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Di sci pline

I T WAS TAKI NG TOO LONG, MJCH LONGER THAN HE HAD EXPECTED
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Sharis Davis Kendy had not been an inpatient man. After the change he had t hought hinself inmune
to inpatience. But it was taking too |ong! What were they doing in there?

Hi s senses were not linted. Sharis's telescopic array was powerful; he could sense the
full electromagnetic spectrum from m crowave up to X-ray. But the Smoke Ring balked his view It
was a storm of w nd, dust, clouds of water vapor, huge rippling drops of dirty water or thin mud,
masses of free-floating rock; dots and notes and clunps of green, green surfaces on the drops and
the rocks green tinges of algae in the clouds; trees shaped like integration signs, oriented
radially to the neutron star and tufted with green at both ends; whal e-si zed creatures with vast
nmout hs, to skimthe green-tinged cl ouds

Life was everywhere in the Snmoke Ring. Claire Dalton had called it a Christms weath.
Claire had been a very old woman before the State revived her as a corpsicle. The others had never
seen a Christnmas weath; nor had Kendy. What they had seen, half a thousand years ago, was a
perfect snoke ring several tens of thousands of kilonmeters across, with a tiny hot pinpoint inits
center.

Their reports had been enthusiastic. Life was DNA-based, the air was not only breathable,
but tasted fine

Di sc~pline presently occupied the point of gravitational neutrality behind Goldblatt's
Wrld, the L2 point. This close, the sky split equally
into star-sprinkled, black- and green-tinged cl oudscape. Directly bel ow,

a vast distorted whirlpool of stormhid the residue of a gas giant planet,
a rocky nugget two and a half times the nass of Earth.

Sharis would not enter that inner region. The nael strom of forces could damage his ship
He coul dn't guess how | ong the seeder r~nship rmust survive to acconplish his mssion. He had
wai ted nmore than half a thousand years already. The L2 point was still within the gas torus of
whi ch the Snoke Ring was only the densest part. Disc~pline was subject to slow erosive forces. He
couldn't last forever in this place.

At |east the crew were not extinct.

That woul d have hurt himterribly.

He had done his duty. Their ancestors had been nmutineers, a potential threat to the State
itself. To reeducate their descendants was his goal, but if the Snoke Ring had killed them.
well, it would not have surprised him It took nore than breathable air to keep nen alive. The
Smoke Ring was green with the Iife that had evolved for that queer environnent. Native life m ght
wel |l have killed of those Johnny-conelately rivals, the erstwhile crew of the seeder ranship
Di sci pline

Sharls woul d have grieved; but he would have been free to return hone.

They'd call ne an obsolete failure, he thought gloonmily while his instruments sought a
particular frequency in the radio range. A thousand years out of date by the tine I'm honme. They'd
scrap the conputer for certain. And the progran? The Sharls Davis Kendy program m ght be copied
and kept for the use of historians O noL

But they hadn't died. Ei ght Cargo and Repair Mdul es had gone with the original nutineers.
Time and the corrosive environment nust have ruined the CARMs; but at |east one was stil
operational. Soneone bad been using it as late as six years ago. And-there: the light he'd been
searching for. For a nonent it reached himclearly: the frequency of hydrogen burning with oxygen

He fired a naser in ultrashort, high-powered pulses. "Kendy for the State. Kendy for the
State. Kendy for the State."

The response cane four seconds |ater, sluggish, weak, and blurred. Kendy pinpointed it and
fine-focused his telescopes while he sent his next denand.

"Status. Tell me three tinmes."

Kendy sorted the garbl ed respofise through a noise-elimnnator program The CARM was on
manual , nostly functional, using attitude jets only, operating well inside its safety lints. Once
it had been a sinplified recording of Kendy's own personality. Now the programwas deteriorating,
growi ng stupid and erratic.

"Course record for the past hour."

It came. The CARM had been free-falling at lowrelative velocity up to forty m nutes ago
Then, | ow accel eration maneuvers, a course that |ooked like a dropped plate of spaghetti, a nad

waste of stored fuel. Malfunction? O . . . it could have been a dogfight-style battle.
ar ?
"Switch to my conmand. "
Four seconds; then a signal like a scream of bewil dered agony. Massive mal function

The crew nust have di sconnected the autopilot systemon every one of the CARMs, half a
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t housand years ago. It had still been worth a try, as was his next nessage.
"Gve nme video link with crew. "
"Deni ed. "

Ch ho! The video link hadn't been disconnected! A block nmust have been programred in, half
a thousand years ago, by the nutineers. Certainly their descendants woul dn't know how to do that.

A bl ock might be circunvented, eventually.

The CARM was too snmall to see, of course, but it nmust be sonewhere near that green blob
not far from Goldblatt's Wrld. A cotton-candy forest. Plants within the Snoke Ring tended to be
fluffy, fragile. They spread and divided to collect as much sunlight as possible, w thout worrying
about gravity.

For half a thousand years Kendy had watched for signs of a developing civilization-for
regul ar patterns in the floating nmasses, or infrared radiation fromnmanufacturing centers, or
i ndustrial pollution: metal vapor, carbon nonoxide, oxides of nitrogen. He hadn't found any of
that. If the children of Discipline's crew were devel opi ng beyond savagery, it was not in any
great nunbers.

But they lived. Sonmeone was using a CARM

If only he could see theml O talk to them"G ve nme voiceover. Citizen, this is Kendy for
the State. Speak, and your reward will be beyond the reach of your inmagination."

"Amplify. Amplify. Anplify," sent the CARM

Kendy was al ready sending at full anplification. "Cancel voiceover," he sent.

Not for the first time, he wondered if the Snpbke Ring could have proved too kindly an
environnent. Creatures evolved in freefall would not have human strength. Hui n~nc~ could be the
nost powerful creatures in the Snoke Ring: happy as clans in there, and about as active.
Civilization devel ops to protect against the environnent.

O agai nst other nmen. War would be a hopeful sign..

I f he could know what was goi ng on! Kendy could perturb the environnent in a dozen
di fferent ways. Cast them out of Eden and see what happened. But he dared not. He didn't know
enough.

Kendy wait ed.

Chapter One

Qui nn Tuft

GAvVI NG COULD HEAR ThE RUSTLI NG AS HI S COWAMONS TUNnel ed upward. They stayed al ongsi de t he great
flat wall of the trunk. Finger-thick spine branches sprouted fromthe trunk, divided endlessly
into wire-thin branchiets, and ultimately flowered into foliage |like green cotton, |oosely spun to
catch every stray beam of sunlight. Sonme light filtered through as green twilight.

Gavvi ng tunnel ed through a universe of green cotton candy.

Hungry, he reached deep into the web of branchlets and pulled out a fistful of foliage. It
tasted like fibrous spun sugar. It cured hunger, but what Gavving's belly wanted was neat. Even
so, its taste was too fibrous . . . and the green of it was too brown, even at the edges of the
tuft, where sunlight fell

He ate it anyway and went on

The rising how of the wind told himhe was nearly there. A mnute |ater his head broke
through into wind and sunlight.

The sunlight stabbed his eyes, still red and painful fromthis norning's allergy attack
It always got himin the eyes and sinuses. He squinted and turned his head, and sniffled, and
wai ted while his eyes adjusted. Then, twitchy with anticipation, he | ooked up

Gavvi ng was fourteen years old, as neasured by passings of the sun behind Voy. He had
never been above Quinn Tuft until now

The trunk went straight up, straight out fromVoy. It seenmed to go out forever, a vast
brown wall that narrowed to a cylinder, to a dark line with a gentle westward curve to it, to a
point at infinity-and the point was tipped with green. The far tuft.

A cloud of brown-tinged green dropped away bel ow him spreading out into the main body of
the tuft. Looking east, with the wind whipping his long hair forward; Gavving could see the branch
energing fromits green sheath as a half-klonter of bare wood: a slender fin.

Harp's head popped out, and his face i mmedi ately di pped again, out of the wi nd. Laython
next, and he did the same. Gavving waited. Presently their faces lifted. Harp's face was broad,
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with thick bones, its brutal strength hal f-conceal ed by gol den beard. Laython's |ong, dark face
was begi nning to sprout strands of black hair

Harp called, "W can crawl around to lee of the trunk. East. Get out of this wind."

The wi nd bl ew al ways fromthe west, always at gale velocities.

Layt hon peered wi ndward between his fingers. He bell owed, "Negative!
How woul d we catch anythi ng? Any prey would cone right out of the wi nd!'"

Harp squirmed through the foliage to join Laython. Gavving shrugged and did the sane. He
woul d have liked a wi ndbreak. . . and Harp, ten years older than Gavvi ng and Laython, was
nomnRily in charge. It sel domworked out that way.

"There's nothing to catch,” Harp told them "W're here to guard the trunk. Just because
there's a drought doesn't nean we can't have a flash flood. Suppose the tree brushed a pond?"

"What pond? Look around you! There's nothing near us. Voy is too close. Harp, you've said
so yoursel f!"

"The trunk bl ocks half our view," Harp said mldly.

The bright spot in the sky, the sun, was drifting below the western edge of the tuft. And
in that direction were no ponds, no clouds, no drifting forests . . . nothing but blue-tinged
white sky split by the white Iine of the Snoke Ring, and on that line, a roiled knot that nust be
Gol d.

Looki ng up, out, he saw nore of nothing . . . faraway streanmers of cloud shaping a whorl
of storm. . . aglinting fleck that m ght indeed have been a pond, but it seened even nore
di stant than the green tip of the integral tree. There would be no fl ood.

Gavvi ng had been six years old when the last flood cane. He renmenbered terror, panic,
frantic haste. The tribe had bufrowed east along the branch, to huddle in the thin foliage where
the tuft tapered into bare wood. He renenbered a roar that drowned the wind, and the nass of the
branch itself shuddering endlessly. Gavving's father and two apprentice hunters hadn't been warned
in tinme. They had been washed into the sky.

Layt hon started off around the trunk, but in the wi ndward direction
He was half out of the foliage, his long arnms pulling himagainst the wind. Harp foll owed. Harp
had given in, as usual. Gavving snorted and noved to join them

It was tiring. Harp nmust have hated it. He was using claw sandal s, but he nust have
suffered, even so. Harp had a good brain and a facile tongue, but he was a dwarf~ H's torso was
short and burly; his nuscular arns and | egs had no reach, and his toes were nere decoration. He
stood less than two neters tall. The Gad had once told Gavving, "Harp | ooks |ike the pictures of
the Founders in the log. W all |ooked like that once.”

Harp grinned back at him though he was puffing. "W'Il get you sone claw sandal s when
you' re ol der."

Layt hon grinned too, superciliously, and sprinted ahead of them both. He didn't have to
say anything. O aw sandals would only have hanpered his |ong, prehensile toes

Ni ght had cut the ffluniin~tion in halL Seeing was easier, with the sunglare around on the
ot her side of Voy. The trunk was a great brown wall three klonters in circunference. Gavving
| ooked up once and was di sheartened at their |lack of progress. Thereafter he kept his head bent to
the wind, clawing his way across the green cotton, until he heard Laython yell.

"Di nner!"

A qui vering black speck, a point to port of wi ndward. Laython said, "Can't tell what it

Harp said, "It's trying to mss. Looks big."

“"I't"ll go around the other side! Cone on!"

They crawl ed, fast. The quivering dot cane closer. It was |long and narrow and noving tail -
first. The great translucent fin blurred with speed as it tried to win clear of the trunk. The
sl ender torso was slowy rotating.

The head came in view Two eyes glittered behind the beak, one hundred and twenty degrees

apart.

"Swordbird," Harp decided. He stopped noving.

Layt hon cal l ed, "Harp, what are you doi ng?"

"Nobody in his right mnd goes after a swordbird."

"It's still neati And it's probably starving too, this far in!"

Harp snorted. "Wo says so? The Grad? The Gad's full of theory, but he doesn't have to
hunt . "

The swordbird's slow rotation exposed what should have been its
third eye. What showed instead was a large, irregular, fuzzy green patch. Laython cried, "Fluff!
It's a bead injury that got infected with fluff. The thing's injured, Harp!"
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"That isn't an injured turkey, boy. It's an injured swordbinL"

Layt hon was half again Harp's size, and the Chairman's son to boot. He was not easy to
di scipline. He wapped | ong, strong fingers around
Harp's shoul der and said, "W'll mss it if we wait here e.rguing! | say we go for Gold." And he
stood up.

The wi nd smashed at him He w apped toes and one fist in branch-
| ets, steadied hinself, and semaphored his free arm "Hiyo! Swordbird!

Meat, you copsik, meat!"

Harp made a sound of disgust.

It would surely see him waving in that vivid scarlet blouse. Gavving thought, hopefully,
W'll mssit, and then it'll bepast~ But he would not show cowardice on his first hunt.

He pulled his line | oose fromhis back. He burrowed into the foliage to pound a spike into
solid wood, and noored the line to it. The nmiddle was attached to his waist. Nobody ever risked
losing his Iine. A hunter who fell into the sky might still find rest somewhere, if he had his
I'ine.

The creature hadn't seen them Laython swore. He hurried to anchor his own line. The
busi ness end was a grapnel: hardwood fromthe finned end of the branch. Laython swung the grapne
round his head, yelled, and flung it out.

The swordbird nmust have seen, or heard. It whipped around, nouth gaping, triangular tai
fluttering as it tried to gain way to starboard, to reach their side of the trunk. Starving, yes!
Gavvi ng hadn't grasped that a creature could see himas neat until that nonent.

Harp frowned. "It could work. If we're lucky it could smash itself against the trunk."

The swordbird seened bigger every second: bigger than a nman, bigger than a hut-all nouth
and wings and tail. The tail was a translucent menbrane enclosed in a V of bone spines with
serrated edges. What was it doing this far in? Swordbirds fed on creatures that fed in the
drifting
forests, and there were few of these, so far in toward Voy. Little enough of anything. The
creature did | ook gaunt, Gavving thought; and there was that soft green carpet over one eye.

Fluff was a green plant parasite that grew on an ~nin'i~1 until the animal died. It
attacked huni ~nc too. Everybody got it sooner or later, sone nore than once. But hnnRns had the
sense to stay in shadow until the fluff w thered and died.

Layt hon could be right. A head injury, sense of direction fouled up and it was meat, a mass of
meat as big as the bachelors' Ionghut. It
must be ravenous . . . and now it turned to face them

An isolated mouth cane toward them an elliptical field of teeth, expanding.

Laython coiled line in frantic haste. Gavving saw Harp's line fly past him and tearing
hi msel f out of his paralysis, he threw his own weapon.

The swor dbird whi pped around, inpossibly fast, and snapped up Gavving's harpoon |ike a
tidbit. Harp whooped. Gavving froze for an instant; then his toes dug into the foliage while he
hauled in line. He'd hooked iL

The creature didn't try to escape: it was still fluttering toward them

Harp's grapnel grazed its side and passed on. Harp yanked, trying to hook the beast, and
nm ssed again. He reeled in line for another try.

Gavvi ng was arnpit-deep in branchlets and cotton, toes digging deeper, hands nmaintaining
his deathgrip on the line. Wth eyes on him he continued to behave as if he wanted contact with
the killer beast. He bellowed, "Harp, where can | hurt it?"

"Eye sockets, | guess.”

The beast had misjudged. Its flank smashed bark fromthe trunk above their heads,
dreadfully close. The trunk shuddered. Gavving howed in terror. Laython howed in rage and threw
his grapnel ahead of it.

It grazed the swordbird's flank. Laython pulled hard on the line and sank the hardwood
tines deep in flesh

The swordbird's tail froze. Perhaps it was thinking things over, watching themwth two
good eyes while the wind pulled it west.

Laython's line went taut. Then Gavvi ng~'s. Spine branches ripped through Gavving's
i nadequat e toes. Then the inmense mass of the beast had pulled himinto the sky.

Hi s own throat closed tight, but he heard Laython shriek. Laython too had been pulled

| oose.

Torn branchlets were still clenched in Gavving~s toes. He | ooked
down into the cushiony expanse of the tuft, wondering whether to et go and drop. But his |ine was
still anchored . . . and wind was stronger than tide; it could blow himpast the tuft, past the
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entire branch, out and away. Instead he crawl ed along the line, away fromtheir predatorprey.

Layt hon wasn't retreating. He had readied his harpoon and was waiting.

The swordbird decided. Its body snapped into a curve. The serrated tail slashed
effortlessly through Gavving's line. The swordbird fl apped hard, naking west now. Laython's line
went taut; then branchlets ripped and his line pulled free. Gavving snatched for it and m ssed.

He might have pulled hinmself back to safety then, but he continued to watch.

Layt hon poi sed with spear ready, his other armwaving in circles to hold his body from
turning, as the predator flapped toward him Al nost al one anbng the creatures of the Snoke Ring
men have no w ngs.

The swordbird's body snapped into a U Its tail slashed Laython in half al nost before he
could nmove his spear. The beast's nouth snapped shut four tinmes, and Laython was gone. Its nouth
continued to work, trying to deal with Gavving's harpoon in its throat, as the wind carried it
east .

The Scientist's hut was like all of Quinn Tribe's huts: live spine branches fashioned into
a wickerwork cage. It was bigger than sone, but there was no sense of |uxury. The roof and walls
were a clutter of paraphernalia stuck into the w ckerwork: boards and turkey quills and red
tuftberry dye for ink, tools for teaching, tools for science, and relics fromthe time before nen
left the stars.

The Scientist entered the hut with the air of a blind man. H s hands were bl oody to the
el bows. He scraped at themw th handfuls of foliage, talking under his breath. "Damm, damm
drillbits. They just burrowin, no way to stop them" He | ooked up. "G ad?"

"Day. Wio were you talking to, yourself?"

"Yes." He scrubbed at his arnms ferociously, then hurled the wads of bl oody foliage away
fromhim "Mrtal's dead. Adrillbit burrowed into her. | probably killed her nyself digging it
out, but she'd have died anyway . . . you can't leave drillbit eggs. Have you heard about the
expedi tion?"

"Yes. Barely. | can't get anyone to tell ne anything."

The Scientist pulled a handful of foliage fromthe wall and tried to
scrub the scal pel clean. He hadn't |ooked at the Grad. "Wat do you think?"

The Grad had cone in a fury and grown yet angrier while waiting in an enpty hut. He tried
to keep that out of his voice. "I think the Chairman's trying to get rid of sone citizens he
doesn't like. Wiat | want to know is, why nme?"

"The Chairnman's a fool. He thinks science could have stopped the drought."

"Then you're in trouble too?" The Gad got it then. "You blanmed it on ne."

The Scientist |ooked at himat |last. The Grad thought he saw guilt there, but the eyes
were steady. "I let himthink you were to blane, yes. Now, there are sonme things | want you to
have- "

I ncredul ous | aughter was his answer. "What, nore gear to carry up a hundred klonters of
trunk?"

"Gad . . . Jeffer. What have | told you about the tree? W' ve studied the universe
together, but the nost inportant thing in it is the tree. Didn't | teach you that everything that
lives has a way of staying near the Smoke Ri ng medi an, where there's air and water and soil ?"

"Everything but trees and nen."

"Integral trees have a way. | taught you."

“I . . . had the idea you were only guessing . . . Ch, | see. You're willing to bet ny
life."

The Scientist's eyes dropped. "I suppose | am But if I'mright, there won't be anything
left but you and the people who go with you. Jeffer, this could be nothing. You could all comne
back with . . . whatever we need: breeding turkeys, some kind of neat aninmal |iving on the trunk
| don't know"

"But you don't think so."

"No. That's why |I'mgiving you these."

He pulled treasures fromthe spine-branch walls: a glassy rectangle a quarter neter by
half a neter, flat enough to fit into a pack four boxes each the size of a child' s hand. The
G ad's response was a mnusical "O ooh."

"You'll decide for yourself whether to tell any of the others what you're carrying. Now

let's do one last drill session." The Scientist plugged a cassette into the reader screen. "You
won't have nuch chance to study on the trunk."
PLANTS
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LI FE PERVADES THE SMOKE RI NG BUT IS NEI THER
DENSE NCR MASSI VE. | N THE FREE- FALL ENVI RONVENT
PLANTS CAN SPREAD THEI R GREENERY W DELY TO CATCH
MAXI MUM SUNLI GHT AND PASSI NG WATER AND SO L,
W THOUT BOTHERI NG ABOUT STRUCTURAL STRENGTH. WE
FI ND AT LEAST ONE EXCEPTI ON. ..
THESE | NTEGRAL TREES GROW TO TREMENDOUS SI ZE.
THE PLANT FORMS A LONG TRUNK UNDER TERRI FI C TENSI ON, TUFTED W TH GREEN AT BOTH ENDS, STABI LI ZED BY

THE TI DE. THEY FORM THOUSANDS OF RADI AL SPOKES Cl RCLI NG LEVOY' S STAR. THEY GROW UP TO A HUNDRED
KI LOVETERS I N LENGTH, WTH UP TO A FIFTH OF A CEE IN

TI DAL "GRAVI TY" AT THE TUF1' S AND PERPETUAL HURRI CANE W NDS.
THE W NDS DERI VE FROM SI MPLE ORBI TAL MECHANI CS.
THEY BLOW FROM THE WEST AT THE | NNER TUFT AND
FROM THE EAST AT THE OUTER TUFT (WHERE IN IS TOw LEVOY'S STAR, AS USUAL). THE STRUCTURE BOWS
TO THE W NDS, CURVI NG | NTO A NEARLY HORI ZONTAL
BRANCH AT EACH END. THE FCLI AGE SI FTS FERTI LI ZER
FROM THE W ND.
THE MEDI CAL DANGERS OF LI FE IN FREE- FALL ARE
VELL KNOMN. | F DI SCl PLI NE HAS | NDEED ABANDONED US,
I F VWE ARE | NDEED MAROCONED W THIN THI' S WEI RD ENVI RONVENT, WE COULD DO WORSE THAN TO SFI TLE THE
TUFTS OF THE | NTEGRAL TREES. | F THE TREES PROVE
MORE DANGEROUS THAN WE ANTI Cl PATE, ESCAPE | S EASY.
VE NEED ONLY JUMP AND WAIT TO BE PI CKED UP.
The Grad | ooked up. "They really didn't know very nmuch about the
trees, did they?
"No. But, Jefi'er, they had seen trees from outside."

That was an awesone thought. Wile he chewed it, the Scientist said, "I'mafraid you may
have to start training your own Grad, and soon."

Jayan sat cross-1legged, coiling lines. Sonetines she | ooked up to watch the children. They
had cone |ike a wind through the Commons,
and the wind had died and | eft them scattered around Cl ave. He wasn't getting much work done,
though it seenmed he wa~ trying.

The girls I oved Cave. The boys imtated him Sone just watched, others buzzed around him
trying to hel p himassenbl e the harpoons and the spi kes or asking an endl ess stream of questi ons.
"What are you doi ng? Why do you need so nany harpoons? And all this rope? Is it a hunting trip?"

"I can't tell you," Clave said with just the proper level of regret. "King, where have you
been? You're all sticky."

King was a happy eight-year-old painted in brown dust. "W went underside. The foliage is
greener there. Tastes better."

"Did you take |ines? Those branches aren't as strong as they used to be. You could fal
t hrough. And did you take a grownup with you?"
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Jill, nine, had the wit to distract him "Wen's dinner? W' re still hungry."

"Aren't we all." Cave turned to Jayan. "W've got enough packs, we won't be carrying
food, we'll find water on the trunk . . . claw sandals
jet pods, I"'mglad we got those . . . hope we've got enough spi kes what el se do we need? |s Jinny

back?"

"No. What did you send her for, anyway?"

"Rocks. | gave her a net for them but she'll have to go all the way to the treenouth.
hope she finds us a good grindstone."

Jayan didn't blane the children. She | oved C ave too. She woul d have kept himfor herself,

if she could . . . if not for Jinny. Sonetines she wondered if Jinny ever felt that way.
"Mm. . . we'll pick sone foliage before we | eave the tuft-"
Jayan stopped working. "C ave, | never thought of that. There's no foliage on the trunk

W won't have anything to eat!"

"We'll find something. That's why we're going,"'
your mi nd?"

"Too | ate,
poi nt, now.

"l could bust you |l oose. Jinny too. The citizens like you, they wouldn't let-"

"I won't stay." Not with Mayrin and the Chairman here, and C ave gone. She | ooked up and
said, "Mayrin."

Clave's wife stood in the half-shadows on the far side of the Cornmona. She m ght have
been there for sone time. She was seven years ol der than dave, a stocky woman with the square jaw
of her father, the Chairman. She called, "C ave, mghty hunter, what game are you play-
ing with this young woman when you m ght be finding neat for the citizens?"

"Orders. "

She approached, snmiling. "The expedition. My father and | arranged it together."

"I'f you'd like to believe that, feel free."

The smle slipped. "Copsik! You ve nocked nme too | ong, dave. You and them | hope you fal
into the sky."

“I hope | don't," Cave said mildly. "Wuld you like to assist our departure? W need
bl ankets. Better have an extra. N ne."

"Fetch them yoursel f," Mayrin said and stal ked away.

Cl ave said briskly. "Thinking of changing

Jayan said. She didn't add that she had never wanted to go at alL There was no

Here in the main depths of Quinn Tuft there were tunnels through the foliage. Huts nestled
agai nst the vertical flank of the branch, and the tunnels ran past. Now Harp and Gavving had room
to wal k, or sonething like it. In the lowtidal pull they bounced on the foliage as if it and they
were made of air. The branchiets around the tunnels were dry and nude, their foliage stripped for
f ood.

Changes. The days had been | onger before the passing of Gold. It used to be two days
bet ween sl eeps; now it was eight. The Grad had tried to explain why, once, but the Scientist had
caught themat it and whacked the Gad for spilling secrets and Gavving for |istening.

Harp thought that the tree was dying. Well, Harp was a teller, and world-sized disasters
make rich tales. But the Grad thought so too... and Gavving felt |like the world had ended. He
al rost wanted it to end, before he had to tell the Chairnman about his son

He stopped to ook into his own dwelling, a long half-cylinder, the bachelors' |onghut. It
was enmpty. Quinn Tribe nust be gathered for the eveni ng neal.

"We're in trouble,"” Gavving said and sniffl ed.

"Sure we are, but there's no point in acting like it. If we hide, we don't eat. Besides,
we' ve got this." Harp hefted the dead nmusrum

Gavvi ng shook his head. It wouldn't help. "You should have stopped hi m'

"I couldn't." Wien Gavving didn't answer, Harp said, "Four days ago the whole tribe was
throwing lines into a pond, remenber? A pond no bigger than a big hut. As if we could pull it to
us. W didn't think that was stupid till it was gone past, and nobody but C ave thought to go for

t he cookpot, and by the tinme he got back-"

"I wouldn't send even Cave to catch a swordbird."

"Twenty-twenty," Harp jeered. The taunt was archaic, but its meaning was comon. Any fool
can foresee the past.

An opening in the cotton: the turkey pen, with one gloony turkey still alive. There woul d
be no nore unless a wild one could be captured fromthe wi nd. Drought and famine.. . Water stil
ran down the trunk sonetinmes, but never enough. Flying things still passed, neat to be drawn from

the howling wind, but rarely. The tribe could not survive on the sugary foliage forever.
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"Did | ever tell you," Harp asked, "about G ory and the turkeys?"

"No." CGavving relaxed a little. He needed a distraction

"This was twelve or thirteen years back, before CGold passed by. Things didn't fall as fast
then. Ask the Grad to tell you why, 'cause | can't, but it's true. So if she'd just fallen on the
turkey pen, it wouldn't have busted. But Jory was trying to nove the cookpot. She had it clutched
in her arnms, and it nmasses three tines what she does, and she | ost her bal ance and started running
to keep it fromhitting the ground. Then she smashed into the turkey pen.

"It was as if she'd thought it out in detail. The turkeys were all through the C unp and
into the sky. W got maybe a third of them back. That was when we took dory off cooking duties."”

Anot her hollow, a big one: three roons shaped from spi ne branches. Enpty. Gavving said,
"The Chairman nmust be al nost over the fluff."

“I't's night," Harp answered.

Ni ght was only a dimring while the far arc of the Snoke Ring filtered the sunlight; but a
cubic klonter of foliage blocked light too. A victimof fluff could cone out at night |ong enough
to share a neal

"He'll see us cone in," Gavving said. "I wish he were still in confinenment."

There was firelight ahead of them now. They pressed on, Gavving sni~ing, Harp trailing the
musrum on his line. Wen they emerged into the Commons their faces were dignified, and their eyes
avoi ded nobody.

The Commons was a | arge open area, bounded by a w ckerwork of branchiets. Mst of the
tribe forned a scarlet circle with the cookpot in the center. Men and wonen wore bl ouses and pants
dyed with the scarlet the Scientist made fromtuftberries and sonetinmes decorated with black. That
red woul d show vividly anywhere within the tuft. Children wore bl ouses only.

Al were uncomonly silent.

The cookflre had nearly burned out, and the cookpot-an anci ent

thing, a tall, transparent cylinder with a lid of the sane material- retained no nore than a
doubl e handful of stew
The Chairman's chest was still half-covered in flufl but the patch had contracted and

turned nostly brown. He was a square-jawed, brawny man in mddl e age, and he | ooked unhappy,
irritable. Hungry. Harp and Gavving went to him handed himtheir catch. "Food for the tribe,"
Harp said.

Their catch | ooked like a fleshy mushroom with a stalk half a nmeter |ong and sense organs
and a coiled tentacle under the edge of the cap. A lung ran down the center of the stalk/body to
give the thing jet propulsion. Part of the cap had been ripped away, perhaps by sonme predator; the
scar was half-healed. It |ooked far from appeti zing, but society's |aw bound the Chairnman too.

He took it. "Tonorrow s breakfast," he said courteously. "Were's Laython?"

"Lost," Harp said, before Gavving could say, "Dead."

The Chai rman | ooked stricken. "How?" Then, "Wait, Eat first."

That was comon courtesy for returning hunters; but for Gavving the waiting was torture.
They were given scooped-out seedpods containing a few nouthfuls of greens and turkey neat in
broth. They ate with hungry eyes on them and they handed the gourds back as soon as possible.

"Now tal k," the Chairnan said

Gavvi ng was gl ad when Harp took up the tale. "W left with the other hunters and clinbed
along the trunk. Presently we could raise our heads into the sky and see the bare trunk stretching
out to infinity-"

"My son is lost and you give ne poetry?"

Harp junped. "Your pardon. There was nothing on our side of the trunk, neither of danger
nor salvation. W started around the trunk. Then Laython saw a swordbird, far west and borne
toward us on the wind."

The Chairman's voice was only half-controlled. "You went after a swordbird?"

"There is famine in Quinn Tuft. W've fallen too far in, too far toward Voy, the Scienti st
says so hinmself. No beasts fly near, no water trickles down the trunk-"

"Am | not hungry enough to know this nyself? Every baby knows better than to hunt a
swordbird. Well, go on."

Harp told it all, keeping his |anguage | ean, passing lightly over Laython's disobedience,
letting himshow as the doonmed hero. "W saw
Layt hon and the swordbird pulled east by the wind,, along a klonter of naked branch, then beyond
There was nothing we could do."

"But he has his |ine?"

"He does."

"He may find rest sonewhere,

the Chairman said. "A forest sonewhere. Another tree
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he coul d anchor at the nedian and go down
well. He's lost to Quinn Tribe at |east."

Harp said, "W waited in the hope that Laython mght find a way to return, to win out and
nmoor hinself along the trunk, perhaps. Four days passed. W saw not hing but a nmusrum borne on the
wi nd. W& cast our grapnels and | hooked the thing."

The Chairman | ooked ill with disgust. Gavving heard in his mnd, Have you traded ny son
for musrum neat? But the Chairman said, "You are the last of the hunters to return. You rmust know
of today's events. First, Martal has been killed by a drillbit."

Martal was an ol der wonan, Gavving's father's aunt. A wrinkled woman who was al ways busy,
too busy to talk to children, she had been Quinn Tribe's prenier cook. Gavving tried not to
picture a drillbit boring into her guts. And while he shuddered, the Chairman said, "Alter five
days' sleep we will assenble for Martal's last rites. Second: the Council has decided to send a
full hunting expedition up the trunk. They nust not return w thout a nmeans for our survival

Gavving, you will join the expedition. You'll be informed of your nmission in detail after the
funeral ."
Chapter Two

Leavet aki ng

THE TREEMOUTH WAS A FUNNEL- SHAPED PI T THI CKLY LI NED

wi t h dead-1 ooki ng, naked spine branches. The citizens of Quinn Tuft nested in an arc above the
nearly vertical rim Fifty or nore were gathered to say good-bye to Martal. Al nost half were
chil dren.

West of the treemouth was not hing but sky. The sky was all about them and there was no
protection fromthe wind, here at the westernnost point of the branch. Mthers fol ded their babes
within their tunics. Qinn Tribe showed Iike scarlet tuftberries in the thick foliage around the
treenout h.

Martal was anong them at the lower rimof the funnel, flanked by four of her famly.
Gavvi ng studied the dead wonan's face. Al nbst calm he thought, but with a last lingering trace of
horror. The wound was above her hip: a gash nmade not by the drillbit, but by the Scientist's knife
as he dug for it.

Adrillbit was a tiny creature, no bigger than a man's big toe. It would fly out of the
wind too fast to see, strike, and burrowinto flesh, leaving its gut as an expandi ng bag that
trailed behind it. If left alone it would eventually burrow through and depart, tripled in size,
| eaving a clutch of eggs in the abandoned gut.

Looking at Martal made Gavvi ng queasy. He bad lain too |ong
awake, slept too little; his belly was already churning as it tried to digest a breakfast of
nmusrum st ew.

Harp edged up beside him shoul der-high to Gavving. "lI'msorry,"
he sai d.

"For what ?" Though Gavvi ng knew what he neant

"You woul dn't be going if Laython wasn't dead."

“You think this is the Chairman's punishnent. Al right, | thought so too, but
woul dn't you be goi ng?"

Harp spread his hands, uncharacteristically at a | oss for words.

"You' ve got too many friends."

"Sure, | talk good. That could be it."

"“You coul d vol unteer. Have you thought of the stories you could bring back?"

Harp opened his nmouth, closed it, shrugged.

Gavvi ng dropped it. He had wondered, and now he knew. Harp was afraid. . . "I can't get
anyone to tell ne anything," he said. "Wat have you heard?"

"Good news and bad. Nine of you, supposed to be eight. You were an afterthought. The good
news is just a runor. Cl ave's your |eader.™

"d ove?"

"Hi nsel f. Maybe. Now, it could still be true that the Chairman's getting rid of anyone he
doesn't like. He-"

"dave's the top hunter in the tuft! He's the Chairman's son-in-law"
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"But he's not living with Mayrin. Aside fromthat. . . I'd be guessing."
"What ?"
"It's too conplicated. I could even be wong." And Harp drifted off.

The Snoke Ring was a line of white enmerging fromthe pale blue sky, narrowing as it curved
around in the west. Far down the arc, Gold was a clot of stream ng, enbattled storns. Hi s gaze
foll owed the arm around and down and in, until it faded out near Voy. Voy was directly below, a
bl azi ng pinpoint |like a dianbnd set in a ring.

It was all sharper and clearer than it had been when Gavving was a child. Voy had been
di mrer then and bl urred.

At the passing of Gold, Gavving had been ten years old. He renenbered hating the Scientist
for his predictions of disaster, for the fear those predictions raised. The shrieking wi nds had
been terrible enough

but Gold had passed, and the storns had dininished. . The allergy attack had cone days
| ater.

This present drought had taken years to reach its peak, but Gavving
had felt the disaster at once. Blinding agony |ike knives in his eyes, runny nose, tightness in
his chest. Thin, dry air, the Scientist said. Sone could tolerate it, sone could not. Gold had
dropped the tree's orbit, he was told, the tree had noved closer to Voy, too far bel ow the Snoke
Ri ng nedian. Gavving was told to sl eep above the treenputh, where the rivulets ran. That was
before the rivulets had dw ndl ed so drastically.

The wi nd too had becone stronger

It always blew directly into the treemouth. Quinn Thit spread wide green sails into the
wi nd, to catch anything that the wind mght bear. Water, dust or nud, insects or |arger creatures,
all were filtered by the finely divided foliage or entangled in the branchiets. The spine branches
nmgrated slowy forward, west along the branch, until gradually all was swallowed into the great
conical pit. Even old huts migrated into the treemouth to be crushed and swal | owed, and new ones
had to be built every few years.

Everything canme to the treenouth. The streans that ran down the trunk found an artificia
cat chbasi n above, but the water reached the treenouth as cookwater, or washwater, or when citizens
came to rid thensel ves of body wastes, to "feed the tree."

Martal 's cushion of spine branches had already carried her several neters downsl ope. Her
entourage had retreated to the rim to join Alfin, the treenouth custodian

Children were taught how to care for the tree. Wien Gavvi ng was younger his tasks had
i ncl uded carrying collected earth and manure and garbage to pack into the treenouth, renoving
rocks to use el sewhere, finding and killing pests. He hadn't liked it much-Alfin was a terror to
wor k under - but sone of the pests had been edi ble, he remenbered. Earthlife crops were grown here
too, tobacco and naize and tomatoes, they had to be harvested before the tree swall owed t hem

But in these dark days, passing prey were all too rare. Even the insects were dying out.
There wasn't food for the tribe, let alone garbage to feed the insects and the tree. The crops
were nearly dead. The branch was nude for half its length; it wasn't grow ng new foliage.

Al fin had had care of the treemobuth for | onger than Gavving had been alive. That sour old
man hated half the tribe for one reason or another. Gavving had feared hi monce. He attended al
funerals .
but today he truly | ooked bereaved, as if he were barely holding his grief in check

Day was di mmi ng. The bright spot, the sun, was dropping, blurring. Soon enough it would
brighten and coal esce in the east. Meanwhile
. yes, here came the Chairman, carefully robed and hooded agai nst
the light, attended by the Scientist and the Grad. The Grad, a blond boy four years ol der than
Gavvi ng, | ooked unwontedly serious. Gavving wondered if it was for Martal or for hinself.

The Scientist wore the ancient falling junper that signified his rank: a two-piece garmnent
in pale blue, ill-fitting, with pictures on one shoulder. The pants canme to just bel ow the knees;
the tunic left a quarter nmeter of gray-furred belly. After untold generations the strange, glossy
cloth was begi nning to show signs of wear, and the Scientist wore it only for official functions.

The Grad was right, Gavving thought suddenly: the old uniformwould fit Harp perfectly.

The Scientist spoke, praising Martal's last contribution to the health of the tree,
rem ndi ng those present that one day they nust all fulfill that obligation. He kept it short, then
stepped aside for the Chairnman

The Chai rnman spoke. OF Martal's bad tenper he said nothing; of her skill with the cookpot
he said a good deal. He spoke of another |oss, of the son who was | ost to Quinn Tuft wherever he
m ght be. He spoke | ong, and Gavving's nind wander ed.

Four young boys were all studious attention; but their toes were nipping at a copter
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patch. The ripe plants responded by |aunching their seedpods, tiny blades whirring at each end.
The boys stood solemly in a buzzing cloud of copters.

Treenmout h hunmor. Qthers were having troubl e suppressing |aughter, but somehow Gavvi ng
couldn't laugh. He'd had four brothers and a sister, and all had died before the age of six, like
too many children in Quinn Tuft. In this time of fanmine they died nore easily yet. . . He was the
last of his famly. Everything he saw today squeezed nmenories out of him as if he were seeing it
all for the last tinmne.

It's only a hunting party! H's junpy belly knew better. Hero of a single failed hunt, how
woul d Gavvi ng be chosen for a last-ditch foragi ng expedition?

Vengeance for Laython. Were the others being punished too? Wio were the others? How woul d
t hey be equi pped? When woul d this endl ess funeral be over?

The Chai rman spoke of the drought, and the need for sacrifice; and now his eye did fall on
sel ected individuals, Gavving anong them

When the [ ong speech ended, Martal was another two meters downsl ope. The Chairnan departed
hurriedly ahead of the brightening day.

Gavving made for the Cormmobns with all haste.

Equi pnent was piled on the web of dry spine branches that Quinn Tribe called the ground.
Har poons, coils of |ine, spikes, grapnels, nets, brown sacks of coarse cloth, half a dozen jet
pods, claw sandals . . . a reassuring stack of what it would take to keep themalive. Except..
food? He saw no food.

QO hers had arrived before him Even at a glance they seened an odd sel ection. He saw a
famliar face and called, "Gradi Are you com ng too?"

The Grad loped to join them "Right. | had a hand in plsiinning it," he confided. A
bouncy, happy type in a traditionally studious profession, the Gad had cone arned with his own
Iine and harpoon. He seened eager, full of nervous energy. He | ooked about himand said, "Oh,
treef odder. "

"Now, what is that supposed to nmean?"

"Nothing." He toed a pile of blankets and added, "At |east we won't go naked."

"Hungry, though."

"Maybe there s sonething to eat on the trunk. There'd better be."

The Grad had | ong been Gavving's friend, but he wasn't nmuch of a hunter. And Merril?
Merril would have been a big woman if her tiny, twi sted | egs had matched her torso. Her |ong
fingers were callused, her arms were | ong and strong; and why not? She used them for everything,
even wal king. She clung to the w cker wall of the Comons, inpassive, waiting.

One- | egged Ji ovan stood beside her, with a hand in the brauchiets to hold hi mbal anced.
Gavvi ng coul d renenber Jiovan as an agile, reckless hunter. Then something had attacked hi m
sonet hi ng he woul d never describe. Jiovan had returned barely alive, with ribs broken and his |eft
leg torn away, the stunmp tourrnquetted with his line. Four years later the old wounds still hurt
hi m constantly, and he never |et anyone forget it.

A ory was a big-boned, honely worman, m ddl e-aged, with no children. Her clunsiness had
gi ven her an unwanted fame. She blamed Harp the teller for that, and not wi thout justice. There
was the tale of the turkey cage; and he told another regarding the pink scar that ran down her
right |leg, gained when she was still involved in cooking duties.

The hate in AlIfin's eyes recalled the time she'd clouted himacross the ear with a
branchwood beam but it spoke nore of Alfin's tendency to
hol d grudges. Gardener, garbage man, funeral director . . « he was no hunter, let alone an
expl orer, but he was here. No wonder he'd | ooked bereaved.

G ory waited cross-legged, eyes downcast. Alfin watched her with snoldering hate. Merri
seened i npassi ve, relaxed, but Jiovan was nuttering steadily under his breath.

These, his compani ons? Gavvi ng~s belly cl enched agoni zi ngly on the musrum

Then O ave entered the Commons, briskly, with a young wonman on each arm He | ooked about
himas if |iking what he saw.

It was true. C ave was com ng

They wat ched hi m prodding the piled equipnent with his feet, noddi ng, noddi ng. "Good," he
said briskly and | ooked about himat his waiting conpanions. "W're going to have to carry al
this treefodder. Start dividing it up. You'll probably want it on your back, noored with your
line, but take your choice. Lose your pack and I'll send you hone."

