
        
            
        
    
SCATTERSHOT

By Greg Bear

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.

I 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, I 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. I ignored it and focused on other things. The rear wall of my cabin was unrecognizable, covered with geometric 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 I remembered it had been a pleasant shade of burnt orange. Thus totaled, half my cabin was still present. The other half had been ferried away in the�

Disruption. I 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 creature walked, and still it spoke, though getting deep into German.

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

�What�s going on?� I asked.

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

�Mine, too,�� I 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 I know is from the read.�

�Am I still on my ship?�

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

I was integrated enough to stand, and I 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, I 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, I considered what might have happened and felt a touch of the �distraughts� myself. I began to shiver like a recruit in pressure-drop training.

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

�Do you know... have you found out��

�Worst,� the bear said. �Some I do not catch, the deciphering of other things not so hard. Disrupted about seven, eight hours past. It was a force of many, for I 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?� I asked.

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

�Depending,� I echoed. The creature sounded masculine, despite size and a childlike voice. �Are you a he? Or��

�He,� the bear said quickly.

I 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?

�Is it safe to look around?�

The bear hummed. �Cognize�know not. Last I saw, others had not reached a state of organizing.�

It was best to start from the beginning. I looked down at the creature 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. I 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.�

I was scared, so my brusque nature surfaced and I 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,� I said. �Francis Geneva.�

�We are friends?�

�I don�t see why not. I hope we�re not the only ones who can be friendly. Is English difficult for you?�

�Mind not. I learn fast. Practice make perfection.�

�Because I can speak some Russian, if you want.�

�Good as I with Anglo?� Sonok asked. I 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. I had an irrational desire to take the bear and hug him, just for want of something warm. His attraction was undeniable�tailored, I guessed, for that very purpose. But tailored from what? The color suggested panda; the shape did not.

�What do you think we should do?� I 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,� I said. �I�m a software and machinery language expert. I wasn�t combat-trained.�

�Not cognize �software,�� Sonok said.

�Programming materials,� I 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?�

�I wouldn�t begin to know how�� But I 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 running 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?� I asked.

�They are a crew member, I 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?�

I 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 companions who dance 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 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. I shook my head to break my steady stare at the six-bolted hatch.

�Understand what?� I asked.

�Of how we are here.�

�Disrupted. By Aighors, I presume.�

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

�I don�t know,� I said. No one did. We could only observe the results. When the remains of disrupted ships could be found, they always 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 recombined 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�I hadn�t paid attention to that. �We can still breathe, for that matter,� I said. �We�re all from one 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 communicating? 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.

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

�Say, Geneva,� Sonok mused as we looked into the corridor beyond. �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?� I asked.

�One like trash can,� he said. �With breasts.�

�We�ll keep looking this way,� I 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 thickness. 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.

I reached out with one hand to touch the displays. Then I got down on my knees to feel the bulkhead, looking for a seam. �Can�t see it, but I 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. I 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. I 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 fumbling, I gripped the rope and braced myself against the hard surface. Then I had time to sort out what I was seeing.

The chamber seemed to be open to space, but we were breathing, so obviously a transparent membrane was keeping in the atmosphere. I 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. I 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 suspended in midair, though they had to be secured against the membrane. 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. �G�di!� Sonok screeched.

The valve that had given us access was still open, pushing its flaps in and out. I 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, I cognize.�

I unshipped the six-bolted hatch, and we crawled through. We doubled back and went past my cabin. The corridor, now that I 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,� I observed. We stepped through another six-bolt hatch into a chamber that had had the vague appearance of a command center. In large details it resembled the bridge of my own ship, and I rejoiced for that small sense of security.

�Can you talk to it?� Sonok asked.

�I can try. But where�s a terminal?�

The bear pointed to a curved bench in front of a square, flat surface, devoid of keyboard, or knobs. It didn�t look much like a terminal�though the flat surface resembled a visual display screen�but I wasn�t ashamed to try speaking to it. Nor was I abashed when it didn�t answer. �No go. Something else.�

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

�Machines run themselves, perhaps,� Sonok suggested.

