except
when you lie to me. We know better. Who told you that story?”

This was uncanny. There was more going on than | could under-
stand—there was a mysterious adult thing happening. | had no way
around the truth. “An old woman,” | said.

Dad sighed even deeper. “What was she wearing?”’

“Green dress,” | said.

“Was there an old man?”

| nodded.

“Christ,” he said softly. He turned and walked out of the shed.
From outside he called me to come into the house. 1 dusted off my
overalls and followed him. Michael sneered at me.

““Locked them in coffins with old dead bodies,”” he mimicked.
“Phhht! You're going to get it.”

The folks closed the folding door to the kitchen with both of us
outside. This disturbed Michael, who'd expected instant vengeance. |
was too curious and worried to take my revenge on him, so he
skulked out the screen door and chased the cat around the house.
“Lock you in a coffin!” he screamed.
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Mom'’s voice drifted from behind the louvered doors. “Do you
hear that? The poor child’s going to have nightmares. It'll warp him.”

“Don’t exaggerate,” Dad said.

“Exaggerate what? That those filthy people are back? Ben, they
must be a hundred years old now! They're trying to do the same thing
to your son that they did to your brother . . . and just look at him!
Living in sin, writing for those hell-spawned girlie magazines.”

“He ain't living in sin, he’s living alone in an apartment in New York
City. And he writes for all kinds of places.”

“They tried to do it to you, too! Just thank God your aunt saved
you.”

“Margie, | hope you don't intend—"

“Certainly do. She knows all about them kind of people. She
chased them off once, she can sure do it again!”

All hell had broken loose. | didn't understand half of it, but | could
feel the presence of Great Aunt Sybil Danser. | could almost hear her
crackling voice and the shustle of her satchel of Billy Grahams and
Zondervans and little tiny pamphlets with shining light in blue offset
on their covers.

| knew there was no way to get the full story from the folks short
of listening in, but they'd stopped talking and were sitting in that
stony kind of silence that indicated Dad’s disgust and Mom'’s deter-
mination. | was mad that nobody was blaming me, as if | were some
idiot child not capable of being bad on my own. | was mad at
Michael for precipitating the whole mess.

And | was curious. Were the man and woman more than a hun-
dred years old? Why hadn’t | seen them before, in town, or heard
about them from other kids? Surely | wasn't the only one they'd seen
on the road and told stories to. | decided to get to the source. |
walked up to the louvered doors and leaned my cheek against them.
“Can | go play at George’s?”

“Yes,” Mom said. “Be back for evening chores.”

George lived on the next farm, a mile and a half east. | took my
bike and rode down the old dirt road going south.

They were both under the tree, eating a picnic lunch from a wicker
basket. | pulled my bike over and leaned it against the grey rock,
shading my eyes to see them more clearly.

“Hello, boy,” the old man said. “Ain’t seen you in a while.”
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| couldnt think of anything to say. The woman offered me a
cookie, and | refused with a muttered, “No, thank you, ma’am.”

“Well then, perhaps you'd like to tell us your story.”

“No, ma’am.”

“No story to tell us? That's odd. Meg was sure you had a story in
you someplace. Peeking out from behind your ears maybe, thumb-
ing its nose at us.”

The woman smiled ingratiatingly. “Tea?”

“There’s going to be trouble,” | said.

“Already?” The woman smoothed the skirt in her lap and set a
plate of nut bread into it. “Well, it comes sooner or later, this time
sooner. What do you think of it, boy?”

“I think | got into a lot of trouble for not much being bad,” I said. “I
don‘’t know why.”

“Sit down, then,” the old man said. “Listen to a tale, then tell us
what's going on.”

| sat down, not too keen about hearing another story but out of
politeness. | took a piece of nut bread and nibbled on it as the
woman sipped her tea and cleared her throat. “Once there was a city
on the shore of a broad blue sea. In the city lived five hundred chil-
dren and nobody else, because the wind from the sea wouldn't let
anyone grow old. Well, children don’t have kids of their own, of
course, so when the wind came up in the first year the city never
grew any larger.”

“Where'd all the grown-ups go?” | asked. The old man held his
fingers to his lips and shook his head.

“The children tried to play all day, but it wasn't enough. They be-
came frightened at night and had bad dreams. There was nobody to
comfort them because only grown-ups are really good at making
nightmares go away. Now, sometimes nightmares are white horses
that come out of the sea, so they set up guards along the beaches
and fought them back with wands made of blackthorn. But there was
another kind of nightmare, one that was black and rose out of the
ground, and those were impossible to guard against. So the children
got together one day and decided to tell all the scary stories there
were to tell, to prepare themselves for all the nightmares. They
found it was pretty easy to think up scary stories, and every one of
them had a story or two to tell. They stayed up all night spinning
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yarns about ghosts and dead things, and live things that shouldn’t
have been, and things that were neither. They talked about death
and about monsters that suck blood, about things that live way deep
in the earth and long, thin things that sneak through cracks in doors
to lean over the beds at night and speak in tongues no one could
understand. They talked about eyes without heads, and vice versa,
and little blue shoes that walk across a cold empty white room, with
no one in them, and a bunk bed that creaks when it's empty, and a
printing press that produces newspapers from a city that never was.
Pretty soon, by morning, they'd told all the scary stories. When the
black horses came out of the ground the next night, and the white
horses from the sea, the children greeted them with cakes and ginger
ale, and they held a big party. They also invited the pale sheet-things
from the clouds, and everyone ate hearty and had a good time. One
white horse let a little boy ride on it and took him wherever he
wanted to go. So there were no more bad dreams in the city of
children by the sea.”

I finished the piece of bread and wiped my hands on my crossed
legs. “So that's why you tried to scare me,” | said.

She shook her head. “No. | never have a reason for telling a story,
and neither should you.”

“l don't think I'm going to tell stories anymore,” | said. “The folks
get too upset.”

“Philistines,” the old man said, looking off across the fields.

“Listen, young man. There is nothing finer in the world than the
telling of tales. Split atoms if you wish, but splitting an infinitive—and
getting away with it—is far nobler. Lance boils if you wish, but prick-
ing pretensions is often cleaner and always more fun.”

“Then why are Mom and Dad so mad?’

The old man shook his head. “An eternal mystery.”

“Well, 'm not so sure,” | said. “I scared my little brother pretty
bad, and that’s not nice.”

“Being scared is nothing,” the old woman said. “Being bored, or ig-
norant—now that’s a crime.”

“I still don’t know. My folks say you have to be a hundred years
old. You did something to my uncle they didn't like, and that was a
long time ago. What kind of people are you, anyway?”

The old man smiled. “Old, yes. But not a hundred.”
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“I just came out here to warn you. Mom and Dad are bringing out
my great aunt, and she’s no fun for anyone. You better go away.”
With that said, | ran back to my bike and rode off, pumping for all |
was worth. | was between a rock and a hard place. | loved my folks,
but | itched to hear more stories. Why wasn't it easier to make deci-
sions?

That night | slept restlessly. | didn’t have any dreams, but | kept
waking up with something pounding at the back of my head, like it
wanted to be let in. | scrunched my face up and pressed it back.

At Sunday breakfast, Mom looked across the table at me and put
on a kind face. “We're going to pick up Auntie Danser this afternoon,
at the airport,” she said.

My face went like warm butter.

“You'll come with us, won't you?” she asked. “You always did like
the airport.”

“All the way from where she lives?” | asked.

“From Omaha,” Dad said.

I didn’t want to go, but it was more a command than a request. |
nodded, and Dad smiled at me around his pipe.

“Don’t eat too many biscuits,” Mom warned him. “You're putting
on weight again.”

“Ill wear it off come harvest. You cook as if the whole crew was
here, anyway.”

“Auntie Danser will straighten it all out,” Mom said, her mind else-
where. | caught the suggestion of a grimace on Dad'’s face, and the
pipe wriggled as he bit down on it harder.

The airport was something out of a TV space movie. It went on
forever, with stairways going up to restaurants and big smoky win-
dows that looked out on the screaming jets, and crowds of people,
all leaving, except for one pear-shaped figure in a cotton print dress
with fat ankles and glasses thick as headlamps. | knew her from a
hundred yards.

When we met, she shook hands with Mom, hugged Dad as if she
didn't want to, then bent down and gave me a smile. Her teeth were
yellow and even, sound as a horse’s. She was the ugliest woman I'd
ever seen. She smelled of lilacs. To this day lilacs take my appetite
away.
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She carried a bag. Part of it was filled with knitting, part with books
and pamphlets. | always wondered why she never carried a Bible—
just Billy Grahams and Zondervans. One pamphlet fell out, and Dad
bent to pick it up.

“Keep it, read it,” Auntie Danser instructed him. “Do you good.”
She turned to Mom and scrutinized her from the bottom of a swim-
ming pool. “You're looking good. He must be treating you right.”

Dad ushered us out the automatic doors into the dry heat. Her
one suitcase was light as a mummy and probably just as empty. |
carried it, and it didn’t even bring sweat to my brow. Her life was not
in clothes and toiletry but in the plastic knitting bag.

We drove back to the farm in the big white station wagon. |
leaned my head against the cool glass of the rear seat window and
considered puking. Auntie Danser, | told myself, was like a mental
dose of castor oil. Or like a visit to the dentist. Even if nothing was
going to happen her smell presaged disaster, and like a horse sniffing
a storm, my entrails worried.

Mom looked across the seat at me—Auntie Danser was riding up
front with Dad—and asked, “You feeling okay? Did they give you any-
thing to eat? Anything funny?”

| said they’'d given me a piece of nut bread. Mom went, “Oh,
Lord.”

“Margie, they don't work like that. They got other ways.” Auntie
Danser leaned over the backseat and goggled at me. “Boy’s just
worried. 1 know all about it. These people and | have had it out
before.”

Through those murky glasses, her flat eyes knew me to my young
pithy core. | didn't like being known so well. | could see that Auntie
Danser’s life was firm and predictable, and | made a sudden commit-
ment. | liked the man and woman. They caused trouble, but they
were the exact opposite of my great aunt. | felt better, and | gave her
a reassuring grin. “Boy will be okay,” she said. “Just a colic of the
upset mind.”

Michael and Barbara sat on the front porch as the car drove up.
Somehow a visit by Auntie Danser didn’t bother them as much as it
did me. They didn't fawn over her, but they accepted her without
complaining—even out of adult earshot. That made me think more
carefully about them. | decided | didn't love them any the less, but |
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couldn’t trust them, either. The world was taking sides, and so far on
my side | was very lonely. | didn’t count the two old people on my
side, because | wasn't sure they were—but they came a lot closer
than anybody in my family.

Auntie Danser wanted to read Billy Graham books to us after
dinner, but Dad snuck us out before Mom could gather us together—
all but Barbara, who stayed to listen. We watched the sunset from
the loft of the old wood barn, then tried to catch the little birds that
lived in the rafters. By dark and bedtime | was hungry, but not for
food. | asked Dad if he'd tell me a story before bed.

“You know your mom doesn't approve of all that fairy-tale stuff,”
he said.

“Then no fairy tales. Just a story.”

“I'm out of practice, son,” he confided. He looked very sad. “Your
mom says we should concentrate on things that are real and not
waste our time with make-believe. Life’s hard. | may have to sell the
farm, you know, and work for that feed-mixer in Mitchell.”

| went to bed and felt like crying. A whole lot of my family had
died that night, | didn't know exactly how, or why. But | was mad.

| didn’t go to school the next day. During the night I'd had a dream,
which came so true and whole to me that | had to rush to the stand
of cottonwoods and tell the old people. | took my lunch box and
walked rapidly down the road.

They weren't there. On a piece of wire bradded to the biggest tree
they’d left a note on faded brown paper. It was in a strong feminine
hand, sepia-inked, delicately scribed with what could have been a
goose-quill pen. It said: “We're at the old Hauskopf farm. Come if
you must.”

Not “Come if you can.” | felt a twinge. The Hauskopf farm, aban-
doned fifteen years ago and never sold, was three miles farther
down the road and left on a deep-rutted fork. It took me an hour to
get there.

The house still looked deserted. All the white paint was flaking,
leaving dead grey wood. The windows stared. | walked up the porch
steps and knocked on the heavy oak door. For a moment | thought
no one was going to answer. Then | heard what sounded like a gust
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of wind, but inside the house, and the old woman opened the door.
“Hello, boy,” she said. “Come for more stories?”

She invited me in. Wildflowers were growing along the base-
boards, and tiny roses peered from the brambles that covered the
walls. A quail led her train of inch-and-a-half fluffball chicks from
under the stairs, into the living room. The floor was carpeted, but the
flowers in the weave seemed more than patterns. | could stare down
and keep picking out detail for minutes. “This way, boy,” the woman
said. She took my hand. Hers was smooth and warm, but | had the
impression it was also hard as wood.

A tree stood in the living room, growing out of the floor and send-
ing its branches up to support the ceiling. Rabbits and quail and a
lazy-looking brindle cat stared at me from tangles of roots. A
wooden bench surrounded the base of the tree. On the side away
from us, | heard someone breathing. The old man poked his head
around and smiled at me, lifting his long pipe in greeting. “Hello,
boy,” he said.

“The boy looks like he’s ready to tell us a story, this time,” the
woman said.

“Of course, Meg. Have a seat, boy. Cup of cider for you? Tea? Herb
biscuit?”

“Cider, please,” | said.

The old man stood and went down the hall to the kitchen. He
came back with a wooden tray and three steaming cups of mulled
cider. The cinnamon tickled my nose as | sipped.

“Now. What's your story?”

“It's about two hawks,” | said, and then hesitated.