The nmusruin loosed its grip on Gavving's belly. O ave was the ideal hunter: built |ong and
narrow, two and a half neters of bone and nuscle. He could pick a nman up by wapping the fingers
of one hand around the man's head, and his long toes could throw a rock as well as Gavving's
hands. Hi s conpani ons were Jayan and Jinny, twins, the dark and pretty daughters of Martal and a
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| ong-dead hunter. Wthout orders, they began | oadi ng equi pnment into the sacks. Ot hers noved
forward to hel p.

Al fin spoke. "I take it you're our |eader?"

"Right."

"Just what are we supposed to be doing with all this?"

"We go up along the trunk. W renew the Quinn narkings as we go. We keep going until we
find whatever it takes to save the tribe. It could be food-"

"On the bare trunk?"

Cl ave | ooked himover. "W've spent all our lives along two klonters of branch. The
Scientist tells ne that the trunk is a hundred klonters |ong. Maybe nore. W don't know what's up
there. Whatever we need, it isn't here."

"You know why we're going. We're being thrown out,” Alfln said. "Nine fewer nmouths to
feed, and | ook at who-"

dave rode hi mdown. He coul d outshout thunder when he wanted
to. "Would you like to stay, AIfin?' He waited, but AlIfin didn't answer. "Stay, then. You explain
why you didn't cone."

“I"'mconmng." Alfln's voice was al nost inaudi ble. dave had made no threats, and didn't
have to. They had been assigned. Anyone who stayed woul d be subject to charges of nutiny.

And that didn't matter either. If Cave was going, then. . . AIfin was wong, and
Gavvi ng's stonmach had been wong too. They would find what the tri be needed, and they woul d
return. Gavving set to assenbling his pack

Cl ave said, "W've got six pairs of claw sandals. Jayan Jinny, G ad

. Gavving. |'Il take the extras. W'll find out who el se needs them Everyone take
four nooring spikes. Take a few rocks. | nean it. You need at |east one to hamrer spikes into
wood, and you may want sone for throwi ng. Has everybody got his dagger?"

It was night when they pulled thensel ves out of the foliage, and they still energed
blinking. The trunk seenmed infinitely tall. The far tuft was al nost invisible, blurred and bl ued
al nost to the color of the sky.

Clave called, "Take a few mnutes to eat. Then stuff your packs with foliage. W won't see
foliage again for a long tine."

Gavving tore off a spine branch laden with green cotton candy. He stuck it between his
back and the pack, and started up the trunk~ dave was al ready ahead of him

The bark of the trunk was different fromthe traveling bark of the branch. There were no
spi ne branches, but the bark nust have been neters thick, with cracks big enough to partly shield
a clinmber. Smaller cracks nade easy grip for fingers.

Gavving wasn't used to claw sandals. He had to kick a little to seat themright, or they
slipped. H's pack tended top~ himover backward. Maybe he wanted it |lower? The tide hel ped. It
pul I ed hi mnot just downward, but against the trunk too, as if the trunk sl oped.

The Grad was noving well but puffing. Maybe he spent too nmuch tinme studying. But Gavving
noted that his pack was |larger than the others'. Was he carrying sonethi ng besides provisions?

Merril had no pack, just her line. She managed to keep up using her arns al one. Jiovan,
with two arns and a | eg, was overtaking C ave hinself, though his jaw was clenched in pain.

Jayan and Ji nny, above Gavving on the thick bark, stopped as by nutual accord. They | ooked
down they | ooked at each other; they seened about to weep. A sudden, futile surge of honesickness
bl ocked
Gavving's own throat. He lusted to be back in the bachelors' hut, clinging to his bunk, face
buried in the foliage wall...

The twins resurmed their clinb. Gavving foll owed.

They were noving well, dave thought. He was still worried about Merril. She'd slow them
down, but at |east she was trying. She'd find it easier, noving with just two arnms, when they got
near the mddle of the trunk. There would be no tide at all there; things would drift w thout
falling, if the Scientist's snoke dreans were to be believed.

Alfin alone was still down there in the last fringes of tuft. C ave had expected trouble
fromA fin, but not this. Alfin was the oldest of his team pushing forty, but he was nuscul ar
heal t hy.

Appeal to his pride? He called down, "Do you need claw sandals, Aifin?"

Al fin may have considered any nunber of retorts. What he called back was, "Mybe."

“I"1l wait. Jiovan, take the lead."

C ave worked his pack open while Alfin noved up to join him Afin was clinmbing with his
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eyes hal f-shut. Something odd there, sonething w ong.

"I was hoping you could at |east keep up with Merril,'
sandal s.

Al fin said nothing while he strapped one on. Then, "What's the difference? W're all dead
anyway. But it won't do that copsi k any good!

He's only got rid of the lanes-"

"Who?"

"The Chai rman, our precious Chairman! Wen people are starving, they'll kick out whoever's
in charge. He's kicked out the | anes, the ones who couldn't hurt himanyway. Let him see what he
can snag when they kick himinto the sky."

“I'f you think I'ma lanme, see if you can outclinb ne," Clave said lightly.

"Everyone knows why you're here, you and your women too."

"Ch, | suppose they do," Cave said. "But if you think you' d like living with Mayrin, you
can try it when we get back. | couldn't. And she didn't like that, and her father didn't like it
either. But you know, she was really built to make babies, when | was just old enough to notice
that."

O ave said, handing Alfin the

Al fin snorted.

“I meant what | said," Clave told him "If there's anything l|eft that
can save the tribe, it's somewhere over our heads. And if we find it, |I think I could be Chairman
mysel f. What do you think?"

Startled, Aimpeered into Cave's face. "Maybe. Power hungry, are you?"

"I haven't quite decided. Let's say |I'mjust nad enough to go for Gold. This whole crazy .

wel |, Jayan and Jinny, they can take care of thenselves, and if they can't, | can. But | had
to take Merril before the Chairnman would give nme jet pods, and then at the |ast minute he w shed
Gavving on me, and that was the last straw "
"Gavvi ng wasn't nmuch worse than the other kids |I've had to train.
Constantly asking questions, | don't know any two people wi th that
boy's curiosity-"

"Not the point. He's just starting to show beard. He never did anything wong except be
there when that damm fool Laython got swallowed . . . Skip it. Afin, sone of our party is
dangerous to the rest."

"You know it."

"How woul d you handl e t hat ?"

It was rare to see Alfin smling. He took his tine answering. "Merril will kill herself
sooner or later. But Aory will kill soneone else. Slip at the wong tinme. Easy enough to do
sonet hing about it. Wait till we're higher, till the tide is weaker. Knock agai nst her when she's

of f bal ance. Send her hone the fast way."

"Well, that's what | was thinking too. You are a danger to us, Alfin. You hold grudges.
We' ve got probl enms enough wi thout watching our backs because of you. If you slow ne down, if you
give any of us trouble, I'lIl send you hone the fast way, Alfin. |I've got enough trouble here."

Al lln paled, but he answered. "You do. Get rid of A ory before she knocks soneone off the
trunk. Ask Jiovan."

"I don't take your orders," Cave said. "One nore thing. You spend too much energy being
angry. Save it. You're likely to need your anger. Now | ead off." And when Al fin resuned cli nmbing,
Cl ave foll owed.

Chapter Three

The Trunk

DAY BRI GHTENED AND FADED AND BRI GHTENED AGAI N WHI LE

they clinmbed. The nmen doffed their tunics and tucked theminto their pack straps; sonewhat |ater
so did the wonen. dave |eered at Jayan and Jinny inpartially. Gavving didn't leer, but in fact the
sight distracted himfrom his clinbing.

Jayan and Jinny were twenty-year-old twins, identical, with pale skin
and dark hair and | ovely heart-shaped faces and nicely conical breasts.
Sone citizens called themstupid, for they had no fund of conversation, but Gavvi ng wondered. In
other matters they showed good sense. As now Jinny was clinbing with Cave, but Merril had dropped
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far behind, and Jayan stayed just beneath her, pacing her

Jiovan had | ost ground after Clave resuned the lead. He cursed as he clinbed, steadily,
nmonot onousl y: the wi nd, the bark handholds, his missing leg. Alfin should have been one of the
| eaders, Gavving thought; but he kept pausing to | ook down.

Gavving's own shoul ders and | egs burned with fatigue. Wrse, he was npking m st akes,
setting his claw sandals wong, so that they slipped too often

Tired peopl e nmake mistakes. Gavving saw Jory slip, thrash, and fall two or three neters
bef ore she caught an edge of bark. VWile she
hugged herself ferociously against the tree, Gavving noved crossw se until he was behind and to
the side of her.

Fear held her rigid.

"Keep going," Gavving said. "I'lIl stay behind you. I'll catch you." She | ooked down,
nodded jerkily, began clinbing again. She seened to nove in convul sions, putting too rmuch effort
into it. Gavving kept pace.

She slipped. Gavving gripped the bark. When she dropped into range he planted the pal m of
hi s hand under her buttocks and pushed her hard agai nst the tree. She gasped, and clung, and
resuned clinbing.

Clave called down. "Is anybody thirsty?"

They needed their breath, and the answer was too obvious. O course they were thirsty.
Clave said, "Swing around east. W'll get a drink."

Falling water had carved a channel along the eastern side of the trunk. The channel was
fifty neters across and nearly dry over nost of its water-snoothed surface. But the tree stil

passed through the occasional cloud; mst still clung to the bark; wind and Coriolis force set it
stream ng around to the east as it fell; and water ran in a few pitiful streanms toward Quinn Tuft
bel ow.

"Watch yourselves,"” Cave told them "Use your spikes if you have to. This is slippery
stuff.”

"Here," the Gad called fromover their heads.

They worked their way toward him A hill of rock nust have smacked into the tree | ong ago,
hal f enmbedding itself. The trunk had grown to enclose it. It made a fine platform particularly
since a streamhad split to run round it on both sides. By the tine Merril and Jayan had worked
their way up, O ave had hammered spikes into the wood above the rock and attached I|i nes.

Merril and Jayan worked their way onto the rock. Mcm |ay gasping while Jayan brought her
wat er .

Gory lay flat on the rock with her eyes closed. Presently she crawmed to the portside
stream She called to Clave. "Any linmt?"

"What ?"

"On how nmuch we drink. The water goes-"

Clave | aughed loudly. Like the Chairman hosting a midyear celebration, he bell owed,
"Drink! Bathe! Have water fights! Wo's to stop us9 If Quinn Tribe didn't want their water
secondhand, we wouldn't be here." He worked their single cookpot fromhis pack and threw streans
of water at selected targets: Merril, who whooped in delight; Jiovan
who sputtered in surprise; Jayan and Ji nny, who advanced toward himw th nmenace in their eyes. "I
dare not struggle on this precarious perch,"” he cried and went linp. They rolled himin the
stream hanging onto his hands and feet so that he wouldn't go over

They clinbed in a spiral path. They weren't here just to clinb, Cave said, but to
expl ore. Gavving could hear Jiovan's nonotonous cursing as they clinbed into the wind, until the
wi nd drowned hi m out.

Gavving reached up for a fistful of green cotton and stuffed it in his
mout h. The branch that waved above his pack was nearly bare now The sky was enpty out to some
di stant streamers of cloud and a dozen dots that might be ponds, all hundreds of klonters out.
They'd be hurting for food when sl eeptinie cane.

He was crossing a scar in the bark, a puckering that ran down into the wood itself An old
wound that the bark was trying to heal. . . big enough to clinb in, but it ran the wong way.
Abruptly the Grad shouted, "Stop! Hold it up!"

"What's the matter?" Cl ave denanded.

"The Quinn Tribe markings!"

Wthout the Gad to point it out, Gavving would never have realized that this was witing.
He had seen writing only rarely, and these letters were three to four neters across. They coul dn't
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be read, they had to be inferred: DQ wth a curlicue mark across the D

"W'| | have to gouge this out," the Grad said. "It's nearly grown out.
Soneone should conme here nore often.”

dave ran a critical eye over his crew. "Gavving, Afin, Jinny, start digging. Grad, you
supervi se. Just dig out the Q l|eave the D alone. The rest of you, rest."

Merril said, "I can work. For that matter, | could carry nore."
"Tell me that tonorrow," Clave told her. He made his way across the bark to clap her on
the shoulder. "If you can take sonme of the load, you'll get it. Let's see how you do tonmorrow with

your rmuscles all cranped up.”

They carved away bark and dug deeper into the wood with the points of their harpoons. The
Grad noved anong them The Q took shape. When the Grad approached him Gavving asked, "Wy are the
letters so big? You can hardly read them"

"They're not for us. You could see themif you were a klonter away," the G ad said.

Al fin had overheard. "Were? Falling? Are we doing this for
swordbirds and triunes to read?"

The Grad sm | ed and passed on w thout answering. Alfin scowed at his back, then crossed
to Gavving's position. "lIs he crazy?"

“"Maybe. But if you can't dig as deep as Jinny, the mark will look silly
to the swordbirds."

"He tells half a secret and | eaves you hangi ng,
"He does it all the tinme."

They left the tribal insignia carved deep and clear into the tree. The
wi nd was beating strai ght down on themnow. Gavving felt a f~m 1li~r pain in his ears. He worked
his jaw while he sought the old nenory, and when his ears popped it canme: pressure/pain in his
ears, a score of
days after the passing of Gold, the night before his first allergy attack. These days he rarely
wondered if he woul d wake with his eyes and
sinuses streaning in agony. He sinply lived through it. But he'd never wakened on the vertica
sl ope of the tree! He pictured hinself clinbing
bl i nd.

Al fin conpl ai ned.

That was what distracted himwhile a thick, wood-colored rope lifted fromthe bark to wap
itself around A ory's waist.

G ory yel ped. Gavving saw her clinging to the bark with her face against it, refusing to
| ook. The rope was pulling her sideways, away from him

Gavving pulled his harpoon fromhis pack before he noved. He crawl ed around d ory toward
the living rope.

G ory screanmed again as her grip was torn |l oose. Now only the live rope itself held her
fromfalling. He didn't dare slash it. Instead he scanpered toward its source, while the rope
coiled itself around dory, spinning her, reeling her in.

There was a hole in the tree. Fromthe bl ackness inside Gavving saw a thickening of the
live rope and a single eye lifting on a stalk to ook at him He jabbed at it. Alid flicked
cl osed; the stal k dodged. Gavving tracked it. He felt the jar through his arm and shoul der as the
har poon punched t hrough.

A huge nouth opened and screamed. The living rope thrashed and tried to fling dory away.
What saved A ory was G ory hersell~ she had plunged her own harpoon through the brown hawser and
gripped the point where it enmerged. She clung to the haft with both hands while the rope bent
around to attack Gavvi ng.

The nmouth was lined with rows of triangular teeth. Gavving pulled his harpoon | ocose from
the eye, with a twist, as if he had practiced al
his Iife. He jabbed at the nouth, trying to reach tlje throat. The mouth snapped shut and he
struck only teeth. He jabbed at the eye again.

Somret hi ng convul sed in the dark of the hole. The nouth gaped inprobably w de. Then a bl ack
mass surged fromthe hole. Gavving flung hinself aside in tine to escape bei ng smashed | oose. A
hut - si zed beast |l eapt into the sky on three short, thick legs arnmed with crescent claws.

Short w ngs spread, a claw swi ped at himand m ssed. Gavving saw
with anmazenment that the rope was its nose

He had thought it was trying to escape. Ten neters fromits den it turned with astonishing
speed. Gavvi ng shrank back against the bark with his harpoon poised.

The beast's wings flapped nadly, in reverse, pulling it back against its stretching nose

futilely. The foray teamhad arrived in force. Lines wapped Jory and trapped the creature's
rope of a nose. Lines spun out to bind its wings. Cave was screani ng orders. He and Jinny and the
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Gad pulled strongly, turning the beast claws-outward fromthe tree In that position it was reeled
in until harpoons could reach its head.

Gavvi ng picked a spot and jabbed again and again, drilling through bone, then red-gray
brain. He never noticed when the thing stopped noving. He only cane to hinself when dave shout ed,
"Gavving, dory, dinner's on you. You killed it, you clean it."

You killed it, you clean it was an easy honor to dodge. You only had to admt that your
prey had hurt you .

Jayan and Jinny worked at building a fire in the creature's lair. They worked swiftly,
conmpetently, alnpst without words, as if they could read each other's mnds. The others were
out si de, chopping bark for fuel. Gavving and dory noored the corpse with |lines and spi kes, just
out side the hole, and went to work.

The Grad insisted on helping. Strictly speaking, he didn't have the right, but he seemed
eager, and dory was tired. They worked slowy, exanining the peculiar thing they had kill ed.

It had a touch of trilateral symetry, |ike many creatures of the Snoke Ring, the G ad
said. Asnmaller third wing was placed far back: a steering fin. The forward pair were notive power
and (as the Gad gleefully pointed out) ears. Hol es bel ow each wi ng showed as organs of hearing
when the Grad cut into them The wings could be cupped to gather sound.

It was a digger. Those little wings would barely nmove it. Everything
in the Smoke Ring could fly in sone sense; but this one would prefer to dig a hole and anbush its
prey. Even its trunk wasn't all that powerful. The Grad searched until he found the sting that had
been in its tip. The size of an index finger, it was enbedded in Aory's pack. Gory nearly
fainted

They kept the claws. dave would use themto tip his grapnels. They cut steaks to be
broil ed and passed to the rest, who by now were noored on spi kes outside. They set bigger slabs of
meat to snoke at the back of the wooden cave

Gavving realized that his eyes were blurry with exhaustion. G ory was strean ng sweat. He
put his armover her shoul ders and announced, "W quit."

"CGood enough," dave called in. "Take our perches. Alfin, let's carve up the rest."

dave's teamwas well fed, overfed. They drifted on lines outside the cave. Meat snoked
i nside. The carcass, nostly bones now, had been set to block the entrance.

dave said, "Citizens, give ne a status report. How are we doing? |Is anyone hurt?"

“I hurt all over," Jiovan said and scow ed at the chorus of agreenent.

"Al'l over is good. Aory, did that thing break any of your ribs?"

"I don't think so. Bruises."

"Uh- huh." C ave sounded surprised. "Nobody's fallen off. Nobody's hurt. Have we | ost any
equi pnent ?"

There was a silence. Gavving spoke into it. "C ave, what are you doi ng here?"

"We're exploring the trunk, and renewi ng the Quinn markings, and stopping a fanine, maybe.
Today's catch is a good first step."

Gavving was prepared to drop it, but Alfin wasn't. "The boy nmeans, what are you doi ng
here? You, the mighty hunter, why did you go out to die with the | ames?"

There was muttering, perhaps, but no overt reaction to the word | ane& C ave sniled at
Alim "Turn it around, Quinn Tribe's custodian of the treemouth. Wiy was the tribe able to spare
you?"

The west wi nd had softened as they clinbed, but it was still formdable; it blew streaners
of snoke past the carcass. Alfin forced words from hinsel f "The Chairman thought it was a good
j oke. And nobody
nobody wanted to speak up for ne.

"Nobody | oves you."

Al fin nodded and sighed as if a burden had been lifted fromhim
"Nobody | oves nme. Your turn."

Gavving grinned. O ave was stuck, and he knew it. He said, "Mayrin doesn't |ove nme. |
traded her in for two prettier, nore | oving wonen.
Mayrin is the Chairnman's daughter."”

"That's not all of it and you knowit."

"I'f you know better than | do, then keep tal king," dave said reasonably.

"The Grad can back nme up. He knows some tribal history. Wen things go wong, when
citizens get unhappy, the leader's in trouble. The Scientist hinmself al st got drafted! The
Chairman is scared, that's
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what. The citizens are hungry, and there's an obvi ous repl acenent for
the Chairman. dave, he's scared of you."

"Grad?"

"The Scientist knows what he's doing."

"He blaned it all on you!" Alfin cried. "I was there!"

"I know. He had his reasons." The Grad noticed the silence and | aughed. "No, | didn't

cause the drought! We rounded Gold, and Gold swung us too far in toward Voy, down to where the
Smoke Ring thins out. It's a gravity effect-"

"Many thanks for explaining it all,” Cave said with cheerful sarcasm Gavvi ng was
irritated and a bit relieved: nobody el se understood the Grad's gi bberish either. "Is there
anything el se we should settle?"

Into the silence Gavving said, "How do we cause a fl ood?"

There was sone | aughter. dave said, "G ad?"

"Forget it."
"I't'd solve everybody's probl ens. Even the Chairman's."
"This is silly. . . well. Floods cone when a pond brushes the tree, sonewhere on the

trunk. Alot of water clings to the trunk. The tide pulls it down. Usually we get sone warning
froma hunting party, and we all scurry out along the branch. The big flood, ten years ago. nost
of us got to safety, but the waterfall tore away sone of the huts, and nost of the earthlife
crops, and the turkey pens. It was a year before we caught any nore turkeys.

"And | wish we'd have another flood," the Grad said. "Sure | do. The Scientist thinks the
whol e tree-never mnd. You can't catch a pond. We're too far into the gas torus region-"

"There," Gavving said and pointed east and out, toward a netal col ored dot backed by rosy
streamers of cloud. "I think it's bigger than it was."

"What of it? It'Il cone or it won't. If it did cone floating past, what woul d you do,
throw | i nes and grapnel s? Forget it. Just forget it."

"Enough, " C ave said. "That neat's probably done. Let's get the snoke out and get inside."

Gavvi ng woke in the night and wondered where he was.

He hal f remenbered the sounds of groans. Someone in pain? It had stopped now. Sound of
wi nd, sound of many people breathing. Warm bodies all around him Rich snells of smoke and
perspiration. Aches everywhere, as if he'd been beaten

A woman's voi ce spoke near his ear. "Are you awake too0?"

And another, a man's: "Yes. Let me sleep." Afin?

Sil ence. And Gavving renenbered: the cave was just |arge enough to acconmodate nine
exhausted clinbers, after they flung the nose-arm s bones into the sky. By now the offal m ght
have reached Quinn Tuft, to feed the tree.

They huddl ed agai nst each other, flesh to flesh. Gavving had no way to avoi d eavesdroppi ng
when Al m spoke again, though his voice was a whisper. "I can't sleep. Everything hurts.”
Gory: "M too."

"Did you hear groani ng?"

"Clave and Jayan, | think, and believe me, they're feeling no pain."

"Ch. Good for them dory, why are you talking to me?"

"I was hoping we could be friends."

"Just don't clinb near nme, all right?"

"Al'l right."

“I"'mafraid you'll knock ne off."

"Alfin, aren't you afraid to be so high?"

"I ani."
Pause. "I'mafraid of falling off. 1'd be crazy not to be." There was quiet for a tinme.
Gavvi ng began to notice his own aching nmuscles and joints. They nust be keeping himawake. . . but

he was dozing when Alfin spoke again.

"The Chairman knew it."

"Knew what ?"

"He knows |I'mafraid of falling. That's why the copsi k bastard kept sending ne under the
branch on hunts. Nothing solid under nme, trying to hang on and throw a harpoon too . . . | got
even, though."

"How?" d ory asked while Gavving thought, So did the Chairnman

"Never mind. Aory, will you lie with me?"

A strained whisper. "No. Alfin, we can't be al one!"
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"Did you have a lover, back in the tuft?"

"Most of us didn't. Nobody to protect us when the Chairman thought this up."

A pause, as for thought. "I still can't. Not here."
Alfin's voice rose to a shout. "C ave! Cave, you should have brought a nasseuse!"
Cl ave answered fromthe darkness. "I brought two."

"Treefodder,” Afin said without heat, perhaps with anusenent.
Presently there was quiet.
Chapt er Four

Fl ashers and

Fan Fungus

I'N THE MORNI NG THEY HURT. SOVE SHOWED | T MORE THAN

others. Alfin tried to nove, grunted in pain, curled up with his face buried in his arms. Merril's
face was bl ank and stoic as she flexed her
arnms, then rose onto her hands. Jayan and Jinny comr serated with each other, massagi ng each
other's pains away. On Jiovan's face, amazenent and agony as he tried to nove, then a | ook of
betrayal thrown in Cave's direction

From d ory, wld-eyed panic. Gavving tapped her shoul der blade (and flinched at his own
agony-signals). "W all hurt. Can't you tell? Wat are you worried about? You won't be left
behi nd. Nobody's got the strength."”

Her eyes turned sane. She whispered, "I wasn't thinking that. I was thinking | hurt.
That's normal, isn't it?"

"Sure. You're not crippled, though."

"Thank you for taking care of nme yesterday. |'mreally grateful. I'mgoing to get better
at this, | promse."

The Grad spoke without trying to nove. "We'lIl all get better. The higher we get, the |less
we weigh. Pretty soon we'll be floating."

dave trod carefully anbng citizens who were awake but not nobile. Gavvng felt a stab of
envy/anger. Cove didn't hurt. Fromthe back of
the nose-arm s burrow he selected a slab of snpked. nmeat ragged with harpoon wounds. "Take your
time over breakfast," he instructed them
"Eat. It's the easiest way to carry provisions-"

"And we burned a | ot of energy yesterday," the Grad said. He noved |like a cripple to join
dave and began tearing into a neter's |length of what had been the nose-arnmis rib. It nade sense to
Gavvi ng, and he joined them The neat had an odd, rank flavor. You could get used to it, he
thought, if your life depended on it.

Cl ave noved among them gnawing at his huge slab of neat. He sliced a piece off and nade
Merril take it. He listened to Jiovan describing his synptoms, then interrupted with, "You' ve got
your w nd back.

That's good. Now eat," handing himnore of the steak. He cut the rest in half for Jayan and Ji nny
and spent a minute or two doi ng nassage on their shoul ders and hi ps. They w nced and groaned.

Presently, when all had eaten sonething, Cave |ooked around at his team "We'll circle to
the east and get water half a day after we start. There's no roomin here to do warmup exercises;
we'll just have to start noving. So saddle up, citizens. W'll have to 'feed the tree' in the

open, and whet her you actually feed the tree is up to the tide and the wind. A fin, take the
| ead. "

Alfin led themon an upward spiral, counterclockw se. Gavving found his aches easing as
they clinmbed. He noticed that Al fin never |ooked down. Not surprising if Alfin didn't give a damm
for those foll owi ng himbut he never | ooked down.

Gavving did, and narvel ed at their progress. Two extended hands woul d have covered all of
Quinn Tuft.

They delayed to repair the Qin a 1x mark. The sun had been horizontal in the east when
they started. It was approachi ng Voy before they reached water-snoot hed wood.

A rivulet flowed down a nmeandering groove. This tine there was no natural perch. Nine
thirsty citizens pounded spikes into the wood and hung by their lines to drink, wash, soak their
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tunics, and wring them out.
Gavvi ng noticed dave speaking to Alfin a little way below. He didn't hear what was said.
He only saw what Alfin did.

"And suppose | don't?"

"Then you don't." O ave gestured upward, where the rest of them
hung. "Look at them | didn't choose them Wat do | do if one of ny citizens turns out to be a
coward? | live with it. But |I have to know "

Al fin | ooked white with rage. Not red with fury. There isn't any
"white with rage"; white neans fear, as dave had | earned | ong ago. A frightened man can kill
but Alfin's hands were clenched on his Iine, and Cave's harpoon was over his shoul der, easily
r eached.

"I have to know. | can't put you in the lead if you can't make yourself | ook down to see
how they're doing. See? I'll have to put you where you don't hurt anyone else if you funk it. Tail-
end Chancy. And if you freeze, | want to be sure nobody-"

"Al'l right." Alfin dug in his pack, produced a spike and a rock. He pounded the spike in
besi de the one he was hanging from

"Make sure you can depend on it. It's your life."

The second spi ke was in deeper than the first. AlIfin tied the I oose end of his line to
both spi kes and knotted it again. "And | | eave you next to it?"

"You take that chance too. O you don't. | have to know. "

Aim | eapt straight outward, trailing | oops of line. He thrashed, then threw his arms over
his face.

He fell slowy. W're all lighter, Gavving realized. It's reaL | thought | was just
feeling better, but we're lifting less-And Alfin was still falling, but now he'd uncovered his
face. Hs arnms windmilled to turn himon his back. Gavving noticed C ave's hand covering the
spi kes that nmoored Alfin's line. The line pulled taut and swng Alfin in against the tree.

Gavvng watched himclinb up. And watched himjunmp again, |inmbs splayed out as if he were
trying to fly. It seemed he mght make it, he fell so slowy; but presently the tide was pulling
hi m down agai nst the tree again.

"That actually | ooks Iike fun

Jinny said, "Ask first."

Alfin didn't junp again. Wen he had clinbed back up to Clave's position, and both had
clinmbed to rejoin the team Jinny spoke. "Can we try that?"

Alfin sent her a look |ike a harpoon. Clave said, "No, time to get noving. Saddle up-.-"

Alfin was in the | ead again when they set out. He nade a point of pausing frequently to
| ook back. And Gavvi ng wonder ed.

Yesterday Alfin had swarned all over the nose-arm hacking like a
berserker maniac, |like Gavving hinmself. It was hard to believe that Allin was afraid of C ave, or
of heights, or of anything.

Jayan sai d.

The sun circled the sky, behind Voy and back to zenith, before they
cane to | ee again. The water-snmoot hed wood was soft here, soft enough
that they could cross with a spike in each hand, jab and yank and jab. They veered down to avoid
scores of birds clustered on the wood. Scarlet-tailed, the birds were otherw se the grayi sh-brown
of the wood itself.

When they reached the rivulet, it was snaller yet, but it was enough
they hung in the water and let it cool themand run into their faces and
nmout hs. C ave shared out snoked neat. Gavving found hinself ravenous.

The Grad watched the birds as he ate. Presently he burst out |aughing. "Look, they've got
a mati ng dance going."

P

"You'l | see."

Presently Gavving did see; and so did others, judging by dave's bell owi ng | augh and the
giggles fromJayan and Jinny. A gray-brown male woul d approach a fenal e and abruptly spread his
gray wings like a cloak. Under the gray was brilliant yellow, and a tube protruding from
a splash of crinson feathers.

"The Scientist told ne about themonce. Flashers," said the Gad. His smile died as he
said, "I wonder what they eat?"

"What difference does it nake?" Al fin demanded.
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"Maybe none." The Grad made his way upward toward the birds.

The birds flew off, then returned to dive at him shrieking obscenities.

The Grad ignored them Presently he returned

Aliin asked, "Wel|l?"

"The wood's riddled with holes. Riddled. The holes are full of insects. The birds dig in
and eat the insects."

"You're in love," Afin challenged. "You're in love with the idea that the tree's dying."

“I"d love to believe it isn't," the Grad said, but AIfin only snorted.

They spiraled around to the western side while the sun di pped beneath Voy and began to
rise again. The wind was | ess ferocious now. But they were getting tired; there was al nbost no
chatter. They rested frequently in crevasses in the hark

They were resting when Mcm called, "Jinny? |'mhung up." A pincer the size of Cave's
fist gripped the fabric of Merril's nearly enpty pack. Merril pulled back against it. Froma hole
in the bark there
energed a creature covered in hard, brown, segnmented plates. Its face was a single plate with a
deeply inset eye. The body | ooked soft behind the |ast plate.

Jayan sl ashed where its body net the bark. The creature separated. It still clung to
Merril's pack with idiot determ nation. Jayan | evered the claw open with her harpoon and dropped
the creature into her own pack

When they had circled round to water again, Clave set water to boiling in the small
lidded pot. He made tea, refilled the pot, and boiled Merril's catch. It nmade one bite each for
his team

They wedged thenselves into a wide crack with the shape of a lightning-stroke and noored
thenselves with lines. Together but separate, head to foot within the bark, they had no chance to
converse, and no urge. Four days of clinbing since breakfast left themtoo tired for anything but
sl eep.

At waking they ate nore of the snoked nmeat. "Let's | ook for nore of those hard-shelled
things," Cave suggested. "That was good." He didn't have to urge themto get noving. He never
woul d, Gavving realized, as long as they couldn't sleep where water fl owed.

This time Jiovan was given the | ead. He took them on a countercl ockwi se spiral that
brought them back to lee within half a day. Again the wood was soft and riddled with holes, and
flashers swarned below them Alfin and Aory tended to | ose ground in the | eeward regions. Jiovan
remarked on it and earned a | ook of dull hatred fromAl fin
The thing was that AlIfin took nore care setting his spikes than the rest did. And Qory didn't, so
she lost tine slipping and catching hersel f- They noored themselves in the stream and drank and
washed.

Al fin spotted sonething far above them gray nubs reaching out fromthe bark on both sides
of the rivulet. He clinbed, doggedly poundi ng spikes into the wood, and cai ne back with a fan-
shaped fungus, pale gray with a red frill, half the size of his pack. "It could be edible," he
sai d.

Cl ave asked, "Are you willing to try it?"

"No." He started to throw it away

Merril stopped him "W're here to keep the tribe fromstarving," she said. She broke a
red-and-gray chunk fromthe fringe and ate a nmeager nouthful. "Not rmuch taste, but it's nice. The
Scientist would like it. You could chew it with no teeth." She took another bite.

Alfin broke off a piece of the grayish white inside, and ate that, looking as if he were
t aki ng poi son. He nodded. "Tastes okay."

At which point there were nore vol unteers, but dave vetoed that. Wen they departed, C ave
veered upward to pick a bouquet of the fanshaped fungi. A neter-square fan rode |ike a flag above
hi s pack.

The sun was rising up the east.

It was bel ow Voy-you could | ook straight down along the trunk, past the green fuzzbal
that was Quinn Tuft, and see Voy's bright spark at the fringe of the soft sun-gl ow and the west
wi nd was bl owi ng al nost soffly across the ridges of the bank, when Gavving heard Merril shout,
"Who needs | egs?"

She was hol ding herself an armis-length fromthe bark by a onehanded grip. He shouted
down. "Merril? Are you all right?"

"I feel wonderful!" She |let go and began to fall and reached out and caught herself "The
G ad was right! W can fly!"

Gavving craw ed toward her. Jinny was already bel ow her, pounding in a spike. Wien Gavving
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reached them Jayan was using the spike for support, with her line ready in her other hand. They
pulled Merril back against the tree.

She didn't resist. She crowed, "Gavving, why do we live in the tuft? There's food here,
and water, and who needs legs? Let's stay. W don't need any nose-arm cave, we can dig out our
own. We've got nose-arm neat and those shelled things and the fan fungus. |'ve eaten enough
foliage to last me the rest of ny life! But if anyone wants it, we'll send down sonmeone with
| egs. "

We' || have to be careful of that fan fungus, Gavving thought. He was poundi ng spikes into
bark, on the other side of Merril, Jiovan was doing the sanme. Were was C ave?

Clave was with Alfin, high above them in furious inaudible argunent.

"Cone on, let's get going! Wat are you doing?" Merril denanded while Gavvi ng and Ji ovan
bound her to the bark. "O, listen, |I've got a wonderful idea. Let's go back. W've got what we
want. We'll kill another nose-armand we, we'll grow fan fungus in the tuft. Then set up another
tribe here. Claaave!" she bell owed as dave and Alfin clinbed down into earshot. "How would | do as
Chai rman of a col ony?”

"You'd be terrific. Ctizens, we'll be here for a while. Mor yourselves. Don't do any
flying."

"I never thought it could be this good," Merril told them "M parents-when | was little
they were just waiting for ne to die. But they
woul dn't feed ne to the treenputh. | thought about it too, but I never did. 1'mglad. Sonetines I
t hought of ne as an exanpl e, sonething
peopl e need to be happy. Happy they have | egs. Even one leg," she
whi spered hoarsely to Jiovan. "Legs! So what ?"

Ji ovan asked C ave, "How |l ong do we have to put up with this?"

"You don't. Take, ah, take the Grad and find us a better place to sleep."

Ji ovan | ooked about him "Like what?"

"A cave, a crack or a bulge in the bark . . . anything that's better than hanging
ourselves here |ike snoking neat."

“I"lIl go too," Alfin said.

"You stay."

"dave, you do not have to treat ne like a baby! | only ate fromthe m ddl e of the thing.
feel fine!"

"So does Merril."

"What ?"

"Never mnd. You feel grouchy, and that's fine. Merril feels fine, and that's-"

"Alfin, I amso glad you didn't stop ne fromconing." Merril smled radiantly at him In

t hat noment Gavving thought her beautiful.
"Thank you for trying, though. Feel sleepy,"” Merril said and went to sleep

Al fin saw questioning eyes. He spoke reluctantly. "I, | thought |I could talk the Chairnman
out of this idiocy. Sending a, a | egless wonan up the tree! Clave, | do feel fine. Wde-awake.
Hungry. 1'd like to try sone nore."

dave renoved a fan fromhis pack. He tore away sone of the scarlet fringe, then offered
Al fin a hand-sized piece of the white interior. If Afin flinched, it was for too short a tine to
measure. He ate the whole chunk with a theatrical relish that had Cave grinning. C ave broke off
the rest of the red fringe and pouched it separately.

Jiovan and the Grad returned. They had found a rQ mark overgrown with fungus like a field
of gray hair. "Infected. W'll have to burn it out," the Gad said

"Suppose it keeps on burning? W don't have any water," Cave said. "Never mnd. Let's
have a | ook. Jayan, Jinny, stay with Merril. One of you cone get ne if she wakes up."

They exami ned the fungus patch dubiously. Scraping out all that gray hair would be a dull
job. Clave pulled up a wad and set fire to it. It burned slowy, sullenly.

"Let's try it. But get sone of our packs enptied in case we have to beat it out."

The fungus patch burned slowy. The west wind wasn't strong at this height, and the snoke
tended to sit within the fungus "hairs," snothering the fire. It kept putting itself out. Yet it
crept around in glowing fringes, restarting itself. They had to back away as foul -snelling snmoke
built up in the vicinity.

The snoke was dissipating. Gavving nmoved in and found nost of the fungus gone, the rest
|l eft as black char. The Q was two neters deep

Clave nmade a torch froma chunk of bark and burned out sone remaining patches. "Scrape
that out and | think we can all sleep in it. Gavving, Jinny, you go back for Merril."

Wien they started to nove her, Merril woke instantly, happy and active and bubbling with
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pl ans. They coaxed her across the bark, ready for anything, and presently noored her in the
scraped-out bottom of the Q
Then there was nothing for it but to settle into the Q for early sleep

Merril slept |ike a baby, but others shifted restlessly. Desultory conversations started
and stopped. Presently dave asked, "Jiovan, how are you doi ng?"

"How do you mnean?"

"I mean the whole trip. How are you doi ng?"

Jiovan snorted. "I'mhungry. | hurt a lot, but I"'mused to that. | can clinb. Do you nean
how are we doing? W won't know that till we get honme. Merril's out of her head right now, but she
could be right too."

Cl ave was startled. "You nean, |ive here?"

"No, that's crazy. | nean go back now. Kill something and snoke it and coll ect nore fan
fungus and go hone. W'd be heroes, as much as any hunt party that comes honme with nmeat, and
don't mind telling you, I'"'mready. |I'mtreefeeding sick of being one of the-the |lanes. | used
t obet he one whofedthe tribe... and if thefan fungus will growin the tuft-"

By now the whol e troop was |istening. dave knew he was tal king for an audi ence. He said,
“Merril could be pretty sick, you know. "

"She feels great.”

"Ch, let's see how she feels when it wears off. | mght want to try it nyself,’'
chuckl ed. He was hoping it would drop there.

No chance, not with A Ifin |istening. "Wat about going home? W've got what we cane for."

“I don't think so. We sure haven't scraped out all the tribenmarks, have we, G ad?"

"They' re supposed to run all along the trunk."

"Then let's go at least as far as the niddle. W already know we can feed oursel ves. Wo
knows what else we'll find? The nose-arm was good eating, but we've only found one, and we
couldn't feed himin the tuft. W can pick up sone fan fungus on the way back. Wat else? Are the
flashers good to eat? Could we transplant those shelled things?"

The Grad was catching fire. "Get themgrow ng just above the tuft. It night work. Sure I'd
like to go on. | want to see what it's |ike when there isn't any tidal force at all."
"W al ready know what Merril would say. Anyone el se?"
Al fin grunted. Nobody el se spoke.

"W go on," Cave said.
Chapter Five

dave

Menori es

I'T WAS THERE AGAIN. THERE WAS A SPECI AL FREQUENCY OF

light that Sharis Davis Kendy had sought for five hundred years. He had found it fifty-two years
ago, and forty-eight, and twenty, and .
six certain sightings and anot her ten probable. The | ocus noved about. This tinme it was west of
his position, barely filtering through the soup of dust and gas and dirt and plant life: the |ight
of hydrogen burning with oxygen

Kendy held his attention on a wavering point within the Smoke R ng.
Rarely did the CARM even acknow edge that his signal had penetrated the namel strom but he never
considered not trying. "Kendy for the State. Kendy for the State."

The CARJvl's main nmotor would run for hours now It would accelerate slowy, too slowy:
pushi ng sonet hi ng massi ve. What were they doing in there?

Had they entirely forgotten Discipline and Sharls Davis Kendy?

Kendy had forgotten much, but what rermained to himwas as vivid as the nmonent it had
happened. These futile attenpts at contact needed little of his attention. Kendy took refuge in
nenory.

The target star was yellowwhite, with a spectrumvery like Sol's, circling an unseen
conpanon. At 1.2 solar nasses, T3 was minutely brighter and bluer than Sol: about GO or 01. The
conpani on, at half a solar nmass, would be a star, not a planet. It should at |east have been
vi si bl e.
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The State bad tel escopic data fromearlier nmissions to other stars. There was at |east a
third, planet-sized body in this system There mi ght be a planet resenbling the prinordial Earth;
in which case Discipline would fulfill its primary mission by seeding its atnosphere with
oxygenproduci ng al gaes. On a distant day the State.would return to find a world ripe for
col oni zati on.

But someone woul d have cone anyway, to probe the strangeness of this place.

Di scipline was a seeder ranship, targeted for a ring of yellow stars that m ght host
worlds like the prinmordial Earth. Its secondary nission was a secret known only to Kendy; but
exploration was a definite third on the list; Discipline would not stop here. Kendy woul d skim
past T3, take pictures and records, and vanish into the void. He m ght slow enough to drop a
mssile with a warhead of tailored algae, if a target world could be found.

Four of the crew were in the control nodule. They had the tel escope array going and a
watery picture of a yellowwhite star on the big screen, with a pinpoint of fierce blue-white
light at its edge. Sam Col dbl att had a spectrum of T3 displayed on a smaller screen

Sharon Levoy was | ecturing for the record, nobody el se was |istening. "That solves thalL
Levoy's Star is an old neutron star, half a billion to a billion years beyond its pul sar stage.
It's still hotter than hell, but it's only twenty kilonmeters across. The radiating surface is
al nost negligible. It nust have been losing its spin and its residual heat for all of that tine.
W didn't see it because it isn't putting out enough |ight.