I 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 interactions to sight, sound, and sometimes touch, the Crocenans use odor, and the Aighors control their machines on occasion with microwave radiation from their nervous systems. I laid my hand across the screen. It was warm to the touch, but I couldn�t detect any variation in the warmth. Infrared was an inefficient carrier of information for creatures with visual orientation. Snakes use infrared to seek their prey�

�Snakes,� I said. �The screen is warm. Is this part of the snake ship?�

Sonok shrugged. I 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 possibilities�but I doubted if I would hit on the right one very quickly. The best I 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,� I said.�

�I 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.

�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 I 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 canine 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 I stepped back from the corpse.

�Sonok, any possibility this could be another mascot?�

The bear shook his head and walked away, nose wrinkled. I 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 another corridor. By the changing floor curvature, I 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, I asked, �What were the things you saw? You said there were ten of them, all different.�

The bear held up his paw 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, I 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 things in overalls, fuzzy balls, and who can say where it ends?�

�I hope it ends someplace. I can only face so many variations before I give up. Is there anything left of your ship?�

�Where I was after disruption,� the bear said. �On my stomach in bathroom.�

Ah, that blessed word! �Where?� I asked. �Is it working?� I�d considered impolitely messing the corridors if there was no alternative.

�Works still, I 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. I made do with the largest. The bear gave me privacy, which wasn�t strictly necessary�bathrooms on my ship being coed�but appreciated, nonetheless. Exposure to a Teddy bear takes getting used to.

When I was through, I 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. I�m not sure I cognize how�it�s a different hatch.�

And it was, in an alarming way. It was battle-armored, automatically 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. �I was in anteroom, outside lavatory,� Sonok said, �with door closed. I hear loud sound and something like metal being cut, and I open door to see this.�

Vague sounds of machines were still audible, grinding and screaming. We stayed away from the hatch. Sonok motioned for me to follow 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,� I said.

I touched the glass to feel how warm or cold it was. The tank lighted up, and I 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. I 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.

The bottom of the tank was crossed with ordered dots of luminescence, 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, I recognized myself from the waist up. I held out my arm, and the mass slowly followed suit.

I had an inspiration. In my pants pocket I had a marker for labeling tapas cube blanks. It used soft plastic wrapped in a metal jacket. I 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 I came closer to see better. �They understand?� he asked. I shook my head. I had no idea what I was playing with, what are you? I wrote.

The animals started to break up and return to the general murk. I shook my head in frustration. So near! The closest thing to communication yet.

�Wait,� Sonok said. �They�re group again.�

TENZIONA, the shrimp coalesced, DYSFUNCTIO. GUARDATEO AB PEREGRIND PERAMBULA.

�I don�t understand. Sounds like Italian�do you know any Italian?�

The bear shook his head.

� �Dysfunctio,�� I read aloud. �That seems plain enough. �Abperegrino�? 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! I wish I 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 arranged 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 simulacrum of my body. The clothing seemed different, however�more like a robe. Each shrimp changed its individual color now, making the shape startingly lifelike. As I 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 I 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,� I 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.� I kept my eyes on the snakes and away from the tank. I 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?

�I 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. �I 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 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. I was too shocked to do anything but face the snakes down, neck hairs crawling. I wanted to speak but couldn�t. Then, behind me, I heard: �Sinieux!�

As I turned, I 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 tentacles and grasped the hatch�s throw-bolts, springing it open and slithering through. The hatch closed, and I was alone.

There was nothing for it but to scream a moment, then cry. I lay back against the wall, getting the fit out of me as loudly and quickly as possible. When I was able to stop, I wiped my eyes with my palms and kept them covered, feeling ashamed. When I 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?� I asked hoarsely.

�Back in place like bridge, I think. He controls snakes?�

I hesitated, then nodded.

�Go look?�

I 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,� I 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 Oxfordian. �I was educated in Indonesia, and so I speak Dutch, High and Middle German, and some Asian tongues, specifically Nippon and Tagalog. But at English I am fluent.�

�Thank God,� I said. �Do you know this room?�

�Yes,� he replied. �I 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,� I said. �Do you know why?�

�I 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,� I said. �From Terre.�

�I know the words for Earth,� the Indian said sharply.

�But I 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.