“Go on.”

“Brother hawks. Never did like each other. Fought for a strip of
land where they could hunt.”

“Yes?”

“Finally, one hawk met an old crippled bobcat that had set up a
place for itself in a rockpile. The bobcat was learning itself magic so it
wouldn't have to go out and catch dinner, which was awful hard for
it now. The hawk landed near the bobcat and told it about his
brother, and how cruel he was. So the bobcat said, 'Why not give
him the land for the day? Here’s what you can do.” The bobcat told
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him how he could turn into a rabbit, but a very strong rabbit no hawk
could hurt.”

"Wily bobcat,” the old man said, smiling.

“*You mean, my brother wouldn’t be able to catch me? the hawk
asked. ‘Course not,” the bobcat said. ‘And you can teach him a les-
son. You'll tussle with him, scare him real bad—show him what tough
animals there are on the land he wants. Then he'll go away and hunt
somewheres else.” The hawk thought that sounded like a fine idea.
So he let the bobcat turn him into a rabbit, and he hopped back to
the land and waited in a patch of grass. Sure enough, his brother’s
shadow passed by soon, and then he heard a swoop and saw the
claws held out. So he filled himself with being mad and jumped up
and practically bit all the tail feathers off his brother. The hawk just
flapped up and rolled over on the ground, blinking and gawking with
his beak wide. ‘Rabbit,’ he said, ‘that's not natural. Rabbits don’t act
that way.’

“‘Round here they do,” the hawk-rabbit said. ‘This is a tough old
land, and all the animals here know the tricks of escaping from bad
birds like you.” This scared the brother hawk, and he flew away as
best he could and never came back again. The hawk-rabbit hopped
to the rockpile and stood up before the bobcat, saying, ‘It worked
real fine. | thank you. Now turn me back, and I'll go hunt my land.’
But the bobcat only grinned and reached out with a paw and broke
the rabbit’s neck. Then he ate him, and said, ‘Now the land’s mine,
and no hawks can take away the easy game. And that's how the
greed of two hawks turned their land over to a bobcat.”

The old woman looked at me with wide baked-chestnut eyes and
smiled. “You've got it,” she said. “Just like your uncle. Hasn’t he got it,
Jack?” The old man nodded and took his pipe from his mouth. “He’s
got it fine. He'll make a good one.”

“Now, boy, why did you make up that story?”

| thought for a moment, then shook my head. “I don’t know,” |
said. “It just came up.”

“What are you going to do with the story?”

| didn’t have an answer for that question, either.

“Got any other stories in you?”

| considered, then said, “Think so.”

A car drove up outside, and Mom called my name. The old
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woman stood and straightened her dress. “Follow me,” she said. ”"Go
out the back door, walk around the house. Return home with them.
Tomorrow, go to school like you're supposed to do. Next Saturday,
come back, and we’ll talk some more.”

“Son? You in there?”

| walked out the back and came around to the front of the house.
Mom and Auntie Danser waited in the station wagon. “You aren't al-
lowed out here. Were you in that house?” Mom asked. | shook my
head.

My great aunt looked at me with her glassed-in flat eyes and lifted
the corners of her lips a little. “Margie,” she said, “go have a look in
the windows.”

Mom got out of the car and walked up the porch to peer through
the dusty panes. “It's empty, Sybil.”

“Empty, boy, right?”

“l don’t know,” | said. ”I wasn't inside.”

“| could hear you, boy,” she said. “Last night. Talking in your sleep.
Rabbits and hawks don’t behave that way. You know it, and | know it.
So it ain't no good thinking about them that way, is it?”

”l don't remember talking in my sleep,” | said.

"Margie, let's go home. This boy needs some pampbhlets read into
him.”

Mom got into the car and looked back at me before starting the
engine. “You ever skip school again, I'll strap you black and blue. It’s
real embarrassing having the school call, and not knowing where you
are. Hear me?”

| nodded.

Everything was quiet that week. | went to school and tried not to
dream at night and did everything boys are supposed to do. But |
didn't feel like a boy. | felt something big inside, and no amount of
Billy Grahams and Zondervans read at me could change that feeling.

I made one mistake, though. | asked Auntie Danser why she never
read the Bible. This was in the parlor one evening after dinner and
cleaning up the dishes. “Why do you want to know, boy?” she asked.

“Well, the Bible seems to be full of fine stories, but you don't carry
it around with you. | just wondered why.”

“Bible is a good book,” she said. “The only good book. But it’s dif-
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ficult. It has lots of camouflage. Sometimes—" She stopped. “Who
put you up to asking that question?”

“Nobody,” | said.

“I heard that question before, you know,” she said. “Ain’t the first
time | been asked. Somebody else asked me, once.”

I sat in my chair, stiff as a ham.

“Your father’s brother asked me that once. But we won't talk
about him, will we?”

I shook my head.

Next Saturday | waited until it was dark and everyone was in bed.
The night air was warm, but | was sweating more than the warm
could cause as | rode my bike down the dirt road, lamp beam swing-
ing back and forth. The sky was crawling with stars, all of them look-
ing at me. The Milky Way seemed to touch down just beyond the
road, like | might ride straight up it if | went far enough.

I knocked on the heavy door. There were no lights in the windows
and it was late for old folks to be up, but | knew these two didn't
behave like normal people. And | knew that just because the house
looked empty from the outside didn't mean it was empty within. The
wind rose up and beat against the door, making me shiver. Then it
opened. It was dark for a moment, and the breath went out of me.
Two pairs of eyes stared from the black. They seemed a lot taller this
time. “Come in, boy,” Jack whispered.

Fireflies lit up the tree in the living room. The brambles and wild-
flowers glowed like weeds on a sea floor. The carpet crawled, but
not to my feet. | was shivering in earnest now, and my teeth
chattered.

| only saw their shadows as they sat on the bench in front of me.
“Sit,” Meg said. “Listen close. You've taken the fire, and it glows
bright. You're only a boy, but you're just like a pregnant woman now.
For the rest of your life you'll be cursed with the worst affliction
known to humans. Your skin will twitch at night. Your eyes will see
things in the dark. Beasts will come to you and beg to be ridden.
You'll never know one truth from another. You might starve, be-
cause few will want to encourage you. And if you do make good in
this world, you might lose the gift and search forever after, in vain.
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Some will say the gift isn’t special. Beware them. Some will say it is
special, and beware them, too. And some—"

There was a scratching at the door. | thought it was an animal for a
moment. Then it cleared its throat. It was my great aunt.

"Some will say you're damned. Perhaps they're right. But you're
also enthused. Carry it lightly and responsibly.”

“Listen in there. This is Sybil Danser. You know me. Open up.”

“Now stand by the stairs, in the dark where she can't see,” Jack
said. | did as | was told. One of them—I couldn’t tell which—opened
the door, and the lights went out in the tree, the carpet stilled, and
the brambles were snuffed. Auntie Danser stood in the doorway,
outlined by star glow, carrying her knitting bag. “Boy?” she asked. |
held my breath.

"And you others, too.”

The wind in the house seemed to answer. “I'm not too late,” she
said. “Damn you, in truth, damn you to hell! You come to our towns,
and you plague us with thoughts no decent person wants to think.
Not just fairy stories, but telling the way people live and why they
shouldn't live that way! Your very breath is tainted! Hear me?” She
walked slowly into the empty living room, feet clonking on the
wooden floor. "You make them write about us and make others
laugh at us. Question the way we think. Condemn our deepest
prides. Pull out our mistakes and amplify them beyond ail truth.
What right do you have to take young children and twist their
minds?”

The wind sang through the cracks in the walls. | tried to see if Jack
or Meg was there, but only shadows remained.

"I know where you come from, don't forget that! Out of the
ground! Out of the bones of old wicked Indians! Shamans and pagan
dances and worshiping dirt and filth! | heard about you from the old
squaws on the reservation. Frost and Spring, they called you, signs of
the turning year. Well, now you got a different name! Death and
demons, | call you, hear me?”

She seemed to jump at a sound, but | couldn’t hear it. “Don’t you
argue with me!” she shrieked. She took her glasses off and held out
both hands. “Think I'm a weak old woman, do you? You don't know
how deep | run in these communities! I'm the one who had them
books taken off the shelves. Remember me? Oh, you hated it—not
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being able to fill young minds with your pestilence. Took them off
high school shelves and out of lists—burned them for junk! Remem-
ber? That was me. I'm not dead yet! Boy, where are you?”’

“Enchant her,” | whispered to the air. “Magic her. Make her go
away. Let me live here with you.”

“Is that you, boy? Come with your aunt, now. Come with, come
away!”

“Go with her,” the wind told me. “Send your children this way,
years from now. But go with her.”

| felt a kind of tingly warmth and knew it was time to get home. |
snuck out the back way and came around to the front of the house.
There was no car. She'd followed me on foot all the way from the
farm. | wanted to leave her there in the old house, shouting at the
dead rafters, but instead | called her name and waited.

She came out crying. She knew.

“You poor sinning boy,” she said, pulling me to her lilac bosom.
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“God is dead, God is dead” . . . Perdition! When God dies,
you'll know it. —CONFESSIONS OF ST. ARGENTINE

I'M AN UGLY SON OF STONE AND FLESH, THERE’S NO DENYING IT. | DON'T REMEM-
ber my mother. It's possible she abandoned me shortly after my
birth. More than likely she is dead. My father—ugly beaked half-
winged thing, if he resembles his son—I have never seen.

Why should such an unfortunate aspire to be a historian? | think |
can trace the moment my choice was made. It's among my earliest
memories, and it must have happened about thirty years ago, though
I'm sure | lived many years before that—years now lost to me. | was
squatting behind thick, dusty curtains in a vestibule, listening to a
priest instructing other novitiates, all of pure flesh, about Mortdieu.
His words are still vivid.

“As near as | can discover,” he said, “Mortdieu occurred about
seventy-seven years ago. Learned ones deny that magic was set
loose on the world, but few deny that God, as such, had died.”

Indeed. That's putting it mildly. All the hinges of our once-great
universe fell apart, the axis tilted, cosmic doors swung shut, and the
rules of existence lost their foundations. The priest continued in
measured, awed tones to describe that time.

“I have heard wise men speak of the slow decline. Where human
thought was strong, reality’s sudden quaking was reduced to a
tremor. Where thought was weak, reality disappeared completely,
swallowed by chaos. Every delusion became as real as solid matter.”
His voice trembled with emotion. “Blinding pain, blood catching fire
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in our veins, bones snapping and flesh powdering. Steel flowing like
liquid. Amber raining from the sky. Crowds gathering in streets that
no longer followed any maps, if the maps themselves had not al-
tered. They knew not what to do. Their weak minds could not grab
hold . . .”

Most humans, | take it, were entirely too irrational to begin with.
Whole nations vanished or were turned into incomprehensible whirl-
pools of misery and depravity. It is said that certain universities, li-
braries, and museums survived, but to this day we have little contact
with them.

I think often of those poor victims of the early days of Mortdieu.
They had known a world of some stability; we have adapted since.
They were shocked by cities turning into forests, by their nightmares
taking shape before their eyes. Prodigal crows perched atop trees
that had once been buildings, pigs ran through the streets on their
hind legs . . . and so on. (The priest did not encourage contemplation
of the oddities. “Excitement,” he said, “breeds even more monsters.”)

Our Cathedral survived. Rationality in this neighborhood, how-
ever, had weakened some centuries before Mortdieu, replaced only
by a kind of rote. The Cathedral suffered. Survivors—clergy and staff,
worshipers seeking sanctuary—had wretched visions, dreamed
wretched dreams. They saw the stone ornaments of the Cathedral
come alive. With someone to see and believe, in a universe lacking
any other foundation, my ancestors shook off stone and became
flesh. Centuries of rock celibacy weighed upon them. Forty-nine
nuns who had sought shelter in the Cathedral were discovered and
were not entirely loath, so the coarser versions of the tale go.
Mortdieu had had a surprising aphrodisiacal effect on the faithful,
and conjugation took place.

No definite gestation period has been established, for at that time
the great stone wheel had not been set twisting back and forth to
count the hours. Nor had anyone been given the chair of Kronos to
watch over the wheel and provide a baseline for everyday activities.

But flesh did not reject stone, and there came into being the sons
and daughters of flesh and stone, including me. Those who had for-
nicated with the inhuman figures were cast out to raise—or reject—
their monstrous young in the highest hidden recesses. Those who
had accepted the embraces of the stone saints and other human
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figures were less abused but still banished to the upper reaches. A
wooden scaffolding was erected, dividing the great nave into two
levels. A canvas drop cloth was fastened over the scaffold to prevent
offal raining down, and on the second level of the Cathedral the
more human offspring of stone and flesh set about creating a new
life.

| have long tried to find out how some semblance of order came
to the world. Legend has it that it was the archexistentialist Jansard—
crucifier of the beloved St. Argentine—who, realizing and repenting
his error, discovered that mind and thought could calm the foaming
sea of reality.

The priest finished his all-too-sketchy lecture by touching on this
point briefly: “With the passing of God’s watchful gaze, humanity had
to reach out and grab hold the unraveling fabric of the world. Those
left alive—those who had the wits to keep their bodies from falling
apart—became the only cohesive force in the chaos.”

| had picked up enough language to understand what he said; my
memory was good—still is—and | was curious enough to want to
know more.