"The yell ow dwarf star m ght have planets, but we can expect that their atnospheres were
boil ed away by the supernova event of which Levoy's Star is the ashes-"

ol dbl att snarled, "W're supposed to be the first expedition here! Prikazyvat Kendy!"

The crew were not supposed to be aware that the ship's conputer and its recorded
personality could eavesdrop on them Therefore Kendy said, "Hello, Sam Wat's up?"

Sam CGol dbl att was a large, round man with a bushy, carefully tended noustache. He'd been
chewing it ever since Levoy found and naned the
neutron star. Now his frustration had a target. "Kendy, do you have records of a previous
expedi ti on?"

"Well, check me out. Those are absorption lines for oxygen and water, here, aren't they?
Whi ch neans there's green life somewhere in that system doesn't it? And that neans the State sent
a seeder here!"

"I noticed the spectrum After all, Sam why shouldn't plant |ife devel op sonewhere on its
own? Earth's did. Besides, those lines can't represent an Earthlike world. They're too sharp
There's too nuch oxygen, too much water."

"Kendy, if it isn't a planet, what is it?"

"We'|| learn that when we're closer."

"l1llnph. Not at this speed. Kendy, | think we should sl ow down.

Decel erate to the mninumat which the Bussard ranjet will work. W won't waste onboard fuel
we'll get a better |ook, and we can accel erate again when we've got the solar wind for fuel."

"Dangerous," said Kendy. "I recomrend against it." And that should have been that.

For five hundred and twel ve years Kendy had been editing clunps of experience fromhis
menory wherever he decided they weren't needed. He didn't renenber deciding to follow Goldblatt's
suggestions. Gol dblatt nust have persuaded Captain Quinn and the rest of the crew, and Kendy had
givenin. . . to then? or to his own curiosity?

Kendy renenber ed:

Levoy's Star and T3 circled a comopn point in eccentric orbits, at a distance averagi ng
2.5 x 10O~ kilonmeters, with an orbital period of 2.77 Earth years. The neutron star had been behind
the yell ow dwarf while Discipline backed into the system Now it enmerged into view of Discipline's
tel escope array.

He saw a ring of white cloud, touched with green, with a bright spark at its center. The
spectral absorption lines of water and oxygen were coming fromthere. It was tiny by astronom ca
standards: the region of greatest density circled the neutron star at 26,000 kil oneters-about four
times the radius of the Earth.

"Like a Christmas weath," Claire Dalton breathed. The sociologist's body was that of a
pretty, |eggy blonde, but her corpsicle nenories reached far back . . . and what was she doi ng on
the bridge? Captain Dennis Quinn mght have invited her, the way they were standing to
gether. It indicated a laxity in discipline that Kendy woul d have to watch.

The crew of Discipline continued to study the archaic Christmas weath. Until Sam
ol dbl att suddenly crowed, "CGoldblatt's Wrldl Prikazyvat Kendy, record that, Goldblatt's Wrl d!
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There's a planet in there."

"I"'mnot close enough to probe that closely, Sam"™

"It has to be there. You know how a gas torus works?"

It was there in Kendy's nmenory. "Yes. | don't doubt you're right. |I can bounce sone radar
of f that storm conpl ex when we pass."

"Pass, hell. W've got to stop and investigate this thing." Goldblatt |ooked about himfor
support. "Green neans life!l Life, and no pl anet!
We've got to know all about it. Claire, Dennis, you see that, don't you?" The crew included twelve
citizens and eight corpsicles. The corpsicles
m ght argue, but they had no civil rights; and the citizens had | ess than they thought. For
reasons of norale, Kendy maintained the fiction that they were in charge.

Col dbl att's suggestion was not worth considering. Kendy said, "Think. W've got fuel to
decel erate once and once only. W'll need it when we reach Earth."

"There's water in there,” Dennis Qinn said thoughtfully. "W could refuel. | bet the
water's rich in deuteriumand tritium Wy not, it's circling the ashes of a supernoval™

Claire Dalton was gazing at the screen, at a perfect snbke ring with a tiny hot pinpoint
inits center. "The neutron star has cooled off, lost nost of its rotation and nost of its heat
and nost of that ferocious nmagnetic field the pulsars have. It's bright, but it's too snall to be
giving off nuch real heat. W could probably live in there ourselves." She | ooked around her
"Isn't this what we canme for? The strangeness of the universe. If we don't stop now, we might as
wel|l be back on Earth." The contenpt in her voice was unm st akabl e.

Kendy's nenory junped at that point. Hardly surprising. That nust have been the true
begi nni ng of nutiny.

He renenbered reviewing and updating his files on gas torus nechanics.

Two planets circled wide around the twin stars: Jupiter-style gas giants with no noons.
The ol d supernova nust have bl asted away anything snaller

A body did circle the neutron star. One |linb of the Snoke Ring was
curdled, a distorted whirlpool of storm H dden within was a core of rock and netals at 2.5 Earth
masses. There was s6me oxygen and some
wat er vapor in its thick, hot atnmosphere. Goldblatt's Wrld was tidally | ocked, and uninhabitabl e.
Strip away its atnosphere and it m ght have harbored Earthly life-but its atnosphere was
trenmendous, dwindling indefinitely into the Snoke Ring itself.

The strong oxygen-water |ines were conming fromthe gas torus.

A gas torus is the result of a light mass in orbit around a heavy mass, as Titan orbits
Saturn. It may be that the light nmass is too weak to hold its atnosphere. The faster nol ecul es of
air escape-but they go into orbit about the heavy mass. Thus, Titan circles Saturn within a ring
of escaped Titani an atnosphere, as | o orbits Jupiter within a ring of sulfur ionized by Jupiter's
feroci ous nmagnetic field.

A gas torus is thin. The gas nust be so rarefied that each nolecul e can be considered to
be in a separate orbit: it nust reasonably expect to circle hal fway round the prinmary mass wi thout
bunpi ng anot her nol ecul e. Under such circunstances, a gas torus is stable. The occasional stray
photon will bunp a nolecule into interstellar space; but the molecules are continually
reencountering the satellite body.

Titan-small er than Mars, no |arger than Ganynede-carries an atnosphere of refined snog at
one and a half times Earth's sea |l evel pressure. The atnosphere is continually being | ost, of
course, but some of it continually returns fromthe gas torus

Levoy's Star was an extrene case, and a slightly different proposition too.

The Snoke Ring was the thickest part of the gas torus around Levoy's Star. At its nedian
it was as dense as Earth's atnosphere a nile above sea level: too dense for stability. It must be
continually leaking into the gas torus. But the gas torus was stable: dense, but held within a
steep gravitational gradient. Ml ecules continually returned fromthe gas torus to the Snoke Ring
and fromthe Snmoke Ring to the storm of atnosphere surrounding Goldblatt's World.

"Coldblatt's Wrld nust have started life as a gas giant planet |ike, say, Saturn.
Probably it didn't fall into range until the pulsar had | ost a good deal of its heat and spin."
Sharon Levoy's crisp voice spoke within Kendy's nenory. "Then it was captured by strong Roche
tides. It may have dropped cl ose enough to | ose water and soil as well as gas. For sonething |like
a billion years Goldblatt's Wirld has been | eaking gas into the Snbke Ring, and the Snoke Ri ng has
been leaking to interste
| ar space. It's not stable, exactly, but hell, planets aren't stable over the long run."

"It won't be stable that much longer,"” Dennis Quinn interrupted. "Mst of Goldblatt's
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Wrld is already gone. Ten nillion years, or a hundred million, and the Snoke Ring will be getting
rarefied."

Kendy renenbered these things. The records had been nmade while Discipline' s instrunments
probed the Smoke Ring fromclose range. Already sone of the crew were exploring the Snoke Ring via
CARMs. Their reports were enthusiastic. There was |ife, DNA-based, the air was not only
breat habl e, but tasted fine

Kendy didn't renmenber bringing Discipline into orbit around Levoy's Star. He nmust have
expended his onboard fuel, postponing by several years his arrival at the target stars along his
course. Wy?

Claire Dalton's voice: "W've got to get out of this box. It's running down. Alittle of
what we recycle is lost every tinme around. There's nore than water in there; there's air, there's
probably even fresh fertilizer for the hydroponics tanks!"

It was Sharis Davis Kendy who rul ed Discipline~ Discipline's crew of twenty was hardly
necessary to run a seeder ranship. The State had chosen themas a reservoir of humanity: a tiny
chunk of the State, far renoved fromany |ocal disaster. One planet, one solar system were too
fragile to ensure the survival of the State or hunmankind itself. Every ship in the sky had a crew
| arge enough to begin the hunman race over again: their secondary mission, if it ever becane
necessary. The State expected no such disaster, ever but the investment was trivial conpared to
the reward.

VWhen had he | ost control ? Perhaps they had threatened to bypass the computer and go to
manual control. They couldn't; but norale would disintegrate if they ever learned howlittle
control they really had. Kendy m ght have surrendered on that basis.

O he might have been curi ous.

He did not renenber any part of what nust have been a nutiny. He nust have been played for
a fool; he nmight not want to renenber that. The crew had departed with eight of the ten CARMs and
rifled the hydroponics to boot! It should never have been all owed.

He was reasonably sure that seven of the CARMs were inoperable. Sone equi pnent m ght have
been salvaged . . . and the |l ast CARM had now ceased its spray of incandescent water vapor. Kendy
ceased
beanmi ng his nmessage. The Snoke Ring gl owed white and featurel ess beneath him

One day he woul d know. Wuld they renmenber himat all?

Kendy wait ed.

Chapter Six

M ddl e G ound

THE PATCH OF OLD- VAN S- HAI R SHOULD HAVE BEEN TENDED

long since. It was fifty to sixty neters across and had eaten half a neter deep into |live wood.
Parasol plants had rooted in the resulting conmpost, and matured, and spread their brightly col ored
bl ossons to attract passing insects.

M nya watched the fire spread in intersecting curves within the fungus patch. Breezes
tossed the choking snoke in unpredictable directions. The snoke drove clouds of mtes out of the
fungus and into the open. She was wi shing Thanya's triad would arrive with water.

There were three triads of the Triune Squad now on the trunk.

M nya, Sal, and Snitta were nearing the nedian. Jeel's triad traversed up and down the trunk
ferrying provisions fromthe tuft, while Thanya's brought water fromthe |ee.

Fire was usually no problem but nistakes coul d happen

"I love these clinbs," Snitta said. She floated with her toes gripping an edge of bark
This close to the nmedian, it was enough to hold her against the feeble tide. "I like floating

and where el se can you see the entire Snoke R ng?"

M nya nodded. She didn't want to tal k. Wen a problemcouldn't be solved and woul dn't go
away, what could one do but run? She had run
as far as a human being could go. It was working: she felt at peace here,
hal fway between infinities.

The tree seemed to run forever in both directions. The Dark Tuft, backlit by Voy and the
sun, was a halo of green fluff with a black core. Qutward, Dalton-Quinn Tuft was barely larger. A
few drifting clouds, w sps of green forest, whorls of stormwere all outward. Eastward was a point
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of bright light off-center in a dark rim the same small pond that had been drifting tantalizingly
closer for a score of days.

Maybe, maybe it would conme. They didn't talk about it. Bad | uck.

Bet ween t he drought and the recent political upsets, it had been too long since the Triune
Squad had been free for treetending duty. They had been needed as police. One could hope that the
executions had settled the troubles; but now the triads were finding parasites and patches of ol d-
man' s-hair everywhere on the trunk. Today they were burning virtually a field of the horrid stuff.

Moti on caught M nya's eye, outward and w ndward. Bl ue-agai nstblue, hard to see, sonething
big. The sun was nearly at nadir, glaring up. She held a hand beneath her eyes, and squinted, and
presently said, "Triune."

Smitta snapped alert. "Interested in us? Sal!"

Sal sang out from behind the snoke cloud. "I see it."

M nya said, "They're interested. They're pretty close already."

Smitta had pulled herself against the trunk and was readyi ng her weapons. "I fought a
triune once. They're smarter than swordbirds. You can scare themoff. Just renmenber, if we kil
one, we'll have to kill all three."

The torpedo-shaped object was closer now. It was nearly the blue of the sky, slowy
rotating. Six big eyes showed in turn around the circunference, and three great gauzy fins
one smaller than the other
That woul d be the juvenile. M nya whispered, "Wat do we need?"

"Bows and arrows ready? Tether your arrow and scoop up sone burning ol d-man's-hair on the
poi nt. Lucky we had a fire going. Know where your jet pods are, you may need them"”

M nya coul d feel her heart pulsing in her throat. It was her second trip up the trunk .

but Snmitta and Sal had been up many tines. They were tough and experienced. Sal was a burly, red-
haired fortyyear-old who had joined the Triune Squad at age twelve. Smitta had been born a man
she was a wonman by courtesy.

Stay clear of Snftta~ Mnya told herself. Snmitta was slow to anger, but under pressure
sonmet hing could snap in her mnd. Then Smitta
fought |ike a berserker, even anbng her own, and the only way to at her was to pile on her
M nya strung her hardwood bow and used an arrow point to dig a gob of burning fungus. Ready-?

The torpedo split in three. Three slender torpedoes flapped laz toward them show ng snal
lateral fins and viol ent-orange bellies.
mal e and a fenale, forever mated, plus a single juvenile who would ~ on body mass fast, then
mature nore slowy. They divided only to ht or fight. The Triune Squad itself was named for the
triune faml:

i nt erdependence.

The juvenile would be the smallest, the one hanging back a little. T~ adults swept
f orward.

"Aimfor the nmale,” Smitta said and | oosed, the line trailing c behind the arrow Which
was mal e? Mnya waited a nonent to jud Smtta's target, then | oosed her own weapon. She judged
that U weren't in range yet . . . and she was right; the male's body rippi himfree of the
arrows' paths, while the female bored in. Sal had hi back. Now she | oosed, and the veering fenual e
caught an arrowin 1 fin.

She bel | owed. She fl apped once, and the arrow snapped free.
appeared fromthe snmoke, yanked into the sky. It didn't seemto boti her as she reeled in, her
anci ent nmetal bow slung safe over her should The snol dering old-man's-hair had been left on the
ferale's tail, a she was flapping nadly.

Smitta sent a tethered arrow wi nging at the juvenile.

Both adults screaned. The fermale tried to block the arrow. Too sb The juvenile didn't seem

to see the arrow conming. Smitta yanked at | line and stopped it a neter short.
The femal e gaped.
The wonen were reeling frantically, but it wasn't necessary. | adults noved in al ongsi de

the infant, inilnitely graceful. Small has reached out fromtheir orange bellies to pull them
together. Tb noved away |like a single blurred blue ghost against the blue sky.

"See? They're smart. You can reason with them" Smitta said.

Sal pulled a teardrop-shaped jet pod fromone of the cluster of po eta that ran down and
across the front of her tunic. She twisted the t A cloud of seeds and m st spurted away from her,
thrusting Sal be toward the bark

She coiled Iine and stowed her weapons, including the valuable be Springy net4, it was,
handed down fromold to young within the 'l
une Squad for at |least two hundred years. "WII| done, troops, but | think the fire is getting to
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the wood. | w sh Thanya woul d get here. She
couldn't have m ssed us, could she?"
To Mnya's eye, the fire mght have reached wood by now, or not.

Hard to tell where ol d-man's-hair shaded over into rotted wood. "It's
not bad yet," she said.
"I hate to waste jet pods, but . . . treefodder. | want to | ook for

them" Sal decided. She gathered her |egs under her, hands gripping the
bark to brace herself, and junped. She waved her arns to~p herself around until she could see the
trunk. They watched her drift along the trunk, out toward Dalton-Quinn Tuft.

"She worries too much," Snmitta said.

Seventy days had passed since Clave's citizens had departed Quinn Tuft.

The tree fed a nyriad parasites, and the parasites fed Clave's team They had killed
anot her nose-arm easily, chopping through its nose, then jabbing harpoons into its den. There
were patches of fan fungus everywhere. Merril had slept a full eight days after eating fromthe
red fringe of a fan fungus. The subsequent throbbing headache didn't seemto affect her clinbing,
and presently it went away. So the fan fungus served them as food, and they had found nore of the
shel | ed burrowers and ot her edibles

The Grad saw it all as evidence of the tree's decline

They had found a jet pod bush, Iike a mass of bubbles on the bark.

Cl ave had packed a dozen ripe pods in a pouch of scraped nose-arm hide.

They had taken to canping just outside the water-washed wood.

Cl ave | aughed and admitted that they should have been doing that all along. They'd slept three
times nore on the tree: last night in a nosearm s den, twi ce before in deep wounds in the wood,
cracks overgrown with "fuzz" that had to be burned out first. The char had turned their clothing
bl ack.

They had | earned not to try to boil water. The bubbles just foaned it out in a hot, expanding
nmass.

Tidal gravity continued to decrease until they were alnost floating up the trunk. Merri
loved it. Recovering fromthe fan fungus hadn't changed that. You couldn't fall; you'd just yel
for help, and soneone would presently throw you a line. Aory loved it, and Alfin smled
sonet i mes.

But there were penalties. Now water had grown scarce too. There was no wind this high, and
thus no | eeward stream of water. Sonetines you found wet wood, wet enough to lick dry. There was
water in fan fungus flesh.

Here was the i~ mark Jinny had found. CGood: it |ooked nearly clean
And half a klonter farther up the trunk, a fan-shape showed |like a white hand agai nst the sky. It
must be huge. The Grad pointed. "Di nner?"

Clave said, "W'll find snmaller ones around it."

"But wouldn't it look grand," Merril asked, "coming into the Conmons?"

The Grad was pulling hinself toward the tribal mark when C ave said, "Hold it."

"What ?"

"This mark isn't overgrown |like the others were. Grad, doesn't it look funny to you?
Tended?"

"There's sonme fuzz grow ng, but nmaybe not enough." Then the Grad was cl ose enough to see
the real discrepancy. "There's no takeout nark.

Citizens, this isn't Quinn territory."

Gavvi ng and Jiovan had been left behind to tend the snokefire.

Har d- | earned | essons showed here. Bark torn fromthe rimof a patch
of fuzz served as fuel. Healthy bark resisted fire. Acircle of coals surrounded the neat, al
open to the fitful breezes. A sheltered fire wouldn't burn. The snpbke wouldn't rise; it would stay
to smother the fire. Even here in the open, the snoke hovered in a squirmng cloud.
The heat of burning stayed in the snmoke, so the fire didn't need to be |large. Gavving and Ji ovan
stayed well back. A shift in the breeze could snpther an incautious citizen
The meat should be rotated soon. It was Gavving's turn, but it didn't have to be done instantly.

"Ji ovan?"

"What ?"

Even Gavvi ng woul dn't ask Ji ovan how he | ost his | eg-nobody woul d; but one thing about
that tale had bothered himfor years. And he asked.

"Why were you hunting al one, that day? Nobody hunts al one."
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"l did."

"Okay." Topic closed. Gavving drew his harpoon. He pulled air into his lungs, then |unged
into the snoke. Half-blind, he reached over the
coals with the harpoon butt to turn the nose-arml egs-one, two, three. He yanked hard on his |line
to pull hinself into open air. Snoke cane
with him and he took an instant to fan it away before he drew breath.

Jiovan was | ooking in, past the small green tuft that had once enclosed his life, into the
bl ui sh white spark that was Voy. H's head came up, and Gavving faced a nurderous glare. "This
L~n'"t sonething I'd
want told around."

Gavvi ng wait ed.

"All right. I'vegot . . . | had a real gift for sarcasm they tell ne.
Wien | was leading a hunt . . . well, the boys were there to | earn, of
course, and | was there to teach. |If soneone nade a mistake, | left him
in no doubt."”
Gavvi ng nodded.
"Pretty soon they were giving ne nothing but the funblers. | couldn't stand it, so | started

hunting al one. "
"l shouldn't have asked. It used to bother ne.

"Forget it."
Gavving was trying to forget sonmething else entirely. This |ast sleep period he had
wakened to find three citizens mssing. He'd followed a sound . . . and watched C ave and Jayan

and Jinny noor lines to the bark, and | eap outward, and nmake babies while they drifted.

What lived in his head now was |ust and envy bal anced by fear of Clave's wath or Jinny's
scorn (for he had fixed on Jinny as marginally lovelier.) He nmight as well dream Any serious
potential mate was back in Quinn Tuft, and Gavving couldn't offer anyway; he hadn't the wealth
or the years.

That woul d change, of course. He would return (of course) as a hero (of coursel). As for the
Chairnman's wath . . . he hadn't been able to send Harp. Possibly Clave could have resisted him
too. If they could end the fanmi ne, the Chairnman could do nothing; they would be heroes.

Gavvi ng coul d have his choice of mates- "So | was hunting alone," Jiovan said, "the day dory
bust ed open

the turkey pen.”

For an instant Gavving couldn't imagi ne what Jiovan was tal king about. Then he smil ed.
"Harp's told that tale."

“I'"ve heard him | was down under the branch that day, with one line to tether ne and
anot her | oose, nibbling a little foliage with nmy head sticking down into the sky, you know, just
waiting. It was full night at the New Year's occlusion. The sun was a w de bright patch shining up
at me, and Voy drifting right across the center.

"Here canme a turkey, flapping against the wind, still noving pretty fast, and backward.
put a net on ny free line, quick, and threwit. The turkey's caught. Here cones another one. |'ve
got nore nets, and in two
breaths |1've got a turkey on each end. But here conme two nore, then four, and they're coming from
above, and by now | can guess they're ours. | throwthe end of the line |'mnoored to, and | get a
third turkey.-"

"Good throw ng," Gavving said.

"Ch, sure, there wasn't anything wong with nmy throwing that day. But the sky was full of

turkeys, and nost of themwere going to get away, and | still thought it was kind of hilarious."
"~r"eali."
"That's why | never told this story before.”
Gavvi ng suddenly guessed what wascoming. "I can live with it if you don't want to finish."

"No, that's okay. It was funny," Jiovan said seriously. "But the sky was full of turkeys,
and a triune famly cane to do sonething about all that neat on the wing. They split up and went
after the | oose turkeys.

There wasn't a thing | could do but pull in nmy three."
Jiovan certainly wasn't smiling now. "The male went after one of my turkeys. Swallowed it
whol e and tried to swmaway. It got the wong line . . . picture one end of a |line spiked deep in

the branch, and that massive beast pulling on the other, and nme in a loop in the mddle.
suddenly saw what was happening, and | pulled the | oop open and tried to junp out, and the | oop
sni cked shut and nmy leg was ripped alnost off and | was falling into the sky."

"Tr eef odder. "
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"l thought |I was treefodder, all right. Renenber, | still had a line in ny hands? But with
a turkey on each end, flapping like crazy, and | was falling. | tried throwing a turkey, | really
did, | thought it mght get caught in the branchlets, but it didn't.

"Meanwhil e the triune nmale's been caught by sonething, and it doesn't know what. It pulls
back against the line and feels a tug in its belly and throws up. | think that's what nust have
happened. Al | know is sonething smacks me in the face, and it's a dead turkey covered with goo,
and | grab it-1 hug it to ne with all my heart and clinb the line back into the tuft."

Gavving was afraid to | augh.

"Then | tie off what's left of ny leg. Wiat's hanging loose, | had to cut off. Wll, kid,
did Harp ever tell you a story like that?"

"No. Treefodder, he'd love it! Oh."

"He'd make nme fanous. | don't want to be fanious that way."

Gavving chewed it over. "Vhy tell ne now?"

"I don't know. My turn," Jiovan said suddenly. He filled his lungs and di sappeared into
t he snoke.

Gavving felt burdened. Always he asked too nany questions. He grinned guiltily, picturing
Jiovan trying to throwa line with a turkey flapping at each end. But what if Jiovan regretted
telling it?

He saw Cl ave appear from behind the curve of the tnnk.

Ji ovan energed, bringing snoke, and Gavving held his breath while it cleared. Jiovan

coughed a little. "It's been so long," he said. "Maybe it doesn't hurt as much. Maybe | just
wanted to tell it. Maybe | had to."

"They're com ng back," Gavving said. "I wonder what's got them so excited?"

Cl ave bellowed, "I will not go home w thout |earning something about them™

"I know quite a |l ot about them" the Gad answered. "W all lived in the far tuft once

The Quinns left after sone kind of di sagreenent.
Before that, it was Dalton-Quinn Tribe."

"Then they're relatives."

The argunment had grown a little | ess chaotic, but only because half the troop was trailing
back. It was no | ess vehenment. Al fin shouted, "You're not |listening. They kicked us out! For al

we know, they think they're still at war with us!”

The Grad said, "Clave, the tribemarks are tended, and we aren't finding as many fan fung
lately, or the shelled things either. I'mthinking they keep this stretch of trunk clean. They
must be still around. Qur nove is to get out of here!"

"You want to run from sonething you haven't even seen!”

"W saw the tribal insignia," the Gad said. "DQ No takeout mark across the Q Maybe they
still call thenselves Dalton-Quinn. What does that nake us? Intruders on their tree? W' ve passed
the nmedi an anyway, we're in their space. Clave, let's go hone. Kill another nose-arm pick sone
fan fungus and one of the shells, and go home with plenty of food." C ave was shaki ng his head.
"The tribe won't have to go thirsty any nore either! W bring water fromthe trunk.-"

Clave waved it away. "That water would get to the tuft anyway. No. | want to neet the
Daltons. It's been hundreds of years, we don't know what they're like. . . maybe they know better
tendi ng net hods for the
earthlife, or ways to get water. Maybe they grow food we never heard
of . Sonething. 'Day, Jiovan."

"' Day. What's going on?"

"We found a tribemark and it isn't ours. The question before the citizenry is, do we say
hell o before going hone? O do we just run?"

The Grad junped in. "Don't you see, we can't fight and we can't negotiate! W' ve got one
good fighter, and two cripples and a boy and four wonmen and a treenouth tender, and all of us
thrown out of Quinn Tuft, we can't even nake pronises-"

Clave broke in. "Alfin, you' re for |eaving too?"

"Ji ovan?"
"What are we running fron®"
"Maybe not hing. That mark wasn't tended for a long tinme. Treefodder, the drought could have kill ed
them of f! We could settle the far tuft-"
Merril broke in, though she was puffing fromthe clinb. "Ch no. if everyone died there
- we won't want to . . . go anywhere near it.
Si ckness. "
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"“"Are you for going back or going on?"
"I don't . . . back, | guess, but . . . let's get that . . . big fan fungus first.
Wul dn't that inpress the citizens! And snoke another nosearm. . . if we can. Far as that goes
we know there's nmeat to be hunted on the trunk. W should tell the Chairman that."
"Jayan? Ji nny?"
"She makes sense,

Jinny said, and Jayan nodded.

" Gavvi ng?"
"No opinion."

"Treef odder. d ory?"

"Go back," Gory said. "I haven't tasted foliage in days and days."

Clave sighed. "ffl was sure | was right, we'd go on. Aaall right." H s voice becane
fuller, nmore resonant. "We'll have enough to carry anyway, what with the giant fan and whatever
meat we find. Citizens, we've done very well for ourselves and Quinn Tuft. W go home as heroes.
Now, | don't want to | ose anyone on the way down, so don't take the tide for granted! It'Il get
stronger with every klonter. Mst of the way down we'll need lines for the neat and the fan fungus-

Their goal s had becone C ave's own. Gavving noticed, and renenbered.
The flashers had come back. Mnya watched themat their nmating dance. Two nal es strutted before.
the sane femhle with their w ngcl oaks spread wi de, and the fenale's head snapped back and forth
al nrost too fast to see. Decisions decisions- "Sonething' s been worrying you, wonan."

-Decisions. Was it any of Smitta's business? Mnya nade a swift
decision: she had to talk to soneone, or burst. "I've started wondering if-if I"mright for the
Triune Squad."

Smitta showed shock. "Really? You were eager enough to join eight years ago. Wat's
changed?"

"I don't know. "

But she did, and suddenly Snmitta did too. "Don't talk to Sal about this. She woul dn't
under st and. "

"I was only fourteen."

"You | ooked older . . . nore mature. And nmaybe the loveliest recruit we ever got."
M nya grinmaced. "Every man in the tuft wanted to make babies with nme. | nust have heard
every possible way of saying that. | just didn't want to do that with anyone. Snitta, that's what

the Triune Squad is for!"

"I know. What would | be without the Triune Squad? A wonan born as a nan, a man who wants
to be a wonman .

"Do you ever want-" What was the right word? Not nake babie.s~, not for Smitta.

"I used to," Smitta said. "Wth Risher-he was a lot prettier once- and lately with MK,
the Huntrmaster's boy." Mnya flinched. Maybe Smitta noticed. "We give all that up when we join.
You just have to hold it inside. You know that."

"Does anyone ever . . ."

"What? Quit? Cheat? Alse junped into the sky, a little after | joined, but nobody really
knows why. That's the only way to quit. If you get caught cheating, | can nane sonme would tear you
apart. Sal's one."

Tight lips and clenched teeth held back Mnya's secret. Now Smitta did notice. "Don't get
caught cheating," she repeated. "Maybe you don't know how citizens feel about us. They tolerate
us. W won't give the tribe babies, so we do the nost dangerous jobs anyone can think of, and pay
the debt that way. But you don't ask any ordinary man to, you know, help you be in both worlds."

M nya nodded. Lips pressed together, teeth clenched: if only she had kept themthat way
when she was with M k! Mk had been inpossible
to get rid of, eight years ago. How had he changed so much? Wuld he tell?

"Smtta-"

"Drop it, Sal's coming."

M nya | ooked. There were four figures down there, four wonen rising on jets of sprayed gas
and seeds; and they carried no water. Sal shouted sonmething the wi nd snatched away.

"They're wasting jet pods," Smitta observed.

They were closer now and in range to snag the bark. This tine Mnya heard Sal's joyfu
bel | ow.

"I nvaderrrsss!”

Chapt er Seven

The Checker's
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Hand

T~ TWO TRI ADS MOVED | NWARD, STAYI NG I N CRACKS I N THE

bark where they could. Every minute or so Denisse, a tall, dark wonman of Thanya's triad, would pop
up, look around fast, and drop back into the bark.

"We counted six of themaround the tribemark," Thanya said. "Dark clothes. Maybe they're fromthe
Dark Tuft."

"Intruders on the tree.” Sal's voice was eager, joyful. "W've never fought invaders!
There were sone citizens thrown out for nmutiny, long ago . . . some of themkilled the Chairnan
and the rest went with them Maybe they settled in the Dark Tuft. Mitineers . . . Tbanya, what

ki nd of weapons were they carrying?"

"We couldn't go ask them could we? Deni sse says she saw things |ike giant arrows. |
couldn't even tell their sexes, but one had no |legs."

They veered to avoid a crack clogged with old-man's-hair. Smitta said, "Six of them six
of us, you may have missed a few. . . shall we send soneone back for Jeel's triad?"

Sal grinned wolfishly. "No."

"And no," said Thanya for her triad.

M nya said nothing-her triad | eader spoke for her-but she felt a fierce joy. Ri ght now
there was not hi ng she needed nore than a fight.

Deni sse dropped back from her next survey. Her voice was deadly
calm "Intruders. W have intruders, three hundred nmeters in and a
hundred to port, noving outward. At |east six."

"Let's go slow," Thanya said suddenly. "lI'd like to question one. W
don't know what they want here."

"Do we care? \Wat they want isn't theirs."

Thanya grinned back. 'W're not a debating team W' re the Triune Squad. Let's go |ook."

They worked their way al ong the bark. Presently Deni sse poked her head up, dropped back
"I ntruders have reached the Checker's Hand."

Clearing the trunk of parasites was one of the Triune Squad's duties.
Fan fungi were dangerous to the tree and edi bl e besides; but one |large and perfect fan had specia
privileges. Found twenty-odd years ago, it had been left to grow even larger. Mnya had only heard
of the squad's unusual pet. She eased her head above the bark
They were there: men, wonen, |ooking entirely human. "Mre than six. Eight, nine, dressed |ike
dirty civilians. Sooty red clothes, no pockets . . . they're chopping at the stalld They're
killing it, the Checker's Hand-"

Smitta screaned and | aunched herself across the bark

No help for it now Sal cried, "Go for Gold!" and the Triune Squad | eapt toward the
i ntruders

The fan fungus reached out fromthe trunk like a tremendous hand, white with red nails.

Its stalk, disproportionately narrow and fragil el ooking froma distance, was still thicker than
Gavving's torso. He set to chopping at it with his dagger. Jiovan worked the other side.
"We'll get it down the trunk,"” Jiovan puffed, "but howw |l we ever get it through the

tuft to the Comons?"
"Maybe we don't," said Cave. "Bring the tribe to the fungus. Let themcarve off pieces to suit
t hemsel ves. "
"Tear the fringe off first," Merril said.
The Grad objected. "The Scientist will want some of the red part.”
"And try it on who? Ch, all right, save sonme fringe for the Scientist. Not a |ot, though."
The stal k was tough. They'd nade sone progress, but Gavving's arns were used up. He backed
away, and Cl ave took over. Gavving watched the cut deepen
Maybe they'd weakened it enough?
He pounded a stake into the bark and tethered his. line to it. Then he leapt at the fungus
with the full strength of his |egs.
The great hand bent to his weight, then sprang back, flipping him
playfully into the sky. Floundering, gathering in his line, he saw what
the others had m ssed through being too close to the trunk
"Firel™"
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"What ? \Where?"
"Qutward, half a klomer, maybe. Doesn't | ook big." The sun was
behind the out tuft, |eaving the trunk sonewhat shadowed, he could see an orange glow within a
cl oud of snoke.

A flicker at the corner of his eye. He pulled hard at the line before his
forebrain had registered anything at all. . . and a miniature harpoon
zi pped past his hip.

He yell ed, "Treefodder!" Not specific enough. "Harpoons!"

Jiovan was stunbling, indecisive; a sharp point showed behind his
shoul der bl ade. C ave was sl appi ng shoul ders and buttocks to send his citizens to cover. Sonething
sail ed past at a distance: a worman, a burly red-haired wonan garbed in purple, w th pockets
clustered frombreasts to hips, giving her a | ook of lunpy pregnancy. She flew | oose through the
sky while she pulled sonething apart with both hands. Sonething that glittered, a line of light.

Their eyes met, and Gavving knew it was a weapon even before she let it snap shut. He
clutched the bark and rolled. Something came as a tiny blur, thudded into the bark al ongside his
spine: a mni-harpoon with gray and yellow flasher feathers at the butt end. He rolled again to
put the fan fungus between t hem

Clave was nowhere in sight. Purple-clad enenies sailed along the wall of bark, yelling
gi bberi sh and throwi ng death. The red-haired woman had a harpoon through her leg. She tore it
| oose, cast it away, and sought a target. She picked the easiest: Jiovan, who wasn't even trying
to seek cover. He took a second m ni-harpoon through his chest.

They were using jet pods. A lean purple-clad man spotted Gavving; he pulled his weapon
apart and a string snapped. He screaned in rage and opened a jet pod to hurl himdown at Gavvi ng.
H s other hand waved a neter's-length of knife.

Gavving |l eapt out of his way, drew his knife, yanked at the Iine to pull hinself back. The
man snmacked into the bark. Gavving was on his back before he could recover. He slashed at the
man's throat. I nhumanly strong fingers sank into his armlike a swordbird's teeth. Gavving
shifted his own grip and jabbed his knife into the nan's side. Hurry!

The grip rel axed.

The tree shuddered.

Gavving didn't notice at once. He was shuddering with reaction. He saw the great wall of
bark shuddering too, decided it was the |least of his problens, and | ooked for enemi es.

The red-haired woman was coasting treeward not far out, ignoring the bl ood spreading
across her pants; her eye was on the shuddering tree. Qut of range? Gavving tried a harpoon cast
and instantly dived behind the great fan.

Not necessary. He'd skewered her. She stared at him horrified, and died.

Pur pl e-cl ad eneni es screanmed to each other, voices drowned by a rising background roar
Jiovan was dead with two feathered shafts in him Jinny held a smaller fan fungus in front of her,
har poon in her other hand. The Grad rolled out of a crevice in the bark, saw what Ji nny was doi ng,
and imtated her. A mni-harpoon thudded into Jinny's shield, and she bared her teeth and | aunched
herself in that direction, followed by Jayan and the Grad.

Gavving reeled in his harpoon. The dead wonman came with it, her arnms and legs jerking. A
wave of nausea clawed at his throat. He worked his harpoon | oose, and was minded to exam ne the
pecul i ar gl eam ng weapon still clutched in the wonan's hand. He wasn't given tine.

The tree shuddered again. The bass background roar continued, a sound l|like worlds ripping
apart. Bark slid past Gavving; the red-haired corpse tunbled, fl~iling. He was scranbling for a
f oot hol d when sonmeone cane at himfromthe side

Dark hair, lovely pale heart-shaped face-purple clothing. Gavving thrust a harpoon at her

eyes.

"The fire!" Thanya screaned. "It'Il block us fromthe tuft! W' ve got to get past it!" She
bl ew jet pods and was skinmm ng outward across the bark

M nya heard, but she didn't pause. Smitta was dead, and Sal was dead, and a single invader
boy had killed them both. M nya stal ked hi m

The boy wore scarlet clothing, citizen's garb; his blond hair curled tightly as a
skul | cap; his beard was barely visible. Hs face was set in a rictus of fear or killing-rage. He
thrust at her, threw hinself back from
her sword's counterthrust, lost his toe-grip on the bark. For an instant M nya was nminded to go

after him Pierce him kill himfor the honor of Sal's triad, then go!
There wasn't tine. Thanya was right. The fire could block themall, nmaroon them away from
Dal ton-Quinn Tuft . . . and there was Sal's bow to be recovered. Mnya whirled and | eapt away, and
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fired a jet pod for extra speed.

Sal's corpse floated free, her dead hand clutching the tribal treasure. Behind Mnya the
bl ond youth gripped bark to set hinmself and hurled his hand-arrow. M nya kicked to alter her
course and wat ched the weapon whi sper past her. She turned back as a shape popped up directly in
front of her.

The shape was wong, not human. It froze her for an instant. Mnya hadn't quite grasped
what was happeni ng when a fist exploded in her face.

Gavving had ignored the yells fromthe purple-clad wonen. Now two were fleeing, firing jet
pods to carry them outward al ong the trunk
Anot her leapt in a zigzag pattern along the bark. But the dark-haired wonman who had tried to kil
hi m was now novi ng crosswi se, back to where Gavving had left . . . left a burly red-haired corpse
clutching a curve of silver netal

Merril popped out of a crack just in front of her. Merril's fist smacked into the
stranger's jaw with a sound Gavvi ng heard even above the-

-bass ripping sound he'd been ignoring while he fought for his life: a sound |like the sky
tearing apart. Now he heard the Grad shrilling like a cricket, a sound of panic, the words drowned
in the roar.

But Gavving didn't need to hear. He knew

"C ave! C aaave!"

Cl ave popped out of a deep crack and shouted, "Ready. Wat do you need?"

"W have to junmp!" the Grad screamed. "All of us!"

"What are you tal king about?"

"The tree's conming apart! That's how they survive!"

"What ?"

"Cet everyone to junp clear!"

dave | ooked around. Jiovan was dead, floating tethered, but dead.

The Grad was already | oose in the sky, with line coiled! Gavving..

Gavvi ng noved across the shuddering bark, ripped sonething | oose froma purple-clad corpse,
continued in along the trunk. Jayan and Jinny weren't visible. Alfln snarled as he watched his
enem es di sappear

into the outward snoke cloud. @ory and Merril watched too, not believing it.

Make a decision. Now. You don't know enough, but you've got to
decide~ It has to be you, it's always you

Gavving. Gavving and the Grad were old friends. Did Gavvi ng know sonet hi ng? He' d captured
an i nvader weapon, and now he was far in
along the trunk . . . headed for the neat they'd |l eft when they went after the nmushroom O
course, they'd need food if they were to cast
| oose fromthe tree

The Grad's mind could have snapped. But Gavving trusted him
and everyt hing was happening at once: fire blazing on the tree, the trunk shudderi ng and noani ng,
strangers killing and then fleeing..

There were jet pods in dave's pack. He could get his citizens back once
things settled down. He bellowed, "Grad! Lines to the tree?"

"Nooo! Treefodder, no!"

"Ail right." He bell owed above the end-of-the-world roar. "Jayanl Jinnyl dory, Afin,
MerriL everybody junp! Junp away fromthe tree! Do not noor yourselves!”

Reactions were various. Merril stared at him thought it over, pushed herself free. Gory
only stared. Jayan and Jinny energed fromhiding like a pair of birds taking wing. Aibi clutched
the bark in a deathgrip. Gavving? Gavving was working to free one thick | eg of nose-arm neat.

The bark still shuddered, the sound filled tree and sky, the purpleclad killers were
nowhere to be seen, and . . . nobody had gone after the fan fungus. dave hurled hinself at the
stal k.

The fan bent under his weight, then tore | oose and was turning end for end. dave's fingers
were sunk into white fungus. The tunbling thing seenmed to be picking up speed. Faster, the bark
raced beneath the tunbling fan fungus, faster.. . a fiery wind rushed past himand was gone before
he coul d draw breath.

It wasn't possible. Bew ldered, Cave saw tufts of flanme receding in both directions. No
tree. Citizens floundered in the sky. Even Alfin had junped at last. But the tree, where was the
tree? There wasn't any tree. Fistfuls of fungus turned to nush in aave's closing fists, and he
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screanmed and wapped his arms around the stal k. They were lost in the sky.
Chapt er Ei ght

QUi nn Tri be

WOOD SNAPPED EXPLOSI VELY, SPATFERI NG GAVWVI NG W TH

splinters as he | eapt across the bucking, tearing bark. A mllion insects poured froma sudden
bl ack gap that nust have reached a klonter into the heartwood. Gavving cried out and waved his
arnms through the buzzing cloud, trying to clear enough air to breathe.

The tree was everything that was, and the tree was ending. If he'd stopped to think, his fear
woul d have frozen himfast. He held to the one thought: Get the neat and get out!

The nose-arm |l egs tunbled | oose within a cloud of burning coals. One haunch was in reach.
Gavving caught a line to pull it free of the coals, then junped to catch it against his shoul der.
Hot grease burned his neck. He yelled and thrust hinself away.,

Now what ? He couldn't think in this end-of-the-world roar. He doffed his backpack, tied it
agai nst the nose-arm |l eg, braced agai nst the pack, and pushed hinmself into the sky.

Cl ouds of insects and pul verized wood hal f hid the shuddering, thundering tree. Dagger-
sized splinters flew past.

Gavvi ng braced one of his jet pods against the pack and twi sted the tip. Seeds and cold
gas bl asted past him The pod ripped itself free of his hands, spat seeds into the flesh of his
face, and was gone.

H s hands shook. Beads of bl ood were pooling on his cheek and his neck. He dug out his
remaining jet pod and tried again, his tongue between his teeth. This time the pod held steady
until it had gone quiet

The worl d canme apart.