I 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,� I 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 I 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 Kwakiuti and Kodikin. The animal, does it have a Russian accent?�

�Some,� I said. �It�s better than it was a few hours ago.�

�I have blood debts against Russians.�

�Okay,� I said, �but I doubt if you have anything against this one, considering the distances involved. We�ve got to learn if this ship can take us someplace.�

�I 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 I 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,� I 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?� I demanded, exasperated. �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. �I know of no other beings but those of Earth. I 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 scientific, 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, and perhaps there aren�t any devils, and we are not in hell. Not this time.�

�How do you use your instruments in here?�

�I do not, generally. The Sinieux use them. If you will not get upset, I�ll demonstrate.�

I glanced at Sonok, who was still sulking. �Are you afraid of the snakes?�

The bear shook his head.

�Bring them in,� I said. �And perhaps we should know each other�s name?�

�Jean Frobish,� the Indian said. And I told him mine.

The snakes entered at his whistled command and assembled in the middle of the cabin. There were two sets, each made up of about fifty. When meshed, they made two formidable metaserpents. Frobish instructed them with spoken commands and a language that sounded like birdcalls. Perfect servants, they obeyed faultlessly and without hesitation. They went to the controls at his command and made a few manipulations, then turned to him and delivered, one group at a time, a report in consonantal hisses and claps. The exchange was uncanny and chilling. Jean nodded, and the serpents disassembled.

�Are they specially bred?� I asked.

�Tectonogenetic farming,� he said. �They are excellent workers and have no will of their own, since they have no cerebrums. They can remember, and en masse can think, but not for themselves, if you see what I mean.� He showed another glimmer of a smile. He was proud of his servants.

�I think I understand. Sonok, were you specially bred?�

�Was mascot,� Sonok said. �Could breed for myself, given chance.�

The subject was touchy, I could see. I could also see that Frobish and Sonok wouldn�t get along without friction. If Sonok had been a big bear�and not a Russian�instead of an ursine dwarf, the Indian might have had more respect for him.

�Jean, can you command the whole ship from here?�

�Those parts that answer.�

�Can your computers tell you how much of the ship will respond?�

�What is left of my vessel responds very well. The rest is balky or blank entirely. I was trying to discover the limits when I encountered you.�

�You met the people who�ve been putting in the armored hatches?�

He nodded. �Bigger than Masai,� he said.

I 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? I swallowed. That must have been the demon Frobish killed. And beyond the triplet valves?

�We�ve got a lot to find out,� I said.

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

I nodded. �Why?�

�No men, no soldiers?�

I was apprehensive now. �No.�

�Good.� He stood and approached a blank wall near the grey pillar. �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, I think we should try to return to Earth.�

�To what?� Sonok asked. �Which Earth waits?�

�What�s the bear talking about?� Frobish asked.

I explained the situation as best I could. Frobish was a sophisticated engineer and astrogator, but his experience with other continua�theoretical or actual�was small. He tightened his lips and listened grimly, unwilling to admit his ignorance. I 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. ��Depends, 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�ll have the Sinieux watch over the machines after I initiate instructions,� Frobish said. �Then I would like Francis to come with me to look at the animal I killed.� I 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 perfect�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. I 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. �I 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,� I answered haltingly in kind.

�What do you recommend?�

�Play along for the moment. I understand.� I was unable to read 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 already,� I said. �What do you want to know?�

�I want your advice on this room,� he said. I didn�t believe that for an instant. I bent down to examine the creature between the chairs more carefully.

�What did it try to do to you?� I asked.

�It came at me. I thought it was a demon. I shot at it, and it died.�

�What caused the rest of this damage?�

�I fired a good many rounds,� he said. �I was more frightened then. I�m calm now.�

�Thank God for that,� I 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,� I 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! I 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 species! 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!� I was trembling.

Frobish smiled over grinding teeth and turned to walk away. He was fighting to control himself. I 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. I 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?�

I turned to the body and pulled it by one leg from between the chairs. �It was probably intelligent,� I said. �That�s about all I can tell. It doesn�t have any personal effects.� The gore was getting to me, and I turned away for a moment. I was tired�oh, so tired I could feel the weary rivers dredging through my limbs. My head hurt abominably. �I�m not ah engineer,� I 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 eyebrow. �Nothing of use here.�

�Are you sure?�

�I am sure.� He looked across the room and sniffed the air. �Too much burned and shorted. You know, there is much that is dangerous here.�

�Yes,� I said, leaning against the back of a seat.