Creeping along stone walls behind the curtains, | listened to other
priests and nuns intoning scripture to gaggles of flesh children. That
was on the ground floor, and | was in great danger; the people of
pure flesh looking on my kind as abominations. But it was worth it.

| was able to steal a psalter and learned to read. | stole other
books; they defined my world by allowing me to compare it with
others. At first | couldn't believe the others had ever existed; only the
Cathedral was real. | still have my doubts. | can look out a tiny round
window on one side of my room and see the great forest and river
that surround the Cathedral, but | can see nothing else. So my ex-
perience with other worlds is far from direct.

No matter. | read a great deal, but 'm no scholar. What concerns
me is recent history—the final focus of that germinal hour listening to
the priest. From the metaphysical to the acutely personal.

| am small-barely three English feet in height—but | can run
quickly through most of the hidden passageways. This lets me ob-
serve without attracting attention. | may be the only historian in this
whole structure. Others who claim the role disregard what’s before
their eyes, in search of ultimate truths, or at least Big Pictures. So if
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you prefer history where the historian is not involved, look to the
others. Objective as | try to be, | do have my favorite subjects. . . .

In the time when my history begins, the children of stone and flesh
were still searching for the Stone Christ. Those of us born of the
union of the stone saints and gargoyles with the bereaved nuns
thought our salvation lay in the great stone celibate, who came to
life as all the other statues had.

Of smaller import were the secret assignations between the
bishop’s daughter and a young man of stone and flesh. Such assigna-
tions were forbidden even between those of pure flesh; and as these
two lovers were unmarried, their compound sin intrigued me.

Her name was Constantia, and she was fourteen, slender of limb,
brown of hair, mature of bosom. Her eyes carried the stupid sort of
divine life common in girls that age. His name was Corvus, and he
was fifteen. | don't recall his precise features, but he was handsome
enough and dextrous: he could climb through the scaffolding almost
as quickly as I. [ first spied them talking when | made one of my fre-
quent raids on the repository to steal another book. They were in
shadow, but my eyes are keen. They spoke softly, hesitantly. My
heart ached to see them and to think of their tragedy, for | knew right
away that Corvus was not pure flesh and that Constantia was the
daughter of the bishop himself. | envisioned the old tyrant meting
out the usual punishment to Corvus for such breaches of level and
morality—castration. But in their talk was a sweetness that almost
masked the closed-in stench of the lower nave.

“Have you ever kissed a man before?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“My brother.” She laughed.

“And?” His voice was sharper; he might kill her brother, he seemed

to say.
“A friend named Jules.”
“Where is he?”

“Oh, he vanished on a wood-gathering expedition.”

“Oh.” And he kissed her again. I'm a historian, not a voyeur, so |
discreetly hide the flowering of their passion. If Corvus had had any
sense, he would have reveled in his conquest and never returned.
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But he was snared and continued to see her despite the risk. This was
loyalty, love, faithfulness, and it was rare. It fascinated me.

I have just been taking in sun, a nice day, and looking out over the
buttresses. The Cathedral is like a low-bellied lizard, and the but-
tresses are its legs. There are little houses at the base of each but-
tress, where rainspouters with dragon faces used to lean out over the
trees (or city or whatever was down below once). Now people live
there. It wasn't always that way—the sun was once forbidden. Corvus
and Constantia from childhood were denied its light, and so even in
their youthful prime they were pale and dirty with the smoke of
candles and tallow lamps. The most sun anyone received in those
days was obtained on wood-gathering expeditions.

After spying on one of the clandestine meetings of the young
lovers, | mused in a dark corner for an hour, then went to see the
copper giant Apostle Thomas. He was the only human form to live
so high in the Cathedral. He carried a ruler on which was engraved
his real name—he had been modeled after the Cathedral’s restorer in
times past, the architect Viollet-le-Duc. He knew the Cathedral better
than anyone, and | admired him greatly. Most of the monsters left
him alone—out of fear, if nothing else. He was huge, black as night,
but flaked with pale green, his face creased in eternal thought. He
was sitting in his usual wooden compartment near the base of the
spire, not twenty feet from where | write now, thinking about times
none of the rest of us ever knew: of joy and past love, some say;
others say of the burden that rested on him now that the Cathedral
was the center of this chaotic world.

It was the giant who selected me from the ugly hordes when he
saw me with a psalter. He encouraged me in my efforts to read.
“Your eyes are bright,” he told me. “You move as if your brain were
quick, and you keep yourself dry and clean. You aren’t hollow like
the rainspouters—you have substance. For all our sakes, put it to use
and learn the ways of the Cathedral.”

And so | did.

He looked up as | came in. | sat on a box near his feet and said, “A
daughter of flesh is seeing a son of stone and flesh.”

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “So it shall be, in time.”

“Is it not a sin?”
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“It is something so monstrous it is past sin and become necessity,”
he said. “It will happen more as time passes.”

“They’re in love, | think, or will be.”

He nodded. “I-and One Other—were the only ones to abstain
from fornication on the night of Mortdieu,” he said. “l am—except for
the Other—alone fit to judge.”

| waited for him to judge, but he sighed and patted me on the
shoulder. “And | never judge, do |, ugly friend?”

“Never,” | said.

“So leave me alone to be sad.” He winked. “And more power to
them.”

The bishop of the Cathedral was an old, old man. It was said he
hadn't been bishop before the Mortdieu, but a wanderer who came
in during the chaos, before the forest had replaced the city. He had
set himself up as titular head of this section of God'’s former domain
by saying it had been willed to him.

He was short, stout, with huge hairy arms like the clamps of a vise.
He had once killed a spouter with a single squeeze of his fist, and
spouters are tough things, since they have no guts like you (I sup-
pose) and I. The hair surrounding his bald pate was white, thick, and
unruly, and his eyebrows leaned over his nose with marvelous flex-
ibility. He rutted like a pig, ate hugely, and shat liquidly (I know all). A
man for this time, if ever there was one.

It was his decree that all those not pure of flesh be banned and
that those not of human form be killed on sight.

When | returned from the giant's chamber, | saw that the lower
nave was in an uproar. They had seen someone clambering about in
the scaffold, and troops had been sent to shoot him down. Of course
it was Corvus. | was a quicker climber than he and knew the beams
better, so when he found himself trapped in an apparent cul-de-sac,
it was | who gestured from the shadows and pointed to a hole large
enough for him to escape through. He took it without a breath of
thanks, but etiquette has never been important to me. | entered the
stone wall through a nook a spare hand'’s width across and wormed
my way to the bottom to see what else was happening. Excitement
was rare.

A rumor was passing that the figure had been seen with a young
girl, but the crowds didn't know who the girl was. The men and
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women who mingled in the smoky light, between the rows of open-
roofed hovels, chattered gaily. Castrations and executions were
among the few joys for us then; | relished them too, but | had a stake
in the potential victims now and | worried.

My worry and my interest got the better of me. | slid through an
unrepaired gap and fell to one side of the alley between the outer
wall and the hovels. A group of dirty adolescents spotted me. “There
he is!” they screeched. “He didn't get away!”

The bishop’s masked troops can travel freely on all levels. | was
almost cornered by them, and when | tried one escape route, they
waited at a crucial spot in the stairs—which | had to cross to complete
the next leg—and | was forced back. | prided myself in knowing the
Cathedral top to bottom, but as | scrambled madly, | came upon a
tunnel | had never noticed before. It led deep into a broad stone
foundation wall. | was safe for the moment but afraid that they might
find my caches of food and poison my casks of rainwater. Still, there
was nothing | could do until they had gone, so | decided to spend the
anxious hours exploring the tunnel.

The Cathedral is a constant surprise; | realize now | didn't know
half of what it offered. There are always new ways to get from here
to there (some, | suspect, created while no one is looking), and
sometimes even new theres to be discovered. While troops snuffled
about the hole above, near the stairs—where only a child of two or
three could have entered—I followed a flight of crude steps deep
into the stone. Water and slime made the passage slippery and diffi-
cult. For a moment | was in darkness deeper than any | had experi-
enced before—a gloom more profound than mere lack of light could
explain. Then below | saw a faint yellow gleam. More cautious, |
slowed and progressed silently. Behind a rusting, scabrous metal
gate, | set foot into the lighted room. There was the smell of crum-
bling stone, a tang of mineral water, slime—and the stench of a dead
spouter. The beast lay on the floor of the narrow chamber, several
months gone but still fragrant. | have mentioned that spouters are
very hard to kill-and this one had been murdered. Three candles
stood freshly placed in nooks around the chamber, flickering in a
faint draft from above. Despite my fears, | walked across the stone
floor, took a candle, and peered into the next section of tunnel.

It sloped down for several dozen feet, ending at another metal
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gate. It was here that | detected an odor | had never before encoun-
tered—the smell of the purest of stones, as of rare jade or virgin
marble. Such a feeling of light-headedness passed over me that |
almost laughed, but | was too cautious for that. | pushed aside the
gate and was greeted by a rush of the coldest, sweetest air, like a
draft from the tomb of a saint whose body does not corrupt but,
rather, draws corruption away and expels it miraculously into the
nether pits. My beak dropped open. The candlelight fell across the
darkness onto a figure | at first thought to be an infant. But | quickly
disagreed with myself. The figure was several ages at once. As |
blinked, it became a man of about thirty, well formed, with a high
forehead and elegant hands, pale as ice. His eyes stared at the wall
behind me. | bowed down on scaled knee and touched my forehead
as best | could to the cold stone, shivering to my vestigial wing tips.
“Forgive me, Joy of Man’s Desiring,” | said. “Forgive me.” | had stum-
bled upon the hiding place of the Stone Christ.

“You are forgiven,” He said wearily. “You had to come sooner or
later. Better now than later, when . . .” His voice trailed away and He
shook His head. He was very thin, wrapped in a grey robe that still
bore the scars of centuries of weathering. “Why did you come?”

“To escape the bishop’s troops,” | said.

He nodded. “Yes. The bishop. How long have | been here?”

“Since before | was born, Lord. Sixty or seventy years.” He was
thin, almost ethereal, this figure | had imagined as a husky carpenter.
I lowered my voice and beseeched, “What may | do for you, Lord?”

“Go away,” He said.

“l could not live with such a secret,” | said. “You are salvation. You
can overthrow the bishop and bring all the levels together.”

“I am not a general or a soldier. Please go away and tell no—"

| felt a breath behind me, then the whisper of a weapon. | leaped
aside, and my hackles rose as a stone sword came down and shat-
tered on the floor beside me. The Christ raised His hand. Still in
shock, | stared at a beast much like myself. It stared back, face black
with rage, stayed by the power of His hand. | should have been more
wary—something had to have killed the spouter and kept the candles
fresh.

“But, Lord,” the beast rumbled, “he will tell all.”
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“No,” the Christ said. “He’ll tell nobody.” He looked half at me, half
through me, and said, “Go, go.”

Up the tunnels, into the orange dark of the Cathedral, crying, |
crawled and slithered. | could not even go to the giant. | had been
silenced as effectively as if my throat had been cut.

The next morning | watched from a shadowy corner of the scaf-
fold as a crowd gathered around a lone man in a dirty sackcloth
robe. | had seen him before—his name was Psalo, and he was left
alone as an example of the bishop’s largesse. It was a token gesture;
most of the people regarded him as barely half-sane.

Yet this time | listened and, in my confusion, found his words strik-
ing responsive chords in me. He was exhorting the bishop and his
forces to allow light into the Cathedral again by dropping the canvas
tarps that covered the windows. He had talked about this before,
and the bishop had responded with his usual statement—that with
the light would come more chaos, for the human mind was now a
pesthole of delusions. Any stimulus would drive away whatever
security the inhabitants of the Cathedral had.

At this time it gave me no pleasure to watch the love of Constantia
and Corvus grow. They were becoming more careless. Their talk was
bolder:

“We shall announce a marriage,” Corvus said.

“They will never allow it. They'll . . . cut you.”

“I'm nimble. They'll never catch me. The church needs leaders,
brave revolutionaries. If no one breaks with tradition, everyone will
suffer.”

“I fear for your life—and mine. My father would push me from the
flock like a diseased lamb.”

“Your father is no shepherd.”

“He is my father,” Constantia said, eyes wide, mouth drawn tight.

I sat with beak in paws, eyes half-lidded, able to mimic each state-
ment before it was uttered. Undying love . . . hope for a bleak future
. . . shite and onions! | had read it all before, in a cache of romance
novels in the trash of a dead nun. As soon as | made the connection
and realized the timeless banality—and the futility—of what | was
seeing, and when | compared their prattle with the infinite sadness of
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the Stone Christ, | went from innocent to cynic. The transition dizzied
me, leaving little backwaters of noble emotion, but the future
seemed clear. Corvus would be caught and executed; if it hadn't
been for me, he would already have been gelded, if not killed. Con-
stantia would weep, poison herself; the singers would sing of it
(those selfsame warble-throats who cheered the death of her lover),
perhaps | would write of it (I was planning this chronicle even then),
and afterward, perhaps, | would follow them both, having suc-
cumbed to the sin of boredom.

With night, things become less certain. It was easy to stare at a
dark wall and let dreams become manifest. At one time, l've de-
duced from books, dreams could not take shape beyond sleep or
brief fantasy. All too often I've had to fight things generated in my
dreams, flowing from the walls, suddenly independent and hungry.
People often die in the night, devoured by their own nightmares.

That evening, falling to sleep with visions of the Stone Christ in my
head, | dreamed of holy men, angels, and saints. | came awake
abruptly, by training, and one had stayed behind. The others | saw
vaguely, flitting outside the round window, where they whispered
and made plans for flying off to heaven. The wraith who remained
was a dark shape in one corner. His breathing was harsh. “I am
Peter,” he said, “also called Simon. | am the Rock of the Church, and
popes are told that they are heir to my task.”

“I'm rock, too,” | said. “At least in part.”