He watched it all while his terror changed to awe. Fiery wind swept past himand left him
in the open sky. Two fireballs receded in and out, until the hone tree had beconme two bits of
fluff Iinked by an infinite Iine of snoke.

Awesorre! Nobody could hope to live through a bigger disaster. Al of Qui nnThbenust bedead.

t hei deawasr eal | yt oobi gt ogr asp

all but dave's citizens, and they'd | ost Jiovan too, and who was |eft? He | ooked about
hi m

Nobody?

A cluster of specks, far out.

He'd used both his jet pods, and now he was lost in the sky. At |east he wouldn't starve.

Thrashing his arns didn't stop the Grad's spin. He wasn't willing to use his jet pods for
only that. He settled for spreading his arnms and legs like a linpet star, which slowed hi menough
to search for survivors

The left side of his face was wet. Hi s fingertips traced a bl oody gash that ran from
tenple to chin. It didn't hurt. Shock? But he had worse to worry him

Three hunman shapes tunbl ed slowy nearby: purple marked with scarlet H's stonach | urched.
It was their own doing; he hadn't cone here to kill

The giant fan fungus floated free, turning, turning to reveal dave clutching the stalk.
Good. O ave still wore his backpack: very good.

That was their store of fresh jet pods. Then why wasn't dave doi ng somet hi ng about rescue?

Feet outward, Jayan and Jinny rotated slowy around their two pairs of clasped hands. It
| ooked al nost |ike a dance. Spreading out |like that greatly reduced their spin. Good thinking, and
no sign of panic.

Merril was a fair distance in. Her arnms hadn't pushed her far, and the tree's w nd-wake
had caught her.

The worl d's-end roar had dwi ndl ed, allow ng | esser sounds. The Grad heard a thin wail.
Alfin had leapt free after all. He was thrashing and spinning and crying, but he was safe.

The Grad couldn't find Gavving, nor dory, nor Jiovan. Jiovan's
corpse nust have gone with the tree, but where wer~ the others? And why wasn't Cl ave doing
sonet hing? He and the fan were drifting away. The Grad sighed. He shrugged out of his backpack and
searched out his jet pods. AOd jet pods, from Quinn Tuft stores. Were they still active? He'd
never fired a jet pod. He knew nobody who had. Hunters carried themin case they fell into the
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sky; but no hunter lost in the sky had ever returned in the Gad's lifetine. He did it carefully:
he donned his pack again, then clutched a jet pod in both hands over his navel. Wen C ave was
approxi mately behind him he twisted the tip, smartly.

The pod drove into his belly. He grunted. He nmaneuvered the point, hoping to kill his
spin. The push died; he released the pod, and it junped away on the last of its stored gas.

Looki ng over his shoulder, he found the fan fungus drifting toward him C ave still wasn't
doi ng anything constructive, and he hadn't noticed the G ad.

The snoke of the disaster split the sky fromend to end. Dense, flickering black clouds
were pulling free of the paler snobke. The sane insects that had eaten the tree apart were now
casting loose to find other prey.

QO her debris floated in the snoke trail. The Grad nade out great fragments of torn wood
and bark; a cloud of flashers whirling in panic; a flapping note, perhaps a nose-armfled fromits
burrow. In that confusion he could still see that the cloud of citizens and corpses was slowy

drifting apart.

Far in toward Voy, Gavving maneuvered half his own weight in snmoked neat. He'd be hard to
reach. He'd gone far to save that neat, and the w nd-wake nmust have pulled himfurther. Save
Gavving for last, and hope.

The fan brushed agai nst the Grad and he clutched it, fungus springy under his hands. C ave
wat ched as if benmused. He asked, "What happened?”

Safe now. "The tree canme apart. Clave, I'mgoing to dig in your pack. W've got to start
rescuing citizens."

Cl ave neither helped nor resisted as the Grad searched through his pack. They coul d use
the big fan as a base of operations . . . rescue Alfin first, because he was nearest . . . He took
hal f a dozen pods. He slid to sonewhere near the fan's center of nass and fired a jet pod, then
anot her .

"The tree came apart?"

"You saw it."

"How? Why?"

The Grad was judging distances. He cast a line in a wide circle. It brushed Alfin's back
and Alfin convul sed and snatched the line in a deathgrip. He didn't try to reel it in. The Gad
had to do that, while Alfin watched in near mndless terror. Alfin lunged across the last neter or
so and wrapped hinmsel f around the stalk and buried his fingers in white fungus to the | ast
knuckl e.

A hand cl osed around the Grad's neck. Long, strong fingers overlapped the thunb,
tightening like a steel collar. Clave's voice was a hot snarl in his ear. "You'll tell me now"

The Grad froze. Cl ave had gone crazy.

"Tell me what happened!"

"The tree cane apart."

" W]y?ll
"Maybe the fire set it off, but it was ready. Cave, everything in the Snoke Ri ng has sone
way of getting around. Sone way tos~y near the nedian . . . nmiddle, where there's water and air

Where do you think jet pods conme fron?" The hand relaxed a little, and the Grad kept talking.
"It's a plant's way of getting around. |If a plant wanders out of the median, too far into the gas
torus region-"

"The what ?"

Al fin asked, "Wat on Earth is going on?"

"Clave wants to know what happened. Al fin, can you steer this thing and pick up sone nore
of us? Here-" He passed across his store of jet pods.

Al fin took them He took his tine deciding what to do with them and the G ad ignored him
while he lectured. "The Snoke Ring runs down the nedi an of a nuch bigger region. That's the gas
torus, where the nolecules. . . the bits of air have long nean-free-paths. The air is very thinin
the gas torus, but there's sone. It gets thicker along the nmedian. That's where you find all the
water and the soil and the plants. That's what the Snmoke Ring is, just the thickest part of the
gas torus, and that's where every living thing wants to stay."

"Where it can breathe. Al right, go on."

"Everything in the Snoke Ri ng can naneuver sonmehow. Aninals nostly have wings. Plants,
well, some plants grow jet pods. They spit seeds back toward the nmedi an where they can grow and
breed, or they spit sterile seeds farther into the gas torus, and the reaction pushes the pl ant
back toward the nedian. Then there are plants that send out a long root to grab anything that's
passing. There are kites-"

"What about the jungl es?"
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“I . . . | don't know. The Scientist never-"
"Skip it. What about the trees?"
"Now, that's really interesting. The Scientist cane up with this, but be couldn't prove it-

The hand tightened. The Grad babbled, "If an integral tree falls too far out of the
medi an, it starts to die. It dies in the center. The insects eat it out. They're synbiotes, not
parasites. Wen the center rots, the tree conmes apart. See, half of it falls further away, and
hal f of it drops back toward the nedian. Half lives, half dies, and it's better than nothing."

Clave mulled that. He said, "Which hal f?"

"East takes you out, out takes you west, west-"

"What are you doi ng?"

“I'mtrying to remenber. W& were too far in toward Voy, so our end
-" It only hit himthen. The revelation bl ocked his throat.

A nmoment later, so did Clave's fingers. "Keep tal king, you copsik. |I've had it up to here
with you telling half a secret!”

Thickly the Grad said, "M ster Chairman, you may call ne the Scientist.”

The hand rel axed in shock.

"Quinn Tribe is dead. W are Quinn Tribe."

Al fin broke the long silence that followed that terrible declaration. "Are you happy,
Grad? You were right. The tree was dying."

"Shut up," said Clave. He released the Grad's neck. Maybe that had been a nistake, maybe
not; he'd have to apol ogi ze presently. For now, he clanbered around to the edge of the fan. Jayan
and Jinny were com ng near, watching his approach alternately as they spun.

He' d never felt like this, so helpless, so fearful of making decisions. It bothered him
that Alfin and the Grad bad seen himlike that. He tried his voice and found it nornal

"They're al nost here. Good work, Alfin. Go for Merril next. | don't see Gory."

The Grad said, "I haven't seen her since . . . since." He rubbed his throat.

"She may not have junped. Seven of us. Seven." He flung a line. Jinny snagged it in her
toes, and Clave pulled themboth in together. He said, "Wl cone to what's left of Quinn Tribe."

They clung to Clave nore in desperation than affection. Jinny pulled
back to look into his face. "They're dead? Al the rest?" As if she'd al ready guessed.

Al fin demanded, "Wy didn't the Scientist see that coni ng?"

"He did," said the G ad.

"Treefodder. Why did he stay, then?"

"He was an old man. He couldn't clinmb fifty klonters of tree.”

Al fin gaped. "But . . . but that's the same as nurdering everyone who could clinb!"
There wasn't tinme for this. Cave said, "Alim pay attention to what you' re doing."
Al fin set off two jet pods, then another. The fan drifted toward Mernil, who waited in

what m ght have been stoic calm He nurnured, "The children!"

Somewhere of f to the side, there was notion.

What C ave had taken for a purple-clad corpse was floundering in air. dave pointed. "One
killer left.”

They wat ched. She wasn't floundering now. She'd tied a line to her Iong knife, and now she
cast it out. She snagged a dead conpanion and reeled it in. She searched the corpse, then pushed
off fromit in the direction of the next.

She hadn't found rmuch, but it must have been what she wanted. Now she fired two jet pods
in turn. The thrust carried herintoward Voy. Alfin said, "She's not com ng here. Or going hone.
What does she think she's doing?"

"Not our problem?™

Mcml caught a line throwmn by AlIfin and pulled herself close. By now there was no roomto
clutch the fan itself~ Cave asked her, "Did you see any sign of dory?"

"Hangi ng on to the bark for dear life, last | saw her. She was in the out section
Gavving's a good distance in."

"W'll go after him | hope we get there in tine."

By then it was obvious. The wonman in purple had passed them and was headi ng t oward
Gavvi ng.

Gavvi ng wat ched her coming. There was little else he could do. When he could see her face
he wat ched her watching him The rictus of hate he'd seen earlier wasn't there. He saw cl ose-cut
dark hair, a triangular face with an oddly narrow chin, an expression that was thoughtf bl
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j udgi ng.

She was going to go past.

He didn't know how to feel about that. He didn't want to die alone, but he surely didn't
want to die with those mni-harpoons through him She was close now. She reached behind her back
for a tethered mni harpoon. He could only try to put the neat between them as she pulled her odd
weapon apart, looking himin the eye, and rel eased it~

The feathered thing buried itself in warm nmeat.

Then Gavving moved in frantic haste, pulling his knife, reaching for her |ine-Her words

were strangely twi sted, but he understood her. "No, no, no, let ne live! | have water! | have jet
pods! | beg you!"

It mght be so. He shouted, "Freeze! Don't reel yourself in! | have to think"

"I obey."

She hung, tethered, notionless.

"You' ve got water and |'ve got food. Wiat if you kill ne and keep bot h?"

"My sword,"” she answered and produced the long knife and threwit.
Startled, Gavving reached out and managed to catch it by the handl e.
"My bow," she said, and he had tine to bed the knife in the neat before she threw himthe pull-it-
apart weapon. He caught that too.

Now what ? She was just waiting.

"What do you want ?"

"I want to join you, your people. There's nobody else."

He could festoon hinmself with his weapons and hers, and so what? Wth not hing between t hem
but forty kilograns of snpoked neat, either could snatch a weapon and kill the other at any tine.
He'd have to sleep sonetine.. . and still she waited.

He t hought suddenly, Wiy not? |'m dead anyway. He called, "Conme on.',

She coiled the line as she cane. Gavvi ng had been hanging onto his pack, but she hugged
hersel f up against the nmeat with no thought for
what it would do to her purple clothing. She worked a jet pod out of one of the dozen pockets that
gave her body its shapel ess, lunmpy | ook. She set it and twisted the end. Wen it had expended
itself there was sone change in their velocity. She used another. Then anot her
"Way were you carrying so many?" he asked. "I took themfromny friends."

Fromtheir corpses. Gavving turned away. Quinn Tribe now formed a single clunp around- "The
Checker's Hand," said his eneny. He had troubl e understand

i ng her odd pronunciation. "They're all noored to the Checker's Hand. Good enough. Fans are
edible. So is dunmbo neat."

"I know that word. Checker: the Grad's used it, but he never tells anyone what it neans."

"You shoul d not have attacked the Checker's Hand. W tend it tended it."

"I's that why you killed Jiovan? For a fan fungus?"

"For that, and for returning fromexile. You were cast out for assassinating a Chairman."

"That's news to nme. We've been in Quinn Tuft for over a hundred years."

She nodded as if it didn't matter. She was strange . . . she was a stranger. Gavvi ng knew
every man, woman, and child in Quinn Tuft. This citizen had dropped on himout of the sky,
conpl ete and unknown. He wasn't even sure he should hate her

"I"'mthirsty," he said.

She passed hima squeezegourd pod hal f-full of water. He drank

The clunp that was Quinn Tribe seenmed mnutely closer. Gavving m ght have been i magi ni ng
it. He said, "What do we do now? The way you use a jet pod, naybe you handl e yourself better in
the sky than we do. Can you tell us what to do next? Dalton Tuft-"

"Dal ton-Quinn Tuft," she corrected him

“Your half of the tree is probably safe, but it's being pulled out by the tide. | can't
think of any way to reach it. W' re lost." Then his curiosity suddenly becane unbearable. "\Wo are
you?"

"M nya Dal t on- Qui nn. "

“I'"'m Gavving Qinn," he said for the second tine in his life. The first had been at his
rite of passage into adulthood. He tried again. "W are you all? Wiy did you want to kill us?"

"Smitta was. . . excitable. Some of us are like that in the Triune Squad, and you were
killing the Hand."

"Triune Squad. Mstly women?"

“"Al'l wonen. Even Smitta, by courtesy. W serve the tuft as fighters."

"Way did you want to be a fighter?"

She shook her head, violently. "I don't want to talk about it. WII your citizens accept
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me or kill me?"

"We're not-" killers? He'd killed two hinselL It caine to himthat if the Gad had taught
himrightly, those tinmes when the Scientist would have whi pped them both for such talk, then .
then Mnya's half of the tree, falling out fromVoy, was also falling out of a drought. So.

"Can | tell themthis? If we can get you back to the far tuft, you'll see to it that we're nmde
menbers of your tribe. It |Iooks better if | can say
that. well?"

She didn't speak at once, and then she said, "I have to think."

The neat and the fan were passing at fair speed when O ave cast out a weighted Iine. He'd
reserved their last pod. Another nistake, maybe. Now they'd have only one chance . . . but the
dark stranger caught the line neatly and nmade it fast. They braced against their nutual spin.

Gavvi ng shouted across the gap. "This is Mnya of Dalton-Quinn. Tribe. She wants to join
us."

"Don't pull in yet. |Is she arned?"

" She was."

"I want her weapons." Cl ave cast another line. An inpressively thick bundl e cane back
Clave studied the haul: a knife the length of his own arm a smaller knife, a bundle of nini-
har poons, and two of the pull-itapart weapons, one of wood and one of nmetal. He preferred the | ook
of the wooden one. The netal thing | ooked like it had been nmade from sonet hing el se. By now he'd
guessed how they must work, and he |iked the idea.

Alfin said, "She tried to kill us all."

"True." dave handed the Grad his last jet pod, not w thout reluctance. "Stop our spin.
Wait. See that sheet of bark, out fromus and not noving very fast? See if you can stop our spin
and nove us that way too."

Al fin persisted. "Wat are you going to do?"

"Recruit her, if she'll stand for it," Cl ave answered. "Seven citizens in a tribe is
ridicul ous."

"There isn't roomto guard her."

"Where do you want to spend the rest of your |ife?"

The jet pod sprayed gas and seeds. The Grad said, "W won't reach the bark this way. Not
enough push.”

Al fin still hadn't answered. dave told him "Unless you' ve learned to like falling, 1'd
guess you want to live in an integral tree tuft. W now have a prisoner who lives in a tuft. W
have the chance to earn her gratitude."

"Bring her in."

Chapter N ne

The Raft

THE POND WAS A SMALL, PERFECT SPHERE, TWENTY KLOMIERS

out fromthe Checker's Rand: a giant water droplet trailing a tail of mst in the direction away
fromthe sun. When the sun shone through frombehind, as it did now, Mnya glinpsed shadows
wriggling within

it.

It was going to drift past.

The ends of the tree were far away and still separating: Dalton-Quinn Tuft drifting out
and west, the Dark Tuft in and east. The snoke trail that joined themwas grow ng faint, save for
dark streanmers that were indecisive clouds of insects.

Sonet hi ng surged fromthe pond, and the pond rippled and convulsed in its wake. The
creature was big even at this distance. Hard to judge its size, but it seemed little nmore than a
mouth with fins. Mnya watched it uneasily. It didn't seemto be coming toward them It was
flapping toward the snoke trail

A | oose cluster of citizens floated about the Checker's Hand. They couldn't all cling.
There wasn't room and the fungus wasn't hol ding together that well, either. They used spi kes and
tethers and showed a reluctance to approach M nya too cl osely.

The old one, Alfin, clung to the stalk. His look of terror had snoothed out, but he
woul dn't tal k and he woul dn't nove.
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The Grad studied her. He said, "Meen Ya. Have | got that right?"
"Cd ose enough. Mnya."
"Ah. M neeya-if we could reach your end of the tree, could you help us join your tribe?"

Their eyes were on her. The old one's seened desperate. Wll, it had had to cone. She
said, "W have a drought. Too many nouths to feed al ready."

The Grad said, "Your drought's probably endi ng about now. There'll be water."

"You're the Quinn Tribe Scientist's apprentice?”

"That's right."

"I accept what you say. How | ong before that new water grows new food? In any-"

"There'll be meatbirds in the wind now"

"I don't want to go back!" There, it was said.

Cl ave asked, "Did you conmit a crinme?"

"l was thinking about commtting a crine. | would have had to. Pl ease!"

"Leave it then. But if we spend our lives here, they're likely to be short. Any passing
triune famly would think we're sone kind of mushroomtidbit. O that flying nouth that cane out
of the pond a minute ago-"

"Can't we get to another tree, one with nobody in it? | know we can't go anywhere now, but
if we could get to Dalton-Quinn Tuft, we could get to another tree, don't you think?" They weren't
buying it. Distract then? "Anyway, we can do better than we're doing now W should be eating the
Hand, not clinging to it. It won't last long nowthat it's been picked. W need a place to noor
oursel ves. "

She pointed. "That."

That was a ragged sheet of bark, ten neters long and half that w de, a couple of hundred
meters away. Most of its spin had by now been lost to air friction, dave-the Chairnman?-said, "l've
been watching it for the past day. It isn't getting any closer. Treefodder, if we could nove
ourselves, |I'd go for the pond!"

The Grad said, "Maybe the tree left a partial vacuum That mght pull it in. W can hope."

"W can do nore than that. The bark may be cl ose enough.” M nya reached for the weapons.

A hand cl anped on her wist, the fingers circling al nost twi ce around. "Wat do you think
you' re doi ng?"

Long, strong fingers, and no qual ms about touching another citizen. There were nmen |ike
this dave in Dalton-Qinn Tuft. They had driven Mnya into the Triune Squad.. . M nya shook her
head, violently.

She was his prisoner, and she had conme as a killer. She spoke slowy, carefully.

"I think I can put a tethered arrow into that wood." He hesitated, then rel eased her. "Go ahead
and try." She used Sal's nmetal bow. The arrow slowed as it flew, and presently

drifted. She tried another. Now two arrows floated at the ends of slack Iines. There were nurnurs
of disgust as the boy Oavving reeled the lines in.

"I"'d like to try that," dave said and took the bow. Wen he released it, the string
brushed his forearm and he cursed. The arrow stopped short.

M nya never dithered. She nade decisions fast, inportant or no: that too had hel ped to put
her in the Triune Squad. Now she said, "Hold your left armstraight and rigid. Pull as hard as you
can. Swing the string a little right and you won't hit your arm Look al ong the arrow.

Now don't nove."

She picked up the loop of line and hurled it as hard as she could in the direction of the
sheet of bark. Now the arrow wouldn't pull so rmuch wei ght. "Wenever you feel ready."”

The arrow sped away. It ticked a corner of the bark and stayed. dave put pressure on the
line, slowmy, slowly . . . it was coning . . . the arrow worked itself free.

dave repeated the exercise with no sign of inpatience. The bark was neters cl oser now. He
reached it again and pulled line in as if he were fighting sonme huge neatbird.

The bark came to them dave fired another arrow deep into the wood. They crossed on the
line. Mnya noticed Al fin's shuddering breath once h~ was safely noored to the bark

And she noticed Cave's, "Well done, Mnya." But he kept the bow.

"We' || used the other side of the bark for privacy," dave instructed. "Now, the bark is
all we've got, so there's no point in getting it dirty. Wen you feed the tree, the fertilizer
shoul d go outward."”

“I't"ll float around us," Alfin said, his first words in hours. He nust have seen how they
| ooked at him "Yes, | do have a better idea. Be at
the rimwhen you feed the tree. The spin will throwit away fromus. Wn't it, Gad?"

"Yes. CGood thinking."
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M nya chewed on fan fungus. It was fibrous and nearly tasteless, but there was danp in it,
and the danp was delicious. Mnya | ooked | ongingly toward the pond, which was no closer. So near
so far

They had eaten the snoked dunbo neat down to the bone, to prevent its spoiling. Maybe that
had been a m stake. Their bellies were full, even overfull, but they were left thirstier yet. They
could die of thirst here.

Aside fromthat, things were going well

The gol den-haired boy, Gavving: she had nmade a good choice there. Perhaps he thought he
owed her his life. Perhaps it was true. Harm ess as he | ooked, she had seen himkill twi ce. He'd
make a better ally than eneny.

Al fin she couldn't judge. If he was that terrified of falling, he'd be dead soon anyway.

Merril was sonething else again. Legless, but she swung a fist |ike another woman's ki ck
After all she'd lived through, she nust be tough. Mre: handi capped as she was, she'd be dead
wi t hout friends. She nmust be well thought of, then. Mnya intended to make Merril her friend.

The Gad was a dreaner. He'd never notice whether M nya was dead or alive

dave was the dom nant nmmle. Perhaps he still considered her an eneny. But she had brought
themto this raft and |l et dave take the credit. It couldn't hurt. If Cave thought he needed her
she didn't care if he trusted her

But what el se night he want of her?

Jayan and Jinny: they both acted as if O ave belonged to them or vice versa. Two wonen
sharing a man was not unheard of. They seemed to accept C ave's decisions. But would they resent a
potential third? Best stay clear of Cave, if she could.

She coul d solve that problem perhaps- Merril spoke around a prodigi ous yawn. "Does it
feel like sleeptine? | personally feel like |I've been hit on the head."

Clave said, "I want someone awake at all tines on each side of the tree. Is there anyone
who lan 't sl eepy?"

"I"'mnot," said Afin.

So Alfin and Jayan took the first day's watch. Gavving and Merril would be next, then-

M nya ignored the rest. Physically and enotion-
ally, she was exhausted. She settled for sleep, floating next to the bark, curled half into feta
posi tion.

The sun was just passing north of Voy. She half noticed activity as citizens took their
turns behind the bark, feeding the tree. Cave and Jmy sl apped bugs off each other. Jayan
presently di sappeared around the edge. Alfin . . . Afin was hovering next to her. He said,

"M neeya?"

She straightened. "Alfin. Wat do you want?"

"I want you for my wife."

Suddenly she was utterly awake. She could not afford enenies now She said carefully, "I
had not considered marriage." He hadn't recogni zed her un(forn

"You'd be a fool to turn ne down. What better way to becone one of us?"

"I will consider what you say," she said and cl osed her eyes.

“I"'ma respected man. In dave Tuft | supervised the tending of the treenouth."

Her arms hugged her knees and tightened her into a ball, without her volition

Al fin's hand shook her shoul der. "M neeya, your choices aren't wi de, here on this sheet of
bark. You cane as a killer. Sonme of us may still see you that way."

He woul dn't | eave her alone. Well. She tried to keep her voice cool, but she couldn't nake
herself uncoil, and it came out nuffled. "Your argunent is good. | should marry one of you. C ave

is spoken for, isn't he?"

Al fin laughed. "Thrice."

"Am-zing. And the G ad?"

"You're playing ganes with nme. Consider ny offer." Then he saw that she was sobbi ng.

M nya was horrified, but she couldn't stop. The sobs racked her |ike convul sions. She
couldn't even nmuffle the sounds of distress. She wanted a man, yes, but not this man! Did she have
a choice? She might find herself forced to nate this ugly, abrasive old man, only to prevent Quinn
Tribe fromkilling her. O she could speak of her oath to the Triune Squad and never be nated at
all. It was just too mnuch.

“I-1'"1'l cone back when you're feeling better." She heard Alfin's
distress and guilt, then quiet. Wen she forced herself to | ook, she saw hi m weavi ng anong t he
sl eepers-stealthily?-to reach the far edge of the bark

She had | ost her home, her fam |y, her friends; she was lost in the sky, cast anobng
strangers. Copsi k! How could he inflict such a decision on her now? Filthy treefeeding copsik!
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The tears were drying on her face. At |east no Triune Squad conpani on had seen her so
shanmed. It came to her that her tears had driven Alfin away. . . just as they had been her primary
def ense when she was fourteen

But what could she do? She hadn't been quite fair to the old man. He had spoken a partia
truth, one she'd already considered: nmarriage was the way into Quinn Tribe.

-And she found that she had nade her decision after all

Dared she sl eep now? She nust. The sun was a hand's breadth past Voy; and she curled up
and sl ept.

When the sun neared Voy again, M nya woke. Some had the knack
M nya could tell herself when to sleep and when to wake, and she woul d.

She flexed muscles w thout noving much. She was thirsty. There was restless notion around
her. The Grad seenmed to be having a ni ghtnare.
She wat ched until he was quiet.

Al fin shook Gavving awake, then Merril. He settled down while Gayving di sappeared to his
post on the far side. Mnya waited a little |Ionger, for Jayan and Alfin to fall asleep

Alfin clutched the bark with all his fingers and toes and, for all Mnya could tell, his
teeth. H's face was pressed to the bark, denying the sky.
He' d never sleep that way; but he woul dn't see her either

She uncurl ed and nade her way to the edge of the bark. Merril watched her go. Mnya waved
and pul | ed herself around to the snooth side of the bark sheet.

Gavvi ng saw her coming. He started noving away from her-to give her privacy? She called,
"Wait! Gavving!"

He paused.

"Gavving, | want to talk to you."

"All right.” But he was wary.

She didn't want that. "I don't have any weapons," she said, and then, "Ch. I'Il prove it."

"You don't have to-"

She pul | ed her blouse over her head and noored it to the bark. She came closer, wi shing
for toeholds to let her walk upright. This crawing
| acked the dignity she wanted. At |east she'd shed the | unpy-pregnant | ook of the Triune Squad.

She said, "There are no pockets in ny pants. You can see that. | want to tell you why I
can't go back to Dalton-Quinn Tuft."

"Why?" He was trying to keep his eyes off her breasts, on her face. "I nmean, I'mwlling
to listen. I've got a nanme for asking enbarrassing questions." He tried to laugh it stuck in his

throat. "But shouldn't everyone hear this?"

She shook her head. "They mi ght have killed nme, wi thout you. Gayving, let ne tell you
about the Triune Squad."

"You told ne. You're fighters, and you're all wonen, even the nen."

"That's right. If a man wants to be a wonan, or a wonan doesn't ever want to be pregnant,
she joins the Triune Squad. She can serve the tribe w thout making babies."

Gavving digested that. "If you don't want to make babi es, they nake you fight?"

"That's right. And it isn't just fighting. It's anything dangerous. This
-" She pulled the rimof her pants down, and he shied, perhaps flinching at the scar. It ran half
a meter fromher short ribs past her hip. "Tip of a swordbird's tail. If ny jet pod hadn't fired
woul d have been all over the sky."

She suddenly wondered if he might see it as a flaw, rather than a matter of pride. Too
late . . . and better that he see it now than | ater.

He said, "Three of us fought a swordbird a few waketimes ago. Two cane back."

"They' re dangerous."

"So. You don't |ike nen?"

"I didn't. Gavving, | was only fourteen."

He stared. "Way would a man bother a fourteen-year-old girl?"

She hadn't thought she could still |augh, but she did. "Maybe it was the way | | ooked. But
they all . . . bothered nme, and the only way out was the Triunes."

He wait ed.

"And now I'mtwenty-two and | want to change ny mind and I can 't. Nobody changes her m nd
once she's in the Triune Squad. | could be killed for even asking, and | did ask-" She caught her
voice rising. This wasn't going as planned. She whispered, "He told me | should be ashanmed of
nysel f. Maybe he'll tell. | don't care. |I'mnot going back."

He reached as if to pat her shoul der and changed his mind. "Don't
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worry about it. We can't nove anyway. |f we could, well, an enpty tree would still be a better
bet."

"And | want to make babies," she said and waited.
He nust have understood. He didn't nove. "Wth ne? Wiy ne?"

"Ch, treefodder, why can't you just . . . all right, who else? The Gad lives all in his
head. Alfin's afraid of falling. Clave? I'mglad he's here, he's a good | eader. But Cave's .
type pushed nme into the Triunes in the first place! He scares ne, Gavving. | saw you kill Sal and
Smitta, but you still don't scare me. | think you had to do that." She knew instantly that she'd
said the wrong thing.

He started to trenble. "I didn't hate them Mnya, they were killing us! Wthout a word.
They were your friends, weren't they?"

She nodded. "It's been a bad, bad waketinme. But |'mnot going back."

"All for a fan fungus."

"Gavving, don't turn ne down. | . . . couldn't stand it."

"I'"'mnot turning you down. |'ve just never done this before."

"Neither have |." She pulled her pants off, then didn't have a spike to tether them

Gavvi ng saw the problem and grinned.. He pounded a spike into the bark and added two tethers. One
he tied to Mnya's pants, then to his own pants and tunic. The other he tied around his waist.
"l1've watched," he confi ded.
"That's a relief. |I never did." She reached to touch what his pants had covered. A man bad
put his mal e nenber into her hand once, against her will, and it hadn't |ooked like this
except that it was changing before her eyes. Yes.
She had thought she could just let it happen. It wasn't like that. But she was used to
using her feet as auxiliary hands, and thus she pulled himagai nst her. She'd been warned agai nst

the pain; some of the Triunes had not joined while they were still virgins. She had known far
WOor se.

Then Gavving seemed to go nad, as if he were trying to make two people one. She held him
and let it happen . . . but nowit was happening to her! She'd nade this decision in the coo
aftermat h of disaster, but nowit was changing her, yes she wanted them joi ned forever, she could
pul | themcloser yet with her heels and her hands . . . no, they were coning apart . . . it was
ending . . . ending.

Wen she had her breath back she said, "They never told ne thalL"
Gavvi ng heaved a vast sigh. "They told me. They were righL Hey,
didn't you hurt?" He pulled away fromher, a little, and | ooked down.
"There's blood. Not a lot."
“I't hurt. I'mtough. Gavving, | was so afraid. | didn't want to die a virgin."
"Me too," he said soberly.

A hand shook the Grad's ankle and pulled himout of a nightmare.
"uh! What . . . 2"
"Grad. Can you think of any reason Gavving shouldn't make a baby with a woman?"
"What then, a musrun®?" His head felt nuzzy. He | ooked around.
"Who is it, the prisoner?"
Merril said, "Yes. Now, | don't see any reason to stop it, unless she's got sonething el se

inmnd. | just want to keep an eye on them But soneone has to be on watch."
"Way nme?"
"You were cl osest."
The Grad stretched. "Okay. You' re on watch. I'Il keep track of the prisoner."

Merril's glare lost out to a snmile. "Al right, that's fair."

The Grad heard voices as he poked his head around the edge of the bark. Gavving and M nya
floated at the end of a tether, quite naked, talking. "A hundred and seventy-two of us," M nya was
saying. "Twi ce as nany as you?"

"About that."

"Enough to crowd the tuft, anyway. The Triune Squad isn't a punishment. It's a refuge. W
shoul dn't be having children any faster than we are. And | was good, you know | fight Iike a
denon. "

"You need a refuge from. . . uh, this?"

A laugh. "This, and being pregnant. My nother died of her fourth pregnancy, and that was
ne. "

"Aren't you afraid now?"
"Sure. Are you volunteering to carry it for nme?"
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"Sure."

"Good enough." They noved together. The Gad was intrigued and enbarrassed. Hi s eyes
shifted . . . and the sky had opened a nout h.

The shock only lasted a nonent. A great enpty nouth closed and opened again. It was
rotating slowy. An eye bul ged above one jaw, sonething |like a skeletal hand was fol ded bel ow t he

other. It was a klonter away and still big.
The beast turned, ponderously, still maintaining its axial rotation. Its body was short,
its wings wide and gauzy. No illusion: it really was nostly nouth and fins, and big enough to

swal low their entire bark raft. Sunlight showed through its cheeks.

It was cruising the clouds of bugs left in the wake of the disaster. Not a hunting
carnivore. Good. But wasn't there such a beast in the Scientist's records? Wth a funny nane-
Merril touched the Grad's shoulder, and he junmped. "I'ma little worried about the bug-eater," she
said. "We're enbedded in bugs, have you noticed?"

"Noticed! How could | not?" But in fact he had | earned to ignore them The bugs weren't
stinging creatures, but they were all around the bark raft, mllions and mllions of w nged
creatures varying fromthe size of a finger down to dots barely big enough to see. "W're a little
big to be eaten up by accident."

"Maybe. Wat's happening with-?"

"I would say Gavving is in no danger. 1'll keep an eye open, though."

"Good of you."

"W're being watched."

M nya's whol e body convul sed in reflex terror. Gavving said, "Easy! Easy! It's only the
Gad."

She relaxed. "WII they think we're doing wong?"

"Not really. Anyway, | could narry you."

He heard an incipient stutter when she said, "Are you sure you want to do that?"

For a fact, he was not. His mnd [urched and spun. The destruction of the tree had been no
nore disorienting than this first act of love. He loved Mnya now, and feared her, for the
pl easure she could give or withhold. Wuld she think she owned hin®? The | esson of C ave's
marri age, what he knew of it, was not lost on him Like Mayrin, she would be older than her mate .

And none of that mattered. There were four wonmen in Quinn Tribe. Jayan and Jinny were with
Clave; that left Merril and Mnya. Gavving said, "lI'msure. Shall we go nmake an announcenent ?"

"Let them sl eep," she said and snuggl ed close. Her eyes tracked a noving nmouth sweepi ng
through the clouds of bugs. It was closer now It didn't have teeth, just lips, and a tongue |ike
a restlessly questing snake. It rotated slowmy: a way of watching the entire sky for danger.

"I wonder if it's edible," Gavving said.

"Me, I"'mthirsty."

"There has to be a way to reach that pond."

"Gavving. . . dear. . . we need sleep too. Isn't your watch about over?"

His face cracked in a great yawn, closed in a grin. "lI've got to tell sonmeone."

The Grad was curled half into the fetal position, snoring softly. Gayving jerked tw ce on
his tether and said, "W're getting married."

The Grad's eyes popped open. "Good thinking. Now?"

"No, we'll wait till sleeptinme's over. It's your watch."

"Ckay. "
Chapter Ten

The Moby

Vol cEs WOKE HER. SHE CAME AWAKE FULLY ALERT, THI RSTY
and nervous.
He was young. She had gi ven hi mwhat he wanted~ had virtually forced it on him He would

| ose interesL He woul d renenber that she'd tried to kill him He'd had hours to change his n nd-
The voices were sonme di stance away, but she heard themclearly. "- Ten years ol der than you, and
you don't have the bride-price . . . but that's trivia. Six or seven days ago she was trying to
kill us all!"

"She coul d have her pick of us." O ave speaking, and he was amused. "Al but me, of
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course. You wouldn't like that, would you, |oves?"
"I think it's wonderful," said Jayan or Jinny. The other twin said, "It's-hopeful."
"Gavvi ng, you are not old enough to know what you're doing!"
"Feed it to the tree, Afin."
Gavvi ng noti ced M nya when she stirred and pulled herself back to the bark. "Hello," he
call ed. "Ready?"

"Yes!" Too eager? It was a little late to be coy! "What kind of cerenpny will it be? W
can't use nmne. | left our Scientist in the Tuft." And he'd have nme kill ed.

"There's that too," said Alfln. "The Scientist-"

The Grad said, "I'mthe Scientist now"

Ignoring Alfin's contenptuous snort, he opened his pack and spread the contents. Packed in
spare clothing were four snmall flat boxes of starstuff-plastic-and a flat, polished surface that
was glassy, like the Chairman's mirror, but didn't reflect.

Quinn Tribe seened as surprised as M nya. Gavving asked, "Have you been carrying that all
al ong?"

"No, | materialized it fromthin air. W Scientists have our ways, you know. "

"Ch, sure."

They grinned at each other. The G ad picked up the mirror and one of the boxes. He fitted
the box into the thick rimof the nmirror.

"Prikazyvat Menu."

The Grad's pronunciation had shifted; it was odd, archaic. Mnya had heard the Dalton-
Quinn Scientist speak like that. The mirror responded: it glowed like the diffuse nighttine sun,
then blooned with tiny black print.

M nya couldn't read it. The Grad apparently could. He pulled the box | oose and substituted
anot her. "Prikazyvat Menu . . . Ckay. Prikazyvat Record," he said briskly. "First day since
sleeptine, the first sleep following the breakup of the tree, year three hundred and seventy.
Jeffer speaking as Scientist. Quinn Tribe consists of eight individuals

Pri kazyvat Pause."

Then not hi ng happened, until Mnya couldn't stand it anynore. "Wat's w ong?"

The Grad | ooked up. His face was a mask of pain. A keening noan tore through his throat.
Crystal lenses trenbled over his eyes. Tears didn't run here, without tide to pull them

Clave put his hand on the Gad's shoul der. "Take a m nute. Take as |long as you need."

"I'"ve been trying not to . . . think about it. The Scientist. He knew. He sent these with
me. What good does it do if we're dying too?"

"W're not dying. We're a little thirsty,"'

Cave said firmy.

"We're all dead except us! | feel like recording it nmakes it real."

Clave glared around him The tears were about to becone contagi ous. Jayan and Jinny were
sniffling already. Mnya had to renmind herself that Dalton-Quinn Tuft still lived, invisibly far,
somewher e.

C ave snapped, "Come on, Scientist. You ve got a nmarriage to perform"”

The Grad gul ped and nodded. Teardrops broke | oose and fl oated
away, the size of tuftberries. He cleared his throat and said in a creditably crisp voice,
"Prikazyvat Record. The tree has been torn in half. Seven of us survive, plus a refugee fromthe
outer tuft. Mrriage between M nya Dalton-Quinn and Gavving Quinn exists as of now No children
are yet born. Terminate." He pulled the box fromthe mrror and said, "You're married."

M nya was stunned. "That's it?"

"That's it. My first act as Scientist. Tradition says you should cons~inmate the marriage
the first chance you-"

"Just what have you got there?" Aluin denanded.

"Everything | need," the Gad said. "This cassette is recent records.
It used to be nedicine, but the Scientist ran out of room and erased it.
We couldn't use that stuff anyway. St.arnen got sick in ways nobody
ever heard of and used nedi ci nes nobody ever heard of either
This cassette is |life forns, this one is cosnmology, this one is old records.
They're all classified, of course."

"C assified?"

"Secret." The Grad started rolling the gear in clothing again.

Clave said, "Hold it."

The Grad | ooked at him

"I's there anything in your classified know edge that we m ght need to know, to go on
living?" C ave paused, not |ong enough for the Gad to answer. "If not, why should we guard that

file:/l/F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%?20Integral%20Trees.txt (45 of 105) [1/19/03 6:07:19 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20I ntegral %620T rees.txt

stufl or let you carry it to slow you down?" Pause. "If so, you're hiding know edge we need. Wy
shoul d we protect you?"

The G ad gaped.

"Grad, you're valuable. W're down to eight, we can't spare even one. But if you know why
we need a Scientist nore than an apprentice hunter, you'd better show us now. "

It was as if the Grad had been frozen with his nmouth open. Then

he gave a jerky nod. He chose a cassette and fitted it into the rim
of the nonnmirror. He said, "Prikazyvat Find noby: em oh, bee, we."

The screen lit, filled with print. The Grad read, "Mby is a whal esized creature with a
vast mouth and vertical cheek slots that are porous, used as filters. It feeds by flying through
cl ouds of insects. Length:
seventy nmeters. Mass: approx eight hundred netric tons. One major eye. Two snaller eyes, better
protected and probably near-sighted for close work, on either side of a single arm |t stays near
ponds or cottoncandy jungles. It prefers to be spinning, for stability and to watch for predators,
since there is no safe direction in the free-fall environnent.

Moby avoids |arge creatures and al so shies fromour CARMs. Wien attacked it fights |ike Captain
Ahab: its single armis tipped with four fingers, and the fingers are tipped with harpoons grown
l'ike finger

dave gl anced over his shoul der. They had a side view of the flying nmouth. Despite the
swarm of insects near the raft, it was going around them "That?"

“I'"d think so."

"Carns? Captain Ahab? Wal e-si zed?"

"I don't know what any of that means.”

"Doesn't matter, | guess. So. It's timd, and it eats bugs, not citizens.
Doesn't sound like a threat."

"And that is why you need a Scientist. Wthout the cassettes you woul dn't know anyt hi ng
about it."

"Maybe," said Gavving, "we don't want it to go around us."

He expl ained, stunmbling a little. Nobody | aughed. Maybe they were too thirsty. dave
studi ed the massi ve bug-eater, pursed his |lips, nodded.

Cl ave stood as M nya posed him gripping the steel bowin his |eft hand, draw ng the
bowstring hal fway back toward his cheek. It felt awkward. |nstead of one of Mnya's mni-harpoons,
a meter and a half of his own harpoon protruded before him

The noby was watching him He waited until the creature's spin put the major eye on its
far side. "Throw the line," he said.

Gavving hurled the coiled line toward the noby. Clave let it unroll for a monment, then
sent the harpoon after it.

The harpoon wobbled in flight, until the trailing line dragged it straight again. Wth the
steel bow and Clave's nuscles to propel it, the massive harpoon m ght have flown as far as the
moby. It didn't. It didn't even cone close.

"Reel it in and coil the line," he told Alfin. To the others he said,

"Arrows. Put sone arrows in the beast. Get it nmad. Get its attention." The Gad' s arrow went wide,
and dave stopped him from wasting

another. Gavving's and Mnya's were flying true, and each had fired another when C ave said,
"Stop. W want it nmad, not scared, not injured. Gad, howtimd is that thing likely to be?"

"I read you everything I know. "

Cl ass4fiedl The first chance he got, Cave was going through all of the
information on all of those "cassettes." He'd make the Grad read themto him

The noby's gauzy tail was in notion. It had spotted the harpoon's notion and was edgi ng
away. Then the first arrows reached it. One struck the fin, one a cheek, neither with any great
force.