�You will need protection.�

�Oh�

�There is no protection like the bonds of family. You are argumentative, 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 I wasn�t fast on the uptake. �What do you mean, bonds of family?�

�I will take you to wife and protect you as husband.�

�I think I 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 I 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. I 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,� I said. �Help me carry it out of here.�

�It isn�t fit to touch.�

My tiredness took over, and my rationality departed. �You goddamned idiot! Pull your nose down and look at what�s going on around you! We�re in serious trouble��

�It isn�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. I 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. I 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 social attitude. His wives appeared to go along with it. At any rate, the situation was now completely shot to hell. There was little I could do except drag him back to his wives and try to straighten things out when he came to. I took him by both hands and pulled him up to the hatch. I unsealed it, then swung him around to take him by the shoulders. I 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 I can admit. I 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 I 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 childhood 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. I 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. I told Sonok what had happened, and he looked very somber indeed. �Maybe he�ll shoot us when he wakes up,� he suggested.

To avoid that circumstance, I appropriated the rifle and took it back to my half-room. There was a cabinet intact, and I still had the key. I 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 I really wanted for the moment was blessed sleep. My shoulder stung like hell, and the muscles refused to get themselves straight.

When I 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. I hoped I wasn�t their opposite.

�I think it�s time we behaved reasonably,� I 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 implements with agility.

�If we�re at odds, we won�t get anything done,� I 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 difficult for me to face another leader at times. That is why I alone control this ship.�

�I�m not a�� I 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 I choose Geneva as my other part. I think my English is good enough now for us to understand.�

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 direct points with knowledge. I 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. I gave up the fight and decided to play for time.

�I�ll have to think about it. My upbringing... is hard to overcome,� I said.

�We will rest,� Frobish said.

�And Sonok will guard,� I suggested. The bear straightened perceptibly 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, I 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. I 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 by 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, I thought, for hiding me rifle. �What�s here?� I 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. I heard voices from the other side. They sounded human�like children, in fact.

�Wait a moment,� I said. Mouse brought her pistol up and aimed it at me. I 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 antibodies. 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 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. I 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 surmounted 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. I strained to loosen the cords around my neck and jaw and asked Sonok to speak a few of the languages 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 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 apprehensively. The combination of Sonok and six children still at breast hit me deep, and I had to suppress a hysteric urge to laugh.

�I think he is saying he knows what has happened,� Sonok said. �They�ve been prepared for it; they knew what to expect. I think that�s what they say.�

The leader touched palms with his Greek-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 infantoid 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 different?� 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. I will learn from her.� My cords were cut, and I 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 happened, and what we�re going to do.�

His explanation of the disruption matched mine closely. �The Alternates 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 I nodded. The Indians made no response at all.

�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 I 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 remaining 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,� I 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 heartening. 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 �scattershot,� 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 established boundaries would put us in danger.

The sleep period came. The Nemi made certain we were slumbering 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. I stared up into the dark, thinking of the message tank. That was my unrevealed ace. I 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?

I tried to bury my private thoughts�disturbing, intricate thoughts�and sleep, but I couldn�t. I 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 I could play some role in any system I 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. I had no one. My mind went out, imagined blackness and fields of stars, and perhaps nowhere the worlds I knew, and quickly snapped back. My head hurt, and my back muscles were starting to cramp. I had no access to hormone stabilizers, so I was starting my period. I 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 I found was snow and broken grey trees.

The lights came up slowly, and I was awakened by Sonok�s movements. I rubbed my eyes and got up from the bunk, standing unsteadily.

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

I 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?� I asked.

�I will. They�ve made adjustments to my machines which I and the Sinieux can handle.�

�The Sinieux cages are welded shut,� I said.

�Will you join us?�

�What could I do? I�m only a woman.�

�I will fight, my wives and you will back me up. I 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 I will cure you now.� Sonok bristled, and I noticed the bear�s teeth were quite sharp.

I stood and faced him. �You�re not a man,� I 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 I could get into action the rifle was out and his hand was on the trigger. I 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. I hit his throat with the side of my hand and caved in his windpipe.