“So be it, then. You are heir to my task. Go forth and be pope. Do
not revere the Stone Christ, for a Christ is only as good as He does,
and if He does nothing, there is no salvation in Him.”

The shadow reached out to pat my head, and I saw his eyes grow
wide as he made out my form. He muttered some formula for ban-
ishing devils and oozed out the window to join his fellows.

| imagined that if such a thing were actually brought before the
council, it would be decided under the law that the benison of a
dream person is not binding. | did not care. This was better advice
than any I'd had since the giant told me to read and learn.

But to be pope, one must have a hierarchy of servants to carry out
one’s orders. The biggest of rocks does not move by itself. So,
swelled with power, | decided to appear in the upper nave and an-
nounce myself to the people.
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It took a great deal of courage to appear in daylight, without cloak,
and to walk across the scaffold’s surface, on the second level,
through crowds of vendors setting up the market for the day. Some
reacted with typical bigotry and sought to kick or deride me. My
beak discouraged them. | clambered to the top of a prominent stall
and stood in a murky lamp’s circle, clearing my throat to announce
myself. Under a hail of rotten pomegranates and limp vegetables, |
told the throng who | was, and | told them about my vision. Jeweled
with beads of offal, | jumped down in a few minutes and fled to a
tunnel entrance too small for most men. Some boys followed me,
and one lost a finger while trying to slice me with a fragment of
colored glass.

| recognized that the tactic of open revelation was worthless.
There are levels of bigotry, and | was at the very bottom of any list.

My next strategy was to find some way to disrupt the Cathedral
from top to bottom. Even bigots, when reduced to a mob, could be
swayed by the presence of one obviously ordained and capable. |
spent two days skulking through the walls. There had to be a basic
flaw in so fragile a structure as the church, and, while | wasn't con-
templating total destruction, | wanted something spectacular, un-
avoidable.

While | thought, hanging from the bottom of the second scaffold,
above the community of pure flesh, the bishop’s deep gravelly voice
roared over the noise of the crowd. | opened my eyes and looked
down. The masked troops were holding a bowed figure, and the
bishop was intoning over its head, “Know all who hear me now, this
young bastard of flesh and stone—"

Corvus, | told myself. Finally caught. | shut one eye, but the other
refused to close out the scene.

“—has violated all we hold sacred and shall atone for his crimes
on this spot, tomorrow at this time. Kronos! Mark the wheel’s prog-
ress.” The elected Kronos, a spindly old man with dirty grey hair
down to his buttocks, took a piece of charcoal and marked an X on
the huge bulkhead chart, behind which the wheel groaned and
sighed in its circuit.

The crowd was enthusiastic. |1 saw Psalo pushing through the
people.

“What crime?” he called out. “Name the crime!”
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“Violation of the lower level!” the head of the masked troops de-
clared.

“That merits a whipping and an escort upstairs,” Psalo said. “I de-
tect a more sinister crime here. What is it?”

The bishop looked Psalo down coldly. “He tried to rape my
daughter, Constantia.”

Psalo could say nothing to that. The penalty was castration and
death. All the pure humans accepted such laws. There was no other
recourse.

I mused, watching Corvus being led to the dungeons. The future
that | desired at that moment startled me with its clarity. | wanted
that part of my heritage that had been denied to me—to be at peace
with myself, to be surrounded by those who accepted me, by those
no better than I. In time that would happen, as the giant had said. But
would | ever see it? What Corvus, in his own lusty way, was trying to
do was equalize the levels, to bring stone into flesh until no one
could define the divisions.

Well, my plans beyond that point were very hazy. They were less
plans than glowing feelings, imaginings of happiness and children
playing in the forest and fields beyond the island as the world knit
itself under the gaze of God's heir. My children, playing in the forest.
A touch of truth came to me at this moment. | had wished to be
Corvus when he tupped Constantia.

So | had two tasks, then, that could be merged if | was clever. | had
to distract the bishop and his troops, and | had to rescue Corvus,
fellow revolutionary.

| spent that night in feverish misery in my room. At dawn | went to
the giant and asked his advice. He looked me over coldly and said,
“We waste our time if we try to knock sense into their heads. But we
have no better calling than to waste our time, do we?”

“What shall | do?”

“Enlighten them.”

| stomped my claw on the floor. “They are bricks! Try enlightening
bricks!”

He smiled his sad, narrow smile. “Enlighten them,” he said.

| left the giant’s chamber in a rage. | did not have access to the
great wheel's board of time, so | couldn’t know exactly when the
execution would take place. But | guessed—from memories of a
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grumbling stomach—that it would be in the early afternoon. | trav-
eled from one end of the nave to the other and, likewise, the
transept. | nearly exhausted myself. Then, traversing an empty aisle, |
picked up a piece of colored glass and examined it, puzzled. Many of
the boys on all levels carried these shards with them, and the girls
used them as jewelry—against the wishes of their elders, who held
that bright objects bred more beasts in the mind. Where did they get
them?

In one of the books | had perused years before, | had seen brightly
colored pictures of the Cathedral windows. “Enlighten them,” the
giant had said.

Psalo’s request to let light into the Cathedral came to mind.

Along the peak of the nave, in a tunnel running its length, | found
the ties that held the pulleys of the canvases over the windows. The
best windows, | decided, would be the huge ones of the north and
south transepts. | made a diagram in the dust, trying to decide what
season it was and from which direction the sunlight would come—
pure theory to me, but at this moment | was in a fever of brilliance.
All the windows had to be clear. | could not decide which was best.

| was ready by early afternoon, just after sext prayers in the upper
nave. | had cut the major ropes and weakened the clamps by prying
them from the walls with a pick stolen from the bishop’s armory. |
walked along a high ledge, took an almost vertical shaft through the
wall to the lower floor, and waited.

Constantia was watching from a wooden balcony, the bishop’s
special box for executions. She had a terrified, fascinated look on her
face. Corvus was on the dais across the nave, right in the center of
the cross of the transept. Torches illumined him and his execu-
tioners, three men and an old woman.

| knew the procedure. The old woman would castrate him first,
then the men would remove his head. He was dressed in the con-
demned’s red robe to hide any blood. Blood excitement among the
impressionable was the last thing the bishop wanted. Troops waited
around the dais to purify the area with scented water.

I didn't have much time. It would take minutes for the system of
ropes and pulleys to clear and the canvases to fall. | went to my
station and severed the remaining ties. Then, as the Cathedral filled
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with a hollow creaking sound, | followed the shaft back to my view-
ing post.

In three minutes the canvases were drooping. | saw Corvus look
up, his eyes glazed. The bishop was with his daughter in the box. He
pulled her back into the shadows. In another two minutes the can-
vases fell onto the upper scaffold with a hideous crash. Their weight
was too great for the ends of the structure, and it collapsed, allowing
the canvas to cascade to the floor many yards below. At first the
illumination was dim and bluish, filtered perhaps by a passing cloud.
Then, from one end of the Cathedral to the other, a burst of light
threw my smoky world into clarity. The glory of thousands of pieces
of colored glass, hidden for decades and hardly touched by childish
vandals, fell upon upper and lower levels at once. A cry from the
crowds nearly wrenched me from my post. | slid quickly to the lower
level and hid, afraid of what | had done. This was more than simple
sunlight. Like the blossoming of two flowers, one brighter than the
other, the transept windows astounded all who beheld them.

Eyes accustomed to orangey dark, to smoke and haze and
shadow, cannot stare into such glory without drastic effect. |
shielded my own face and tried to find a convenient exit.

But the population was increasing. As the light brightened and
more faces rose to be locked, phototropic, the splendor unhinged
some people. From their minds poured contents too wondrous to
be accurately cataloged. The monsters thus released were not vio-
lent, however, and most of the visions were not monstrous.

The upper and lower nave shimmered with reflected glories, with
dream figures and children clothed in baubles of light. Saints and
prodigies dominated. A thousand newly created youngsters squatted
on the bright floor and began to tell of marvels, of cities in the East,
and times as they had once been. Clowns dressed in fire entertained
from the tops of the market stalls. Animals unknown to the Cathe-
dral cavorted between the dwellings, giving friendly advice. Abstract
things, glowing balls in nets of gold and ribbons of silk, sang and
floated around the upper reaches. The Cathedral became a great
vessel of all the bright dreams known to its citizens.

Slowly, from the lower nave, people of pure flesh climbed to the
scaffold and walked the upper nave to see what they couldn’t from
below. From my hideaway | watched the masked troops of the
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bishop carrying his litter up narrow stairs. Constantia walked behind,
stumbling, her eyes shut in the new brightness.

All tried to cover their eyes, but none for long succeeded.

| wept. Almost blind with tears, | made my way still higher and
looked down on the roiling crowds. | saw Corvus, his hands still
wrapped in restraining ropes, being led by the old woman.
Constantia saw him, too, and they regarded each other like strangers,
then joined hands as best they could. She borrowed a knife from one
of her father’s soldiers and cut his ropes away. Around them the
brightest dreams of all began to swirl, pure white and blood-red and
sea-green, coalescing into visions of all the children they would inno-
cently have.

| gave them a few hours to regain their senses—and to regain my
own. Then | stood on the bishop’s abandoned podium and shouted
over the heads of those on the lowest level.

“The time has come!” | cried. “We must all unite now; we must
unite—"

At first they ignored me. | was quite eloquent, but their excitement
was still too great. So | waited some more, began to speak again, and
was shouted down. Bits of fruit and vegetables arced up. “Freak!”
they screamed, and drove me away.

| crept along the stone stairs, found the narrow crack, and hid in it,
burying my beak in my paws, wondering what had gone wrong. It
took a surprisingly long time for me to realize that, in my case, it was
less the stigma of stone than the ugliness of my shape that doomed
my quest for leadership.

I had, however, paved the way for the Stone Christ. He will surely
be able to take His place now, | told myself. So | maneuvered along
the crevice until | came to the hidden chamber and the yellow glow.
All was quiet within. | met first the stone monster, who looked me
over suspiciously with glazed grey eyes. “You're back,” he said. Over-
come by his wit, | leered, nodded, and asked that | be presented to
the Christ.

“He’s sleeping.”

“Important tidings,” | said.

“What?”

“I bring glad tidings.”

“Then let me hear them.”
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“His ears only.”

Out of the gloomy corner came the Christ, looking much older
now. “What is it?” He asked.

“I have prepared the way for you,” | said. “Simon called Peter told
me | was the heir to his legacy, that | should go before you—"

The Stone Christ shook His head. “You believe | am the fount from
which all blessings flow?”

| nodded, uncertain.

“What have you done out there?”

“Let in the light,” | said.

He shook His head slowly. “You seem a wise enough creature.
You know about Mortdieu.”

“Yes.”

“Then you should know that | barely have enough power to keep
myself together, to heal myself, much less to minister to those out
there.” He gestured beyond the walls. “My own source has gone
away,” He said mournfully. “I'm operating on reserves, and those
none too vast.”

“He wants you to go away and stop bothering us,” the monster
explained.

“They have their light out there,” the Christ said. “They’ll play with
that for a while, get tired of it, go back to what they had before. Is
there any place for you in that?”

| thought for a moment, then shook my head. “No place,” | said.
“I'm too ugly.”

“You are too ugly, and | am too famous,” He said. “'d have to
come from their midst, anonymous, and that is clearly impossible.
No, leave them alone for a while. Theyll make me over again, per-
haps, or better still, forget about me. About us. We don't have any
place there.”

| was stunned. | sat down hard on the stone floor, and the Christ
patted me on my head as He walked by. “Go back to your hiding
place; live as well as you can,” He said. “Our time is over.”

| turned to go. When | reached the crevice, | heard His voice be-
hind, saying, “Do you play bridge? If you do, find another. We need
four to a table.”

I clambered up the crack, through the walls, and along the arches
over the revelry. Not only was | not going to be pope—after an ap-
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pointment by Saint Peter himselfl—but | couldn’t convince someone
much more qualified than | to assume the leadership.

It is the sign of the eternal student, | suppose, that when his wits
fail him, he returns to the teacher.

| returned to the copper giant. He was lost in meditation. About
his feet were scattered scraps of paper with detailed drawings of
parts of the Cathedral. | waited patiently until he saw me. He turned,
chin in hand, and looked me over.

“Why so sad?”

| shook my head. Only he could read my features and recognize
my moods.

“Did you take my advice below? | heard a commotion.”

“Mea maxima culpa,” | said.

“And ... 7

I slowly, hesitantly, made my report, concluding with the refusal of
the Stone Christ. The giant listened closely without interrupting.
When | was done, he stood, towering over me, and pointed with his
ruler through an open portal.

“Do you see that out there?” he asked. The ruler swept over the
forests beyond the island, to the far green horizon. | replied that | did
and waited for him to continue. He seemed to be lost in thought
again.

“Once there was a city where trees now grow,” he said. “Atrtists
came by the thousands, and whores, and philosophers, and aca-
demics. And when God died, all the academics and whores and
artists couldn’t hold the fabric of the world together. How do you
expect us to succeed now?”

Us? “Expectations should not determine whether one acts or not,”
| said. “Should they?”

The giant laughed and tapped my head with the ruler. “Maybe
we've been given a sign, and we just have to learn how to interpret it
correctly.”

| leered to show | was puzzled.

“Maybe Mortdieu is really a sign that we have been weaned. We
must forage for ourselves, remake the world without help. What do
you think of that?”’

I was too tired to judge the merits of what he was saying, but | had
never known the giant to be wrong before. “Okay. | grant that. So?”
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“The Stone Christ indicates his charge is running down. If God
weans us from the old ways, we can’t expect His Son to replace the
nipple, can we?”