The noby convul sed. Its fins thrashed and it turned. Athird arrow struck near its ngjor
eye. It turned to face them

"Alfin, have you got that line coiled?"

"Not yet."

"Then hurry, you copsik! Are we all tethered?"

The sky had opened a nmouth; it gaped and grew huge. A skeletal arm fol ded forward,
presenting four harpoons. Al fin asked, "Do we want to hurt it now?"
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dave di scarded the nmetal bow and took up the harpoon. "Treefodder. |I want this inits
tailL"

The noby obliged. Its tail flicked forward-and they felt the wind- as it circled to
expmne the situation. As the tail cane into sight, dave cast. The harpoon struck solidly in the
meaty part, ahead of the spreading translucent fin. The nmoby shuddered and continued to advance.

The "hand" |ashed forward. Gavvi ng whooped and | eapt from between cl osing horn harpoons,
away into the sky, until his tether went taut and pulled himaround the edge of the bark. M nya
yell ed and slashed at the "hand." "Feels like bone," she reported and swung agai n.

C ave snatched up anot her harpoon and junped toward the trenendous face. He pricked the
creature's lip before his line pulled himback. The great skeletal fingers curled around behind
him Mnya's sword slashed at a joint, and one of the harpoon-fingers was flying | oose.

The noby snatched its hand back fast. Its nouth closed and stayed that way. The creature
backpedal ed with side fins.

Gavving reel ed hinself back to the bark. They watched the noby turning, retreating.

The bark raft surged. The noby stopped, turned to | ook back. The raft was following it. It
began swi mmi ng strongly against the air.

A point of sunlight blazed near the edge of the pond. Vagrant breezes rippled the surface.
Shadows nmoved within. A distant seed pod sent a tendril growi ng across a klonter of space toward
the water. Gavving licked his |ips and yearned.

Tens of thousands of netric tons of water dwindled in their wake.

dave was cursing steadily. He stopped, then said, "Sorry. The noby was supposed to dive
into the water and try to |lose us."

Gavvi ng opened his mouth, reconsidered . . . and spoke anyway.
"My idea. Why aren't you bl ami ng me?"
"I"d still get the blame. I'mthe Chairnman. Anyway, it was worth a try! | just wish | knew

where the beast was taking us."

They waited to | earn.

Gavving's eyes traced the line of the Snmoke Ri ng, congealing out of the background of sky
into the pale blue of water vapor and di stance. Toothpick splinters, all aligned, m ght have been
a grove of integral trees. Tens of thousands of klonters beyond, a clot of white storm narked
ol d. A thickening hal fway down the arch toward Voy woul d be the far d unp.

Here were all the celestial objects a child had once wondered about. Harp had told him
that he m ght see them soneday. More practical heads had denied this. The tree noved at the whim
of natural forces, and nobody left the tree.

He had left the tree, and was narried, and narooned, and thirsty.

Quinn Tribe clung along the forward edge of the bark raft. At C ave's insistence they had
donned their packs. Anything could happen... but nothing had, except that the pond continued to
dwi ndl e.

"So near and yet so far," the Gad said. "Don't we still have a few jet pods?"

"Not enough." C ave | ooked around him "At |east we haven't |ost anyone. Ckay. We're
novi ng, and we're noving out; that's good, isn't it, Scientist? Thicker air?"

"Thi cker anything," said the G ad. "Air, water, plants, nmeat, neateaters.”

The noby was turning, sw nging gradually east, and slow ng. Tiring.

Its fins folded against its side, presenting a streanlined egg-shape to the wind; it continued to
fall outward, towing the bark raft. The pond had becone a tiny jewel, glowing with refracted bl ue
Voyl i ght.

Clave said, "W'Il cut |loose as soon as we get near anything interesting. Integral tree,
pond, forest, anything with water init. | don't want anyone cutting the line too soon."

"aoud ahead," Merril said.

A distant, clotted streanmer of white fading into blue. Cave barked |l aughter. "How far
ahead? Sixty, seventy klonters? Anyway, it isn't ahead, it's straight out fromus. W' re ained
al nost east."

"Maybe not," said the Gad. "W're ained out from east and noving

pretty fast. Gavving, renenber? 'East takes you out, out takes you west, west takes you in, in
takes you east, port and starboard bring you
back. "
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"What the treefodder is that?" dave demanded. Gavving renenbered, but he said nothing. It
was 'classified" . . . and the Grad had never told himwhat it meant.

But M nya was saying, "Every child learns that. It's supposed to be the way to nove, if
you're lost in the sky but you' ve got jet pods."

The Grad nodded happily. "W're being pulled east. W're noving too fast for our orbit, so
we'll fall outward and slow down. |'Il bet the noby is making for that cloud bank."

The noby's fins were spread and flapping slowy. There was nothing at all ahead of them
out to where the arch of the Snmoke Ring forned frominfinity. Mnya noved her tether to bring
hersel f al ongsi de Gayving. They clung to the rimof the bark and watched the wi sp of cloud out
fromthem and hoarded their thirst.

The sun circled behind Voy.

Again. Already they had noved many klomters outward; the daynight cycle had grown | onger.

The cl oud bank was growing. It was!

"It"lIl try to lose us in the fog," the Gad said with nore hope than conviction

The noby hadn't noved for sonme tine. The spike that tethered the harpoon was worKking
itself |oose. O ave pounded another into the wood and w apped the slack line around it. But the
cl oud bank was spreading itself across the sky.

Details energed: streamines, knots of storny darkness. Lightning flashed deep within.

Jayan and Jinny took off their shirts. Afin, enjoying the sight w thout questions,
suddenly said, "They're right. Get our shirts off. Try to catch sonme of that wet."

Dar kness brightened as the sun energed bel ow the edge of the cl oud.

It continued to sink. They watched the first tenuous edge of m st envel op them and began fl appi ng
their shirts. Gavving asked, "Do you feel damp?"

Merril snarled, "I feel it, | smell it, | can't drink it! But it's com ng!'"

Li ghtning flashed, off to the west. Gavving felt the mist now He tried to squeeze water
out of his shirt. No? Keep swinging it. Now? He wung the shirt tight and tried to suck it, and
got sweaty water.

They were all doing it now. They could barely see each other. Gay
ving had never in his life seen such darkness. The noby was invisibly far, but they felt the
tugging of the tether. They swung their shirts and sucked the water and | aughed.

There were big fat drops around them It was getting hard to breathe.

Gavvi ng breathed through his shirt and swall owed the water that came through.

Li ght was gai ning. Were they energing fromthe cloud? "Cl ave? Maybe you want to cut that
tether. Do we want to stay in here?"

"Anybody still thirsty?" Silence. "Drink your fill, but we can't live in here, breathing
t hrough our shirts. Let's trust the noby a while |onger."

The pale green light was getting stronger. Through thinning fog Gayving thought he could
see sky . . . green-tinged sky, with a texture to it. Geen? Was this sone effect in his eyes, due
to the | ong, abnormal darkness?

Cl ave bell owed, "Treefodder!" and swung his knife. The harpoon tether sang a deep note,
cut short as Cl ave slashed again. The |ine whipped free; the bark sheet shuddered.

Then they were out of the mist, in a layer of clear air. Gavving glinpsed the noby
flapping anway, free at last, and spared it only a glance. He was | ooking at square klonters of
textured green, expanding, growing solid. It was a jungle, and they were going to ram
Chapt er El even

The
Cot t on- Candy
Jungl e

THE CARM WAS LI KE NOTHI NG ELSE IN THE UNI VERSE. I T WAS

all right angles, inside and out; all plastic and netals, unliving starstuff.
The white light that glowed fromthe dorsal wall was neither Voylight nor sunlight. Weirder |ights
crawl ed across the control panel and the bow wi ndow itself The carm was nobile, where London Tree
noved only with the help of the carm If London Tree was a living thing inhabited by other living
things, then Lawn saw the cami as a different formof life.

The carmwas a nmighty servant. It served Kiance the Scientist, and Lawn. Sonetinmes it went
away into the sky with Navy nmen as its nasters. This tine it carried Lawn too

It grated on her nerves that she was not the carms naster here.
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Seen t hrough the picture-wi ndow bow, the jungle was green, dotted with every color of the
rai nbow i ncl udi ng overlaid scarlet dots that were heat sources. The Navy pil ot pushed the talk
button and said, "Let go."

Several breaths went by before Lawn heard, "We're |oose."

The pilot touched attitude jet keys. A tide pulled Lawn forward agai nst her straps.
Warriors had been clinging to nets outside the hull
Now t hey swept into view of the bow wi ndow as the cam decel erated.

A cloud of sky-blue men fell toward undul ating cl ouds of green

The pilot rel eased the keys after (by Lawi's count) twelve breaths. She'd watched nunbers
flickering on a snmall display in front of him He'd rel eased at zero. And the jungle was no | onger
movi ng toward the carmi's bow w ndow.

"The savages haven't noved yet," he reported. He was ignoring
Lawn, or trying to; his eyes kept ificking to her and away. He'd nade it clear enough: a nineteen-
year-old girl had no place here, no matter what the First said. "They're just under the greenery.
Are you sure you want
to do this?"

"We don't know who they are."” The anci ent mnicrophone put a

squawk in the Squad Leader's voice. "If it's just fighters, we'll retreat.
We don't need fighters. If it's nonconbatants, hiding-"
"Right."

"Have you found any other heat sources?"

"Not yet. That greenery is a pretty good reflector unless you re looking right intoit. W
can pick up sone neat. Flocks of sal non birds

Squad Leader, | see something off to the side. Sonething's falling toward the jungle.”

"Sonet hing |ike what ?"

"Sonething fiat with people clinging to it."

"I see it. Could they be aninal s?"

"No. |I'musing science," the pilot said.

The di spl ay superinposed on the bow w ndow showed scarl et dots
clustered close. Warmer objects-salnon birds, for instance-showed nore orange in that display.
Ri bbon birds showed as cooler: wavy |lines of a darker, bloodier red . . . The pilot turned and
caught Lawn | ooki ng.

"Learned anything, darling?"

"Don't call ne darlin& Lawn said primy/evasively.

"Pardon me, Scientist's Apprentice. Have you |l earned enough to fly this ship, do you
t hi nk?"

"I wouldn't like to try it,"'
she wanted very nuch to try.

"Classified," the pilot said without regret. He returned to his m crophone. "That thing
hit pretty hard. 1'd say it's not a vehicle at all
Those peopl e may be refugees from sone di saster, just what we need for
copsi ks. M ght even be glad to see us."

"We'll get to you when we . . . can." The Squad Leader sounded
di stracted, and with reason. Spindly savages taller than a nman ought to be were boiling out of the
green cloud, riding yell ow green pods bigger
than thensel ves. They were clothed in green, hard to see.

There was a qui ck exchange of arrows as the armi es neared each
other. London Tree's warriors used |ong footbows: the bow grasped by the toes of one or both feet,
the string by the hands. The cloud of arrows |oosed by the savages noved nore slowy, and the
arrows were shorter.

"Cnossbows, " the pilot murnmured. He played the jets, kicking the
carmaway fromthe fight. Lawn felt relief, until he started his turn.

"You'll endanger the carml Those savages could snatch at the nets!”

"Cal m down, Scientist's Apprentice. W're noving too fast for
them" The cami curved back toward the nelee. "W don't want them cl ose enough for swordpl ay, not
in free-fall."

lithe Scientist had his wish, the caml would never be used for war at
all. Putting his Apprentice aboard had been a major strategic victory.
He'd told her, "Your sole concern is for the cami, not the soldiers. If the carmis threatened, it
must be noved out of danger. If the pilot won't, you nust."

He had not told her how to subdue a trained fighter, nor howto fly the ancient machine.

Lawn lied. "Unless you'd like to teach ne?" It was sonething
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The Scientist had never flown it hinself.

Savages flew toward the bow wi ndow. Lawn saw their terrified eyes before the pilot spun
the camli about. Masses thunped against the carm s belly. Lawn shuddered. She woul d do not hi ng,
this time. She would nmore likely weck the cami than save it. . . and there would be hell to pay
even if she got hone to London Tree.

The savages were grouping to attack again. The pilot ignored them
He eased the carminto the mdst of his own warriors.

"Ni ce going. Thanks," said the radio voice. Lawi watched the cloud of savages advanci ng.

"We're all aboard," said the Squad Leader

The carm turned and coasted across the green cotton, southwest. Savages screanmed or jeered
inits wake. They hadn't a hope of catching up

There was time to look, and time to feel rising fear. Gavving tried to take it all in
before the end.

It was curves and billows of green wall spotted with bl ossons: yellow, blue, scarlet, a
t housand shades and tones. Insects swarnmed in clouds. Birds were there in various shapes, dipping
into the blossons or the insect clouds. Sone | ooked |ike ribbons and noved with a fluttering
nmotion. Some had nenbranous triangular tails; some were thenselves triangles, with whiplike tails
sprouting fromthe apex.

Far to the east was a dinple in the green, funnel-shaped, perhaps half a klonter across;
di stances were hard to judge. Wwuld a jungle have a treenputh? Wiy would it be rinmed with
gigantic silver petals? The biggest flower in the universe set behind the jungle's horizon as they
fell

The storm had hidden a jungle. He'd never seen one close, but what else could it be? The
nmoby had planned this well, Gavving thought.

Birds were starting to notice the falling mass. Mtionless wings and tails blurred into
invisibility. R bbons fluttered away, as ~ in a strong wi nd. Larger torpedo-shapes energed from
the greenery to study the falling bark sheet.

Cl ave was snapping orders. "Check your tethers! Armyourselves! Sone of those things | ook
hungry. We'll be shaken up when we hit. Has anybody noticed anything I mght niss?"

Gavvi ng t hought he saw where they'd strike. Geen cloud. Could it be as soft as it |ooked?
East and north, far away, nore darting swarnms of. . . dots at this distance . . . nmen?

"Men, Clave. It's inhabited."

"I see them Treefodder, they're fighting! Just what we need, another war. Now what's
that? Grad, do you see sonething |like a noving box?"

lea."

"Wl ?"

Gavving located a brick-shape with rounded corners and edges. It was turning in sentient
fashi on, noving away fromthe battle. A vehicle, then... big..
andglitteringasifmadeof netal orglass. Men clung to its flankse

The Grad said, "I never saw anything like it. Starstuff."”

The aft end of the box was spiky with bell-shaped structures: four at each corner and one
much larger in the nmiddle. Nearly invisible flanes, not flane-colored but the blue-white col or of
Voy, puffed fromsome of the small-nostrils? The vehicle stopped its turn and surged back into the
battle.

"That should do it," Cave said. Gavving turned and saw what he had been doi ng: setting
his last jet pods to orient the turning raft, so that the underside would strike first. It seened
to be working, but the jungle was hi dden now. Gavving clutched the bark, waiting..

Hi s head was ringing, his right armwas bangec} up sonmehow, his stomach was trying to find
sonething to reject, and he couldn't renmenber where he was. Gavving opened his eyes and saw t he
bird.

It was torpedo-shaped, about the mass of a man. It hung over him |long w ngs stretched out
and notionless while it studied himwith two forward-facing eyes in deep sockets. The other side
of its head bore a sawtoothed crest. Its tail was a ribbed fan; the four ribs ended each in a
hooked cl aw.

Gavvi ng | ooked around for his harpoon. The crash had bounced it free of his hand. It was
meters away, slowy turning. He reached for his knife instead and eased hinself out of the
greenery in which he was hal f-buried. He whispered, "I'mneat. Are you?" intending it as a threat.

The bird hung back. Two conpanions had joined it. Their nmouths were |long and blunt, and
cl osed. They don't bluff Gavving thought.

A fourth bird skinmed across the green cloud, noving fast, right at his head. He scranbl ed
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for cover as the bird dipped its tail hooks into the foliage and stopped dead. Gavving stayed
where he was, half under the raft. The birds watched hi m nmockingly.

A tethered harpoon thudded into a bird' s side.

It screaned. The open nouth had no teeth, just a scissors-action serrated edge. The bird
set itself whirling as it tried to snap at its belly. Athird eye was behind the crest, facing
backwar d

The rest made their decision. They fled.

Wth his toes |ocked in branchiets, AIfin reeled the bird into knife range. By then
Gavving had retrieved his own harpoon. He used it to pin the bird' s tail while AIfin finished the
kill, a performance that left Alfin's sleeves soaked in pink blood. A wi de grin stretched his
wrinkles into uncustonmary patterns.

“Dinner," he said and shook his head as if he'd drunk too nuch beer
"I can't believe it. W nade it. W're alive!"

During all the years in Quinn Tuft, Gavving couldn't renenber seeing Alfin grin. How could
Al fin be consistently norose in Quinn Tuft, and happy while lost in the sky? He said, "If we'd hit
sonething solid at that speed we'd all be dead. Let's hope the luck holds."

M ssing citizens energed fromthe green depths. Merrill, Jayan, Jinny, Gad. . . Mnya
Gavvi ng whooped and gat hered her in his arns.

Al fin asked, "Were's O ave?"

The ot hers | ooked around. The Grad tethered hinself to the bark and

junped toward the storm wth a turning notion. "I don't see himanywhere," he shouted back
Jayan and Jinny burrowed into the foliage. Mnya called, "Wait, you'll get lost!" and
prepared to foll ow.
"He's here."

dave was under the bark sheet. They noved it to expose him He was hal f-consci ous and
moani ng softly. His thigh bent in the m ddl e~ and white bone protruded through skin and bl ood.

The Grad hung back, squeam shly; but everyone was |ooking at him and it was clearly the
Scientist's job. He set Alfin and Jayan to hol ding dave's shoul ders, Gavving to pulling on the
anl de~ while the Grad noved the bones into place. It took too |long. C ave revived and fainted
again before it was finished.

"That flying box," Afin said. "It's conming here."

"We're not finished here," said the Gad.

The starstuff box fell toward themthrough the clear air between foliage and storm cl oud
Men garbed in sky-blue clung to all four sides. The glassy end faced themlike a great eye.

Clave's eyes had opened, but it didn't seem he understood. Sonebody had to do sonething.
Gavving said, "Alibi, Mnya, Jinny, let's get the bark sheet out of sight, at least."

They turned it edgew se and pushed it down into the greenery. Gayving noved after it, and
M nya after him forcing their way through the thicket into dark green gloom The foliage was
dense at the surface. Underneath were open spaces and nasses of springy branchiets.

"Gad?"
The Grad | ooked up. "Scientist."
"Al'l right, Scientist. | need a Scientist," Alibi said. "Can you | eave himfor a noment?"

Cl ave was hal f-consci ous and whi npering. He should be all right with two wonen wat chi ng
him "Call me if he starts thrashing around,” he told them He noved away, and Alibi foll owed.

"What's the probl enf"

"I can't sleep."

The Grad |l aughed. "It's been a busy time. Wich of us do you accuse of sleeping well?"
"I haven't slept since we reached the nidpoint. W're in a jungle, we've got food and
water, but Grad-Scientist, we're still falling!" Alfin's laugh surprised the Grad, it had a touch

of hysteria init.

Alibi didn't |ook good. His eyes were puffy, his breathing was irregular, he was as junpy
as tonight's dinner turkey. The Grad said, "You know as nuch about free-fall as | do. You I|earned
it the same way. Are you about to run anok?"

"Feels that way. I'mnot helpless. | killed a bird that was after Gayving." And for that
monent his pride was show ng.

The G ad mulled the problem "I've got a bit of that scarlet fringe fromthe fans. You
know how dangerous it is. Anyway, you don't want to sleep now "
Al fin glanced at the sky. The starstuff box was taking its sweet tine, but . . . "No."

"When it's safe. And I haven't got nuch.”
Al fin nodded and turned away. The G ad stayed where he was. He wanted solitude to nurse
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his junpy stomach. He'd never set a broken bone before, and he'd had to do it wi thout the
Scientist's help .

Alibi nmade his way back toward Jayan and Merril and dave. He | ooked back once, and the
Grad was | ooking at the sky.

He | ooked back again, and the Grad was gone. Jayan screaned.

The darkness and the strange, dappled shadows made them al nost invisible, even to each
other. "We can hide in here," Gavving said.

M nya was noddi ng. "Burrow deep. Stick together. \Wat about C ave?"

"We'll have to pull himthrough. \What | ooks |ike a good spot?"

"None of it," Jinny said. "It would hurt him"

Gavving tracked a dense cluster of branchlets back to a single spine branch. "Cut here,”
he told M nya.

She didn't have roomto swi ng. She used the sword as a saw, and it took her a hundred
breat hs or thereabouts. Then Gavvi ng pushed agai nst the freed end and found that the entire
cluster noved outward as a plug. He pulled hinself into open air and | ooked about him "Mennl
Here! "

"CGood," Merril called. She and Alibi towed C ave toward the opening, nmoving with frantic
haste. The one-eyed box was too close. The occupants nust be watching them by now.

They'd have to dig in fast, get lost in the deep branchlets. But- "Were' s Jayan? \Were's
the Grad?"

"Cone," Mernil puffed. "He's gone. Sonething pulled himdown into the thicket."

"Wzat ?"

"Mowve it, Gavving!"

They got dave inside and pulled the plug-bush closed. Gavving saw that dave's |eg had been
splinted with strips of a blanket and two of Mnya' s arrows.

"The nmen on the box," Mnya said, "they'll follow us."

"I know. Merril, what got the Grad? An ani nal ?"

"I didn't see. He yelled and di sappeared. Jayan snatched up a harpoon and ducked through
and saw peopl e di sappearing deeper in. She's trailing a line. Gavving, should we stop her? They'l
trap her too."

Wy did it all have to happen at once? Cave's |leg, the kidnappers, the noving box-"Ckay.
The soldiers on the box would be fools to come in here. It's the natives' territory-"

"We're here."

"W're nore desperate . . . never mind, you're right. W go after Jayan right now, because
it gets us away fromthat starstuff relic. Merni
-" Would Merril slow them down? Probably not, in free-fall. Ckay.

"Merril, me, Mnya. W'll follow Jayan and see what's going on. Maybe we can bust the Grad | oose
Jinny, you and Alfin follow as fast as you can, with dave. Merril, where's Jayan's |ine?"
"Sonmewhere over there. Treefodder, why does it all have to happen at once?"
"Yeah
Chapter Twel ve
The Copsi k
Runner s

Buws WERE RAI SI NG AN | NCREDI BLE RUCKUS. UNSEEN HANDS

pul l ed the Grad headfirst through darkness and the rich snell of alien foliage. Branchlets no
| onger scratched his face; there nust be open space around him

He'd had no warning at all. Hands had grasped his ankles and pulled himdown into another
world. His yell was strangled by sonething stuffed into his nouth, sonmething that wasn't clean
and a rag was tied to hold it in. A blow on the head convinced himnot to struggle.

H s eyes were beginning to adjust to the gl oom

A tunnel wound through the foliage. It was narrow big enough for two to crawl side by
side, not big enough to walk in. No need, the Grad thought. You couldn't walk with no tide

H s captors were human, roughly speaking.

They were all wonen, though this needed a second gl ance. They wore | eather vests and
trousers, dyed green. The | ooseness of the vests
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was their only concession to breasts. Three of the five wore their hair very short, and they al
had a gaunt, stretched-out look: two and a half to three neters, taller than any of Quinn Tribe's
nmen.

They hel d inpl enents: snmall wooden bows on wooden platforns, the bowstrings pulled back
ready to fire.

They were nmaking good tine. The tunnel turned and twisted until the Grad was entirely
disoriented. His directional senses wouldn't give himan up. It presently opened into a bul b-shape
four or five nmeters across, with three other tunnels | eading off. Here the wonmen stopped. One
pulled the rag out of his nmouth. He spit to the side and said, "Treefodder!"

A woman spoke. Her skin was dark, her hair a conpact black stormcloud threaded with white
I ightning. Her pronunciation was strange, worse than Mnya's. "Wy did you attack us?"

The Grad shouted in her face. "Stupid! W saw your attackers. They've got a traveling box
made of starstuff. That's science! W got here on a sheet of bark!"

She nodded as if she'd expected that. "An eccentric way to travel. \Who are you? How nany
are you?"

Shoul d he be hiding that? But Quinn Tribe nust find Mends sonewhere. Go for Gol d-"Ei ght of
us. Al of Qinn Tribe, now, plus Mnya, fromthe opposite tuft. Qur tree cane apart and left us
mar ooned. "

She frowned. "Tree dwellers? The copsik runners are tree dwellers.”

"Why not? You don't get a tide anywhere else. Wo're you?"

She studi ed hi mdi spassionately. "For a captured invader, you are nost inpertinent."

"I'"ve got nothing to lose.” A nonment after he said it, the Gad realized how true it was
Ei ght survivors had done their best to reach safety, and this was the end of it. Nothing left.

She had spoken. He said, "What?"

"We are Carther States," the bl ack-haired woman repeated inpatiently. "I am Kara, the
Sherman." She pointed. "Lizeth. Hld." They | ooked like twins to the Grad's untrai ned eye:
spectrally tall, pale of skin, red hair cropped two centineters fromthe skull. "lisa." Usa's

pants were as | oose as her vest. That discrete abdom ngi bul ge: Usa was pregnant. Her hair was
blond ftizz her scal p showed through. Long hair nust be a problem anong the branchiets. "Debby."
Debby's hair was clean and straight and soft brown, and half a neter long, tied in back. How did
she keep it that neat?

Shar man nmean Shaman, an old word for Scientiri~ Could nean Chairman, except that she was a
worman . . . but strangers wouldn't do everything the way Quinn Tribe did. Since when did the
Chai rman take a nane?

"You haven't given us your nane," Kara said pointedly.

There was something left to himafter all. He said it with some pride:
"I'"'mthe Quinn Tribe Scientist."
n '\brre?ll

"The Scientist doesn't take one. Once | was called Jeffer."”
"What are you doing in Carther States?”
"You'd have to ask a noby."

Li zeth snapped her knuckl es across the back of his skull, hard enough to sting. He
snharled, "I neant it! W were dying of thirst. W hooked a noby. Cl ave was hoping he'd try to | ose
us in a pond. He brought us here instead."

The Sharman's face didn't reveal what she thought of that. She said, "Well, it all seens
i nnocent enough. W shoul d di scuss your situation after we eat."”

The Grad's humliation kept himsilent . . . until he saw their neal and recogni zed the

harpoon. "That's Alfin's bird."

"It belongs to Carther States," Lizeth informed hini

He found he didn't care. His belly was stridently enpty. "That wood | ooks too green to
make a cookflre-"

"Sal nmon bird is eaten raw, with falling onion when we can get it.

Raw. Yuk. "Falling onion?"

They showed him Falling onion was a plant parasite that grew at the forks of the
branchlets. It grew as a green tube with a spray of pink blossons at the tip. The pretty brown-
hai red woman named Debby assenbl ed a handful and cut the bl ossomends off. Usa's sword carved the
scarlet meat in translucently thin slices.

Meanwhi | e Kara bound the Gad's right wist to his ankles, then freed his left. "Don't
unti e anything else," she warned him

Raw neat, he thought and shuddered; but his nouth watered. H | d wapped sheets of pink
meat around the stal ks and passed one to the Gad. He bit into it.
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H s mind went blank. You |earned to put hunger out of your mind during a famne . . . but
he had definitely been hungry. The neat had an odd, rubbery texture. The flavor was rich; the
onion taste was fiery, nouth-filling.

They watched himeat. | have to talk to them he thought hazily. It's our |ast chance~ W
have to join them Oherwi se~. what is there? Stay here and be hunte4 or let the invaders catch
us, or junmp into the sky .

The man-sized bird was dwi ndling. Lizeth seemed content to carve slices until they stopped

di sappeari ng; Debby was now cutting the falling onions to stretch them The wonmen had | ong since
finished eating.

They watched with irritating smles. The Gad wondered if they would consider a belch bad nmanners,
and bel ched anyway, and had to swall ow again. He'd | earned while clinbing the tree: a belch was

bad news in free-fall, without tide to bring gas to the top of the stonach.

He asked for water. Lizeth gave it to himin a squeezegourd. He drank a good deal. The
falling onion had run out. Feeling pleasantly full, the Gad topped off his nmeal with a handful of
foliage.

Not hi ng could be entirely bad when he felt this good.

Kara the Sharman said, "One thing is clear. You are certainly a refugee. | never saw a

starving copsik runner."
A test? The Grad took his tine swallowing. "Cute," he said. "Now that that's established,
shal | we tal k?"

"Where are we?"

"Nowhere in particular. | wouldn't lead you to the rest of the tribe until | knew who you
were. Even here, the copsik runners mght find us."

"Who are they, these . . . runners?”

"Copsi k runners. Don't you use the word copsi k?" It sounded nore |ike corpsi k when she
said it.

He answered, "It's just an insult-word."

“"Not to us or them They take us for corpsiks, to work for themthe rest of our lives.
Boy, what are you doi ng?"

The Grad had reached for his pack with his free hand. "I amthe Quinn Tribe Scientist," he
said in freezing tones. "l thought I mght find sonme background on that word."
"CGo ahead."

The Grad unw apped his reader. He had Carther States' undivided attention. The wonen were
awed and wary; Lizeth held her spear at the ready. He chose the records cassette, inserted it into
the reader, and said, "Prikazyvat Find copsik."

NOT FOUND

"Prikazyvat Find-" the Grad said and held the reader to Kara's face. The Sharnan shied
then spoke to the machinery. "Corpsik."

CORPSI CLE?

The Grad said, "Prikazyvat Expound."

The screen filled with print. The Grad asked, "Can you read it?"

"No," Kara said for themall.

"Corpsicle is an insult-termfirst used to descri be people frozen for medical purposes. In
the century preceding the founding of the State,
some tens of thousands were frozen i mediately after death in the hope of soneday being revived
and cured. This was fothid to be inpossible.

The State | ater nmade use of the stored personalities. Menory patterns could be recorded froma
frozen brain, and RNA extracted fromthe central nervous system A brainw ped crimninal could thus
be fitted with a new personality. No citizenship was conferred upon these corpsicles. The
treatment was |ater refined and used by passengers and crew on long interstellar voyages.

"' The seeder ranship Discipline's crew included eight corpsicles. The nmenory sets were
those of respected citizens of advanced age, with skills appropriate to an interstellar venture.
It was hoped that the corpsides would be grateful to find thenselves in healthy, youthful bodies.
This assunption proved-' | can't make sense of all that. One thing seens clear enough. A copsik
isn't a citizen. He has no rights. He's property."”

"That's right," said Debby, to the Sharnman's evi dent annoyance.

So the Sharman doesn't trust ne. So? "How do they find you in here? There must be cubic
klonters of it, and you know it and they don't. | don't see why you fight at all."

"They find us. Twice now they have found us hidden in the jungle," Kara said bitterly.
"Their Sharman is better than | am It may be that their science enhances their senses. G ad, we

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Integral%20Trees.txt (54 of 105) [1/19/03 6:07:19 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20I ntegral %620T rees.txt

woul d be glad to have your know edge."

"Woul d you make us citizens?"

The pause lasted only seconds. "If you fight,"'

"Cl ave broke his |leg com ng down."

"W nake citizens only of those who will fight. Qur warriors are fighting now, and who
knows if they will repell the corpsik runners? If we can hurt a few, perhaps they will not seek
out the children and old nmen and wonen who host guests."

Guests? Onh, the pregnant ones. "\Wat about C ave and the wonmen?

VWhat happens to then"

The Sharnman shrugged. "They may live with us, but not as citizens." Not good, but it m ght
be the best they could get. "I can't say yes or no. W'll have to talk. Kara

"~Wbhat is it?"

"l just renmenbered sonething. Kara, there are kinds of light you can't see. There used to
be machi nes that could see the warnmh of a body. That's how they find you."

The wonen | ooked at each other in dread. Debby whispered, "But
only a corpse is cold."

"So light little fires all through the forest. Make them check each

sai d Kara.

one.
"Very dangerous. The fire m ght " she trailed off. "Never mnd
Fires go out unless fanned. The snoke snothers them It night be possible after all, near the
jungl e surface."
The Grad nodded and reached for nore foliage. Things were |ooking better. If sonme could

becone citizens, they could protect the rest. Perhaps Quinn Tribe had found a hone...

"Three groups, and they're all going deeper. The traces are getting blurred,"” said the
pilot's blurred voice. The carm hung behi nd Squad Leader Patry's shoul der, bow ained at the
jungle. "Are you going after thenP"

"G oups how big?"

"Three and three and a bigger group. The big group started first. You probably won't catch
them"

In the hands of Patry's nmen a mass of greenery rose fromthe rest and floated free. Patry
reported, "W've found where they dug in. Ckay, we're going after them" He joined the waiting
men. "Mark, take the point. The rest of you follow ne. Go wide of that yellow stufl it's poison
fern."

Mark was a dwarf the only man in London Tree who could wear the ancient arnor, and thus
the only possible custodian of the spitgun. Ten years ago he had tended to shy back from an
attack, until he gained confidence in his invulnerability. The men had called himTiny until Patty
hi nsel f raised hell about it. Mark was born to wear the arnor
He'd learned to wear it well.

He clinmbed past the severed bush and into the dark with London Tree's infantry behind him

The agony was real, centered above Cl ave's knee, but spreading in flashes throughout his
body. The rest faded in and out. He was being towed through a tunnel. Soon the Scientist's plant
extracts would erase the pain. But hadn't the plants died in the drought? And . . . the tree was
gone. There wasn't any Scientist, and the Grad had no drugs, and the G ad was gone too. Too few
survivors followed the Grad through green gloom dave's pitiful remant of a tribe was split, and
there was no nedicine for an injured man

Jinny and M nya stopped abruptly, jarring his leg. The pain shouted in his brain. Then
they had plunged into the tunnel's branchlet walls, and dave tunbled in free-fall, abandoned.

His tunble turned himand the dreamturned nightnmare. He faced a bul ky, facel ess silver
thing. The apparition raised sonething
metal ? A splinter stabbed into dave's ribs. He plucked it out. Hs mind was muzzy . . . was it a
thorn? The netal -and-gl ass creature forced itself through the tunnel wall, ignoring C ave.

Acol ytes followed it in, blue men carrying huge, unw el dy bows.
The pain had gone and reality was fading. Here was nedicine after al

"l see you've caught up with the first group,” the pilot said. "The forward group has
stopped. The niddl e group has joined them Maybe you should quit."

"I sent Toby back with two copsilcs. The third had a broken leg, so we left him W're
al nrost at full strength. Let's just see what happens.”

"Patty, is there sonmething unusual about your nission?"
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Classfled. . . oh, what did it matter? "Catch some copsi ks. Shoot sone neatbirds. Coll ect
some spices. Pick up anything scientific." That |ast wasn't usual. Miybe the First O ficer wanted
the Scientist to owe hima favor. Patty didn't comment, not with the Scientist's Apprentice
|istening.

"Fine. You've got copsiks. How many do you need? You don't really expect to find science
here, do you?"

"There's a big group ahead. I'mgoing to at |least |ook at the situation.” Patty turned the
vol ume down. Pilots tended to argue a point to death, and Patry wanted sil ence.

Gavving hadn't burrowed far before Jayan's line led themto a tunnel carved through the
foliage. They noved faster then

Despite its alien snell, Gavving was hungry enough to try the foliage.

The taste was alien too; but it was sweet and went down well. He ate nore.

In fact, he felt alnost at home here. His toes thrust into branchlets and pushed hi m down
the tunnel in renmenbered rhythm Cheeping and croaking rose fromthousands of unseen throats. They
woul dn't be birds, this deep in the thicket; but they chirped, and if need cane they could
probably fly. The sound was the sound of Gavving' s chil dhood, before the drought killed the smal
I'ife throughout the tuft.

It was an effort to renenber that this wasn't Quinn Tuft; that he foll owed enenm es who
knew this thicket as Gavving knew his tree.

M nya, it seened, didn't have that problem She was snatching handfuls of foliage, but the
hand she used clutched an arrow, and her bow was in the other

They were noving faster than the [ine that slithered ahead of them Merril wound it up as
they went. The coil trailed froma thunb; she used both hands to nove hersel f. Wen Gavving
noti ced, he said, "Let me do that for a while. Eat."

"Keep your hands free!" Alittle later, perhaps regretting her sharpness, she said, "I
need ny hands to nove. You can fight with your hands. Where's your harpoon?"

"On ny back. We're all right as long as Jayan is still pulling on the line," he said and
i medi ately noticed that the |line had gone slack. Gavving reached for his harpoon before he noved
agai n.

A di senbodi ed white armthrust out of the tunnel wall and beckoned. Jayan | ooked out
through a screen of branchiets. Her voice was a hoarse and frightened whi sper. "They' re ahead of
us."

"Wher e?"

"Not far. Don't take the tunnel. There's a long, straight part, then it swells out. They'd
see you. Go where | go, or they'll hear branchiets breaking."

They followed her into the thicket.

Jayan had broken a trail. Twice she'd had to cut thicker spine branches. In the end they
wat ched from behind a screen of branchiets as the G ad spoke with the weird wonen.

They were | ean and el ongated, |ike exaggerated cartoons of the ideal woman, or like a

further stage in human evol ution. They | ooked relaxed. So did the G ad. Hs feet and one hand were
bound, but he was casually eating foliage while they tal ked. The carcass of a bird was nostly
bones.

M nya's breath was warm on his shoul der. She whispered, "It | ooks Iike the G ad nmay have
tal ked themaround. | can't hear, can you?"

"No." There was too much birdsong . . . and an occasional crackling as soneone noved,
maki ng Gavving glad for the birdsong. Still, soneone was making too nuch noise

M nya | eapt through the branchiets in a hideous crackling, straight into the midst of the
wei rd worren, scream ng, "Mnster made of starstufli There!"
Gavving |l eapt after her, ready to do battle. He'd have appreci ated sone warni ng- The wei rd wonen
didn't hesitate an instant. Five of them junped
toward other tunnels and were gone in three directions. The sixth
junped clunsily. She struck the edge of the opening and tumbl ed away unconsci ous. Had she struck
t hat bard?

The Grad was struggling to free his hands. Gavving felt sonething
sting his leg. He turned to fight.
To fight what? A thing of glass and netal! There were nen behind it
-ordinary nen who fl oated free, sighting over their toes as they pulled huge bows taut with their
hands-but they didn't fire. The thing of
sci ence pointed a netal tube at Mnya, then at the Grad. Gavving's harpoon bounced off its mirror-
glass face. It pointed at Gavvi ng and stung hi m agai n.
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You can't fight science, Gavving thought, and he drew his long knife and | eapt at the
monster. Then everything went dreany.

“You're too deep," the pilot said. "I can't get individual readings on you. |I've got a hot
spot, a cluster of a dozen or so. You and the copsiks together?"
"Sounds right. W' ve got six copsiks here, one already tied up for us. W'll |eave the one

with no |l egs. That gives us seven total. A bunch went off through the tunnels. Can you | ocate
t hen®?"

“Yes. It looks like they're together again. There's you, and there's a tighter, brighter
spot east of you. 1'd say quit now. Kill sone neatbirds on the way out."

"There's sonething here . . . |'ve got sonmething scientific here, sonething | don't
understand. Too scientific by half." Squad Leader Patty picked up a rectangular nmirror that didn't
reflect, a mrror that shone by its own light. Wth sone trepidation he flipped an obvious swtch
The light went out, to his relief. "You're right, we've got enough. W're com ng out."

Chapter Thirteen

The Scientist's

Apprentice
LASSI TUDE . . . AN ODD, PLEASANT SENSATI ON LI KE FI ZZI NG I N
the blood. . . constriction and resistance at his wists and anldes... nmenories drifting into

pl ace, sorting thenselves. The Grad waited until his mnd was straight before he opened his eyes.

He was bound again, tension at wists and ankles holding his body straight. Getting to be
a habit~ Hi s bonds gave as he tugged at them He was tied to netting, face dowmn to a wall that was
hard and cold and snooth, and translucent to a mllinmeter's depth, over a gray substrate.

He' d never seen the like before; but froma distance this stuff might ook Iike nmetal.

It was the flying box. He was tied to the flying box. He twisted his
head | eft and saw others: M nya, Gavving, Jayan (already awake and trying to hide it), Jinny. To
his right, a row of dead sal non birds and ribbon birds, Afin sniling in his sleep, and one of the
Carther Tribe wonen, the pregnant one, ilsa. Her eyes were open and enpty of hope.

A jovial voice booned at them "Sone of you are awake by now"
The Grad arched his back to see over his head. The copsik runner was big, burly, cheerful. He
clung to the net near the wi ndowed end. "Don't try to wiggle loose. You'll just get lost in the
sky, and we won't cone back for you. W don't want fools for copsiks."

Mnya called to him "May we tal k anmong ouzsel ves?"

"Sure, if you don't interrupt m- Now, you're wondering what's going to happen to you

You're going to join London Tree. There's tide when you're in a tree. You'll have to get used to
the pull on things, and balancing on your feet without falling, and so forth. You'll get to like
it.

You can heat water till it boils without it spewing all over the place, and that lets you cook

things you never tasted. You al ways know where you are, by what a thing does if you let go of it.
You can drop garbage-" From bel ow their feet cane an unnerving whistling roar. The copsik runner's
voice rose "-and know it won't float back at you." He stopped tal king because sonme of his
prisoners were scream ng

Atide pulled toward the G ad's feet. He was not surprised to see sky wheeling past: green
forest, a strip of blue, billowing white. The textured green below his feet began to contract.

A wet wind blew past. M st thickened around them The pani cky screans thinned to whinpers,
and the Grad heard Alfin's, "Treefodder! W' re going back into the treefeeding stormcloud! Wose
bright idea-" and he nust have silenced hinsel f, because nobody el se coul d have reached him

Their guard waited for quiet. He said, "It's very inpolite for a copsik to interrupt a
citizen. | ama citizen. I'lIl forget it for the duration of this voyage, but you will learn
Questions?"

M nya screanmed, "Wiat gives you the right?"

"Don't ever say that again,” the copsik runner said. "Anything else?" Mnya seened to calm
herself in an instant. "Wat about our children? WII they be copsi ks too?"

"They' || have the chance to be citizens. There's an initiation. Some won't want to take
it. Some won't pass."

M st encl osed them conmpl etely. The copsi k runner hinself was hal finvisible. A wave of
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dropl ets each the size of a thunb swept across them | eaving them soaked.

Nobody el se seenmed inclined to, so the Gad spoke. "Is London Tree stuck in this storm
cl oud?"

The copsi k runner | aughed. "W're not stuck anywhere! W noved into the cloud because we
need water. After we get you home we'll nove out, | expect."

" How?"

"Classified."

Gavvi ng was just waking up. He |looked left and right and found the Grad. "Wat's
happeni ng?"

"The good news is we're going to live in atree."

Gavving tested his bonds while he absorbed that. "As what?"

"Copsi ks. Property. Servants."

"Huh. Better than dying of thirst. Were are we? The flying box?"

"Right."

"I don't see Clave. Or Merril."