Then I took the rifle and watched him choking against the cabin wall. He was unconscious and turning blue before I gritted my teeth and relented. I 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.

I looked at the body in the corridor. �This is it,� I said quietly. �We�ve got to get out of here.� I slung the rifle and peered around the hatch seal. The noise hadn�t brought anyone yet. I 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?� I heard a whirring sound and looked up. The shielded camera above the hatch was watching us, moving behind its thick grey glass like an eye. �I don�t know,� I said.

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 anonymous 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 I had few other choices. They�d mined the ship like termites. The hatch led into a straight corridor without gravitation. I took Sonok by the arm, and we drifted dreamily down. I saw pieces of familiar equipment studding the walls, and I wondered if people from my world were around. It was an idle speculation. The way I felt now, I doubted I could make friends with anyone. I wasn�t the type to establish camaraderie under stress. I was the wintry one.

At the end of the corridor, perhaps a hundred meters down, gravitation slowly returned. The hatch there was armored and open. I brought the rifle up and looked around the seal. No one. We stepped through, and I saw the black in his golden suit, fresh as a ghost. I 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 comer was unlighted. A port several meters wide, ribbed with steel beams, opened onto the starry dark. The stars were moving, and I guessed the ship was rolling in space. I saw other forms in the shadows, large and bulky, some human, some apparently not. Their breathing made them sound like waiting predators.

A hand took mine, and a shadow towered over me. �This way.�

Sonok clung to my calf, and I carried him with each step I took. He didn�t make a sound. As I passed from the viewing room, I saw a blue-and- white curve begin at the top of the port and caught an outline of continent. Asia, perhaps. We were already near Earth. The shapes of the continents could remain the same in countless universes, immobile grounds beneath the thin and pliable paint of living things. What was life like in the distant world-lines where even the shapes of the continents had changed?

The next room was also dark, but a candle flame flickered behind curtains. The shadow that had guided me returned to the viewing room and shut the hatch. I heard the breathing of only one besides myself.

I was shaking. Would they do this to us one at a time? Yes, of course; there was too little food. Too little air. Not enough of anything on this tiny scattershot. Poor Sonok, by his attachment, would go before his proper moment.

The breathing came from a woman somewhere to my right. I turned to face in her general direction. She sighed. She sounded very old, with labored breath and a kind of pant after each intake.

I heard a dry crack of adhered skin separating, dry lips parting to speak, then the tiny click of eyelids blinking. The candle flame wobbled in a current of air. As my eyes adjusted, I could see that the curtains formed a translucent cubicle in the dark.

�Hello,� the woman said. I answered weakly. �Is your name Francis Geneva?�

I nodded, then, in case she couldn�t see me, and said, �I am.

�I am Junipero,� she said, aspirating the j as in Spanish. �I was commander of the High-space ship Callimachus. Were you a commander on your ship?�

�No,� I replied. �I was part of the crew.�

�What did you do?�

I told her in a spare sentence or two, pausing to cough. My throat was like parchment.

�Do you mind stepping closer? I can�t see you very well.�

I walked forward a few steps.

�There is not much from your ship in the way of computers or stored memory,� she said. I could barely make out her face as she bent forward, squinting to examine me. �But we have learned to speak your language from those parts that accompanied the Indian. It is not too different from a language in our past, but none of us spoke it until now. The rest of you did well. A surprising number of you could communicate, which was fortunate. And the little children who suckle�the Nemi�they always know how to get along. We�ve had several groups of them on our voyages.�

�May I ask what you want?�

�You might not understand until I explain. I have been through the mutata several hundred times. You call it disruption. But we haven�t found our home yet, I and my crew. The crew must keep trying, but I won�t last much longer. I�m at least two thousand years old, and I can�t search forever.�

�Why don�t the others look old?�

�My crew? They don�t lead. Only the top must crumble away to keep the group flexible, only those who lead. You�ll grow old, too. But not the crew. They�ll keep searching.�

�What do you mean, me?�

�Do you know what �Geneva� means, dear sister?�

I shook my head, no.