“No ...

He hunkered next to me, his face bright. “I wondered who would
really stand forth. It's obvious He won't. So, little one, who's the next
choice?”

“Me?’ | asked, meekly. The giant looked me over almost pityingly.

“No,” he said after a time. “l am the next. We're weaned!”He did a
little dance, startling my beak up out of my paws. | blinked. He
grabbed my vestigial wing tips and pulled me upright. “Stand straight.
Tell me more.”

“About what?”

“Tell me all that's going on below, and whatever else you know.”

“I'm trying to figure out what you're saying,” | protested, trembling
a bit.

“Dense as stone!” Grinning, he bent over me. Then the grin went
away, and he tried to look stern. “It's a grave responsibility. We must
remake the world ourselves now. We must coordinate our thoughts,
our dreams. Chaos won't do. What an opportunity, to be the archi-
tect of an entire universe!” He waved the ruler at the ceiling. “To
build the very skies! The last world was a training ground, full of harsh
rules and strictures. Now we've been told we're ready to leave that
behind, move on to something more mature. Did | teach you any of
the rules of architecture? | mean, the aesthetics. The need for har-
mony, interaction, utility, beauty?”

“Some,” | said.

“Good. | don't think making the universe anew will require any
better rules. No doubt we'll need to experiment, and perhaps one or
more of our great spires will topple. But now we work for ourselves,
to our own glory, and to the greater glory of the God who made us!
No, ugly friend?”

Like many histories, mine must begin with the small, the tightly
focused, and expand into the large. But unlike most historians, | don't
have the luxury of time. Indeed, my story isn't even concluded yet.

Soon the legions of Viollet-le-Duc will begin their campaigns. Most
have been schooled pretty thoroughly. Kidnapped from below,
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THE TEDDY BEAR SPOKE EXCELLENT MANDARIN. IT WAS ABOUT FIFTY CENTIMETERS
tall, plump, with close-set eyes above a nose unusually long for the
generally pug breed. It paced around me, muttering to itself.

| rolled over and felt barbs down my back and sides. My arms
were reluctant to move. There was something about my will to get
up and the way my muscles reacted that was out-of-kilter; the nerves
weren't conveying properly. So it was, | thought, with my eyes and
the small black-and-white beast they claimed to see: a derangement
of phosphene patterns, cross-tied with childhood memories and
snatches of linguistics courses ten years past.

It began speaking Russian. | ignored it and focused on other things.
The rear wall of my cabin was unrecognizable, covered with geo-
metric patterns that shifted in and out of bas-relief and glowed faintly
in the shadow cast by a skewed panel light. My fold-out desk had
been torn from its hinges and now lay on the floor, not far from my
head. The ceiling was cream-colored. Last | remembered it had been
a pleasant shade of burnt orange. Thus totaled, half my cabin was
still present. The other halif had been ferried away in the—

Disruption. | groaned, and the bear stepped back nervously. My
body was gradually coordinating. Bits and pieces of disassembled
vision integrated and stopped their random flights, and still the crea-
ture walked, and still it spoke, though getting deep into German.

It was not a minor vision. It was either real or a full-fledged hal-
lucination.

“What's going on?” | asked.

It bent over me, sighed, and said, “Of all the fated arrangements. A
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speaking | know not the best of—Anglo.” It held out its arms and shiv-
ered. “Pardon the distraught. My cords of psyche—nerves?—they
have not decided which continuum to obey this moment.”

“Mine, too,” | said cautiously. “Who are you?”

“Psyche, we are all psyche. Take this care and be not content with
illusion, this path, this merriment. Excuse. Some writers in English. All
| know is from the read.”

“Am | still on my ship?”

“So we are all, and hors de combat. We limp for the duration.”

| was integrated enough to stand, and | did so, towering above the
bear and rearranging my tunic. My left breast ached with a bruise.
Because we had been riding at one G for five days, | was wearing a
bra, and the bruise lay directly under a strap. Such, to quote, was the
fated arrangement. As my wits gathered and held converse, | consid-
ered what might have happened and felt a touch of the “distraughts”
myself. | began to shiver like a recruit in pressure-drop training.

We had survived. That is, at least | had survived, out of a crew of
forty-three. How many others?

“Do you know . . . have you found out—"

“Worst,” the bear said. “Some | do not catch, the deciphering of
other things not so hard. Disrupted about seven, eight hours past. It
was a force of many, for | have counted ten separate things not in my
recognition.” It grinned. “You are ten, and best yet. We are perhaps
not so far in world-lines.”

We'd been told survival after disruption was possible. Practical
statistics indicated one out of a myriad ships, so struck, would remain
integral. For a weapon that didn't actually kill in itself, the probability
disrupter was very effective.

“Are we intact?” | asked.

“Fated,” the Teddy bear said. “ cognize we can even move and
seek a base. Depending.”

“Depending,” | echoed. The creature sounded masculine, despite
size and a childlike voice. “Are you a he? Or—"

“He,” the bear said quickly.

| touched the bulkhead above the door and ran my finger along a
familiar, slightly crooked seam. Had the disruption kept me in my
own universe—against incalculable odds—or exchanged me to some
other? Was either of us in a universe we could call our own?
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“Is it safe to look around?”

The bear hummed. “Cognize—know not. Last | saw, others had not
reached a state of organizing.”

It was best to start from the beginning. | looked down at the crea-
ture and rubbed a bruise on my forehead. “Wh-where are you from?”

“Same as you, possible,” he said. “Earth. Was mascot to captain,
for cuddle and advice.” '

That sounded bizarre enough. | walked to the hatchway and
peered down the corridor. It was plain and utilitarian, but neither the
right color nor configuration. The hatch at the end was round and
had a manual sealing system, six black throw-bolts that no human
engineer would ever have put on a spaceship. “What's your name?”

“Have got no official name. Mascot name known only to captain.”

| was scared, so my brusque nature surfaced and | asked him
sharply if his captain was in sight, or any other aspect of the world
he'd known.

“Cognize not,” he answered. “Call me Sonok.”

“I'm Geneva,” | said. “Francis Geneva.”

“We are friends?”

“l don’t see why not. | hope we're not the only ones who can be
friendly. Is English difficult for you?”

“Mind not. | learn fast. Practice make perfection.”

“Because | can speak some Russian, if you want.”

“Good as | with Anglo?” Sonok asked. | detected a sense of humor
—and self-esteem—in the bear.

“No, probably not. English it is. If you need to know anything,
don't be embarrassed to ask.”

“Sonok hardly embarrassed by anything. Was mascot.”

The banter was providing a solid framework for my sanity to grab
on to. | had an irrational desire to take the bear and hug him, just for
want of something warm. His attraction was undeniable—tailored, |
guessed, for that very purpose. But tailored from what? The color
suggested panda; the shape did not.

“What do you think we should do?” | asked, sitting on my bunk.

“Sonok not known for quick decisions,” he said, squatting on the
floor in front of me. He was stubby-limbed but far from clumsy.

“Nor am |,” I said. “I'm a software and machinery language expert. |
wasn’t combat-trained.”
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“Not cognize ‘software,”” Sonok said.

“Programming materials,” | explained. The bear nodded and got
up to peer around the door. He pulled back and scrabbled to the
rear of the cabin.

“They're here!” he said. “Can port shut?”

“l wouldn't begin to know how—" But | retreated just as quickly
and clung to my bunk. A stream of serpents flowed by the hatchway,
metallic green and yellow, with spatulate heads and red ovals run-
ning dorsally.

The stream passed without even a hint of intent to molest, and
Sonok climbed down the bas-relief pattern. “What the hell are
they doing here?” | asked.

“They are a crew member, | think,” Sonok said.

“What—who else is out there?”

The bear straightened and looked at me steadily. “Have none
other than to seek,” he said solemnly. “Elsewise, we possess no rights
to ask. No?” The bear walked to the hatch, stepped over the bottom
seal, and stood in the corridor. “Come?”

| got up and followed.

A woman's mind is a strange pool to slip into at birth. It is set
within parameters by the first few months of listening and seeing.
Her infant mind is a vast blank template that absorbs all and stores it
away. In those first few months come role acceptance, a beginning
to attitude, and a hint of future achievement. Listening to adults and
observing their actions build a storehouse of preconceptions and
warnings: Do not see those ghosts on bedroom walls—they aren't
there! None of the rest of us can see your imaginary companions,
darling. . . . It's something you have to understand.

And so, from some dim beginning, not ex nihilo but out of totality,
the woman begins to pare her infinite self down. She whittles away
at this unwanted piece, that undesired trait. She forgets in time that
she was once part of all and turns to the simple tune of life, rather
than to the endless and symphonic before. She forgets those com-
panions who danced on the ceiling above her bed and called to her
from the dark. Some of them were friendly; others, even in the dim
time, were not pleasant. But they were all she. For the rest of her life,
the woman seeks some echo of that preternatural menagerie; in the
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men she chooses to love, in the tasks she chooses to perform, in the
way she tries to be. After thirty years of cutting, she becomes Francis
Geneva.

When love dies, another piece is pared away, another universe is
sheared off, and the split can never join again. With each winter and
spring, spent on or off worlds with or without seasons, the woman'’s
life grows more solid, and smaller.

But now the parts are coming together again, the companions out
of the dark above the child’s bed. Beware of them. They're all the
things you once lost or let go, and now they walk on their own, out
of your control; reborn, as it were, and indecipherable.

“Do you have understanding?’ the bear asked. | shook my head to
break my steady stare at the six-bolted hatch.

“Understand what?” | asked.

“Of how we are here.”

“Disrupted. By Aighors, | presume.”

“Yes, they are the ones for us, too. But how?”

“l don't know,” | said. No one did. We could only observe the re-
sults. When the remains of disrupted ships could be found, they al-
ways resembled floating garbage heaps—plucked from our universe,
rearranged in some cosmic grab bag, and returned. What came back
was of the same mass, made up of the same basic materials, and re-
combined with a tendency toward order and viability. But in deep
space, even ninety percent viability was tantamount to none at all. If
the ship’s separate elements didn't integrate perfectly—a one in a
hundred thousand chance—there were no survivors. But oh, how
interested we were in the corpses! Most were kept behind the Paper
Curtain of secrecy, but word leaked out even so—word of ostriches
with large heads, blobs with bits of crystalline seawater still adhering
to them . . . and now my own additions, a living Teddy bear and a
herd of parti-colored snakes. All had been snatched out of terrestrial
ships from a maze of different universes.

Word also leaked out that of five thousand such incidents, not
once had a human body been returned to our continuum.

“Some things still work,” Sonok said. “We are heavy the same.”

The gravitation was unchanged—| hadn't paid attention to that.
“We can still breathe, for that matter,” | said. “We're all from one
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world. There’s no reason to think the basics will change.” And that
meant there had to be standards for communication, no matter how
diverse the forms. Communication was part of my expertise, but
thinking about it made me shiver. A ship runs on computers, or their
equivalent. How were at least ten different computer systems com-
municating? Had they integrated with working interfaces? If they
hadn't, our time was limited. Soon all hell would join us; darkness,
and cold, and vacuum.

| released the six throw-bolts and opened the hatch slowly.

“Say, Geneva,” Sonok mused as we looked into the corridor be-
yond. “How did the snakes get through here?”

I shook my head. There were more important problems. “I want to
find something like a ship’s bridge, or at least a computer terminal.
Did you see something before you found my cabin?”

Sonok nodded. “Other way in corridor. But there were . . . things
there. Didn't enjoy the looks, so came this way.”

“What were they?” | asked.

“One like trash can,” he said. “With breasts.”

“We'll keep looking this way,” | said by way of agreement.

The next bulkhead was a dead end. A few round displays studded
the wall, filled like bull's-eyes with concentric circles of varying thick-
ness. A lot of information could be carried in such patterns, given a
precise optical scanner to read them—which suggested a machine
more than an organism, though not necessarily. The bear paced back
and forth in front of the wall.

| reached out with one hand to touch the displays. Then | got
down on my knees to feel the bulkhead, looking for a seam. “Can't
see it, but | feel something here—like a ridge in the material.”

The bulkhead, displays and all, peeled away like a heart’s triplet
valve, and a rush of air shoved us into darkness. | instinctively rolled
into a fetal curl. The bear bumped against me and grabbed my arm.
Some throbbing force flung us this way and that, knocking us against
squeaking wet things. | forced my eyes open and unfurled my arms
and legs, trying to find a grip. One hand rapped against metal or hard
plastic, and the other caught what felt like rope. With some fum-
bling, | gripped the rope and braced myself against the hard surface.
Then | had time to sort out what | was seeing.
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The chamber seemed to be open to space, but we were breath-
ing, so obviously a transparent membrane was keeping in the atmo-
sphere. | could see the outer surface of the ship, and it appeared a
hell of a lot larger than I'd allowed. Clinging to the membrane in a
curve, as though queued on the inside of a bubble, were five or six
round nebulosities that glowed dull orange like dying suns. | was
hanging on to something resembling a ship’s mast, a metal pylon that
reached from one side of the valve to the center of the bubble.
Ropes were rigged from the pylon to stanchions that seemed sus-
pended in midair, though they had to be secured against the mem-
brane. The ropes and pylon supported clusters of head-sized spheres
covered with hairlike plastic tubing. They clucked like brood hens as
they slid away from us. “Gdspodi!” Sonok screeched.

The valve that had given us access was still open, pushing its flaps
in and out. | kicked away from the pylon. The bear’s grip was fierce.
The flaps loomed, slapped against us, and closed with a final sucking
throb. We were on the other side, lying on the floor. The bulkhead
again was impassively blank.