"Ri ght again."

"I feel wonderful," Gavving said. "Wy do | feel so good? Sonething was on those thorns,
maybe, like the red fringe on a fan fungus."

"Coul d be."

"You're not saying much."

The Grad said, "I don't want to miss anything. If | know how we get to London Tree, naybe
I could get us back. | had sonme Carther Tribe citizens convinced that we should join them™

Gavving turned to Mnya. They spoke together at length. The Grad didn't try to hear. It
was too noi sy anyway. The whistling roar had faded, but the w ndsong was nearly as | oud.

"Too nmany changes,"” M nya sai d.

"I know.'

"I can't seemto feel anything. | want to get angry, but | can't."

"We're drugged.”

"It's not that. | was Mnya of the Triune Squad of Dalton Quinn Tuft. Then |I was lost in

the sky and dying of thirst. | found you and married you and joined the Dark Tuft People. W
hitched a ride with a noby and got slung into a jungle. Now we're what? Copsiks? It's too many
changes. Too nuch."

"All right, I'ma little nunb nmyself. We'lIl get over it. They can't keep us drugged
forever. You' re still Mnya, the berserker warrior. Just
forget it till you need it."

"What will they do with us?"

"I don't know. The Grad's talking escape. | think we'd better wait. W don't know enough.™

She found a | augh, sonewhere. "At least we don't die virgins."

"W net each other. W were dying, and now we're not dying at all. W're going to a tree,
and it can nove itself. We'Ill never see another drought. It could be worse. It's been worse.

I wish | could see dave, though."

It was dark and wet around them Lightning marched a neanderi ng
path across the bow. The vehicle swung around. Npw the wi nd bl ew up
fromtheir feet. In that direction a' bushy shadow was form ng

"There," said M nya.

The roar of mptors resuned

Gavvi ng watched for a tine before he convinced hinself that it was one tuft of an integra
tree. He'd never seen any tree fromsuch a vantage. They were coning up on the in branch. The tuft
was greener and heal thier-1ooking than Quinn Tuft had been, and foliage reached farther to cover
the branch. The bare wooden tail sported a horizontal platformof hewn wood, clearly a work of
tremendous | abor.

The roar of science-in-action wavered, rose and fell, as the flying box settled toward the
platform A great arching gap had been chopped through the branch itseli linking this platformto
one on the other side. At its west end, where foliage began to sprout, a |arge hut had been woven.

The whistling roar died.

Then thi ngs happened fast. People left the hut on the junp. Mre appeared from underneath,
perhaps frominside the flying box. London Tree's citizens didn't have the incredi bl e height of
the forest denizens.

Sone wore gaudy col ors, but nost wore tuftberry red, and the men had snooth faces scraped cl ean of
hair. They swarmed to what was now the roof of the flying box and began pulling prisoners |oose.
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Jinny, Jayan, Mnya, and the tall Carther Tribe wonman were freed in turn and escorted off
the roof of the vehicle. Then nothing happened for a tine.

They took the wonen first. The drug on the needles still held himcalm but that bothered
Gavvi ng nonet hel ess. He couldn't see what was happening on the | edge. Presently he was pulled free
of the net, lifted, and wal ked of f the roof.

Sonehow he had expected nornmal tides. Here was no nore than a third of the tidal force at
Quinn Tuft. He drifted down.

Al fin's eyes popped open when the copsik runners turned himl oose.
They were closing again when he hit the platform He grunted in protest, then went back to sl eep
Two nmen in tuftberry red picked himup and carried hi maway.

A copsi k runner, a gol den-haired woman of twenty or so with a pretty, triangular face,
held up the Grad's reader and tapes. "Wich of you belongs to these?" she denanded.

The Grad called from above Gavving's head; he was still falling.
"They're mne."

"Stay with ne," she commanded. "Do you know how to wal k?
You're short enough to be a tree dweller."

The Grad staggered when he touched down, but stayed upright. "I can wal k."

"Wait with me. W'll use the carmto reach the Citadel"

Strangers were anong them |eading Gavving and Alfin toward the big hut. The G ad' s eyes
foll owed them and Gavvi ng woul d have waved, but his wists were still tied. A smallish, fussy-
| ooking man in red pushed a bird's carcass into his hanpered arns-it was nearly his own mass-and
said, "Take this along. Can you cook?"

"Come." The copsi k's hand shoved agai nst the small of his back. He noved in that
direction, toward where the fin flowered into tuft. But where were the wonen?

The flying box had bl ocked his view Now he saw the wonen through the arch, on the other
| edge. M nya began struggling, crying, "Wit!

That's my husband!"

The drug sl owed hi mdown, but Gavving threw the bird into the copsik's arms, sending him
tunbl i ng backward under its mass, and tried to junp toward M nya. He never conpleted the first
step. Two nen stepped in fromeither side and caught his arns. They nust have been waiting for
just such a nove. One clouted himacross the head hard enough to set the world spinning. They
hustled himinto the but.

The copsi k was studyi ng Lawn as she studied him He was thin, with stringy nuscles; three
or four ce'nmeters taller than Lawi herself and not much older. His blond hair and beard were
raggedly cut. He was dirty fromhead to foot. Aline of dried blood ran fromhis right eyebrow to
the corner of his jaw. He was very nuch the kind of copsik who mght conme spinning fromthe sky on
a sheet of bark, and hardly a convincing nan of science.

But his eyes inquired; they judged her. He asked, "Citizen, what will happen to then®"

"Call me Scientist's Apprentice," Lawi said. "Wwo are you?"

"I"'mthe Quinn Tribe Scientist,” he said.

That nade her laugh. "I can hardly call you Scientist! Don't you have a nanme?"

He bristled, but he answered. "I did. Jeffer."

"Jeffer, the other copsiks don't concern you now. Get aboard the carmand stay out of the
pilot's way."

He stood stupidly. "CarnP"

She sl apped its netal flank and pronounced th~ syllables as she had been taught. "Cargo
And Repair Mdule. CARM In!"

He got through both doors and a few paces beyond, and there he stopped, gaping, trying to
see in every direction at once. For the nonment she left himto it. She didn't blame him Few
copsi ks ever saw the interior of the carm

Ten chairs faced into a trenmendous curved wi ndow of thick glass. |Inmages were there that
couldn't be outside the glass, nor could they be reflections. They nust be in the glass itself:
numbers and letters and line drawings in blue and yell ow and green

Behind the chairs was thirty or forty cubic neters of enpty space.

There were bars set to swivel out of the walls and floor and ceiling, and numerous | oops of netal
anchorage for stored goods against the jerky pull of the notors. Even so, the cabin was only a
fifth the size of the

carm What was the rest?
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When the carm noved, flame had spurted fromnostrils at the rear. It seemed that sonething
must burn to nove the carm. . . a good deal of it, if it occupied nost of the carmis bulk .
and punps to nove the fuel, and nysteries whose nanmes he'd glinpsed in the cassettes:
attitude jet |jfe support system conputer, nmass sensor, echo |aser.

The calmleft by the needle had al nbst |eft his blood. He was starting to be afraid. Could
he learn to read those nunbers in the glass? Wuld he have the chance?

A man in blue | ounged before the box wi ndow. A big-boned man of average hei ght, he was
still too tall for the chair; what woul d have been a curved head rest poked hi m between the
shoul der bl ades. The Scientist's Apprentice spoke briskly. "Please take us to the Citadel."

"l don't have orders to do that."

"Just what are your orders?" Her voice was casual, perenptory.

"I don't have orders yet. The Navy nay be interested in these.
scientific itens."

"Confiscate them if you're sure enough. And I'Il tell the Scientist what happened to
them as soon as I'mallowed to contact him WIIl you confiscate the copsi k too? He says he knows
how to work them WMaybe you'd better confiscate nme, to talk to him"

The pilot was |ooking nervous. Hi s glance at the Grad was venonobus. A witness to his
di sconfiture. . . He decided. "Citadel, right."

H s hands noved.

The girl, forewarned, was clutching the back of a chair. The G ad
wasn't. The lurch threw himoff bal ance. He grabbed at something to
stop his fall. A handleon the back wall: it twisted in his hand, and dirty water spilled froma
nozzle. He turned it off quick and net the girl's | ook of disgust.

After perhaps twenty heartbeats the pilot lifted his fingers The faniliar whistling roar-
barely audi ble through the netal walls, but still fearfully strange-went quiet. The G ad
i medi ately made his way to one of the chairs.

The carm was moving away fromthe tuft, east and out. Were they | eaving London Tree? Wy?
He didn't ask. He was uncharacteristically leery of playing the fool. He watched the pilot's
hands. Synbols and nunbers glowed in the bow wi ndow and in the panel below it, but the pilot
touched only the panel, and only the blue. He could feel the response in shifting sound and
shifting tide. Blue noves the carn®

"Jeffer. How did you get those wounds?" The blond girl spoke as if she didn't care very
much.

Wunds? Ch, his face. "The tree cane apart,” he said. "They do that if they fall too far
out of the Snoke Ring. W had a cl ose encounter with Gold sone years ago."

That touched her curiosity nerve. "Wat happens to the people?"

"Quinn Tuft rmust be dead except for us. Five of us now " He'd accepted that C ave and
Merril were gone too.

"You'll have to tell ne about it sonetinme.’
t hese?"

"Cassettes and a reader. Records."

She thought it over, longer than seened necessary. Then she reached to plug one of the
Grad's cassettes into a slot in front of the pilot. The pilot said, "Hey-"

"Science. My preogative," she said. She tapped two buttons. (Buttons, pernmanent fixtures
in arowof five: yellow, blue, green, white, red.

The panel was otherw se bl ank, save for the transitory glowing lights within. A tap of the yellow
button made all the yellow |ights disappear; the white button rai sed new synbols in white.)
"Pri kazyvat Menu."

The familiar table of contents appeared within the glass: white print flow ng upward.
She' d chosen the cassette for cosnology. The Grad felt his hands curling to strangle her
Classified classtfled! M nel

"Prikazyvat CGold." The print shifted. The pilot was gripped by ternfled fascination,
unable to | ook away. The Scientist's Apprentice asked the Grad, "Can you read?"

"Certainly."

She tapped what she was carrying. "Wat are

"Col dblatt's World probably originated as a Neptune-Ilike body, a gas giant world in the
conetary halo that circles Levoy's Star and TeeThree, hundreds of billions of kiloneters.
kl onters out. A supernova can spew its outer envel ope asymetrically due to its trapped nagnetic
field, |leaving the renmaining neutron star with an altered velocity. The planetary orbits go all to
hell. In Levoy's s-scenario Goldblatt's Wrld would have dropped very close to Levoy's Star, with
its per
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peri helion actually inside the neutron star's Roche Limt. Strong Roche tides would quickly warp
the orbit into a circle. The planet would have continued to | eak atnosphere to the present day,
repl aci ng gasses lost fromthe Snmoke Ring and the gas torus to interstellar space.

"CGol dbl att estimates that Levoy's Star went supernova a billion years ago. The pl anet nust
have been | osing atnosphere for all of that tine. In its present state Goldblatt's Wrld defies
description: a worldsized core of rock and netal s-"

"Enough. Very good, you can read. Can you understand what you read?"

"Not that. | can guess that Levoy's Star is Voy and Goldblatt's Wrld is Gold. The rest of
it-" The Grad shrugged. Hi s eye caught the pilot's, and the pilot flinched. He seemed shrunken
into hirnsel f~

Dom nance ganes. The Scientist's Apprentice had assaulted the pilot's mind with the
wonders and the cryptic |anguage of science. Now she was saying, "W have that data on our own
cassettes, word for word, as far as | can renmenber. | hope you brought us sonething new "

A shadow was congealing in the silver fog around them They were drifting back toward
London Tree.

The carm's free-falling path had curved back toward the tree's mdpoint. East takes you
ouL Qut takes you west-He had a great deal to |l earn about flying the carm Because he nust |earn
He would learn to fly this thing, or end his days as a copsiKk.

There were structures here. Huge wooden beans formed a square.

Inward, four huts in a colum, not of woven foliage, but of cut wood.

Cabl es and tubes ran down the trunk in both directions, further than the Gad could follow. A pond
had touched the trunk: a silvery globule clung to the bark, and that seemed strange. A single pond
inthis region of mst? Men in red noved around it, feeding it water carried in seed pods. It too
nmust be artificial.

Wth all these artificial structures, London Tree nmade Qui nn Tuft
| ook barbaric! But was it wise to.-"Scientist's Apprentice, do you cut the wood for these
structures fromthe tree itself?"

She answered wi thout |ooking at him "No. We bring it fromother integral trees."

Now she turned, startled and annoyed. He wasn't expected to judge London Tree. The G ad
was devel oping a dislike for the Scientist's Apprentice. . . which he would try to keep in check.
If she was behaving as a typical citizen toward a copsik, it augured badly for Quinn Tribe.

The trunk was conming at them too fast. The Grad was relieved when he heard the notors
start and felt the carm sl owi ng. Those wooden beans woul d just about fit against the carnms
wi ndowed end . . . and that was what the pilot was doing, tapping at blue lights, fitting the
wi ndow i nto that wooden franme. Watch his hands!

Chapt er Fourteen

Treenout h

and Cit adel

IN THE LARCE HUT THE WOMEN WERE STRI PPED NAKED AND

exam ned by two wonen taller than humans, like Ilsa of Carther Tribe.

Their long hair was white and thin enough to expose scal p. The skin seened to have withered on
their bones. Forty to fifty years old, Mnya thought, though that was hard to judge; they | ooked
so strange. They wore ponchos in tuftberry-juice scarlet, closed between the |legs. Their wal k was
easy, practiced. Mnya judged that they had spent many years in the tide of London Tree.

"I't looks like people live a long tinme here," she whispered to Jayan, and Jayan nodded.

The supervisors woul d not answer questions, though they asked nany.

They found dirt and wounds in plenty, but no disease. They treated Mnya's bruises, and
brusquel y advised her to avoid offending citizens in future. Mnya smled. Ofended? She was sure
she had broken a man's arm before they clubbed her unconsci ous.

Li sa was clearly pregnant. Jayan was al so decl ared pregnant, to her obvious surprise, and
sent off with Usa. Mnya gripped Jinny's arm afraid that she would attenpt a futile battle for
her tw n.

One of the supervisors noticed Jinny's distress. "They'|ll be all right,"
she said. "They carry guests. One of the Scientist's apprentices will have to | ook them over
Al so, the men won't be allowed near them"
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The what woul d what? But she would say no nore, and M nya had to wait.

The Grad watched through the snmall w ndows; the big bow wi ndow now gave on to rugged bark
four ce' nmeters distant. Things were happeni ng outside.

A man in a white tunic was talking to nmen in blue or red ponchos that fit |ike oversized
sacks. Presently the others all launched thensel ves along the bark toward the | owest of the colum
of huts.

"Who's that?" the Grad asked.

The Scientist's Apprentice disdained to answer. The pilot said, "That's Kiance the
Scientist. Your new owner. No surprise there, he thinks he owns the whole tree."

Kl ance the Scientist was arguing with hinmself as he approached the carm H s white snock
reached just below his hips; the ends of a citizen's |oose poncho showed bel ow. He was tall for a
tree dweller, and | ean but for a devel oping pot belly. Not a fighter, the G ad thought- forty-odd
with slack muscles. H's hair was thick and white, his nose narrow and convexly curved. In a nonent
the Grad heard his voice speaking out of the air.

"Lawn." Sharp, with a perenptory snap in it.

The pilot tapped the yell ow button and spread two fingertips apart over the resulting
pattern of yellow lines (renenber), beating Lawi to it. The carm s two doors swung out and in.

The Scientist was already in conversation as he entered. "They want to know when | can
move the tree. Damm fools. They only just finished topping off the reservoir. If |I noved it now
the water would just float away. First we have to-" He stopped. His eyes flicked to the pilot's
back (the pilot hadn't bothered to turn around), then to the Grad, then to Lawi. "Well?"

"He's the Scientist of a ruined tribe. He carried these." Lawn held up plastic boxes.

"dd science." H's eyes turned greedy. "Tell me later," he said. "Pilot."

The Navy man's head turned.

"Was the carm damaged in any way? WAs anything | ost?"

"Certainly not. If you need a detailed report-"

"No, that will do. The rest of the Navy party is waiting for the elevator. | think you can
still catch it."

The pilot nodded stiffly. He rose and | aunched hinmself toward the twin doors. He nearly
brushed the Scientist, who held his ground, pulled hinmself through the doors and was gone.

The Scientist tapped at yellow lights. The w ndow sprouted a displ ay.

"Fuel tanks are damm near dry. W'll be filling themfor weeks. Oherwise. . . looks all right.
Lawn, fromyou | do want a detailed report, but tell ne nowif anything happened."
"He seened to know what he was doing. | don't |love the treefeeder, but he didn't bunp any

rocks. The foray team brought back these, and him"

The Scientist took the plastic objects Lawn handed him "A reader!" he breathed. "You
bring me treasure. Wat's your nane?"

The Grad hesitated, then, "Jeffer."

"Jeffer, I'Il wait for your story. W'Il get you cleaned up first. Al these years |'ve
been waiting for the Navy to lose ny carm reader and all. | can't tell you what it nmeans to have
a spare."”

The tide was |ighter. Otherwise Mnya couldn't tell London Tree fromher own tuft. Here
was the sanme green gloom the same vegetable snells. Branching tunnels ran through foliage
stripped bare by passersby. The tall wonen led themin silence. Jinny and M nya foll owed.

They passed nobody.

They were still naked. Jinny wal ked hunched over, as if that would cover her. She hadn't
spoken since Jayan was taken away.

They had travel ed sone distance before Mnya felt the wind. Mnutes later the tunne
swelled out into a great cavity, lit by harsh daylight at the far end.

"Jinny. Was the Commons this big in Quinn Tuft?"

Jinny | ooked about her, dutifully, and showed no reaction. "No."

"Neither was ours."” The cavity ran round the trunk and all the way to the treenouth
itself. She could see the enpty sky beyond. The shadows were strange, with the blue tinge of
Voylight glaring frombelow In Dalton-Quinn Tuft Voy had been al ways over head.

Al'l that foliage had had to be torn out. Weren't the copsik runners afraid of killing the
tree? O would they only nove to anot her?

Thirty or forty wonen had forned a line for food. Many were attended by children: three
years ol d and younger. They ignored Mnya and Jinny as they were marched past, toward the
treenout h.
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"Tell me what bothers you nmost,"” M nya said.
Jinny didn't answer for several breaths. Then, "C ave."

"He wasn't on the box. He nmust be still in the jungle. Jinny, his |leg
has to heal before he can do anything."

“I'"lIl lose him" Jinny said. "He'll cone, but I'll lose him Jayan's got
his child. I won't be his anynore."

"Clave | oves you both," Mnya said, though she hadn't the renotest idea how C ave actually
t hought .

Jinny shook her head. "W belong to the copsik runners, the nen. Look, they're already
here. "

M nya frowned and | ooked about her. Was Jinny inagining. . . ?
Her eye picked up sonmething in the green curve that roofed the Cormmons, a dark shape hidden in
shadow and foliage. She found two nore

four, five . . . nen. She said nothing.
They were led to the edge of the treenputh, al nost beneath the great
reservoir nounted where branch nerged into trunk. M nya | ooked downsl ope. Ofal, garbage . . . two

bodi es on platforns, conpletely covered in cloth. Wen she turned away, their escorts had stepped
out of their ponchos.

They took their charges by the arns and | ed them beneath the huge basin. One of the
supervi sors heaved on a cord, and water poured forth like a flood in mniature. Mnya shuddered
with the shock. The wonen produced |unps of sonething, and one began rubbing it over Mnya's body,
then handed it to her

M nya had never experienced soap before. It wasn't frightening, but it was strange. The
supervi sors soaped thensel ves too, then let the flood pour forth again. Afterward they dried
themsel ves with their garments, then donned them They handed scarl et ponchos to Jinny and M nya.

The suds left her skin feeling strange, tingly. Mnya had little trouble stepping into the
poncho despite its being seal ed between the legs; but it did seemunconfortably | oose. Was it made
for the elongated jungle people? It bothered her nore that she wore tuftberry-red. Copsik-red
here, citizen-red at hone. She had worn purple too |ong.

Their escorts abandoned them at the serving table. Four cooks- nore of the el ongated wonen-
| adel ed a stew of earthlife vegetables and turkey nmeat into bow s whose rins curved i nward. M nya
and Jinny settled thenselves into a resilient armof foliage and ate. The fare was bl ander than
what she was used to in Dalton-Quinn Tuft.

Anot her copsik settled beside them two and a half neters tall, nd-
cue-aged, wal king easily in London Tree's tide. Sile spoke to Jinny.

"You | ook Iike you know how to wal k. You froma tree?" Jinny didn't answer. Mnya said. "A tree
that came apart. |I'm M nya
Dal ton- Qui nn. This is Jinny Quinn."
The stranger said, "Heln. No | ast nane, now
"How | ong have you been here?"

"Ten years, or sonmething like. | used to be Carther. | keep expecting well."
"Rescue?"

Hel n shrugged. "I keep thinking they'll try sonething. O course they couldn't, then
Anyway, |'ve got kids now "

"Married?"

Hel n | ooked at her. "They didn't tell you. Ckay, they didn't tell nme either. The citizens
own us. Any man who wants you owns you."

“I . . . thought it was something Iike that." She noved her eyes only, toward the shadows
at the outskirts. And they'd watched her naked-"Wat are they doing, making their selections?"

"That's right." Hem | ooked up. "Eat faster if you want to finish." Two shadowy nmen were
comng toward them drifting at |eisure along the interlocked branchlets that forned the ground.

M nya wat ched them whil e she continued eating. They paused several neters away, waiting.
Their ponchos fit nore closely than hers and were a riot of colors. They watched the wonen and
tal ked. M nya heard "-one with the bruises broke Karal's-"

Hein ignored them Mnya tried to do the sane. \Wen her bow was enpty, she asked, "What
do we do with these?"

"Leave them" Heln said. "If no nan takes you, take it back to the cooks. But | think
you'll have conpany. You look |like citizens, the nmen like that." She grinmaced. "They call us
"jungle giants."'"

Too nany changes. Three sleeptiines ago, no nman in her |ocal universe wuld have dared to
touch her. What would they do to her if she resisted? What would Gavving think of her? Even if

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%?20Integral%20Trees.txt (63 of 105) [1/19/03 6:07:19 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20I ntegral %620T rees.txt

they could escape later- If she strolled toward the treenputh now, M nya thought, woul d anyone
stop her? She'd be "feeding the tree.” A short sprint past the treemouth would put her into the
sky before anyone could react. She'd been lost in the sky and survived

But how could she alert Gavving to junp too? He mi ght not have the chance. He might think
it was a mad idea.

It was mad. M nya dropped it. And the nmen strolled over to join
t hem

The Grad's first neal at the Citadel was sinple but strange. He was
given a gourd with a fair-sized slot cut init, and a squeezegourd for |iquids, and a two-pronged
wooden fork. Thick stew, shipped fromthe
out tuft, had cooled by the tinme it reached the G tadel. He could recognize two or three of the
ingredients. He wanted to ask what he was
eating, but it was Klance who asked the questi ons.

One of the first was, "Wre you taught nedicine?"

"Certainly." The word was out of his nmouth before his mnd quite
caught up.

Lawi | ooked dubi ous. Kiance the Scientist |aughed. "You' re too young to be so sure. Have
you worked with children? Injured hunters? Sick wonen? Wnen carryi ng guests?”

"Not with children. Wnmen with guests, yes. Injured hunters, yes.

I've treated mal nutrition sicknesses. Always with the Scientist supervising." H's racing nind told
himwhat to tell Kl ance. In fact he had

worked with children; he had inspected a pregnant woman, once; he had set the bone in dave's |eg.
The old copsik runner won't let me practice on citizens, will he? He'll try me out on copsik~
first! My own people..

Kl ance was saying, "W don't get malnutrition here, thank the Checker. How did you conme to
be found in a jungle?"

"I nadvertently." Eating strange food with strange inplenents in free-fall took
concentration. Not letting it make himsick took a distraction; the Gad was glad for the chance
to talk. He ate what he was given and told the tale of Quinn Tribe's destruction

The Scientist interrupted with questions about Quinn Tuft, treenouth tending, nusruns,
flashers, the duinbo, the noby, the insects at the tree nedian. Lawn seened fascinated. She burst
in only once, denanding to know how one fought swordbirds and triunes. The Grad
referred her to Mnya and Gavvi ng. Maybe she'd | et them know where
he was.

The nmeal ended with a bitter black brew which the G ad refused, and he continued to talk.
He was hoarse when he fi nished.

Ki ance the Scientist puffed at his pipe-shorter than the one the Quinn Chairman had used-
and cl ouds of snoke drifted sluggi shly about the roomand out. The roomwas nore a cage of tinber
than a hut, there were narrow wi ndows everywhere, and boards woul d sw ng
to cover them Klance said, "This giant nushroom bad hal | uci nogeni c properties, did it?"

“I don't know the word, Klance."

"The red fringe made you feel strange but nice. Maybe that was the reason they were
protecting it?"

"I don't think so. There were too many of those fan fungi. This one was big and nicely
fornmed and had a special nane."

"The Checker's Hand. Jeffer, have you ever heard that word Checker before?"

"My grandnot her used to say, 'Treefeeder nust think he's the Checker hinmself,' when she
was mad at the Chairman. | never heard anyone el se-"

The Scientist reached for the Grad's reader and one of his own cassettes. "I think
remenber

CHECKER. O ficer entrusted with seeing to it that one or a group of citizens renmains |oya
to the State. The Checker's responsibility includes the actions, attitudes, and well-being of his
charges. The Checker aboard Discipline was the recording of Sharls Davis Kendy in the ship's
nmast er conputer.

"This is strictly starman stufl' Hrp. The State . . . it took ne four days to read the
insert on the State. Have you seen it?"

"Yes. Strange people. | did get the feeling that they lived | onger than we do."

Ki ance snorted. "Your Scientist never tunbled to that? They had shorter years. They used
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one whole circle of their sun for their year. We only use half a circle, but it's still about
seven-fifths of a State year. The truth is, we live a little longer than they do, and grow up nore
slowy too."

To hear his teacher so slighted set the Grad's ears burning. He barely heard Kl ance add
"Al'l right, Jeffer, fromnow on you nust think of nme as your Checker."

"Yes, Scientist."

"Call me Klance. How do you feel ?"

The Grad answered with careful half-truth. "I"'mclean, fed, rested, and safe. |'d fee
even better if | knew the rest of Quinn Tribe was all right."
"They' Il get showers and food and drink and clothing. Their children

may becone citizens. The sane goes for you, Jeffer, whether or not | keep you here; but | think
you'd be bored in the tuft."

"So do I, Klance."

"Fine. For the time being | have two apprentices."

Lawn expl oded. "It's unheard of for a freshly claimed copsik to be at the Citadel at all!
wn't the Navy-"

"The Navy can feed the tree. The Ctadel is nmine."
Chapter Fifteen

London Tree

GAvVvI NG WAS ON THE BI CYCLE W TH THREE OTHER COPSI KS.

There wasn't tide enough to pull him against the pedals. Straps ran fromthe belt around
his waist to the bicycle franme. Forcing his | egs down agai nst the pedals pushed hi mup agai nst the
belt. After the first session he'd thought he was crippled for Iife. The endl ess passage of days
had toughened him his legs no longer hurt, and the nuscles were hard to the touch.

The bicycle gears were of old netal. They squeal ed as they noved and gave forth a scent of
old animal grease. The frame was nassive, of cut wood. There had been six sets of gears once;
Gavvi ng coul d see where two had been ripped out.

The frame was anchored to the trunk where the tuft grew thin. Foliage grew around the
copsi ks. Surrounded by sky, with nost of the tuft below them they could still snatch and eat a
handful while pedaling. They worked naked, with sweat pooling on their faces and in their arnpits.

Hi gh up along the trunk, a wooden box descended slowy. A simlar box had risen al nost out
of sight.

Gavving let his legs run on while he watched the el evator descend. The nindl ess | abor |et
his eyes and ears and mnd run free.

There were other structures around the trunk. This | evel was used for industry, and here
were all the men. Man's work and wonman's work never seenmed to intersect in London Tree, at |east
not for copsiks.

Sonetimes children swarned through or watched themwi th bright, curious eyes. Today there were
none.

The citizens of London Tree nust have kept copsi ks for generations. They were skilled at
it. They had chopped Quinn Tribe apart. Even if opportunity came to run, how would he find M nya?

Gavvi ng, punping steadily, watched storms nove sluggishly around a tight knot on the
eastern arm of the Snoke Ring. Gold was nearer than he had ever seen it, save for that eerie tine
when he was a child, when Gold had passed so near and everythi ng had changed.

The jungl e hovered hundreds of klonters beyond the out tuft: a harmnl ess-1o00king green
puffball. How are you doing Cave? Did that broken | eg save your freedon? MerrilL were those
shrunken legs finally good for sonething? Or have you becone copsi ks anong the jungle people or
are you dead?

Over the past eighty-five days or so, twenty sleeps, the tree had drifted to the eastern
fringes of the cloud bank. He'd been told, during the trip across the sky to London Tree, that the
tree could nove by itself. He had seen no evidence of it. Rain swept across themfromtine to tine

surely the tree had coll ected enough water by now

The el evator had settled into its slot and was rel easi ng passengers. Gavving and the
ot hers stopped pedaling. "Navy nen," Horse puffed.

"Come for the women."
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Gavvi ng said, "What?"

"Citizens live in the out tuft. Wen you see a boxful conme down and it's all nen, they're
come for the wonen."

Gavvi ng | ooked away.

"Ni ne sleeps," said Horse. He was in his fifties, three ce' nmeters shorter than Gavvi ng,
with a bald, freckled head and trenendously strong | egs. He had driven the bicycles for two

decades. "Forty days till we neet the wonmen. You woul dn't believe how rancy | get thinking about
it." By now Gavving was strangling the handbar. Horse saw the ruscles standing out along his arms
and said, "Boy, | forgot. | was never married, nyself. | was born here. Failed the test when | was
ten.”

Gavving forced hinself to speak. "Born here?"
Horse nodded. "My father was a citizen, at |east nother always said so. Who ever knows?"
"Seens likely. You'd be taller if-"
"Na, na, the jungle giants' kids aren't any taller than the citizens."
So: children raised in the jungle grew taller, without tide to conpress
them "What are the tests |ike?"
"W're na supposed to say."

"Ckay. "

The supervi sor called, "Pedal, you copsiks!" and they did. Mre passengers were comn ng
down. Over the squeal of the gears Horse said, "I flunked the obedience test. Sonetines |I'm gl ad
didn't go."

Huh? " Go?"

"To another tree. That's where you go if you pass the tests. Heh, you are green, aren't
you? Did you think your kids would stay as citizens if they passed the tests?"

"That's. . . yes." He hadn't been told that, he'd been allowed to assunme it. "There are
other trees? How many? Who lives in thenf"

Hor se chuckl ed. "You want to know everything at once? | think it's four bud trees now,
settled by any copsi k woman's kid who passes the tests. London Tree goes between them trading for
what they need. Any nan's kid has the same chance as a citizen's, because nobody ever knows, see?
I thought | wanted to go, once. But it's been thirty-five years.

"I did think 1'd be picked for service in the out tuft. | should ve been. |I'm second-
generation . . . and when they turned me down for that, | damm near lost ny testes for swatting a
supervi sor. Jorg, there"-Horse indicated the man pedaling in front of him"he did. Poor copsik. |
don't know what the gentled ones do when the Holidays cone."

Gavving still hadn't learned to shave without cutting hinmself. It was not his choice. Al
copsi ks shaved. He had seen no man wearing a beard in London Tree, save one; and that one was
Patry, a Navy officer. "Horse, is that why they nmake us shave? So the gentled ones won't be quite
so obvi ous?"

"I never thought of that. Maybe."

"Horse . . . you nust actually have seen the tree nove."

Horse's | aughter brought a supervisor's head around. He |l owered his voice. "Did you think
it was just a story? W nove the tree about once a year! |'ve been on water details too, to feed
the carm"

"What's it |ike?"

"It's like the tide goes slantwise. Going to the treenmouth is like clinmbing a hill. You

don't want any hunting parties out when it happens, and you have to tilt the cookpot. The whol e
trunk of the tree bendsalittle. "

"Lawn," said the Grad, "trouble."

Lawn gl anced back. The pond clung to the bark, a flattened heini sphere. The Grad had run
the hose into the water. Now the water was flowi ng up the outside of the hose, forming a collar

"Don't worry about it. Just get to the bicycle and pedal," Lawn told him "And don't cal
me that."

The Grad strapped hinself to the saddle and started the pedals turning. The gears noved a
punp. It was all starstufl netal, discolored with age. The collar of water shrank as water was
sucked into the hose.

It was strange work for the Quinn Tuft Scientist, or for the London Tree Scientist's
Apprentice, for that matter. Hadn't Kiance suggested that he would be better off than the standard
run of copsi ks? He wondered what Gavvi ng was doi ng now. Probably worryi ng about his new
andalienwife. . . andw threason.

Water spurted fromthe hose as Lawn carried it into the carm The Gad couldn't see what
she was doing in there. He pedal ed.
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in Klance's presence the Gad was Lawn's equal. Otherwi se Lawn treated himas a copsik, a
spy, or both. He was clean, fed, and cl ot hed.

O the rest of Quinn Tribe he had not even runors. He and Lawn and the Scientist explored the
cassettes together for old know edge, and that was fascinating enough. But he was | earning nothing
that woul d rescue Quinn Tri be.

It was night. Both Voy and the sun were hidden behind the in tuft. In the peculiar |ight
that remained, two faint streamers of blue light fanned out fromthe tuft. If he stared at them
they went away. He could catch them by | ooki ng near them He could al nost inmagi ne human shapes
pouring as snoke froma squeezegourd. To starboard, the Blue Ghost. To port, even fainter, the
Ghost Chi |l d.

The Scientist (the Scientist) had told himthat they were discharges of peculiar energies
fromthe poles of Voy itself. The Scientist had seen them when he was younger, but the G ad had
never been able to see them not even fromthe m dpoint of Dalton-Quinn Tree.

He was sweating. He watched the elevator clinb the tree to its housing. A Navy man and two
copsi ks energed. None were jungle giants; he had never seen a first-generation copsik at the
Citadel, barring hinself. They entered the Scientist's |aboratory conplex and presently |eft
carrying the dishes frombrunch

Lawn called fromthe carm "The tank's full."

The Grad noved with a briskness he didn't feel, unfastening the belt,
jerking the hose free of the pond. There were |ineholds, wooden hoops, set in the bark to
crisscross the citadel region. The Gad used themto make his way toward the carm calling ahead
of him "Can | hel p?"

"Just coil the hose," Lawi answered.

She hadn't yet let himinto the carmduring this operation. The hose must |ead, sonehow,
into a water tank in the carm They filled it repeatedly, and a couple of days later they would
fill it again.

The Grad coiled the hose as he noved toward the carm He heard cursing fromw thin. Then
Lawn called, "I can't nove this damm fitting."

The Grad joined her at the doors. "Show ne." That easy?

She showed him The hose attached to a thing on the back wall, with a collar. "It has to
be turned. That way." She rotated her hands.

He set his feet, grasped the nmetal thing, put his back into it. The collar |urched. Again.
He turned it until it was |loose in his hands, and kept turning. The hose came | oose. A nouthful of
water spilled out. Lawi nodded and turned away.

"Scientist's Apprentice? Were does the water go?"

"It's taken apart," she said. "The skin of the carm picks up sunlight and punps the energy
into the water. The water cOres apart. Oxygen goes in one tank and hydrogen goes in the other
When they cone together in the notors, the energy comes back and you get a flane."

He was trying to imagi ne water coning apart, when Lawn asked,

"Why did you want to know?"

"I was a Scientist. Wiy did you tell me?"

She sent herself skimmng across the seats and settled herself at the controls. The G ad
nmoored the coiled hose to fixtures in the cargo area.

The tank nust be behind the wall. The carm had been nearly out of fuel . . . which cane in
two "flavors"? There must be fuel by now, the artificial pond was visibly shrunken.

Lawri tapped the blue button as he came up behind hen. The display she'd been studying
di sappeared before he could see it. The Grad had half forgotten his question when she turned to
hi mand said, "The Scientist quizzes ne like that. Since | was ten. If | can't answer | get sone
dirty job. But | don't |ike having my buttons pushed, Jeffer, and that information is classified!"

"Scientist's Apprentice, who is it that calls you Lawn?"

"Not you, copsik."

"I know that."

"The Scientist. My parents."

"I don't know anythi ng about narriage custons here." "Copsiks don't get married."

"“You're not a copsik. Wuld your husband call you Lawri?"

The airlock thunped, and Lawn turned in some relief. "Kiance?" "Yes. Put that display on again,
will you, Lawn?"
She | ooked at the Grad, then back at Klance

"Now, " said the Scientist. Lawn obeyed. She'd nade her point: she'd show scientific
secrets to a copsik, but only under protest. Dom nance ganes again. If she really cared, she would
have renoved t he hose hersel f~

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%?20Integral%20Trees.txt (67 of 105) [1/19/03 6:07:19 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20I ntegral %620T rees.txt

Thebl uei ght sandnunber shadt odowi t hwhat novedt hecarm as green governed the carnmi s sensing
instruments and yel |l ow noved the doors and white read the cassettes . . . and nore. He was sure
that they all did nore than he knew. And red? He'd never seen red.

Every tine he saw this display, certain nunbers were |arger. Now they read 02: 1,664. H2:
3,181. Klance was nodding in approval. "Ready to go any tine. Still, | think we'll feed in the
rest of the reservoir. Jeffer, cone here." He cut the blue display and activated the yellow "This
nunmber tells you if there's a stormconing, if you watch it."

"What is it?"

"It's the external air pressure.”
"Can't you see a storm coni ng?"

"Coming, yes. Forming, no. If the pressure goes up or down fast, over a day or so, there's
a stormfornming. Lets you inpress hell out of the citizens. This is classified, of course.”

The Grad asked, "Wiere does the tree go from here?"

"Qut of this rain. Then on to Brighton Tree; they haven't seen us in a while. Gad, you'l
get a good chance to | ook the bud col onies over and pick and choose anong them™

"For what, Kiance?"

“For your children, of course.”

The Grad | aughed. "Klance, how am| going to have children if | spend ny life at the
Ci t adel ?"

"Don't you know about the Holidays?"

"I never heard of them"

"Well, every year's-end, when Voy crosses in front of the sun, the copsiks all get
together at the treenputh. It's holiday for six days while the copsiks nmate and gossip and pl ay
ganes. Even the food cones fromthe out tuft. The Holidays start in thirty-five days."

"No exceptions? Not even for a Scientist's Apprentice?"

"Don't worry, you'll go," Klance chuckl ed.

Lawn had turned away, show ng her bowed back, the wealth of blonde hair floating around
her. He wondered then: How woul d Lawn have children? The Scientist didn't seemto be her |over;
the Grad knew that he inported copsik wonmen fromthe in tuft. If she never left the C tadel - How
woul d Lawi ever find a man?

Me?

A copsi k could have children, but Lawn could not. It couldn't be hel ped. He dared not
think of Lawi as other than an eneny.

There was fl esh agai nst her as she woke. It happened often. M nya shifted position and
refrained fromwapping her arns around the citizen who slept beside her. She might hurt him

Her notion wakened him He turned carefully-his armwas bound with cloth against his torso-
and said, "Good norning."

"Good norning. How s your arn®" She searched her nenory for his nane.

“"You did a good job onit, but it'll heal."

"I wondered why you came | ooking for nme, given that | broke it."

He scow ed. "You stuck in ny head. Wiile Lawn was setting the bone | kept seeing your

face, two ce' neters away with your teeth bared |like you were going for ny throat next . . . yeah.
So I'"'mhere." The scowl relaxed. "Under, eh, different circunstances."”

"Better now?"

"Yes."

H s nane surfaced. "Karal. | don't renmenber a Lawri."

"Lawri's not a copsik. She's the Scientist's Apprentice-one of his apprentices, now and
she treats Navy nmen if we get hurt."

One of his apprentices? Mnya ganbled. "I hear the new one is a copsik."

"Yes. | saw himfrom a distance, and he's not a jungle giant. One of yours?"

"Maybe." She stood, donned her poncho. "WII we neet again?"

He hesitat ed-"Maybe"-and added, "The Holidays are ei ght sleeps away."

She I et her smle show through. Gavvingl "How | ong do they [ast?"

"Six days. And all work stops."

"Well, | have to get to work now. "

Karal disappeared into the foliage while Mnya strolled into the Comons She m ssed Dal t on-
Qui nn Tuft. She'd grown al nbst used to
the obtrusive differences: the huge Conmons, the omnipresent supervisors, hen own servility. But
little things bothered her. She m ssed cupvines, and copter plants. Nothing grew here but the
foliage and the carefully cultivated earthlife, beans and nmel ons and corn and tobacco, as
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t horoughly regi mrented as hersel f.

A dozen copsi ks were up and stirring. Mnya | ooked for Jinny and spotted her at the
treenouth, just her head showi ng above the foliage as she fed the tree.

The schedul es were loose. If you arrived late, you would work | ate.

Beyond that, the supervisors didn't care nuch . . . but Mnya cared
She woul d do not hing badly. She woul d be an exenplary copsik, unti
the tine cane to be sonething el se.

She tried to renenber nuances of Karal's speech. A citizen's accent was odd, and she had
been practicing it.

It had been strange for Mnya. Her instincts were at war: a conditioned reflex that
resi sted sexual assault as blaspheny incarnate, versus the will to live.

Survival won. She woul d do nothi ng badl y!

Jinny stood up, set her poncho in order, then sprinted west.

M nya screaned. She was too far to do anything but shout and point as she ran. A pair of
supervi sors, nuch cl oser, saw what was happeni ng and ran too.

Jinny plunged through a | ast screen of foliage, into the sky.

M nya kept running. The supervisors (Haryet and Dl oris, hardfaced jungle giants of
i ndeterm nate age) had reached the edge. Dioris swng a weighted |ine round her head, tw ce and
out. Haryet waited her turn, then swng her own line while Dioris pulled. The line resisted as she
pulled it in, then gave abruptly. Dioris reeled back, off bal ance.

M nya reached the edge in tinme to see the stone at the end of Haryet's line spin round
Jinny. Dlonis threw her line while Jinny was still fighting Haryet's. Jinny thrashed, then went
I'inp.

Haryet pulled hen in.

Ji nny huddl ed on her side~ face buried in her arns and knees. By now they were surrounded
by copsi ks. Wiile Dionis gestured them away, Haryet rolled Jinny on her back, groped for hen chin,
and pull ed her face out of the protection of her arns. Jinny's eyes stayed clenched like fists

M nya sai d, "Madam Supervi sor, a nonment of your attention.™

Di onis | ooked around, surprised at the snap in Mnya's voice. "Later," she said.