�It means the same thing as my name, Junipero. It�s a tree that gives berries. The one who came before me, her name was Jenevr, and she lived twice as long as I, four thousand years. When she came, the ship was much smaller than it is now.�

�And your men�the ones in armor��

�They are part of my crew. There are women, too.�

�They�ve been doing this for six thousand years?�

�Longer,� she said. �It�s much easier to be a leader and die, I think. But their wills are strong. Look in the tank, Geneva.�

A light came on behind the cubicle, and I saw the message tank. The murky fluid moved with a continuous swirling flow. The old woman stepped from the cubicle and stood beside me in front of the tank. She held out her finger and wrote something on the glass, which I couldn�t make out.

The tank�s creatures formed two images, one of me and one of her. She was dressed in a simple brown robe, her peppery black hair cropped into short curls. She touched the glass again, and her image changed. The hair lengthened, forming a broad globe around her head. The wrinkles smoothed. The body became slimmer and more muscular, and a smile came to the lips. Then the image was stable.

Except for the hair, it was me.

I took a deep breath. �Every time you�ve gone through a disruption, has the ship picked up more passengers?�

�Sometimes,� she said. �We always lose a few, and every now and then we gain a large number. For the last few centuries our size has been stable, but in time we�ll probably start to grow. We aren�t anywhere near the total yet. When that comes, we might be twice as big as we are now. Then we�ll have had, at one time or another, every scrap of ship, and every person who ever went through a disruption.�

�How big is the ship now?�

�Four hundred kilometers across. Built rather like a volvox, if you know what that is.�

�How do you keep from going back yourself?�

�We have special equipment to keep us from separating. When we started out, we thought it would shield us from a mutata, but it didn�t. This is all it can do now: it can keep us in one piece each time we jump. But not the entire ship.�

I began to understand. The huge bulk of ship I had seen from the window was real. I had never left the grab bag. I was in it now, riding the aggregate, a tiny particle attracted out of solution to the colloidal mass.

Junipero touched the tank, and it returned to its random flow. �It�s a constant shuttle run. Each time we return to the Earth to see who, if any, can find their home there. Then we seek out the ones who have the disrupters, and they attack us� send us away again.�

�Out there�is that my world?�

The old woman shook her head. �No, but it�s home to one group�three of them. The three creatures in the bubble.�

I giggled. �I thought there were a lot more than that.�

�Only three. You�ll learn to see things more accurately as time passes. Maybe you�ll be the one to bring us all home.�

�What if I find my home first?�

�Then you�ll go, and if there�s no one to replace you, one of the crew will command until another comes along. But someone always comes along, eventually. I sometimes think we�re being played with, never finding our home, but always having a Juniper to command us.� She smiled wistfully. �The game isn�t all bitterness and bad tosses, though. You�ll see more things, and do more, and be more, than any normal woman.�

�I�ve never been normal,� I said.

�All the better.�

�If I accept.�

�You have that choice.�

�Junipero,� I breathed. �Geneva.� Then I laughed.

�How do you choose?�

* * * *

The small child, seeing the destruction of its thousand companions with each morning light and the skepticism of the older ones, becomes frightened and wonders if she will go the same way. Someone will raise the shutters and a sunbeam will impale her and she�ll phantomize. Or they�ll tell her they don�t believe she�s real. So she sits in the dark, shaking. The dark becomes fearful. But soon each day becomes a triumph. The ghosts vanish, but she doesn�t, so she forgets the shadows and thinks only of the day. Then she grows older, and the companions are left only in whims and background thoughts. Soon she is whittled away to nothing; her husbands are past, her loves are firm and not potential, and her history stretches away behind her like carvings in crystal. She becomes wrinkled, and soon the daylight haunts her again. Not every day will be a triumph. Soon there will be a final beam of light, slowly piercing her jellied eye, and she�ll join the phantoms.

But not now. Somewhere, far away, but not here. All around, the ghosts have been resurrected for her to see and lead. And she�ll be resurrected, too, always under the shadow of the tree name.

* * * *

�I think,� I said, �that it will be marvelous.� So it was, thirty centuries ago. Sonok is gone, two hundred years past; some of the others have died, too, or gone to their own Earths. The ship is five hundred kilometers across and growing. You haven�t come to replace me yet, but I�m dying, and I leave this behind to guide you, along with the instructions handed down by those before me.

Your name might be Jennifer, or Ginepra, or something else, but you will always be me. Be happy for all of us, darling. We will be forever whole.
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