The bear rolled away from my arm and stood up. “Best to try the
other way!” he suggested. “More easily faced, | cognize.”

| unshipped the six-bolted hatch, and we crawled through. We
doubled back and went past my cabin. The corridor, now that |
thought of it, was strangely naked. In any similar region on my ship
there would have been pipes, access panels, printed instructions—
and at least ten cabin doors.

The corridor curved a few yards past my cabin, and the scenery
became more diverse. We found several small cubbyholes, all
empty, and Sonok walked cautiously ahead. “Here,” he said. “Can
was here.”

“Gone now,” | observed. We stepped through another six-bolt
hatch into a chamber that had the vague appearance of a command
center. In large details it resembled the bridge of my own ship, and |
rejoiced for that small sense of security.

“Can you talk to it?” Sonok asked.

“l can try. But where's a terminal?”

The bear pointed to a curved bench in front of a square, flat sur-
face, devoid of keyboard, speaker, or knobs. It didn’t look much like
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a terminal—though the flat surface resembled a visual display screen
—but | wasn’t ashamed to try speaking to it. Nor was | abashed when
it didn't answer. “No go. Something else.”

We looked around the chamber for several minutes but found
nothing more promising. “It's like a bridge,” | said, “but nothing
matches specifically. Maybe we're looking for the wrong thing.”

“Machines run themselves, perhaps,” Sonok suggested.

| sat on the bench, resting an elbow on the edge of the “screen.”
Nonhuman technologies frequently use other senses for information
exchange than we do. Where we generally limit machine-human in-
teractions to sight, sound, and sometimes touch, the Crocerians use
odor, and the Aighors control their machines on occasion with mi-
crowave radiation from their nervous systems. | laid my hand across
the screen. It was warm to the touch, but | couldn’t detect any varia-
tion in the warmth. Infrared was an inefficient carrier of information
for creatures with visual orientation. Snakes use infrared to seek their
prey—

“Snakes,” | said. “The screen is warm. Is this part of the snake ship?”

Sonok shrugged. | looked around the cabin to find other smooth
surfaces. They were few. Most were crisscrossed with raised grills.
Some were warm to the touch. There were any number of possibili-
ties—but | doubted if | would hit on the right one very quickly. The
best | could hope for was the survival of some other portion of my
ship.

“Sonok, is there another way out of this room?”

“Several. One is around the grey pillar,” he said. “Another hatch
with six dogs.”

“What?”

“Six . . ” He made a grabbing motion with one hand. “Like the
others.”

“Throw-bolts,” | said.

“| thought my Anglo was improving,” he muttered sulkily.

“It is. But it'’s bound to be different from mine, so we both have to
adapt.” We opened the hatch and looked into the next chamber.
The lights flickered feebly, and wrecked equipment gave off acrid
smells. A haze of cloying smoke drifted out and immediately set
ventilators to work. The bear held his nose and jumped over the seal
for a quick walk through the room.
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“Is something dead in here,” he said when he returned. “Not like
human, but not far. It is shot in head.” He nodded for me to go with
him, and | reluctantly followed. The body was pinned between two
bolted seats. The head was a mess, and there was ample evidence
that it used red blood. The body was covered by grey overalls and,
though twisted into an awkward position, was obviously more ca-
nine than human. The bear was correct in one respect: it was closer
to me than whiskered balls or rainbow snakes. The smoke was
almost clear when | stepped back from the corpse.

“Sonok, any possibility this could be another mascot?”

The bear shook his head and walked away, nose wrinkled. |
wondered if I'd insulted him.

“I see nothing like terminal here,” he said. “Looks like nothing
work now, anyway. Go on?”

We returned to the bridgelike chamber, and Sonok picked out an-
other corridor. By the changing floor curvature, | guessed that all my
previous estimates as to ship size were appreciably off. There was no
way of telling either the shape or the size of this collage of vessels.
What I'd seen from the bubble had appeared endless, but that might
have been optical distortion.

The corridor dead-ended again, and we didn’t press our luck as to
what lay beyond the blank bulkhead. As we turned back, | asked,
“What were the things you saw? You said there were ten of them, all
different.”

The bear held up his paws and counted. His fingers were otterlike
and quite supple. “Snakes, number one,” he said. “Cans with breasts,
two; back wall of your cabin, three; blank bulkhead with circular
marks, four; and you, five. Other things not so different, | think now—
snakes and six-dog hatches might go together, since snakes know
how to use them. Other things—you and your cabin fixtures, so on,
all together. But you add dead thing in overalls, fuzzy balls, and who
can say where it ends?”

“I hope it ends someplace. | can only face so many variations be-
fore | give up. Is there anything left of your ship?”

“Where | was after disruption,” the bear said. “On my stomach in
bathroom.”

Ah, that blessed word! “Where?” | asked. “Is it working?’ I'd con-
sidered impolitely messing the corridors if there was no alternative.
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“Works still, | think. Back through side corridor.”

He showed me the way. A lot can be learned from a bathroom—
social attitudes, technological levels, even basic psychology, not to
mention anatomy. This one was lovely and utilitarian, with fixtures
for males and females of at least three sizes. | made do with the larg-
est. The bear gave me privacy, which wasn't strictly necessary—bath-
rooms on my ship being coed—but appreciated, nonetheless. Ex-
posure to a Teddy bear takes getting used to.

When | was through, | joined Sonok in the hall and realized I'd
gotten myself turned around. “Where are we?”

“Is changing,” Sonok said. “Where bulkhead was, is now hatch. m
not sure | cognize how—it’s a different hatch.”

And it was, in an alarming way. It was battle-armored, automat-
ically controlled, and equipped with heavily shielded detection
equipment. It was ugly and khaki-colored and had no business being
inside a ship, unless the occupants distrusted each other. “l was in
anteroom, outside lavatory,” Sonok said, “with door closed. | hear
loud sound and something like metal being cut, and | open door to
see this.”

Vague sounds of machines were still audible, grinding and scream-
ing. We stayed away from the hatch. Sonok motioned for me to fol-
low him. “One more,” he said. “Almost forgot.” He pointed into a
cubbyhole, about a meter deep and two meters square. “Look like
fish tank, perhaps?”

It was a large rectangular tank filled with murky fluid. It reached
from my knees to the top of my head and fit the cubbyhole perfectly.
“Hasn’t been cleaned, in any case,” | said.

I touched the glass to feel how warm or cold it was. The tank
lighted up, and | jumped back, knocking Sonok over. He rolled into a
backward flip and came upright, wheezing.

The light in the tank flickered like a strobe, gradually speeding up
until the glow was steady. For a few seconds it made me dizzy. The
murk was gathering itself together. | bent over cautiously to get a
close look. The murk wasn’t evenly distributed. It was composed of
animals like brine shrimp no more than a centimeter long, with two
black eyespots at one end, a pinkish “spine,” and a feathery fringe
rippling between head and tail. They were forming a dense mass at
the center of the tank.
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The bottom of the tank was crossed with ordered dots of lumines-
cence, which changed colors across a narrow spectrum: red, blue,
amber.

“It's doing something,” Sonok said. The mass was defining a shape.
Shoulders and head appeared, then torso and arms, sculpted in
ghost-colored brine shrimp. When the living sculpture was finished, |
recognized myself from the waist up. | held out my arm, and the
mass slowly followed suit.

I had an inspiration. In my pants pocket | had a marker for labeling
tapas cube blanks. It used soft plastic wrapped in a metal jacket. |
took it out and wrote three letters across the transparent front of the
tank: WHO. Part of the mass dissolved and re-formed to mimic the
letters, the rest filling in behind. WHO they spelled, then they added a
question mark.

Sonok chirped, and | came closer to see better. “They under-
stand?” he asked. | shook my head. | had no idea what | was playing
with. WHAT ARE YOU? | wrote.

The animals started to break up and return to the general murk. |
shook my head in frustration. So near! The closest thing to communi-
cation yet.

“Wait,” Sonok said. “They’re group again.”

TENZIONA, the shrimp coalesced. DYSFUNCTIO. GUARDATEO AB
PEREGRINO PERAMBUILA.

“I don’t understand. Sounds like Italian—do you know any lItalian?”

The bear shook his head.

“Dysfunctio,”” | read aloud. “That seems plain enough. ‘Ab
peregrino’? Something about a hawk?”

“Peregrine, it is foreigner,” Sonok said.

“Guard against foreigners . . . ‘perambula,” as in strolling? Watch for
the foreigners who walk? Well, we don’t have the grammar, but it
seems to tell us something we already know. Christ! | wish | could
remember all the languages they filled me with ten years ago.”

The marks on the tank darkened and flaked off. The shrimp began
to form something different. They grouped into branches and ar-
ranged themselves nose-to-tail, upright, to form a trunk, which
rooted itself to the floor of the tank.

“Tree,” Sonok said.

Again they dissolved, returning in a few seconds to the simu-
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lacrum of my body. The clothing seemed different, however—more
like a robe. Each shrimp changed its individual color now, making the
shape startlingly lifelike. As | watched, the image began to age. The
outlines of the face sagged, wrinkles formed in the skin, and the
limbs shrank perceptibly. My arms felt cold, and | crossed them over
my breasts; but the corridor was reasonably warm.

Of course the universe isn't really held in a little girl’s mind. It's one
small thread in a vast skein, separated from every other universe by a
limitation of constants and qualities, just as death is separated from
life by the eternal nonreturn of the dead. Well, now we know the
universes are less inviolable than death, for there are ways of
crossing from thread to thread. So these other beings, from similar
Earths, are not part of my undifferentiated infancy. That's a weak
fantasy for a rather unequipped young woman to indulge in. Still, the
symbols of childhood lie all around—nightmares and Teddy bears
and dreams held in a tank; dreams of old age and death. And a tree,
grey and ghostly, without leaves. That's me. Full of winter, wood
cracking into splinters. How do they know?

A rustling came from the corridor ahead. We turned from the tank
and saw the floor covered with rainbow snakes, motionless, all
heads aimed at us. Sonok began to tremble.

“Stop it,” | said. “They haven’t done anything to us.”

“You are bigger,” he said. “Not meal-sized.”

“They'd have a rough time putting you away, too. Let’s just sit it
out calmly and see what this is all about.” | kept my eyes on the
snakes and away from the tank. | didn't want to see the shape age
any more. For all the sanity of this place, it might have kept on going,
through death and decay down to bones. Why did it choose me;
why not Sonok?

“l cannot wait,” Sonok said. “I have not the patience of a snake.”
He stepped forward. The snakes watched without a sound as the
bear approached, one step every few seconds. “| want to know one
solid thing,” he called back. “Even if it is whether they eat small furry
mascots.”

The snakes suddenly bundled backward and started to crawl over
each other. Small sucking noises smacked between their bodies. As
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they crossed, the red ovals met and held firm. They assembled and
reared into a single mass, cobralike, but flat as a planarian worm. A
fringe of snakes weaved across the belly like a caterpillar's idea of
Medusa.

Brave Sonok was undone. He swung around and ran past me. |
was too shocked to do anything but face the snakes down, neck
hairs crawling. | wanted to speak but couldn’t. Then, behind me, |
heard: “Sinieux!”

As | turned, | saw two things, one in the corner of each eye: the
snakes fell into a pile, and a man dressed in red and black vanished
into a side corridor. The snakes regrouped into a hydra with six ten-
tacles and grasped the hatch’s throw-bolts, springing it open and
slithering through. The hatch closed, and | was alone.

There was nothing for it but to scream a moment, then cry. | lay
back against the wall, getting the fit out of me as loudly and quickly
as possible. When | was able to stop, | wiped my eyes with my palms
and kept them covered, feeling ashamed. When | looked out again,
Sonok was standing next to me.

“We've an Indian on board,” he said. “Big, with black hair in three
ribbons”—he motioned from crown to neck between his ears—“and a
snappy dresser.”

“Where is he?” | asked hoarsely.

“Back in place like bridge, | think. He controls snakes?”

| hesitated, then nodded.

“Go look?”

| got up and followed the bear. Sitting on a bench pulled from the
wall, the man in red and black watched us as we entered the
chamber. He was big—at least two meters tall—and hefty, dressed in
a black silk shirt with red cuffs. His cape was black with a red eagle
embroidered across the shoulders. He certainly looked Indian—
ruddy skin, aristocratic nose, full lips held tight as if against pain.

“Quis la?” he queried.

“I don't speak that,” | said. “Do you know English?”

The Indian didn't break his stolid expression. He nodded and
turned on the bench to put his hand against a grill. “I was taught in
the British school at Nova London,” he said, his accent distinctly Ox-
fordian. “l was educated in Indonesia, and so | speak Dutch, High and
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Middle German, and some Asian tongues, specifically Nippon and
Tagalog. But at English | am fluent.”

“Thank God,” | said. “Do you know this room?”

“Yes,” he replied. “l designed it. It's for the Sinieux.”

“Do you know what’s happened to us?”

“We have fallen into hell,” he said. “My Jesuit professors warned
me of it.”

“Not far wrong,” | said. “Do you know why?”

“l do not question my punishments.”

“We're not being punished—at least, not by God or devils.”

He shrugged. It was a moot point.

“I'm from Earth, too,” | said. “From Terre.”

“l know the words for Earth,” the Indian said sharply.

“But | don't think it's the same Earth. What year are you from?”
Since he’d mentioned Jesuits, he almost had to use the standard
Christian Era dating.

“Year of Our Lord 2345,” he said.