Jinny began to sob. The sobs shook her like |)alton-Qinn Tree had shaken the day it cane
apart. Haryet watched for a tinme, inpassively.

Then she spread a second poncho oven the girl and sat down to watch hen

Dionis turned to Mnya. 'Wat is it?"

"If Jinny tries this again and succeeds, would it reflect badly on you?"

"It mght. Well?"

"Jinny's twin sister is with the wonen who carry guests. Jinny has to see her."

"That's forbidden," the jungle giantess said wearily.

When citizens talked like that, Mnya had |learned to ignore them
"These girls are twins. They' ve been together all their lives. They
shoul d be given sonme hours to talk."

“I told you, it's forbidden."

"That woul d be your problem"”

Dionis glared in exasperation. "Go join the garbage detail. No, wait.

First talk to this Jinny, if she'll talk.'

"Yes, Supervisor. And 1'd like to be checked for pregnancy, at your convenience."

"Later."

M nya bent to speak directly into Jinny's ear. "Jinny, it's Mnya. |'ve talked to Dl onis.
She'll try to get you together with Jayan."

Jinny was clenched Iike a knot.

"Jinny. The Grad nmade it. He's at the Citadel, where the Scientist lives."

Not hi ng.

"Just hang on, will you? Hang on. Something will happen. Talk to
Jayan. See if she's |earned anything." Treefodder, there nust be sonething she could say .

"Find out where the pregnant wonen are kept. See if the Grad even cones down to exanine them He
nmight. Tell himwe're hanging on. Waiting."

Jinny didn't nove. Hen voice was nuffled. "All right, I"'mlistening. But | can't stand it.
| can't."

"You' re tougher than you think."

"I'f another man picks me, I'Il kill him"

Sone of them|like wormen who fight, Mnya thought. She said instead,
"Wait. Wit till we can kill themall."
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After a long time, Jinny uncurled and stood up
Chapt er Sixteen

Runbl i ngs

of Mutiny

GAWI NG WOKE TO A TOUCH ON H S SHOULDER. HE LOCKED
about hi mwi t hout novi ng.

There were three tiers of hamocks, and Gavving's was in the top |layer. The daylit doorway
made a bl ack sil houette of a supervisor. He seened to have fallen asleep standing up: easy enough
in London Tree's gentle tide. In the dimess of the barracks, Alfin clung to Gavving's h~i nmock-
post. He spoke in a whisper that wanted to shout in jubilation

"They've put me to work at the treenputh!”

"I thought only wonen did that," Gavving said wi thout noving at all. Jorg snored directly
bel ow hi ma "gentl ed" man, pudgy and sad, and too stupid to spy on anyone. But the h~i mmocks were
cl ose- packed.

"I saw the farm when they took us for showers. There's a lot they're doing wong. | tal ked
to a supervisor about it. He let nme talk to the woman who runs the farm Kor's her nane, and she
listens. |'ma consultant."

"d ood. "

"Gve nme a couple of hundred days and | might get you in on it too. I want to show what |
can do first."

"Did you get a chance to speak to Mnya? O Jinny?"

"Don't even think it. They'd go berserk if wg tried to talk to the wonen."

To be a treenputh tender again . . . seeing Mnya, but not allowed
to speak to hen. Meanwhile, maybe Aliln could carry nessages, if he could be tal ked into taking
the risk. Gavving put it out of his mnd. "I |earned something today. The tree does nove, and it's

the carm the flying box, that noves it. They've settled other trees-"

"What does that do for us?"

"l don't know yet."

Al fin noved away to his hamock

Pati ence cane hard to Gavving. In the beginning he had thought of nothing but escape. At
ni ght he could drive hinself mad with worry over Mnya. . . or he could sleep, and work, and wait,
and | earn.

The supervisors woul dn't answer questions. Wat did he know, what had he | earned? The
wonen farned the treenmputh and cooked; pregnant wonen |ived el sewhere. Men tended nmachi nery and
wonked with wood, here in the upper reaches of the tuft. The copsi ks tal ked of rescue, but never
of revolt.

They woul dn't revolt now anyway, with the Holidays eight sleeps away. Afterward, naybe;
but woul dn't the Navy know that from experience? They' d be ready. The supervi sors were never
wi t hout their truncheons, sticks of hardwood half a neter |ong. Horse said the wonmen supervisors
carried themtoo. During an insurrection the Navy might be given those instead of swords . . . or
not .

What el se? Bicycle works wore out. Damagi ng them damagi ng anyt hi ng nade of starstuff-would
hurt London Tree, but not soon. Here was where the elevators could be sabotaged, but the Navy
could still put down a revolt by using the carm

The carmdid everything. It lived at the tree's m dpoint, where the Scientist kept his
| aboratory. Was the Grad there? Was he pl anni ng sonet hi ng? He' d seened determi ned to escape, even
bef ore they reached London Tree.

Was any of that worth anything? If we were together! W could plan sonething- He had | earned that
he mi ght spend the rest of his |life nmoving an

el evator on punping water up the trunk. He had not had an allergy attack since his capture. It was
not a bad life, and he was dangerously close to beconing used to it. In eight sleeps he would be
allowed to see his own wife

Carther States was setting fires hal fway around the biggest flower in the universe.

Cl ave flapped his blanket at the coals. Hs arns were plunged el bowdeep in the foliage to
anchor him Hs toes clutched the edge of the blanket. He undulated his legs and torso to nove the
bl anket in waves, exerting hinself just enough to keep the coals red.

Ei ghty nmeters away, a huge silver petal gradually shifted position, turning to catch the
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sun at a sharper angle.

Afire would die in its own snoke, without a breeze, and breezes were rare in the jungle.
The day was calmand bright. Cave took it as a chance to exercise his |egs.

There was a knot as big as a boy's fist where the break had been on his thighbone. His
fingers could feel the hard |unp beneath the muscles; his body felt it when he noved. Merril had
told himit couldn't be seen
Wuld she lie to spare hin? He was disinclined to ask anyone el se.

He was disfigured. But the bone was healing; it hurt |ess every day. The scar was an
i mpressive pink ridge. He exercised, and waited for war.

There had been tens of days of sleep nerging into pain. He'd seen spindly, inpossibly tal
near - human forns flitting about himat all angles, green shapes fading |ike ghosts into a dark
green background, quiet voices blurred in the eternal whisper of the foliage. He had thought he

was still dream ng
But Merril was real. Homely, legless Merril was entirely famliRr, entirely real, and mad
as hell. The copsik runners bad taken everyone. "Everyone but us. They left us. |I'I|l nake them

sorry for that!"

He had taken little notice, in the pain of a healing bone and the sharperacheof hi sfail ure.
Ahunt | eader whobadl ost hi steam a Chai rman who had | ost his tribe. Quinn Tribe was dead. He told
hi nsel f that depression always followed a serious wound. He stayed where he was, deep in the dark
interior of the jungle, for fear that fluff mght growin the wound; and he slept. He slept a
great deal. He didn't have the will to do nore.

Merril tried to talk to him Things weren't that bad. The Grad had i npressed the Carthers.
Merril and dave were welcone in the tribe
t hough as copsi ks.

Once he woke to find Merril jubilant. "They'll let ne fight!" she said, and dave | earned
that the Carthers were pl~i nning war agai nst London Tree.

Over the follow ng days he grewto know tjie jungle people. O around two hundred
Carthers, half were copsiks. It didn't seemto carry any onus. Copsi ks here | acked for nothing
save a voice in the council.

He saw many children and many pregnanci es and no starvation. The jungle people were
heal thy and happy . . . and better arned than Quinn Tri be had been

He was questioned at a gathering of the tribe. Carther States' Combns was a nere w dening
in a tunnel, perhaps twelve nmeters across and twice that long. Surprisingly, the space held
everyone. Men and wonen and children, copsiks and citizens, all clung to the cylinder wall
covering it with an inner layer of heads, while Conlink or the Sharman spoke from one end.

"How can you even reach London Tree?" he had asked, but only once. That information was
"classified'; spies would not be tolerated. But he could watch the preparations. He was sure these
fires were part of it.

He had been flapping wind at the coals for half a day now Hi s | eg was hol ding up. Soon he
woul d have to shift position

Kara the Sharman cane skinming toward him She di pped her grapnd into the foliage and
stopped herself next to dave. "How are you doi ng?"

"You tell me. Does the fire | ook right?"

She | ooked. "Keep it that way. Feed it another branch a few hundred breaths from now.
How s the | eg?”

"Fine. Can we tal k?"

“I'"ve other fires to check."

The Sharman was Carther States' equivalent to the Scientist. Mybe the word had nmeant
Chai r, nan once. She seened to have nore power than the political boss, the Conlink, who spent npst
of his time finding out what everybody el se wanted. Getting her attention was worth a try. O ave

said, "Sharman, |'ma tree dweller. W' re going to attack a tree. Shouldn't you be using what |
know?"

She considered that. "Wat can you tell ne?"

"Tides. You're not used to tides. | am and so are these copsik runners. If you-"

Her smle was twisted. 'Put you in charge of our own warriors?"

"Not what | nmeant. Attack the middle of the tree. Make themconme to us there. | saw them
fighting in free-fall, and you're better."

"W thought of that-" She saw his grinmace. "No, don't stop. I'mglad you agree. W' ve
wat ched London Tree for decades now, and two
of us did escape once. W know that the copsiks live in the inner tuft, but the carrier is kept at
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the center of the tree. Should we go after that first?"
Science at the level of the carrier, the flying box, made C ave uneasy. He tried to set
the feeling aside. . . "I saw how they use that thing.
They put their own warriors where they want them and | eave yours
floundering in air. Yes. Get the carrier first, evenif you can't fly it."
"All right."
"Sharman, | don't know how you plan to attack. If you'll tell me nore, | can give you
better answers." He'd said it before. It was like talking to the tree.
Kara freed her grapnel with a snap of the snag |line. She was noving
on. Theef odder! C ave added, "One thing. If | know the G ad, he knows
how to fly the carrier by now, if be's had any kind of a chance at it. O
Gavvi ng mi ght have seen sonething and told the Gad."
"There's no way we'll learn that."
dave shrugged.
"We'll go for the carrier and try for the Grad.”
dave pushed a dead spine branch into the coals and resuned flapping his bl anket.

Kara said, "You call yourself Sharman. . . Chairnman of a destroyed people. | trust you
know how to be a leader. If you |earn things thatshoul dnotbeknown toourenenies.. . if you rideto
warinthe first gust of warriors . . . what would you tell ny citizens, if you were me?"

That was cl ear enough. "Cl ave nmust not live to be captured and questioned.' Sharman, |
have little to lose. If I can't rescue nmy people, 1'll kill copsik runners!”

“Merril ?"

"She'll fight with me. Not under tides, though. And . . . don't tell her anything. | won't

kill Merril if she's captured.”

"Fair enough. You called the funnel a 'treenmouth'-"

"I was wong, wasn't |? The jungle can't feed itself that way. There's not enough w nd.
What is it?"

"I't's what nakes the jungle nove. The petals are part of it too. Watever side of the
jungle is nost dry, there the funnel wants to face. The petals reflect sunlight to swing the
jungle round in that direction."

"You talk like the jungle is a whole creature, that thinks."

She snmiled. "It's not very smart. W're fooling it now The fires are to make the jungle
dry on one side."

"There are tens of life forns in the jungle. One of themis a kind of spine for the whole thing.
Its life is deep down, and it lives off the

dead stuff that drifts toward the center. Everything in the jungle contributes sonething. The
foliage is various plants that root in what the jungle-heart collects, but they rot and feed the
jungl e-heart and shield the jungle-heart if something big hits the jungle. We do our part too. W
transport fertilizer down- dead | eaves and garbage and our own dead

-and we kill burrowi ng parasites.™

"How does a jungle nove? The Grad didn't know. "

"The silver petals turn the jungle to put the funnel where the jungle is nost dry. If
everything gets too dry, then the funnel spits hot steam™

"dave, it's tinme to put the fires out. | nust tell the others. 1'lIl be back."

M nya followed Dl oris through twi sting, branching tunnels. Mnya's grip on Jinny's armwas
relaxed; it would tighten if Jinny tried anything foolish. But the treenputh, and any chance to
leap into the sky, were farther away with every step

The way the tunnels twi sted, Mnya wasn't sure where she was. Near the mi dbranch, she
t hought; and the tuft would be narrowing toward the fin. She couldn't see solid wood, but fromthe
way the spine branches pointed, the branch was below and to her left. Earlier she had passed a
branchi ng tunnel and heard children's |aughter and the shouting of frustrated adults: the schools.
She could find this place again.

The nmouth of a woven hut showed ahead. Dl oris stopped. "Mnya. If anyone asks . . . you
and Jinny both think you're pregnant. So the Scientist's Apprentice will exani ne you both. Jinny,
I'"lI'l take you to your sister, and what happens then is none of ny business."”

They had reached the hut. Dioris shooed themin. Two men waited inside, one in Navy bl ue,
the ot her-"Who are you?" Dioris denmanded.

"Madam Supervisor? |I'mJeffer, the Scientist's Apprentice . . other apprentice. Lawn is
ot herwi se engaged. "
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To neet both M nya and Jinny was nore than the Grad had hoped for

He introduced his Navy escort to the wonen; Ordon was clearly interested. Ordon and D oris
stayed while the Grad questioned Jinny. She couldn't be pregnant, the tinming was wong, and he
told her so. She
and Dioris nodded as if they'd expected that and departed the hut through the back

He asked M nya the appropriate questions. She hadn't nenstruated since a dozen sl eeps

before Dalton-Quinn Tree caine apart. He told the Navy nan, "lI'mgoing to have to exam ne her."
Ordon took the hint. "I'Il be right outside."
The Grad expl ai ned what was needed. M nya stepped out of her poncho's |ower loop, lifted

it and lay down on the table. The Gad pal ped her abdonen and her breasts. He tested the
secretions of her vagina in plant juices Kiance had shown himhow to use. He'd practiced such an
ei~rniination in Quinn Tuft, with the Scientist supervising, as part of his training. Once.

"No problem A normal pregnancy,” he said. "It's anyone's guess when it happened.”

M nya sighed. "All right. Dioris said so too. At least it gives nme a chance to see you
Could it be Gavving' s?"

"The timing' s right, but . . . you' ve been available to the citizens, haven't you?"

"M nya, shall | tell Gavving it's his?"

"Let me think." Mnya ran faces past her nenory. Sone were blurs, and she liked it that
way. Did they resenble Gavving at all? But the arrogant dwarf had claimed two of her sleeptines-
"No. What's the truth? You don't know?"

"That's right."
"Tell himthat. W'll just have to see what the child | ooks like."
"Al'l right."

Jinny and Dioris had gone down to the pregnant wonen's conplex, a good, safe distance
away. Luckily the Grad's guard was male. A woman mi ght not have given them privacy during the
exam nation. Wth her poncho hiked up and her |egs apart, Mnya said, "Stay where you are in case
Ordon peeks in. Grad, is there any chance of getting us out of here?"

Keepi ng his head clear wasn't easy under the circunstances, but he made the effort. "Don't

nmove without ne. | nean it. We can't do anything unless we can stop themusing the carm™
"I wasn't sure you were still with us."
"Wth you?" He was startled . . . though he had had doubts. There was so nuch to |earn

here! But what was it like for the others, for Gavving or Mnya? "O course | want to break us
free! But no matter
what we do, they can stop us while they've got the carm And have you seen a dwarf around?" Like
Harp, he thought, but M nya hadn't known Harp

"I know him Mark. Acts like he's three neters tall, but he's less than tw. Thick-bodi ed,
lots of nuscles, likes to show themoff." Bruises healing on her arms hel ped her to renenber.

"He's inportant. He's the only one who can use the old arnor."

"W'd like himto neet with an accident?"

"if it's convenient. Don't do anything till we're ready to nove."

She | aughed suddenly. "I admire your cool ness."

"Real | y? Look down."

She | ooked, and bl ushed and covered her nouth. "How | ong-?"

"Ever since you pulled up your poncho. |I'mgoing to have a serious case of |lover's
plaint."

"When | first met you | thought . . . no, don't nove. Renenber the guard.”
He nodded and stayed where he was. She said, "Gad. . . ny guest | hope it's Gavving's, but it's
al ready there, no natter whose. Let's
-" She sought words, but the Grad was al ready noving. She finished in a breathless |augh. "-Solve

your problem "

The poncho was |udicrously convenient. It need only be pulled aside. He had to bite hard
on his tongue to hold his silence. It was over in a fewtens of breaths; it took |onger to find
his voice. "Thank you. Thank you, Mnya. It's been . . . she's . . . | was afraid |I'd be giving up
wonen. "

"Don't do that." Mnya's voice was husky. She | aughed suddenly.

" She?"

"The other apprentice is a citizen who treats ne like a thieving copsik. Either I'mdirt
for the treenmouth or 1'ma spy. Anyway, it's ny problem Thinks."

"It wasn't a gift, Gad." She reached down to squeeze his hands.
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"I"'msick of being treated |like a copsik too. Wen do we get |oose?"
"Quick. It has to be. The First O ficer has spoken. W nobve the tree as soon as possible."
"When' s that?"

"Days, maybe less. I'll know when | get back to the Citadel. Lawri's up there counting-
down the carmis notor systens. |'d give either testicle to be in two places at once, but |
couldn't miss the chance to talk to you. Can you pass a nessage to Gavvi ng?"

"No way at all."

"Okay. There's a cluster of huts under the branch, and that's where the wonen stay when
they carry guests, for nore tidal pull while the baby's developing. So. Is there anyone at the
treenouth that you want fighting beside you?"

“"Maybe." She thought of Heln.

"Maybe isn't good enough. Skip the treemouth. if sonething happens, grab Jayan and anyone
el se you think you need and go up. A lot of the nmen spend their time at the top of the treenouth.
We can hope Gavving and Alfin are there. But wait till something drastic happens."

Chapt er Sevent een

"When Birnham

Whod .

THE HUGE SI LVER PETALS WERE RI SI NG, FOLDI NG | N\WARD. THE

funnel at their center faced east and out, and the sun was noving into line with the funnel. Cold
was eastward and seened cl ose. The sl uggi sh whorl of stormwas a strange sight, neither nmundane
nor scientific, but mnd-gripping.

Clave and Kara were alone. The other fire-tenders had gone el sewhere after the fires were
gquenched. The Sharnman asked, "Do you know the | aw of reaction?"

“I"'mnot a baby."

"When the steam spits fromthe funnel, the jungle nmoves in the opposite direction. That
woul d be back to noister surroundings, back into the Snoke Ring, if we weren't . . . meddling.
Afterward sonething nust be regrown: fuel, perhaps. It takes twenty years."

"That's why they've been getting away with the raids."

"Yes. But no nore."

The petals stood at thirty degrees fromvertical. The sun shone directly into the funnel
and the petals were shining into it too. The funnel cupped an intolerable glare.

Kara said, "The jungl e-heat spits when the sun shines straight into
the blossom It's not easy to make it spit at a chosen tine, but . . . this day, | think."

It cane as if by the Sharman's command: a soft, bone-sh~Lking funf fromthe funnel. C ave
felt heat on his face. The jungle shuddered. Kara and C ave clung tight with hands and feet.

A cloud began to form between hinself and the sun. A colum of steam racing away from
him He felt a tug, a tide, pulling himtoward the sky.

"It works," he said. "I didn't . . . Howlong till we reach the tree?"

"A day, maybe less. The warriors are gathering now "

"What ? Way didn't you tell ne?" Wthout waiting for an answer, Clave dove into the
foliage. H's thoughts were nurderous. Had she cost himhis place in the coning battle? Wy?

Four copsi ks were running the elevator lines with their legs, and the Grad's eye caught Gavvi ng
among them The el evator had al nost reached its cradle. Was there no way to tell hin? Mnya's with
the pregnant wonen. She's flne~ |I'min the Ctadel- Ordon said, "So you couldn't wait for the

Hol i days. "

The Grad junped violently. For a nmoment he was actually floating. Ordon bell owed | aughter.
"Hey, forget it, it's nothing. Wth a chance |ike that, how could you not? That's why Dioris got a
little upset when she saw you weren't Lawn."

The Grad grinned a sickly grin. "Did you watch the whole tine?"

“"No, | don't need to get ny kicks that way. | can visit the Commons. | just poked ny head
in and saw what you were poking and pulled it back out again." He put the Gad into the el evator
with a friendly, forceful shove in the small of his back and followed himin.

He seened friendly enough, but first and |last he was the Grad's guard. The Grad was not to
be harned, the Grad was not to escape. He liked to talk, but. . . They had cone to the pregnant
wonen's conplex the ong way round, by way of the Navy installation on the fin. They had returned
by the sanme route. Presunably Ordon had sonme business on the fin. The Grad had asked about it.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%?20Integral%20Trees.txt (74 of 105) [1/19/03 6:07:19 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%20I ntegral %620T rees.txt

Ordon had becone col dly suspicious. He would not talk to a copsik about his work.

The tuft sank away. This was far easier than the four-day clinb up Dalton-Quinn Tree. A
flock of small birds was veering wi de of the trunk. "Harebrains,” Odon said. "CGood eating, but
you have to use the carmto chase them down. The old Scientist used to let us do that. Klance
won't."

A streamer of rain was bl owing across the out tuft. Was that why the
First was so eager to nove the tree? Wet citizens?

A nmobile tree: it boggled the mind. Find your own weather! A fluffy green bauble hung east
of the out tuft, with a strange spreading plune of white m st behind it. Wthin a day or two
London Tree would have put it fromsight. The Grad wondered if he was bei ng unreasonably antsy.
The carmcould reach Carther States across any distance. if he couldn't capture the carm he would
be here forever; and if he could, what was the hurry?

But time had a choke hold on his throat.

Life was not intolerable for the Scientist's Apprentice. In a hundred sl eeps he m ght grow
into this newlife. Wien the tine canme he feared he would nove too slowy, or not at all

Clave found Merril in the Commons. She was di pping the points of crossbow bolts in the
evil-smelling brew the Carthers made from poi son fern.

The increasing tide caught C ave junping toward ~her. He paused, then fl oated back
laughing. "It's real! | sure wasn't going to call her a liar, but-"

"Cl ave, what's happening?" Merril was drifting too, arrows all about her. She nanaged to
catch the poison pot and cap it before it spilled.

"W're on our way. The warriors are on the surface.
pull of the strange tide. He had readied it sone sleeps ago.

Merril barked, "What? How | ong have we got?"

She had spent her days |earning how to nake arrows, tw st bowstrings, shape a crossbow and
fire it. Cave had watched her at target practice. She was as good as nost of the Carthers, and
her powerful arms were faster at resetting the crossbow.

He said it anyway. "Merril, you're in Carther States whether you go or not. A lot of
Carthers aren't citizens."

Clave junped to his pack against the

“You don't have to go."

"You can feed that to the tree, 0 Chairman!"

dave shoved a handful of the freshly poisoned bolts into his quiver
"Then grab your gear and go!"

The tide was about like that in Quinn Tuft. Using the tunnels was al nost |ike wal ki ng. But
it was strange. Every branchlet and foliage tuft had the trenors.

Clave pulled hinself through crackling branchiets and soft green turf~ through to the sky.
A colum of cloud raced outward from beyond the jungle's horizon. The surface was nearly vertical
He took care for his handhol ds.

Skel etal warriors energed |like earthworns out of the green bill ows.

Fifty or sixty Carthers had al ready chosen and boarded pods. C ave was annoyed. The Sharnan had
told himlate, and nobody had told Merril.
Why? To give thema chance to back out? "Sure |'d have fought, but |I didn't get the word in tinme-"

Maybe the Carthers needed copsi ks nore than citizens.

He hel ped Merril through the foliage. The light of battle was in her eye. She said, "The
copsi k runners left us behind. Not worth their tinme."

"I had a broken leg." Cave got it then, and bid his grin. "They nade a terrible nistake
| eavi ng you, though."

"They'll find out. Don't you |augh!" She shook a harpoon; its point was stained with evi
yellow. "This goop will drive you crazy if it doesn't kill you."

The sky was a vast sheet of cloud. Lightning flashed in dark rifts. C ave searched the
western fringe until he found a thin Iine of shadow London Tree was too big to hide in a cloud:
fifty klonters or so, half the length of Dalton-Quinn, but five times the long axis of this
puffball jungle.

The Comlink's chosen | eader, Anthon, already had his | egs wapped around the | argest pod.
Ant hon was brawni er than the average Carther nman, and darker. To Cave he might have had a fragile
| ook, with I ong bones that could be snapped at whim But he was festooned with weaponry, crossbow
and bolts and a club with a knot on the end; his nails were | ong and sharp; scars showed here and
there on his body; and in fact he | ooked savage and danger ous.

The stemends of the jet pods had been pierced by wooden stakes that now served as pl ugs.
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A warrior would nestle into the inner curve of the pod and nove his weight to guide it. Cave had
used up a few pods practicing.

There were nore pods than warriors, a hundred or so spaced wi de apart and tied down with
light line. Merril chose one and boarded it.
dave asked, "Shall | tether you?"

“I''l1l handle it." She swung her coil of |line below her and caught it conming up. O ave
shrugged and chose his own pod. It was bigger than he was but |ess massive: thirty kilos or so.

Men out nunmbered wonen, but not by a lot. Merril said, "Notice the wonmen? You fight for
citizenship in Carther States. A citizen nakes a better wife. The famly gets two votes."

"Cl ave, how are they doing this?"

"Classified." He grinned and ducked the butt of her harpoon. "I can't tell you everything.
The Sharman says the jungle will pass the tree at an angle, about mdpoint, with a klonter to
spare. By then we'll have launched. W'll match speed with the tree and cone in while they're
still terrified."”

"How do we get back?"

"I asked that too." dave's brows furrowed. "Lizeth and fluid are bringing extra pods.
They' Il hover in the sky till they see the battle's over . . . but they' |l just be caught with the
rest of us if the copsik runners use the carm W' ve got to take the carm"”

"What are we trying to do, exactly? | mean you and ne."

"Gather Quinn Tribe. W want to | ook good to Carther States, but Quinn Tribe cones first.
I wish | knew where they all are."

M st was drifting over them seeping into the foliage. A wind was rising. Stormblurred
the sky. He kept his eyes on the faint, shadowy |ine of London Tree . . . which was nearer and
gr owi ng.

The out tuft was nearest: the citizens' tuft. Ctizens would be first to see the onconi ng
terror: a green mass klonters across flying at the trunk, green warriors com ng out of the sky.
Not much chance of surprise here. The jungle too was too big to be hidden

Realistically, they hadn't a ghost of a chance of rescuing anybody. They would do as nuch
danmage as possible and die. Wiy not attack the out tuft first? Kill some citizens and they'd
renenber better.

Too late now. The Sherman was klonters away, tending a pillar of fiery steam aimng it to
send the jungle a fingernail's width fromthe tree. Fat chance of getting to her with a change in
pl an!

The Iine within the fog had solidified into a tremendous integral sign tufted at the ends.
Every Carther now held a sword. dave drew his.

"Warriors!" Anthon bell owed. He waited for silence, then cried,

"Qur attack rust be renenbered! It's not enough to break sone heads.

We nust danmage London Tree. London Tree nust renenber, for a

generation to conme, that offending Carther States is dangerously stupid. Unless they renenber,
they will come when we cannot nove

"Let themrenmenber the | esson!”

"Launch!"

Si xty swords slashed at the lines that tied themto the jungle. Sixty hands pulled the
plugs fromthe stemends of sixty jet pods. Pods jetted away in a wind that snelled of rotted
plants. At first they clustered, even bunping into each other. Then they began to separate. Not
all jet pods thrust alike.

Clave clung with arnms and | egs, tight against the scream ng pod. He was wobbling a little,
nmore than the others. Unskilled. Blood was drain. ing fromhis head. The tide was ferocious.

The sky was dark and form ess, and lightning flashed nearby. They were approaching the
center of the tree, as planned. There at the m dpoint was the carrier, its nose against the trunk
Its tail was on fire.

Lawn tapped the blue button in a row of five.

Bl ue nunbers flickered and steadied in the bow wi ndow. Blue |ights appeared in the pane
bel ow. four clunps of four little vertical dashes each, in dianond patterns around a | arger
vertical bar. The array tickled at the Gad's nenory. Lawn's hands hovered |ike Harp about to
pl ay.

"Strap in," Kiance said. Lawn | ooked back in annoyance, then tapped rapidly. The Grad got
it then. He was in a chair when the carmroared and trenbl ed and | unged.

Tide pulled the G ad back in his seat, then eased off. (It hadn't mattered in Quinn Tuft,
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but the Scientist had drunmed it into his head.
Not tide! This was thrust! It mght feel the sane, but causes and consequences were different. The
dead Scientist's |egacy: thrust!)

The bow wi ndow nestl ed snug against the trunk. A breeze had sprung up; eddies swirled
through the airlock doors. The Grad couldn't see anything of inport through the side w ndows.

Lawn activated green patterns and tapped at them Wthin the bow wi ndow appeared a small er
wi ndow i n which an edge of sky peeped around a glare of white light. An aft view within the
forward view
di sconcerting.

Ki ance was going for a better |ook. He made his way to the airlock, gripping chair backs
as he went. The Grad followed. A few kilograns of tide. . . of thrust took the vibrating walls
forward, past him till he hit the aft wall with a solid thunp.

Ki ance was braced in the outer door, all of his fingers and toes gripping the rim "1"'1lI
let you see in a minute, Jeffer. Don't fall out. You might not get back." He craned his head out.
"Damation!"

"What is it?"
“"I't's the jungle. | had no idea they could nove the jungle! Hah. W'Il| give thema
surprise. W'll just nmove away fromthem" Kiance grinned over his shoulder. He saw the Grad brace

himsel f~ too | ate.

The Grad's foot |ashed out and caught the Scientist above the hip.
Ki ance yelled and flew outward. Long fingers and toes still clung. The Grad's heel smashed at a
hand and a foot. Kiance di sappeared.

He moved into the outer door and | eaned out. The drive screaned in his ears.

The tree was mmssive, but it was noving. Klance drifted slowy aft, thrashing, trying to

reach the nets on the carmis hull. In his terror he seemed to have forgotten his line. He saw the
Grad | eaning out and shrieked at him curses or pleading, the Gad couldn't tell. He | ooked away.

The tree now had a slight curve to it, like Mnya's bow The carmthrust in the center
and the tufts trailed behind, . not very far. A stronger thrust mght break the tree in the

m ddle. But the carmwas so nuch tinier than the tree; it was probably thrusting at full power
now.

Kl ance was a thrashing bl ack shadow against a brilliance |ike Voy brought close. The
carmis main notor sprayed blue-white fire, pushing the carmforward agai nst the mass of the tree
Kl ance was floating into the flame.

Ordon, halfway to the el evator, had seen them

The jungl e had becone half the sky. Scores of objects noved al ongside it: shapes I|ike
those he'd seen before the bark raft crashed into the jungle. Jungle giants on jet pods! But they
woul dn't arrive if the carmcontinued to push the tree away. He had to turn off the main notor,
now

So he hadn't been premature, hadn't murdered Kiance for not hing.

Lawrl|l He reentered the carmand | eapt toward the bow. Lawn hadn't seen him She stiffened
suddenly and hal f rose, staring aghast at the rear wi ndow display. A shadow was thrashing in the
flane, dissolving.

She whirl ed about. She was staring himin the eye when the Grad | ashed out at her jaw.

Her head snapped back; she bounced agai nst her straps and hung
linp. The Gad used his line to tie her to one of the chairs. He sat down at the controls and
studi ed them

Yel | ow governed life support systens, including interior |ights and
the airlock. Green governed the carm s senses, internal and external
Bl ue had to do with what noved the carm including the notors, the two flavors of fuel supply, the
wat er tank, and fuel flow. Wite read the cassettes.

VWhat had Lawi done to activate the drive? H s mnd had gone bl ank. He tapped the blue
button. No good: the blue displays disappeared, but the notor's roar continued. He restored the
di spl ay.

Through a side wi ndow he glinpsed patches of Navy blue cloth noving across the bark. No
tinme. Think Blue vertical bar surrounded by blue dashes . . . in a pattern |like the notors at the
stern. He tapped the blue bar

The roar and the trenbling died to nothing. The tree recoiled: he felt hinself pulled
forward. Then it was quiet.

Kendy was prepared to beam his usual nessage when the source of hydrogen |ight
di sappear ed.
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That was puzzling. Normally the CARMs main notor would run for several hours. That, or the
attitude jets would send it jittering about like the ball in a soccer match. Kendy held his
attention on a drifting point within the Smoke R ng mael strom and waited.

A dozen Navy nen were naking their way toward the carm using lines and the |ineholds,
wary that he nmight start the drive again. Ordon was far ahead of the rest, nere meters fromthe
wi ndow. There was murder in his face.

Quick, now Hit the yellow button. The display was too cluttered:
turn off the blue. Yellow display: interior lights showed dim internal w nd on, tenperature shown
by a vertical line with nunbers and a notch in the niddle; here, a conplicated |ine thawi ng of the
carm s cabin seen fromabove. The Grad closed lines that should represent the doors, with a
pi nching notion of his fingertips. Behind himthe airlock sealed itself~

Lawn stirred.

He heard nmuted clanging fromthe doors.

The Grad began playing with the green displays, sumoning different views fromthe carms
canmeras. He had precious little tine to |earn
to fly this starstuff relic. He felt Lawi's eyes on him but would not | ook

The cl angi ng stopped, then resuned el sewhere. Ordon snarled through a side wi ndow. He nust
be clinging to the nets, pounding at the gl ass.

The Grad noved to the wi ndow. He spoke a word. Ordon reacted- puzzled-he couldn't hear
The Grad repeated it, exaggerating the notions of his lips the word that would justify nurdering
hi s benefactor Kiance, assaulting Lawn, betraying his friend Odon, |eaving London Tree hel pl ess
agai nst attack.

"War, Ordon! \ar!"
Chapt er Ei ght een

The War of

London Tree

CLAVE WAS BEI NG LEFT BEHI ND. THE CARTHERS HAD JUDGED

hima novice, and he was: he hadn't known how to choose anobng these strange pods. They had | et him
pick a slow one. He'd flown past the trunk, his path was curving back now. He woul d be anong the
| ast hal fdozen to | and.

Li nes ran along the trunk of London Tree, and wooden boxes were rising toward the center
fromboth ends. C ave saw both boxes break open al nost simultaneously, spilling nen in blue, eight
to a box. The copsik runners seened to know what they were about. They rapidly oriented thensel ves
and fired small jet pods to send themtoward the midpoint of the tree, on the eastern face.

Toward the carrier. Twenty-odd copsi k runners already surrounded it. The flame at its tai
had di ed, for whatever that mnight nean.

The Carthers had passed the trunk in a gust of jet pods. Now they were returning, com ng
up on the western side of the trunk, drastically spread out. Feathered harpoons flew fromthe
copsi k runners' |long footbows. The Carther warriors sent crossbow bolts anong them They
out nunbered the eneny al nbst two to one.

The jungle was trenendous, a green world passing | ess than a klomer away. C ave had
wondered if it would actually hit the tree, but
it seemed to be going past. The steamjet had stopped firing. The jungle trailed a curdled Iine of
cloud an& a stormof birds trying to catch up, and two dark masses: Lizeth's and Hld' s clusters
of twenty jet pods each

This close to the tree, the curve of the trunk hid the ancient carrier and its nooring;
but both gusts of eneny reinforcenents seened to be converging on the carrier. They would know its
val ue too. They flew behind a thicket of feathered harpoons.

The jet from C ave's pod di ed away.

Curses ran through his mnd while he clanbered around the pod to put it between hinself
and the harpoons. He was still approaching the trunk. Qthers were there first. Carthers were using
| i nehol ds about the clustered buildings to dodge the feathered harpoons or tearing up sheets of
bark for shields. The copsik runners preferred to fire on themfromthe sky, where their |inbs
were free to work their huge bows.

Ant hon and a dozen warriors were firing at the carrier, using the curve of the trunk as
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cover.

Merril's pod struck a wooden hut with Merril behind it. She'd used the pod as a shock
absorber: good technique. Sonme of the copsik runners were trying to reach that building. Merri
shot two from behind the building, then abandoned the shelter when the rest cane too close.

Sonet hi ng val uable in that building? The copsik runners seemed to want it. Cave put an
arrow anong them and thought he hit soneone's foot.

They wanted the carrier nore. Clave could see it now they were all over it, hanging on
the nets and the bark.

Most of the Carther warriors had reached the trunk. C ave would touch down inward fromthe
battle, presently. For now he could only watch. Fromthe chaos of battle, patterns began to form

The copsi k runners were out nunbered. They hung back, for that reason and another. In close
wor k they couldn't use the bows. They had swords, and so did the Carthers; but the taller Carthers
had more reach. They won such encounters.

The copsi k runners had small jet pods, the kind that would grow on an integral tree. They
preferred to stay in the sky.

Cl ave watched Carthers leap into an ei ght-nman gust of bl ue ponchos. The copsi k runners
used their jet pods, left Carthers floundering in the sky behind them and fired back with the
f oot bows. Then two Carthers were anpbng them slaying, and two nore joined them In free-fall the
copsi k runners fought like children. The Carthers robbed the corpses of their jet pods.

Clave drifted, and Carther States was w nning w thout him

In along the trunk, a wooden box was rising slowy. It spilled reinforcenents: six bl ue-
clad footbowran and a bul ky silver creature.

There was a terrible fanmliarity to that shape . . . but they woul dn't
arrive for a kilobreath yet.

A copsi k runner spotted Clave, a sitting target. He carefully fired a harpoon through
Clave's pod, then noved in along the trunk. He'd have a clear shot when O ave came nearer. C ave
fired at him No good, the copsik runner dodged and waited. C ave could see his grin.

The grin vani shed when Merril shot him from behind. The bolt protruded bel ow t he ki dney.
He coul d have fought on . . . but his face was a silent scream he clawed at the bolt, then went
into convul sions. That poison-fern brew nust be terrible stuff~

The pod bunmped wood with Cl ave behind it. He turned it |oose, clutched bark, and nade his
way toward Merril with his crossbow ready. He saw bl ue agai nst stormcloud sky, fired a bolt
t hrough one man, and drew his harpoon as the other cane at himwith a sword.

The copsi k runner cane too fast. Clave batted himin the face with the crossbow handl e
and, as he recoiled, stabbed himin the throat.

Merril was maki ng her way around the curve of the bark. He foll owed her. She stopped and
crouched a nonment before he saw the carrier, outward along the trunk. Copsik runners were all over
it.

He noved up beside her. She said, "All right, why aren't they killing us with that
scientific thing?"

"Good question.” O ave watched Anthon's team | aunching crossbow bolts fromaround the
curve of the wood. The carrier's guardians fired back, not very successfully.

He said, "Forget it. They aren't using it. They are using those wooden boxes to get
reinforcenments. Let's-"

"Cut the lines.”

Two lines as thick as Clave's armran parallel along the trunk. The last box was on its
way in, nearly gone fromsight. Another box nust be rising. Cave and Merril nmade their way to the
nearest |line and began to chop at it.

Six men and a silver thing were coming into footbow range. Clave and Merril set bark
sheets to protect thenselves. Cave stared at the silver man. It was as if he were trying to
renenber a nightnare: a nan
made of starstuff, with a blank ball forahead. Cave fired at it until he saw a crossbow bol t
stri ke and bounce away.

There were feathered harpoons in his shield and Merril's. Clave saw three tiny things like
thorns strike her shield in a line ainmed at her bare head.

He yell ed. She ducked. Thorns spat into the trunk. She said, "Oh. The silver man."

"You know hi n®"

"Yes. . . keep chopping. . . he was with the copsik runners in Carther States. W don't
have anything to breech that arnor."

Anot her box had come into sight when the line parted. That box began to drift. Men spilled
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| oose and flew in curves, pod-propelled, npking for the trunk. They seenmed too far in to do
anyt hi ng useful. The other line had gone slack. Merril said, "It's a |loop. W don't have to cut
the ot her one."

"Then let's get out. There was a cabl e running outward-"

"No. Let's go join the victory party. Qick, or we'll be left behind."

"Victory-?" Then O ave saw what she neant.

Geen-clad warriors clustered round the carrier. Sone were crawming into the doors. Men in
blue floated about it with the | ooseness of dead nen. Live copsik runners had retreated around the
curve of the trunk to wait for reinforcenents.

It looked like the war of the carrier was over. But other copsik runners were com ng too
near. C ave had nade a | ucky shot: there were five now, plus the silver nan.

Ordon died with a bolt peeking through his chest. The G ad saw his face through the w ndow
but even if Ordon could have heard him there was nothing left to say. He turned back to the
yel | ow di spl ay.

He had five floating rectangles in the bow wi ndow. aft view, dorsal, ventral, and both
sides. He caught glinpses of nen in blue, nen and wonmen in green; inpossible to tell who was
Wi nni ng.

Three Navy men noved into the cover of the drive motors. The Grad touched bl ue dashes.

Fl ames burst near them They yelled, threw thensel ves clear, floundered to orient thenselves

and one had a bolt through his hinp.

Lawn screanmed, "Mirdererl”

"Some of us don't l|ike being copsiks," the Grad said. "Sone of us don't even like copsik
runners."”

"Kiance and | never treated you with anything but kindness!"

"That's true enough. \Wat have you done for the rest of Quinn Tribe? Did you forget that |
had a tribe?"

“Your tribe is deadi Your tree is torn apart! W could have been your tribe, you
treef eedi ng nmutineer you!"

The Grad had no particular urge to stop her mouth. Lawn's accusations only echoed those in
his own nind. He had made hi s deci sions.

So he spoke wi thout heat. "Do you know what's been happening to our wonmen? Gavvi ng mi ght
have had permission to visit his wife thirtyodd days fromnow, but any nale citizen had rights to
her any time he |iked. Now she's pregnant. She doesn't know who the father is, and | don't
either."

Lawn said, "They'Il kill you. Shall | tell you what the penalty is for mnutiny?"

"Feel free, but | notice the line of argunent has shifted."

She told himanyway. It sounded dreadful enough: good reason to keep the doors closed.

He had found the infrared display. It showed himred dots in along the trunk. He cut the
infrared out and recognized Cave and Merril, and Navychasi ngt hem
i ncl udi ngwhat hadt obeadwar f i napressure suit.

Clave and Merril! Then the Carthers were actually on his side. He had wondered.

The green-clad warriors rushed the carm Wen the Navy retreated he was able to wap one
in flame, not as a casual killing but as a signal to the Carthers. I"'mwth you! For it was
Carthers who now swarned the carm and Navy who retreated around the trunk

The Grad opened two yellow lines with his fingertips. He turned to greet the tall, bl oody
jungl e giants.

Gavving was on his feet, held upright by two nen, before he even started to wake up. He
sai d, "Wat?"

"W need pedal ers," soneone said.