Sonok crossed himself elegantly. “For me 2290, he added. The
Indian examined the bear dubiously.

| was sixty years after the bear, five after the Indian. The limits of
the grab bag were less hazy now. “What country?”

“Alliance of Tribal Columbia,” he answered, “District Quebec, East
Shore.”

“I'm from the Moon,” | said. “But my parents were born on Earth,
in the United States of America.”

The Indian shook his head slowly; he wasn’t familiar with it.

“Was there—" But | held back the question. Where to begin?
Where did the world-lines part? “I think we'd better consider finding
out how well this ship is put together. We'll get into our comparative
histories later. Obviously you have star drive.”

The Indian didn’t agree or disagree. “My parents had ancestors
from the West Shore, Vancouver,” he said. “They were Kwakiutl and
Kodikin. The animal, does it have a Russian accent?”

“Some,” | said. “It's better than it was a few hours ago.”

“l have blood debts against Russians.”

“Okay,” | said, “but | doubt if you have anything against this one,
considering the distances involved. We've got to learn if this ship can
take us someplace.”
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“| have asked,” he said.

“Where?” Sonok asked. “A terminal?”

“The ship says it is surrounded by foreign parts and can barely
understand them. But it can get along.”

“You really don’t know what happened, do you?”

“I went to look for worlds for my people and took the Sinieux with
me. When | reached a certain coordinate in the sky, far along the
arrow line established by my extrasolar pierce, this happened.” He
lifted his hand. “Now there is one creature, a devil, that tried to
attack me. It is dead. There are others, huge black men who wear
golden armor and carry gold guns like cannon, and they have gone
away behind armored hatches. There are walls like rubber that open
onto more demons. And now you—and it.” He pointed at the bear.

“I'm not an ‘it,” Sonok said. “I'm an ours.”

“Small ours,” the Indian retorted.

Sonok bristled and turned away. “Enough,” | said. “You haven't
fallen into hell, not literally. We've been hit by something called a
disrupter. It snatched us from different universes and reassembled us
according to our world-lines, our . . . affinities.”

The Indian smiled faintly, very condescendingly.

“Listen, do you understand how crazy this is?” | demanded, exas-
perated. “I've got to get things straight before we all lose our calm.
The beings who did this—in my universe they're called ‘Aighors.” Do
you know about them?’

He shook his head. “l know of no other beings but those of Earth. |
went to look for worlds.”

“Is your ship a warper ship—does it travel across a geodesic in
higher spaces?”

“Yes,” he said. “It is not in phase with the crest of the Stellar Sea
but slips between the foamy length, where we must struggle to obey
all laws.”

That was a fair description of translating from status geometry—
our universe—to higher geometries. It was more poetic than scien-
tific, but he was here, so it worked well enough. “How long have
your people been able to travel this way?”

“Ten years. And yours?”

“Three centuries.”

He nodded in appreciation. “You know then what you speak of,
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blank entirely. | was trying to discover the limits when | encountered
you.”

“You met the people who've been putting in the armored
hatches?”

He nodded. “Bigger than Masai,” he said.

| now had explanations for some of the things we'd seen and
could link them with terrestrial origins. Jean and his Sinieux weren't
beyond the stretch of reason, nor was Sonok. The armored hatches
weren’t quite as mysterious now. But what about the canine? | swal-
lowed. That must have been the demon Frobish killed. And beyond
the triplet valves?

“We've got a lot to find out,” | said.

“You and the animal, are you together, from the same world?”
Frobish asked. | shook my head. “Did you come alone?”

| nodded. “Why?”

“No men, no soldiers?”

| was apprehensive now. “No.”

“Good.” He stood and approached a blank wall near the grey pil-
lar. “Then we will not have too many to support, unless the ones in
golden armor want our food.” He put his hand against the wall, and
a round opening appeared. In the shadow of the hole, two faces
watched with eyes glittering.

“These are my wives,” Frobish said. One was dark-haired and
slender, no more than fifteen or sixteen. She stepped out first and
looked at me warily. The second, stockier and flatter of face, was
brown-haired and about twenty. Frobish pointed to the younger first.
“This is Alouette,” he said. “And this is Mouse. Wives, acquaint with
Francis Geneva.” They stood one on each side of Frobish, holding his
elbows, and nodded at me in unison.

That made four humans, more if the blacks in golden armor were
men. Our collage had hit the jackpot.

“Jean, you say your machines can get along with the rest of the
ship. Can they control it? If they can, | think we should try to return to
Earth.”

“To what?” Sonok asked. “Which Earth waits?”

“What's the bear talking about?” Frobish asked.

| explained the situation as best | could. Frobish was a sophis-
ticated engineer and astrogator, but his experience with other con-
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tinua—theoretical or actual-was small. He tightened his lips and lis-
tened grimly, unwilling to admit his ignorance. | sighed and looked to
Alouette and Mouse for support. They were meek, quiet, giving all to
the stolid authority of Frobish.

“What woman says is we decide where to go,” Sonok said. “De-
pends, so the die is tossed, on whether we like the Earth we would
meet.”

“You would like my Earth,” Frobish said.

“There’s no guarantee it'll be your Earth. You have to take that into
account.”

“You aren’t making sense.” Frobish shook his head. “My decision is
made, nonetheless. We will try to return.”

I shrugged. “Try as best you can.” We would face the truth later.

“I'l have the Sinieux watch over the machines after | initiate in-
structions,” Frobish said. “Then | would like Francis to come with me
to look at the animal | killed.” | agreed without thinking about his
motives. He gave the metaserpents their orders and pulled down a
panel cover to reveal a small board designed for human hands.
When he was through programming the computers, he continued
his instructions to the Sinieux. His rapport with the animals was per-
fect—the interaction of an engineer with his tool. There was no
thought of discord or second opinions. The snakes, to all intents and
purposes, were machines keyed only to his voice. | wondered how
far the obedience of his wives extended.

“Mouse will find food for the bear, and Alouette will stand guard
with the fusil. Comprens?” The woman nodded, and Alouette
plucked a rifle from the hideaway. “When we return, we will all eat.”

“I will wait to eat with you,” Sonok said, standing near me.

Frobish looked the bear over coldly. “We do not eat with tectoes,”
he said, haughty as a British officer addressing his servant. “But you
will eat the same food we do.”

Sonok stretched out his arms and made two shivers of anger. “I
have never been treated less than a man,” he said. “l will eat with all,
or not eat.” He looked up at me with his small golden eyes and asked
in Russian, “Will you go along with him?”

“We don't have much choice,” | answered haltingly in kind.

“What do you recommend?”

“Play along for the moment. | understand.” | was unable to read
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his expression behind the black mask and white markings; but if I'd
been he, I'd have questioned the understanding. This was no time,
however, to instruct the bear in assertion.

Frobish opened the hatch to the wrecked room and let me step in
first. He then closed the hatch and sealed it. “I've seen the body al-
ready,” | said. “What do you want to know?”

“I want your advice on this room,” he said. | didn’t believe that for
an instant. | bent down to examine the creature between the chairs
more carefully.

“What did it try to do to you?” | asked.

“It came at me. | thought it was a demon. | shot at it, and it died.”

“What caused the rest of this damage?”

“| fired a good many rounds,” he said. “l was more frightened then.
I'm calm now.”

“Thank God for that,” | said. “This—he or she—might have been
able to help us.”

“Looks like a dog,” Frobish said. “Dogs cannot help.”

For me, that crossed the line. “Listen,” | said tightly, standing away
from the body. “I don't think you're in touch with what's going on
here. If you don't get in touch soon, you might get us all killed. I'm
not about to let myself die because of one man’s stupidity.”

Frobish’s eyes widened. “Women do not address men thus,” he
said.

“This woman does, friend! | don’t know what kind of screwy social
order you have in your world, but you had damn well better get
used to interacting with different sexes, not to mention different spe-
cies! If you don't, you're asking to end up like this poor thing. It didn't
have a chance to say friend or foe, yea or nay! You shot it out of
panic, and we can’t have any more of that!” | was trembling.

Frobish smiled over grinding teeth and turned to walk away. He
was fighting to control himself. | wondered if my own brains were in
the right place. The few aspects of this man that were familiar to me
couldn't begin to give complete understanding. | was clearly out of
my depth, and kicking to stay afloat might hasten death, not slow it.

Frobish stood by the hatch, breathing deeply. “What is the dog-
creature? What is this room?”

| turned back to the body and pulled it by one leg from between
the chairs. “It was probably intelligent,” | said. “That’s about all | can
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tell. It doesn’t have any personal effects.” The gore was getting to
me, and | turned away for a moment. | was tired—oh, so tired | could
feel the weary rivers dredging through my limbs. My head hurt
abominably. “I'm not an engineer,” | said. “I can't tell if any of this
equipment is useful to us, or even if it'’s salvageable. Care to give an
opinion?”

Frobish glanced over the room with a slight inclination of one eye-
brow. “Nothing of use here.”

“Are you sure?’

“l am sure.” He looked across the room and sniffed the air. “Too
much burned and shorted. You know, there is much that is danger-
ous here.”

“Yes,” | said, leaning against the back of a seat.

“You will need protection.”

”Oh.”

“There is no protection like the bonds of family. You are argumen-
tative, but my wives can teach you our ways. With bonds of family,
there will be no uncertainty. We will return, and all will be well.”

He caught me by surprise, and | wasn't fast on the uptake. “What
do you mean, bonds of family?”

“I will take you to wife and protect you as husband.”

“| think | can protect myself, thank you.”

“It doesn’t seem wise to refuse. Left alone, you will probably be
killed by such as this.” He pointed at the canine.

“We'll have to get along whether we're family or not. That
shouldn’t be too hard to understand. And | don't have any inclination
to sell myself for security.”

“I do not pay money for women!” Frobish said. “Again you ridicule
me.”

He sounded like a disappointed little boy. | wondered what his
wives would think, seeing him butt his head against a wall without
sense or sensibility.

“We've got to dispose of the body before it decays,” | said. “Help
me carry it out of here.”

“It isn't fit to touch.”

My tiredness took over, and my rationality departed. “You god-
damned idiot! Pull your nose down and look at what's going on
around you! We're in serious trouble—"
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“Itisn't the place of a woman to speak thus, I've told you,” he said.
He approached and raised his hand palm-high to strike. | instinctively
lowered my head and pushed a fist into his abdomen. The slap fell
like a kitten’s paw, and he went over, glancing off my shoulder and
twisting my arm into a painful muscle kink. | cursed and rubbed the
spot, then sat down on the deck to consider what had happened.

I'd never had much experience with sexism in human cultures. It
was disgusting and hard to accept, but some small voice in the back
of my mind told me it was no more blameworthy than any other so-
cial attitude. His wives appeared to go along with it. At any rate, the
situation was now completely shot to hell. There was little | could do
except drag him back to his wives and try to straighten things out
when he came to. | took him by both hands and pulled him up to the
hatch. | unsealed it, then swung him around to take him by the shoul-
ders. | almost retched when one of his shoulders broke the crust on a
drying pool of blood and smeared red along the deck.

I miss Jaghit Singh more than | can admit. | think about him and
wonder what he’d do in this situation. He is a short, dark man with
perfect features and eyes like those in the pictures of Krishna. We
formally broke off our relationship three weeks ago, at my behest,
for | couldn't see any future in it. He would probably know how to
handle Frobish, with a smile and even a spirit of comradeship, but
without contradicting his own beliefs. He could make a girl’s child-
hood splinters go back to form the whole log again. He could make
these beasts and distortions come together again. Jaghit! Are you
anywhere that has seasons? Is it still winter for you? You never did
understand the little girl who wanted to play in the snow. Your blood
is far too hot and regular to stand up to my moments of indecisive
coldness, and you could not—would not—force me to change. | was
caught between child and my thirty-year-old form, between spring
and winter. Is it spring for you now?

Alouette and Mouse took their husband away from me fiercely,
spitting with rage. They weren't talking clearly, but what they
shouted in quasi-French made it clear who was to blame. | told
Sonok what had happened, and he looked very somber indeed.
“Maybe he'll shoot us when he wakes up,” he suggested.
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To avoid that circumstance, | appropriated the rifle and took it
back to my half-room. There was a cabinet intact, and | still had the
key. | didn't lock the rifle in, however; better simply to hide it and
have easy access to it when needed. It was time to be diplomatic,
though all | really wanted for the moment was blessed sleep. My
shoulder stung like hell, and the muscles refused to get themselves
straight.

When | returned, with Sonok walking point a few steps ahead,
Frobish was conscious and sitting in a cot pulled from a panel near
the hole. His wives squatted nearby, somber as they ate from metal
dishes.

Frobish refused to look me in the eye. Alouette and Mouse
weren't in the least reluctant, however, and their gazes threw sparks.
They'd be good in a fight, if it ever came down to that. | hoped |
wasn't their opposite.

“| think it's time we behaved reasonably,” | said.

“There is no reason on this ship,” Frobish shot back.

“Aye on that,” Sonok said, sitting down to a plate left on the floor.
He picked at it, then reluctantly ate, his fingers handling the imple-
ments with agility.

“If we're at odds, we won't get anything done,” | said.

“That is the only thing which stops me from killing you,” Frobish
said. Mouse bent over to whisper in his ear. “My wife reminds me
you must have time to see the logic of our ways.” Were the women
lucid despite their anger, or was he maneuvering on his own? “There
is also the possibility that you are a leader. I'm a leader, and it’s diffi-
cult for me to face another leader at times. That is why | alone con-
trol this ship.”

“I'm not a—" | bit my lip. Not too far, too fast. “We've got to work
together and forget about being leaders for the moment.”

Sonok sighed and put down the plate. “I have no leader,” he said.
“That part of me did not follow into this scattershot.” He leaned on
my leg. “Mascots live best when made whole. So | choose Geneva as
my other part. | think my English is good enough now for us to under-
stand.”

Frobish looked at the bear curiously. “My stomach hurts,” he said
after a moment. He turned to me. “You do not hit like a woman. A
woman strikes for the soft parts, masculine weaknesses. You go for
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direct points with knowledge. | cannot accept you as the bear does,
but if you will reconsider, we should be able to work together.”

“Reconsider the family bond?”

He nodded. To me, he was almost as alien as his snakes. | gave up
the fight and decided to play for time.

“Il have to think about it. My upbringing . . . is hard to overcome,
| said.

“We will rest,” Frobish said.

“And Sonok will guard,” | suggested. The bear straightened per-
ceptibly and went to stand by the hatch. For the moment it looked
like a truce had been made, but as cots were pulled out of the walls,
| picked up a metal bar and hid it in my trousers.

The Sinieux went to their multilevel cages and lay quiet and still as
stone. | slipped into the cot and pulled a thin sheet over myself.
Sleep came immediately, and delicious lassitude finally unkinked my
arm.

I don't know how long the nap lasted, but it was broken sharply by
a screech from Sonok. “They’re here! They're here!”

I stumbled out of the cot, tangling one leg in a sheet, and came to
a stand only after the Indian family was alert and armed. So much, |
thought, for hiding the rifle. “What’s here?” | asked, still dopey.

Frobish thrust Sonok away from the hatch with a leg and brought
the cover around with a quick arm to slam it shut, but not before a
black cable was tossed into the room. The hatch jammed on it, and
sparks flew. Frobish stood clear and brought his rifle to his shoulder.

Sonok ran to me and clung to my knee. Mouse opened the cages
and let the Sinieux flow onto the deck. Frobish retreated from the
hatch as it shuddered. The Sinieux advanced. | heard voices from the
other side. They sounded human—like children, in fact.

“Wait a moment,” | said. Mouse brought her pistol up and aimed it
at me. | shut up.

The hatch flung open, and hundreds of fine cables flew into the
room, twisting and seeking, wrapping and binding. Frobish’s rifle was
plucked from his hands and surrounded like a bacterium with anti-
bodies. Mouse fired her pistol wildly and stumbled, falling into a nest
of cables, which jerked and seized. Alouette was almost to the hole,
but her ankles were caught and she teetered.

Cables ricocheted from the ceiling and grabbed at the bundles of

”
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Sinieux. The snakes fell apart, some clinging to the cables like insects
on a frog’s tongue. More cables shot out to hold them all, except for
a solitary snake that retreated past me. | was bound rigid and tight,
with Sonok strapped to my knee. The barrage stopped, and a small
shadowed figure stood in the hatch, carrying a machete. It cleared
the entrance of the sticky strands and stepped into the cabin light,
looking around cautiously. Then it waved to companions behind,
and five more entered.

They were identical, each just under half a meter in height—a little
shorter than Sonok—and bald and pink as infants. Their features were
delicate and fetal, with large grey-green eyes and thin, translucent
limbs. Their hands were stubby-fingered and plump as those on a
Rubens baby. They walked into the cabin with long strides, self-
assured, nimbly avoiding the cables.

Sonok jerked at a sound in the corridor—a hesitant high-pitched
mewing. “With breasts,” he mumbled through the cords.

One of the infantoids arranged a ramp over the bottom seal of the
hatch. He then stepped aside and clapped to get attention. The
others formed a line, pink fannies jutting, and held their hands over
their heads as if surrendering. The mewing grew louder. Sonok’s
trash can with breasts entered the cabin, twisting this way and that
like a deranged, obscene toy. It was cylindrical, with sides tapering to
a fringed skirt at the base. Three levels of pink and nippled paps
ringed it at equal intervals from top to bottom. A low, flat head sur-
mounted the body, tiny black eyes examining the cabin with quick,
nervous jerks. It looked like nothing so much as the Diana of
Ephesus, Magna Mater to the Romans.

One of the infantoids announced something in a piping voice, and
the Diana shivered to acknowledge. With a glance around, the same
infantoid nodded, and all six stood up to the breasts to nurse.

Feeding over, they took positions around the cabin and examined
us carefully. The leader spoke to each of us in turn, trying several
languages. None matched our own. | strained to loosen the cords
around my neck and jaw and asked Sonok to speak a few of the lan-
guages he knew. He did as well as he could through his bonds. The
leader listened to him with interest, then echoed a few words and
turned to the other five. One nodded and advanced. He spoke to the
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bear in what sounded like Greek. Sonok stuttered for a moment,
then replied in halting fragments.

They moved to loosen the bear’s cords, looking up at me appre-
hensively. The combination of Sonok and six children still at breast
hit me deep, and | had to suppress a hysteric urge to laugh.

“l think he is saying he knows what has happened,” Sonok said.
“They've been prepared for it; they knew what to expect. | think
that's what they say.”

The leader touched palms with his Creek-speaking colleague, then
spoke to Sonok in the same tongue. He held out his plump hands
and motioned for the bear to do likewise. A third stepped over rows
of crystallized cable to loosen Sonok’s arms.

Sonok reluctantly held up his hands, and the two touched. The in-
fantoid broke into shrill laughter and rolled on the floor. His mood
returned to utmost gravity in a blink, and he stood as tall as he could,
looking us over with an angry expression.

“We are in command,” he said in Russian. Frobish and his wives
cried out in French, complaining about their bonds. “They speak dif-
ferent?” the infantoid asked Sonok. The bear nodded. “Then my
brothers will learn their tongues. What does the other big one
speak?”

“English,” Sonok said.

The infantoid sighed. “Such diversities. | will learn from her.” My
cords were cut, and | held out my palms. The leader's hands were
cold and clammy, making my arm-hairs crawl.

“All right,” he said in perfect English. “Let us tell you what's hap-
pened, and what we're going to do.”

His explanation of the disruption matched mine closely. “The Al-
ternates have done this to us.” He pointed to me. “This big one calls
them Aighors. We do not dignify them with a name—we’re not even
sure they are the same. They don't have to be, you know. Whoever
has the secret of disruption, in all universes, is our enemy. We are
companions now, chosen from a common pool of those who have
been disrupted across a century or so. The choosing has been done
so that our natures match closely—we are all from one planet. Do
you understand this idea of being companions?”

Sonok and | nodded. The Indians made no response at all.
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“But we, members of the Nemi, whose mother is Noctilux, we
were prepared. We will take control of the aggregate ship and pilot it
to a suitable point, from which we can take a perspective and see
what universe we're in. Can we expect your cooperation?”

Again the bear and | agreed, and the others were silent.

“Release them all,” the infantoid said with a magnanimous sweep
of his hands. “Be warned, however—we can restrain you in an instant,
and we are not likely to enjoy being attacked again.”

The cords went limp and vaporized with some heat discharge and
a slight sweet odor. The Diana rolled over the ramp and left the
cabin, with the leader and another infantoid following. The four re-
maining behind watched us closely, not nervous but intent on our
every move. Where the guns had been, pools of slag lay on the
floor.

“Looks like we've been overruled,” | said to Frobish. He didn’t
seem to hear me.

In a few hours we were told where we would be allowed to go.
The area extended to my cabin and the bathroom, which apparently
was the only such facility in our reach. The Nemi didn't seem to need
bathrooms, but their recognition of our own requirements was heart-
ening. Within an hour after the takeover, the infantoids had swarmed
over the controls in the chamber. They brought in bits and pieces of
salvaged equipment, which they altered and fitted with extraordinary
speed and skill. Before our next meal, taken from stores in the hole,
they understood and controlled all the machinery in the cabin.

The leader then explained to us that the aggregate, or “scatter-
shot,” as Sonok had called it, was still far from integrated. At least
two groups had yet to be brought into the fold. These were the giant
blacks in golden armor, and the beings that inhabited the transparent
bubble outside the ship. We were warned that leaving the estab-
lished boundaries would put us in danger.

The sleep period came. The Nemi made certain we were slumber-
ing before they slept, if they slept at all. Sonok lay beside me on the
bunk in my room, snukking faint snores and twitching over distant
dreams. | stared up into the dark, thinking of the message tank. That
was my unrevealed ace. | wanted to get back to it and see what it
was capable of telling me. Did it belong to one of the groups we
were familiar with, or was it different, perhaps a party in itself?
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| tried to bury my private thoughts—disturbing, intricate thoughts—
and sleep, but | couldn’t. | was deadweight now, and I'd never liked
the idea of being useless. Useless things tended to get thrown out.
Since joining the various academies and working my way up the line,
I'd always assumed | could play some role in any system | was thrust
into.

But the infantoids, though tolerant and even understanding, were
self-contained. As they said, they’d been prepared, and they knew
what to do. Uncertainty seemed to cheer them, or at least draw
them together. Of course they were never more than a few meters
away from a very impressive symbol of security—a walking breast-
bank.

The Nemi had their Diana, Frobish had his wives, and Sonok had
me. | had no one. My mind went out, imagined blackness and fields
of stars, and perhaps nowhere the worlds | knew, and quickly
snapped back. My head hurt, and my back muscles were starting to
cramp. | had no access to hormone stabilizers, so | was starting my
period. | rolled over, nudging Sonok into grumbly half-waking, and
shut my eyes and mind to everything, trying to find a peaceful glade
and perhaps Jaghit Singh. But even in sleep all | found was snow and
broken grey trees.

The lights came up slowly, and | was awakened by Sonok’s move-
ments. | rubbed my eyes and got up from the bunk, standing un-
steadily.

In the bathroom Frobish and his wives were going about their
morning ablutions. They looked at me but said nothing. | could feel a
tension but tried to ignore it. | was irritable, and if I let any part of my
feelings out, they might all pour forth—and then where would [ be?

| returned to my cabin with Sonok and didn’t see Frobish following
until he stepped up to the hatchway and looked inside.

“We will not accept the rule of children,” he said evenly. “We'll
need your help to overcome them.”

“Who will replace them?” | asked.

“l will. They’'ve made adjustments to my machines which | and the
Sinieux can handle.”

“The Sinieux cages are welded shut,” | said.

“Will you join us?”

“What could | do? I'm only a woman.”
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“I will fight, my wives and you will back me up. | need the rifle you
took away.”

“I don't have it.” But he must have seen my eyes go involuntarily to
the locker.

“Will you join us?”

“I'm not sure it's wise. In fact, I'm sure it isn't. You just aren’t
equipped to handle this kind of thing. You're too limited.”

“I have endured all sorts of indignities from you. You are a sickness
of the first degree. Either you will work with us, or | will cure you
now.” Sonok bristled, and | noticed the bear’s teeth were quite sharp.

| stood and faced him. “You're not a man,” | said. “You're a little
boy. You haven't got hair on your chest or anything between your
legs—just a bluff and a brag.”

He pushed me back on the cot with one arm and squeezed up
against the locker, opening it quickly. Sonok sank his teeth into the
man’s calf, but before | could get into action the rifle was out and his
hand was on the trigger. | fended the barrel away from me, and the
first shot went into the corridor. It caught a Nemi and removed the
top of his head. The blood and sound seemed to drive Frobish into a
frenzy. He brought the butt down, trying to hammer Sonok, but the
bear leaped aside and the rifle went into the bunk mattress, sending
Frobish off balance. | hit his throat with the side of my hand and
caved in his windpipe.

Then | took the rifle and watched him choking against the cabin
wall. He was unconscious and turning blue before | gritted my teeth
and relented. | took him by the neck and found his pipe with my
thumbs, then pushed from both sides to flex the blockage outward.
He took a breath and slumped.

| looked at the body in the corridor. “This is it,” | said quietly.
“We've got to get out of here.” | slung the rifle and peered around
the hatch seal. The noise hadn’t brought anyone yet. | motioned to
Sonok, and we ran down the corridor, away from the Indian’s control
room and the infantoids.

“Geneva,” Sonok said as we passed an armored hatch. “Where do
we go?” | heard a whirring sound and looked up. The shielded cam-
era above the hatch was watching us, moving behind its thick grey
glass like an eye. “I don't know,” | said.
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A seal had been placed over the flexible valve in the corridor that
led to the bubble. We turned at that point and went past the nook
where the message tank had been. It was gone, leaving a few anon-
ymous fixtures behind.

An armored hatch had been punched into the wall several yards
beyond the alcove, and it was unsealed. That was almost too blatant
an invitation, but | had few other choices. They’d mined the ship like
termites. The hatch led into a straight corridor without gravitation. |
took Sonok by the arm, and we drifted dreamily down. | saw pieces
of familiar equipment studding the walls, and | wondered if people
from my world were around. It was an idle speculation. The way |
felt now, | doubted | could make friends with anyone. | wasn't the
type to establish camaraderie under stress. | was the wintry one.

At the end of the corridor, perhaps a hundred meters down, gravi-
tation slowly returned. The hatch there was armored and open.
| brought the rifle up and looked around the seal. No one. We
stepped through, and | saw the black in his golden suit, fresh as a
ghost. | was surprised; he wasn't. My rifle was up and pointed, but his
weapon was down. He smiled faintly.

“We are looking for a woman known as Geneva,” he said. “Are
you she?”

I nodded. He bowed stiffly, armor crinkling, and motioned for me
to follow. The room around the corner was unlighted. A port several
meters wide, ribbed with steel beams, opened onto the starry dark.
The stars were moving, and | guessed the ship was rolling in space. |
saw other forms in the shadows, large and bulky, some human,
some apparently not. Their breathing made them sound like waiting
predators.
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