Four Navy men hel ped three sl eepy copsi ks out of the barracks and up through the tuft.

Gavvimg held his tenper and Horse took it with typical docility, but AIfin was still protesting as
they broke through into sunlight. "I'mthe treenouth tender's assistant! Not a treefeeding pair of
| egs-"

"Listen, you. We're sending nen up to the Citadel as fast as we can. We've worked the
regular teamhalf to death. You'll take your place and pedal with the rest!”

“And carry out ny regular duties too? I'll be hal f-dead! Wat do |I tell the Supervisor?"

"You board that bicycle on you'll be telling your Supervisor where your testes went. Just

before the Hol i days too!"
The copsiks on the platformwere sheathed in sweat, it drifted in droplets fromtheir
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hair; they panted |ike dying nen. The Navy nen hel ped three of them down, w ncing at the soggy
touch. Ot her Navy men were boarding the el evator.

Hal f the sky was textured green

The jungle! The jungle had cone to London Tree!

Only three Navy nen renmmi ned. One was an officer; Gavving recognized him and he carried a
pi ece of old science, a tal king box. The rest had entered the elevator. Gavving was lifted into
the saddle. He started pedaling. The el evator rose.

The jungl e had attacked London Tree. The jungle was nobile. Wio woul d have guessed? The
green cloud was awesonely close. . . and receding.

He shoul d be doing sonething! But what? Arned nen were watching.

The el evator was tens of klonters above himnow, and Gavvi ng was gasping. He felt the
change before he saw it. Suddenly it was easier to pedal. The grating whine of the bicycle gears
rose half an octave. He | ooked up

The el evator box was turning, falling. Blue shapes spilled out and nmade for the trunk. One
was too sl ow. Wen he reached the trunk he was noving too fast; he bounced away, spinning |ike a
broken thing, and continued to fall. But the box was falling faster

"Stop pedaling. Hold your places," the officer ordered.

The invaders had cut the cable. Now what? In takes you east~The box wouldn't hit here; it
woul d strike farther east along the branch, but where? Gavving pictured the nmassi ve wooden
structure smashing through diffuse cottony foliage. "Oficer? Suppose that thing hits the pregnant
worren' s conpl ex?"

"It's under the branch,” the nman said. "Mnm. . . it could hit sonebody, though. Damm,
there's the school conplex! Karall Myve east along the top of the branch and get everyone
underneath. Don't miss the exami nation hut. Docking section too. Then get under yourself, if
you' re fast enough."

"Sir." A Navy man-wounded, with one arm bound across his chest
-darted awkwardly away. Two |eft.

The officer spoke to his tal king box. "Squad Leader Patry here. The eneny has cut our
el evator cables. What's your status?"

The answer was alnost unintelligible with static. Gavving let his chin droop and his eyes
hal f cl ose (poor exhausted copsik, clearly too tired to think of nutiny) and |listened hard. He
heard, "Elevators running. W

ing troops. Eneny nunbers forgarbl ~repeat, forty to fifty. Garble outnunbered. They're

gentling us. They garble the carm but even. can't use . . . tethered.”
"l see two dark nmasses west of here."
"Forget them . . . trouble enough. We are sending nore nmen to the G tadel."
"Patry out."

The Grad recogni zed the | ong-Iinbed wonman, Debby, by her |ong, straight brown hair. The
two men with her were strangers. The crossbows ained at himdidn't bother himas nmuch as their
fear. They didn't like the carmat all

He spread open hands to the sides. "I'mthe Quinn Tribe Scientist, the only one who can
fly this thing. Good to see you, Debby-"

Lawn broke in with, "Feed it to the tree, nutineer! You' d |lose us in the sky or smear us
all over the trunk."

"-and this is Lawn, the copsik runner."

One snapped out of it. "I'"mAnthon. This is Prez. Debby told us about you, Gad. Can we
| eave imedi ately? Pile all our warriors on the nets and go? The silver man is coning."

The Grad said, "We're tied to the tree. Cut those lines and we're free to go. But | don't
| eave without Cave and Merril, and | think there's tinme to get one nore thing."

He pointed into the dorsal w ndow display. Anthon and Debby very gingerly noved up behind
him Al this scientific stuff nust be daunting.

"That hut is the Lab. Debby, you'll find sone cassettes and the reader inside, on the
wal I's. You renmenber what they |ook |ike?"

Debby nodded.

"Go get them Anthon, get some warriors to cut the carmloose.” He | ooked into the
di splays. Clave was towing Merril as he junped along the bark, his | egs serving both while she
fired bolts at their pursuers.

One Navy man was dropping back, hurt. The silver man canme on. The
Gad said, "See if you can give them some covering fire."
Anthon said quietly, "You' re not the | eader here, Scientist."
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"Here, I am And | have had enough of being a copsik!"

"Debby, go get that treefodder for the Scientist. Take a team Prez, get those cables
chopped.” Anthon waited until they were through the doors before he spoke again. He wanted no
wit nesses to this discussion.

"Grad, have you fought in war?"

"I captured the carm"

"You? | cap-" He trailed off. "Never nmind."

"How many are you?"

"Forty or less, now W won't fit inside, but we can hang on to the nets."”

"I want to set the rest of Quinn Tribe free. They're in the in tuft, and I can find them
The carm's got plenty of what makes it go. We've got the snmall nmotors for spraying fire. It should

be easy."

Anthon was in no hurry to make a decision. Into the silence Lawn said, "He can't fly the
carm | can. I'mthe Scientist's Apprentice."

"Why haven't you killed this one?" Anthon demanded.

"Hold it! She's what she says . . . and | did have to kill the Scientist hinself~

Law i hasagreat deal toteach us, ifshecanbetal kedinto it.
She's harm ess as long as she's tied up."

Ant hon nodded. "She lives, then. But | lead Carther States."

"I captain the carm”

Ant hon stepped into the doors and began to shout orders. He'd let the word pass. Captain.
He who violated the G ad's orders aboard the carm would be a nutineer

Carthers chopped at the lines that tethered the carm Crossbow bolts flew anong the bl ue
men who followed Cave and Merril. Those dove for cover on the bark. The silver man cai ne on
al one. He wasn't using jet pods. There nmust be something on the pressure suit itself.

The carmwas drifting free.

Lawi spoke in an angry whisper. "They'd kill me, wouldn't they?"

"They don't have ny reasons for liking you," the Grad said without overt sarcasm "Keep
your opinions to yourself for a while, if you can. Did you really think a jungle warrior would | et
you at the control s?"

Clave and Merril and Debby entered |ike a storm Debby was gashed and bl eedi ng al ong the
ribs. Merril flewinto the Grad and hugged hi m

"Grad! | nean Scientist. Good work. | mean, glorious! Can you run this
t hi ng?"

The Grad felt huge relief. Let O ave play these dom nance ganes with Anthon! The G ad
woul d captain the carmand hope Lawmn was wwong . . . "I can fly it."

Cl ave asked, "Can you find the rest of us?"

"They're all in the in tuft. Gavving's at the top, where we can get at him Jayan and

M nya are with the pregnant wonen. Jinny and Al fin should be in the Commons. W nay have to | eave
the carmto get to them"”

"Then, it's going to work. | can't believe it."

The Grad grinned. "So why'd you cone? Never mind. Debby-"

"l got these. We had to fight for them" Seven cassettes. "W couldn't
find the reader."”

"Maybe Kiance had it . . . it doesn't matter. Get into a chair. You too, Cave, Merril,
strap down!" He looked into the displays. "In a few breaths we can .

"What ?" Clave saw the displays floating in the bow wi ndow. "This place is too strange for
me. Those pictures nake ny eyes cross! |
Grad, have you got anything to take out the silver man?"

"Not unless he crawms into a notor. That's a starman's pressure suit."

"Well, he's killing all our allies.”
"That spitgun only puts you to sleep and nakes you feel wonderful. Doesn't nmatter to us,
though. They're still out of action. Anthon, good timing. Get into a chair."

Ant hon was panting; his crossbhow was on line with the Grad's eyes. "You waited too | ong!
That goddam sil ver-"

"CGet into a chair and strap down! And tell ne how many we've got left." The G ad was
trying to watch all the displays at once. Carthers were di sappearing over the trunk's horizon. Too
many floated |inp; sone were being towed by others who hadn't been hit. The man in the pressure
suit was hovering over the carm firing darts.

The gl azed | ook | eft Anthon's eyes. He worked hinself into a chair. "W can't hurt him |
was the only one who even got to the carrier. The rest won't cone anyway. They're afraid of it."
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"We can't |eave them"

The silver man darted down at the doors. The Grad pinched his fingers together. The silver
man shi ed back as the doors closed in his face, then noved back into view in the dorsal display.
Now he was gripping the nets on the hull

"He's on the carm" said the G ad.

"Take of f," said Anthon

"Leave?"

"W can leave nmy citizens if we take the silver man with us. |1've got spare jet pods
com ng. "

"Good enough." The Grad's fingers tapped. The silver nman was still hanging on the nets

when the carm backed away fromthe trunk and started down.
Chapt er Ni neteen

The Silver Man

THE LAUNDRY VAT WAS A TALL GLASS CYLINDER | T HUNG

fromthe underside of the branch, fromlines pounded into the black bark over Mnya's head. Around
it ran an extensive w ckerwork platformwoven fromlive spine branches. A layer of rocks beneath
the vat supported a bed of coals. A pipe ran all the way fromthe treenouth reservoir to supply
the water: an inpressive achi evenent, had M nya not been too tired to appreciate it.

Mnya and lisa stirred dirty clothing in a matrix of foaming water with a paddl e two
meters long. It took skill and fine attention. Left to itself, the laundry-soup woul d have foaned
right out of the vat, clothing and all. The supervisor Haryet kept popping out to see how they
wer e doi ng.

M nya wasn't t~eling awkward yet, but there was the sense of a guest building inside her.
lisa's pregnancy | ooked |udicrous, a bulge on a straight-edge. Like the others, she seened to have
adjusted to her new status with little difficulty. Once she had told Mnys, "W know all our lives
that the copsik runners night come for us. Well, they cane."

A chain of huts ran along the underside of the branch. Mat of the wonen preferred to stay
inside. They weren't all pregnant. Sonme were
nursing their erstwhile guests. They all had wirk: knitting sewing preparation of food to be
cooked at the treenmouth~

The qui et was broken by a hurried rustling.

Then four people burst fromthe tunnel that |ed down fromthe exam nation hut: Jayan and
Jinny, the supervisor Dioris, and a Navy man with his armin a sling. Karal spotted her, ran to
her, gripped her aim She shied fromhis wldness.

"You're all right."” He was gasping. "Good. Mnya. Stay under the branch. Don't |et anyone

anyone el se go wandering."

"W don't tend to. We're too awkward. | thought men weren't allowed .
"I"'mnot staying. Mnya, it's both elevators and at |east one man, they're falling from
thirty klonters up, and we don't know just where they'll hit. 1've got to warn the children in the

school conplex." He pointed a finger at the tip of her nose. "Stay here!" And he sprinted for the
tunnel, wobbling chest heavi ng.

| f sonething happens, the Grad had said. Sonething was happening all right, but what?
Wuld D oris know?

M nya guessed where the supervisor would be. She nmoved down the line of huts and entered
the last one as Dioris canme through with Haryet. 'W' ve been counting,” Doris said. "Gaen's
m ssi ng. Have you seen her? Three nmeters tall and pale as a ghost, with a year-old guest?"

"Not |ately. What's happeni ng?"

"CGet those clothes out and drying and then put the fire out. Do you have |ines? Good. Keep
them handy." The two supervi sors noved on

M nya turned to Jayan and Jinny. "G ve us a hand. Jinny, we're lucky you were around.
W're all together now. Do you know what's happeni ng?"

"No. Karal |ooked scared stiff~"

"Is it war'?"

"Better stick to our task till we're sure," lisa said.

They pulled the clothing fromthe vat in a geid nass, manipulating it wth pol es~ Sone
wat er remai ned. They inverted the vat and noved back while the water-glob flowed sl uggishly out
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onto the fire. Live steamdidn't rise fast enough in London Tree's feeble tide. It tended to
expand in an invisible globe, scalding hot.
M nys had never seen that fire go out. Dioris nust be expecting sonething drastic!
They continued to work. They set the laundry in the press and
cranked two great wooden sl abs together. Water squeezed out around the edges of the wad of
cl ot hing, then began to slide downward.
Sonet hi ng smashed through foliage, sonewhere nearby.
They from Then M nya plunged into the branchiets with Jmy and |isa behind. They nade
their way toward the sound. M nya angl ed above where she thought it had stopped.
There, a trail of broken branchlets. She followed it down to the broken and tw sted
renpi ns of what had been a Navy officer. The corpse wore a sword, scabbarded, and a quiver that

was still full, though the bow was mi ssing.

"Now it's war," M nya said.

"We'| | have to kill the supervisors,” |lisa said.

M nya junped. "What?" It was as if a stone had spoken. "Never mnd, you're right. |
t hought you were . . . | thought you'd given up."

lisa only shook her head.

West takes you in. In takes you easL At first the Grad held the bow w ndow poi nt ed
strai ght down. They dropped snoothly.. . faster
he swung the cairn to point west and fired aft jets to correct as it drifted away fromthe

trunk.
Hi s passengers were rigid with terror, save for Lawn, who was rigid with fury.
They still had a passenger on the hull
Ant hon's voice wanted to stutter. He wouldn't let it. "I want to point out that we could

go back to Carther States now. W' ve got the silver man and the cairn. These copsik runners don't
own anyt hing they value nore. W can trade for your copsiks."

That actually sounded sensible. The Grad said, "dave?"

"Feed it to the tree."

Ant hon said, "You want to kill some copsik runners. AU right, | can underst-"

"I want to rescue themnyself! | amthe Quinn Tribe Chairnman
They are entitled to my protection.” Cave spat the word: "Trade! They attacked us, we attacked
them W've got the carmand we'll have our people too. Al right, Gad-Scientist--have you got an
opi ni on?"

They were dropping too fast. The Grad swung the carm nosedown and fired forward jets. He
said, "Nice of you to ask. W've got the Scientist's Apprentice and the silver suit and the only
man alive who can fit into it. Maybe they would trade. W keep the carm"”

"Never," said Lawn. "Trade with copsiks!"

Ant hon and dave | ooked at each other. The Grad said, "Never mind," and they | aughed
Lawri's~tone of voice said it all

M nya stopped and | ooked out through a screen of branchiets.

The supervisors had found Grven. Haryet was scol ding her as they led her toward the huts.
Haryet was second-generation copsik, shorter than M nya; she |ooked tiny beside her very pregnant
captive.

They' Il have heard us comi ng M nya thought. Jinny nust have realized that too. She stepped
out through the crackling foliage, ten meters east of Mnya's position. Good! They'll think they
heard one not two- Dioris cane toward Jinny with thunder in her face. Breaking new
paths was strictly forbidden

M nya energed behi nd Haryet and stabbed her

Grven turned with her baby in her arms and shrieked. Dioris whirled and stared. Perhaps
this place of nothers and babi es had given the supervisor a fal se sense of safety. She reacted
slow y. Before she could reach her truncheon, Jinny was pinning her arns and M nya was runni ng at
her in long, |owleaps.

Dioris flipped forward. Jinny flew over her back: and came spinning at M nya, who |ost a
nmonent sidestepping. Then Dioris held half a neter of hardwood at guard, but she faced a Navy
swor d.

"Wait," she said. "Wait."

"My child will not be born a copsik!" Mnya screaned and | unged.

Dl oris danced backward. The tunnel was behind her, and M nya knew she bad to stop the
supervisor fromreaching it. She ran at her, ready to bat the truncheon aside. Then Jayan and lisa
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were noving into place behind Dioris. Jayan held the big paddle well up the haft, blade first,
i ke a two-handed sword.

Dioris dropped her truncheon. "Don't kill nme. Please.”
"Dioris, tell us what's happening."
"Carther States is all over the trunk. | don't know who's w nning."

"Have they got the carn®"

"The cairn?" Dioris showed nothing but astoni shnent.

They tied her with line. lisa wanted to do nore; Mnya knew Dioris too well to allow it.
She woul dn't have killed Haryet either, if. . . if.

Gavvi ng wat ched the carmdescend in fire. Patry was talking to his box, too far away for
Gavving to hear; but the Navy officer |ooked furious and frightened.

He caught Gavving watching him "You! Al of you! Stay where you are! Myve and you'll be
shot. Do you understand? Any, take cover.™

The two Navy men disappeared into the foliage. Presently Alfin said,
"We're bait."

"There's only two."

Horse asked, "Do you really think your friends have the carn? What will they do with it?"

"Rescue us," Gavving said with nore assurance than he felt. "Alfin, when it conmes down,
junmp for the doors and hope they open.™

Al fin snorted. "You' ve got to be out of your nmind. Look at that thing, you want to ride in

it?"

“I'"l'l ride anything to get out of here, if | can take Mnya."

"You don't have M nya. Listen, Gavving. | remenber you with your eyes red and hal f-cl osed
and crying in rivers. They make their own weather here! Nobody starves, nobody goes thirsty. It's
a good, healthy tree with a good crop of earthilfe. |I've got a responsible position-"

“You like it here?"

"Ch . . . treefodder. Maybe | don't really like it anywhere. | took orders in Dalton-Quinn
too. |'m seeing a supervisor, a nice wonan even if she towers over ne. | didn't have that in Quinn
Tuft. Kor's a year or two old for the citizens, but we get along . . . and | don't |ike that box."

"I do." It was Horse who bad spoken. "Gavving, cede ne Alfin's place."

The carmwas falling straight at them Those had better be friends aboard! He could only
die fighting if they were not. He told Horse, "It's not ny decision. Just do what | do, and we'l]l
see what dave says."

"Done. "

"Alfin. Last chance-"

n Vv]y?ll
Alfin net his eyes. "There's tide here."

Gnen's shriek of terror had started her baby scream ng. He was quieter now. Gaen's
awareness was in the hands that stroked and patted the child. There was none in her eyes.

The conspirators ignored Gven as she ignored them lisa |led her back, once, when she tried
to return to the huts. They didn't want Gaen talking to the others.

Jayan asked, "Lisa, are you sure you want in on this?"

Jinny wasn't pregnant; Jayan and M nya were qot obtrusively so. Lisa was. She said, "My
baby won't be born a copsik either.”

The branch shuddered with the force of a tremendous blow |isa said,
"The second el evator. Karal said two."

Jayan said, "Mnya, you've talked to the Grad. What did he say?"

"The Grad said to go up. He'll try to capture the carm If he can't get the carm"”
"Then he's dead," Lisa concluded, "and all the Carther States warriors are going to die,
and we' Il never get loose at all. So he's got to have the carm He's got the carm and as nany

Carther States warriors as he can get aboard, and he's trying to reach us. Wo goes with us?"

Nobody suggested a nanme. Jayan said, "We're the only new copsiks. Let the rest run their
own revolt."

"You can't go up."

They turned, surprised. Dioris's eyes shied fromtheir potentially |lethal attention. She
repeat ed doggedly, "You can't go up. The tunnels lead to the fin and the treenouth. There isn't
any connecting tunnel to the top of the tuft; that's where the nen live. None of you are in shape
to tunnel through foliage, and if you got to the top you'd stand out |like so many nobies in a
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st ewpot . "

"Then what ?"

"Stay here till your friends cone for you."

i sa shook her head. "The children's conpl ex? Karal nust have the upper reaches evacuated
by now. "

"Llsa, it's big and conplicated and it doesn't connect to the top. The nbst you'd do is
get lost."

"What's your stake in this, Doris?"

"Let ne live. Don't tell anyone | hel ped.”

"\ 2"

"I wanted to escape once nyself. Now |'ve been a supervisor too |ong. Sonebody woul d be
sure to want nme dead. But you can't go up. Stay here and wait."

They | ooked at each other. Mnya said, "You did that. For thirty years? No. | think I know
what we have to do."

The Grad tapped at the notor controls . . . tricky. They had to be used in pairs and
clusters or they'd spin the carm He dropped into the foliage several neters fromthe platform
with a horrendous crashing, and opened the doors at once.

Three nmen junped toward the door. Gavving gripped an ol der man's
arm The third man wore blue, and he was swi nging a sword. Debby took careful aimand put a
crossbhow bolt through him

Gavvi ng and the stranger pulled thenselves inside. The ol der man was gasping. "Get us

novi ng, " Gavving said. "This is Horse. He wants to join Quinn Tribe. Alfinisn't comng. He |ikes
it here."

A feathered harpoon ricocheted through the doors. The Grad closed them He said, "I left
M nya and Jayan in the pregnant wonen's conpound-"

"What ? M nya?"

"She's carrying a guest, Gavving. Your child. And nen aren't pernitted there." Later the
Gad would tell bimthe truth . . . part of it. For now, for witnesses and the record, Mnya is

carrying her husband's chikL "Lisa's there too, Anthon. |I told Mnya to gather themall and go up
We'll have to wait for them'

Cl ave nodded. Gavving stared with open nouth. He said, "Grad, don't you know the nen's
tunnel s don't connect to the wonen' s?"

"What ?"

"They'd have to go all the way to the fin or the treenouth, and back
O break trail-Gad, they're sure to be captured!"”

Cl ave had a hand on Gavving's shoul der. "Cal m down, boy. Grad, where would they go?"

The Gad tried to think. It was Horse who spoke. "Not the fin. That's Navy. Mybe nobody
woul d notice sone extra wonen at the Commopns or the schools. O naybe they'd just stay where they
are and wait."

"Jinny' |l be at the treenputh anyway. Ckay." The Grad fired the forward notors.

The carmlifted tail-first fromthe tuft, leaving fires in its wake. Lawn screaned,
"You're setting the tree on fire!"

She was ignored. "I've been to the pregnant wonmen's conplex,” the Grad said. "I haven't
been in the Conmons."
"Aifmhas," Gavving said. "It's big, and it reaches to the treenouth. If we can get the

carminto the treenouth-"

Lawmn writhed. "You can't! You can't burn the treemouth, what are you? This isn't nutiny
anynore, it's just wanton destruction!"”

Ant hon asked mldly, "WII London Tree trade with copsik mrutineers?"

Lawn was silent.

"Lyi ng woul dn't have hel ped. You were too convincing before. W'll go get our people."

The cam noved si deways above the tuft, accelerating sluggishly.
Then there was cl ear sky below, and the Grad swng the carm around. They were droppi ng past the
treenmout h. The carm sl owed, hover ed.
The Grad touched paired yellow dots. Light flared into the Commobns in twin beans, as if the carm
were a tethered sun.

Worren were running . . . away. Jungle giants all, |eapfrogging across the woven spi ne-
branch floor. None were the right size, nor dark enough, to be Jinny.

"Drop it," Clave said as if his voice hurt him "Go for the pregnant wonen's conpound. How
do we get there?"
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The Grad let the carmsink. They were below the tuft now blue sky bel ow, green passing
above. "It's under the branch. | think our best nove is to go up intoit. I may not hit it
exactly, and the Navy may have figured out what we're doing by now. Are you ready for a fight?"

"Yes," said several voices.

The Grad grinned. "Maybe | can scrape off the silver man too. | notice he's still with us

Now what's t hat ?"

Things were falling fromthe foliage. A bundle of cloth tied with line. Long | oaves of
bread. A bird carcass, cleaned and skinned. Then the green sky was raining wonen. Jayan, Jinny,
and a jungle giant: |lsa?

"They junped," Gavving said in wonder. "What if we hadn't cone?"

"We did," Merril said. "Get 'em"

Two big |l eather bags fell, and then anot her woman, |eapi ng head-
down to catch up with the rest: M nya.

The Grad cut the notors and took a monent to think. He was aware of voices yelling at him
but was able to ignore the intrusive noises.

Got to catch themin the airlock What about the silver man? He was still clinging to the
dorsal surface. The Grad rotated the carmto put it between the pressure-suited dwarf and the
falling wonen.

They were separating. It would be three operations. Jayan and Jinny first. They faced each
ot her across clasped hands, as they had after Dalton-Quinn Tree caine apart. They seemed cal m
enough under the circunstances. The cam eased toward them

The silver man was crawling around to the airl ock.

"Hang on," the Grad said, and he started the cam spinning. Faster. H's head spun too; he
coul d see sickness in the faces behind him The silver nman, caught rounding a corner, was hanging
by his hands. The Grad used the notors again, against the spin, and sl apped the silver nman hard
against the hull. He flew free.

The Grad opened the doors. The twins were flying at him He jetted
flame to slow the carm stopped just alongside them backed and noved si deways. Then they were
crawing into the carm

Bl ue shapes crawl ed within the green sky. Arned Navy nmen, carrying jet pods and foot bows
and a massive thing that took three nmen to handl e.

The reuni on woul d have to wait. "Get 'eminto chairs," he called back to Cave. Mnya
next. He was flying the carmlike he'd done it all his life. He got a little careless; Mnya
thunped the hull, then canme in with a bl oody nose. "Sorry," he said. "Gavving, never mnd that,
get her to a chair! Who's the other one?"

"It's lisa," Anthon said. "They're shooting at her! Gad, get her!"

"I'"mdoing that. Do we need the food and other stuff'?" He was al ongside Llsa now, between
her and the failing Navy nen. Voy gl ared behind her. Footbow arrows ticked off the hull.. . but
that thunmp had no place in his scheme. What-?

Lisa's look of terror and determ nation faded into blissful sleep. He knew before he

| ooked: the silver man was back, spitgun and all. He was on the dorsal surface, out of reach of
t he doors, and Anthon had thrown a line round lisa's waist and was pulling her in.

"Get her into-" The chairs were full. "Get her against the back wall and stay with her
Don't turn any fixtures. Debby, put a tethered bolt in that carcass and we'll pull it in."

Ant hon said, "The silver nman-"

"These are close quarters. if he gets through the door, swarm him The spitgun doesn't
kill, but if he shoots us all, he owns us."

Jinny called to the Grad, "W brought a stack of clean laundry and a water supply."

"We've got water. Laundry . . . why not? Hey, | told Mnya to go up. You did it right,
we' d never have found you-"

M nya said, "if you had the carm you could find us in the sky. So we grabbed what we
could and went down."

The Navy nen had not left the branch's green underside. Hardly surprising. if they failed
to capture the cam how would they reach the tree again? They woul d have | ooked futile, the G ad
t hought, were it not for the bulky starstuff thing they handl ed |ike a weapon.

The sal non bird carcass was a black sil houette with Voy painfully bright behind it. Anthon
and Debby had to squint.. . but their tethered arrows nailed it and they reeled it in. Maybe the
silver man was hopi ng sonmeone woul d show his head, none did. He tried to enter with the stack of
ponchos, and the Grad al nbst managed to catch him
in the closing door. That left the |aundry outside top, and a red border around the yell ow
diagram "I never saw red before. Wat's it nmean?"
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Lawn dei gned to answer, contenptuously. "Emergency. Your line's holding the airlock open."

The Grad opened the door (the red warning di sappeared) and Debby pulled the mass in. The
silver man didn't try to follow The door may have scared him It was his |ast chance: the G ad
cl osed the doors and sighed with satisfaction

Hi s sigh chopped off when his ventral view flared pure, diizzling red, then disappeared
fromthe bow w ndow.

From ot her di splays he caught glinpses of painfully bright scarlet. "Can that thing hurt
us?" Anthon demanded, while Lawri cried, "Now you'll see! They'll cut us in half!" and O ave said,
"They're al nost on us. We'll have themall over the hull if-"

"Feed it to the treel" the Grad shouted at themall. He couldn't think. What could that
light do to then? Neither Klance nor Lawi had ever nentioned such a thing.

W' ve got what we need~ Forget the bread~. forget the water. Get out! They'll never catch
the carm

Lawi saw his hand nove and screaned, "Wit!" The Gad didn't.

He tapped the center of the big blue vertical bar
Chapter Twenty

The Position
of Scientist's

Apprentice

THE AIR SIGHED QUT OF THE CGRAD s LUNGS. HE WAS BEI NG

crushed flat. His left armhad missed the armrest; it was behind him being pulled gradually from
t he shoul der socket. The chair was too |low to support his head. H's neck hurt savagely. Above the
nmut ed shriek of the main notor he heard his passengers fighting for breath.

This nmust be killing the jungle giants.

London Tree dwindled like a dreamin the aft view. They were in the stormnow, and blind
The Grad tried to raise his right arm to touch the blue bar, to end the force that flattened him
Up, up . . . farther

his armfell back across his chest with a jolt that smashed the | ast
sipful of air fromhis lungs. H's sight blurred.

Lawn's chin was tucked down agai nst her collarbone. She was sure that if she rel axed her
neck the tide would snap it.

She watched Jeffer trying to turn off the notor and knew he couldn't make it. And Lawti's
arns were bound.

ThiLc will kill some nutineer~ she thought with alloyed satisfaction. And | did it to them
The corn laser would burn or blind at close range, but alnpost certainly it would not have hurt the
cam She'd lied in hope
that the nutineers would panic. She'd succeeded beyond her anbitions.
But it's killing ne!

The screen of clouds swept past and away.

Gold was to left of center in the bow wi ndow The Snoke Ring trailed left of Gold. They
were accelerating east and a little out.

East takes you out.

They were | eaving the Snboke Ring

| knew it. That crazy Jeffer's killed us alL

Wth his head pulled far back, with the points of what should have been a neck rest
di ggi ng savagely into his shoul der bl ades, Gavving | ooked along his nose and tried to nake sense
of what he was seeing.

The skyflowed away at the edges of the bow window. A triune fanmly split and fluttered and
were gone before they could nove. A small, flattish green jungle drifted close, accel erated,
whi pped past. A fluffy white cloud showed ahead. C oser. Wiite blindness, and the carm shuddered
and rang with the inpact of water droplets. Sonmething tiny struck the bow wi ndow a terrific bl ow
and left a pink filma quarter neter across. In a breath the rain had pounded it clear

The cl oud was gone, and the sky ahead was clear of further obstructions. Gold and the
Smoke Ring showed |ike a puffball on a stem against blue sky . . . a deep, dark blue sky, a color
he'd never seen in his life.
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He rolled his head to | ook at Mnya. The agony in his neck shifted the pressure was easier to take
this way. She | ooked back at him
Lovely M nya, her face fuller than he renenbered. He tried to speak and couldn't. He could barely
br eat he.

She sighed, "Al nost."

The light of the CARMs main drive was back, and bl ueshifting!

A shift inits spectral line, and he'd caught it. Lucky. Kendy aborted his usual nessage
The CARM s tine-eroded program woul d be busy enough without distraction. For the CARMwas in
flight. It nust have been accelerating for sone mnutes already. By the frequency shift, it was
bui l di ng up enough velocity to take it out of the Snoke Ring
within a few thousand kil oneters of Discipline itself!

VWen the Iight went out, Kendy began his nessage. The air was already thinning around the
CARM Reception shoul d be good.

"Kendy for the State. Kendy for the State. Kendy for the State.”

The sound stopped, the terrible tide was gone, all in a nmonent. Bodies bent |ike bows
recoiled. Ctizens who had not had the breath for scream ng, screamed now.

As the reflexive screans died to groans, the Gad heard Lawn say, wearily, "Jeffer. Never
use the main notor unless you' re pushing the
tree. "

The Grad could only nod. He'd captured the carm he'd. treefodder, everyone he knew, if he
hadn't nmurdered himhe'd put himaboard the carm And then he'd touched the blue bar. He said,
"Lawti, |'m open to suggestions."

"Feed it to the tree."

The Grad heard full-throated | aughter aft . . . from Anthon. Debby swatted hi mhard across
the belly. The bl ow snapped himinto a U, but
he kept | aughing, and she joined him

They had reason! They had been flat against the back wall, protecting Ilsa from what
shoul d have been mild jolting. The killer chairs woul d have snapped their backs, but none of the
jungl e giants had been in them

O hers were groaning, stirring, noving frompain to fear. Ilsa was begi nning to wake up
Merril -vacant -eyed, hypnotized by the peculiar sky rushing at the bow seenmed to snap out of it.
"Wel |, sonebody do sonething!"

Clave's voice was a carrying one, and it filled the carms cabin to overflow ng. "Cal m
down, citizens. W're not in that much trouble. Renenber where we are."

O her sounds stopped. C ave said, "The carrier was built for this. It came fromthe stars.
We know it operates inside the Smoke Ring, but it was built to operate anywhere, wasn't it, G ad?"

That sinply hadn't occurred to him "Not anywhere, but . . . Qutside the Snoke Ring
that's certain."”

"Good enough. What's our status?"

"Gve me a breath." The Grad was ashamed. It had taken Clave to get his mnd working
again. We're not in tmuble-Luck, that Clave didn't have the training to know what nonsense that
was.

The blue display was on. Thrust: 0. Acceleration.~ 0. The big blue rectangle had a border
of flickering scarlet: main notor on, fuel exhausteL He tapped it off, for what that was worth.
02: 211. H2:0. H20:

1,328. "Plenty of water, but no fuel. W can't naneuver. | don't know how to find out where we're
goi ng. Lawti ?"
No answer.

"But we're bound to fall back sooner or later." Geen display: "Pressure's way down
outside. W're-" This could start a riot; but they'd have to know. "We're | eaving the Snoke Ring
That's why the sky's that peculiar color." Yellow display: "Life support |ooks okay." W ndow
di splays: "Ch, ny."

In the aft and side views, all detail had become tiny: integral trees were toothpicks,
ponds were drops of glitter, everything seened enbedded in fog. Gold had becone a bulge within a
larger lens of cloud patterns that trailed off to east and west: a stormpattern that spread
across the Snoke Ring. The hidden planet seened indecently close.

"Sorry, Clave, | got hung up. Citizens, don't niss this! Nobody's seen the Shoke Ring from
out side since nen cane fromthe stars.”
QO hers were craning forward to see the displays or peering out through the side w ndows.
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But Gavving said, "I think Horse is dead."

Horse? The ol d man Gavvi ng had brought with him Horse certainly | ooked dead enough; snal
wonder if the tide had stopped an old man's heart. Poor copsilc the Gad thought. He had never net
Horse, but what human coul d have wanted to die before seeing this? "Check his pulse."

Lawn said, "Port view, Jeffer."

Sonething in her voice . . . the Grad | ooked. Of to the edge: a flash of silver? "I don't-

"It's Mark! He's still out therel™

"I don't believe it."

But the silver pressure suit was crawling into view. The dwarf nust have clung to the nets
t hroughout that savage accel eration

"Jeffer, let himin!"

"What a man! | . . . Lawn, | can't. The pressure's too |l ow outside. W'd |lose our air."

"He'll die out there! . . . Wit a nmnute. Open the doors one at a tinme. Hall that's why
Klance calls it an airlocki So did the cassettes-"

"Sure, two doors to lock the air in. Ckay." Miffled thunps sounded aft. The silver man
wanted in. "Anthon, dave, he may be dangerous. Take the spitgun away from hi mwhen he conmes in."
The Grad cleared all but the yell ow display. No fast decisions fromnow on. He pinched both Iines
t oget her-nake sure they're closed tightl-then opened the outer door with a forefinger

The silver man di sappeared fromview, into the airlock

Good. Now cl ose the outer line, wait-no red borders? Open the
inner. Air shushed into the airlock. The silver man stepped into the carm handed the spitgun to
Ant hon, and reached for his hel net.

In her heart of hearts, Lawn may have hoped for a |ast-breath counternutiny fromthe
Navy's toughest warrior. She gave up that hope when she saw his face. Mark was a dwarf, of course,
and the bones of his face were massive, brutal; but his jaw hung slack and his breath cane fast
and his face was pale with shock. His eyes wavered about the cabin, seeking reassurance. "M nya?"

A dark-haired woman answered. "Hello, Mark."

Her voice was flat and her face was hostile. Mark nodded unhappily. Now he recognized
Lawn. "Hello, Scientist's Apprentice. What now?"

"W're in the hands of nutineers,” Lawn said, "and | wish they were better at flying what
t hey' ve stolen.”

The nmutineers' First Oficer said, "Welconme to Quinn Tribe, as a citizen. Quinn Tribe
doesn't keep copsiks. |'mdave, the Chairman. Who are you?"

"Navy, point man, arnor. Nanme's Mark. Citizen doesn't sound too bad. Were we goi ng?"

"Nobody seems to know. Now, we don't quite trust you, Mark, so we're going to tie you to a
seat. That nust have been quite a ride. Maybe you really are nade of starstuf."”

Mark was letting hinself be led forward, to an enpty chair. "Al things considered, |I'd
rather ride inside. | was too nad to let go. We're not really going to hit Gold, are we?"

He's turned docile! Lawn thought in disgust. He's given in to the nutineers! Are they
really going to win?

And then she saw that they were not.

She kept her sil ence.

dave counted ten seats and thirteen citizens, one dead. Horse didn't need a chair. Neither
did the three jungle giants. Quite the contrary! But even with the wi de cargo space aft, the carm
was crowded.

The citizens seened cal m enough. Exhausted, O ave guessed, and too awestruck to feel fear
He felt a touch of that hixnsel f~ Mdst of them even the silver nan-were | ooking out the w ndows.

The sky was nearly black and scattered with dozens of white points. The Scientist's
Apprentice broke her angry silence to say, "You ve heard about themall your lives. The stars! You
say it w thout know ng
what you're tal king about. Well, there they are. You'll die for it, but you ve seen the stars.”

Real they were, and inpressive enough, but they were just points. It
was the Blue CGhost and CGhost Child that held dave's attention. He'd never seen themeither. The
paired fans of violet light were vivid and terrif\jing. They were entirely outside the Snoke Ring
flowi ng out along the hole in the ring.

Ant hon and Debby were keepi ng busy. They had noored the ponchos and the snoked and cl eaned
carcass of a salmon bird to fi X
tures along the cargo hold walls. Now they were carving thin slices fromthe bird.
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dave renenbered feeling like this when the tree cane apart. He didn't know enough to nake
deci si ons! Then, he had been ready to strangle the Gad for w thholding informati on. Now The G ad
was wat chi ng himuneasily. Did he think dave woul d
attack their prisoners? dave sniled back. He nade his way aft and hel ped the jungle giants pass
curls of meat forward.
Now was different. dave was not Chairman here. If they died it would not be dave's fault.
Probably the jungle giants found the carmnore frightening than nost-than C avel -yet they
were acting to make it their hone.
Squeezegourds of water were passing up and down the chairs. . three squeezegourds, | ooking
somewhat flat. O ave wondered about the carnis water supply.
He was about to ask when the Grad spoke first. "Gavving~ would you cone here for a
nmonent ?"
There was secret urgency in his voice. Anthon noticed and conti nued
what hewasdoi ng. Sodi dCl ave. | ft hei r hel pwasneededi t woul dbe H
request ed.

Gavvi ng squeezed between Lawn and the G ad. The sumons was sonmething of a relief. Mnya's
news had startled him and he did ~ tine to conpose his face.

The Grad pointed. "See the red border blinking around that nunber?"

"Sure."

"Red neans energency. That nunber is the air in the cabin. How do you feel? Allergy attack
com ng on?"

"Actually, it was the last thing on ny nmind." Gavving listened to his
body. Ears and sinuses were unhappy. . . eyes scratchy..
" Maybe. "

The yel |l ow nunber dropped a digit behind the deci mal point.

"Scientist's Apprentice, any coments?"

"Fix it yourself, Jeffer the Scientist."

"Grad, what does it nmean?"

"Ch, sorry, Gavving. There's no air outside. The air inside nust be |eaking out into the,
um universe. You know, | talk to you when | get confused. Maybe you'll come up with something."

Gavving chewed it over. "Wat C ave said-"

"dave did not say that the carmis alnost four hundred years old and maybe falling apart.”

"Li ke all those bicycle gears . . . okay, what's your opinion of the Scientist's
Apprentice?"

Lawn bore their considering stares with her |ips pressed tight and her eyes full on
Gavving's. The Grad smled and said, "Better you ask her opinion of us."

Gavving didn't have to. "Four enemy warriors, six copsiks caught in nutiny, one corpse,
and a Navy man who surrendered his weapon." Her expression ifickered. Had she forgotten the silver

man? This woul dn't be easy, guessing at a stranger's thoughts. Try anyway. "I only wondered if
she's good enough to save us if she wanted to. W could waste too nmuch tinme on that."
The Grad nodded. "Lawri, if the Scientist were here, could he save us?"

"Maybe. But he wouldn't!"
"Ki ance woul dn't save the carn?" The Gad sniled.
She shrugged as best she could within her bonds. "All right, he'd save the carmif he

could."

"How?" She didn't answer. "Can you save us?"

She rai sed an eyebrow at him Gavving found that adm rable, but what he said was, "Bl uff
Gad, we'll have to fix it ourselves. The Scientist told you things about gases, didn't he?"

"Both Scientists did. Cone to that . . . oxygen? W nust be getting air fromthe oxygen
tank. It's the hydrogen tank that's enpty. And

we' |l have nore fuel pretty soon. The carmsplits water into the two flavors of fuel. The
one flavor, the oxygen, it's what we breathe. At |east we'll have sone tine."

Gavving studied the blonde girl's face. Wiat did she know? Wat did
she want? If she only wanted everybody dead, then dead they were. But there was sonething she
nm ght hate even nore than nutiny.

It depended on getting the Grad noving, which was a good idea anyway. How? Ask stupid
questions; that worked sonetines. "Can we find the | eak? Set sonething snol dering and watch the
snoke?"

"Yes! It'll tell the others what's wrong, though, and burn up air too. Mh?"
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"l nspiration?"

"Mol ecules of. . . bits of air nove nore slowy when they're cold."
The board was already alive with yell ow nunbers and draw ngs. The Grad touched an arrowhead on a
vertical line, then noved his fingertip slowy toward him The arrowhead becane two arrowheads,

and one followed his finger.
"l never even wondered if we could make the cabin warmer or cooler, but it has to be true.
That oxygen is liquid. Cold! It'd be freezing our lungs out if something wasn't keeping the cabin

warm GCkay, now it'll be cold in here, but we'll live longer. | think you'd better tell dave
what's on and | et hi m make the announcenent. They'll have to know now, because we'll have to pass
out the extra ponchos. Then we'll try the snoke-"

Lawn spoke. "Just let ne at the damm control s!"

Gavving turned fromher. H de the smle. Lawn nmight want their deaths, but she couldn't
let the Grad save them w thout her help. He asked, "Is it too conplicated to tell the G ad?"

"No. But | won't!"

"Grad? Try the snoke?"

"Worst she can do is kill us. Besides, Lawn always wanted to fly the carm Lawn, the
position of Scientist's Apprentice is now open."

Lawn fl exed her arms and | ooked about at her captors. Her hands prickled; her arnms hurt.

Her urge was to strike out at the nutineers. But the look on Jeffer's face: considering . . . like
Ki ance waiting for the right answer to sone stupid rote question .
The sky was bl ack as charcoalL The stars were white points, like tiny versions of Voy, but

thousands of them And if they roused fear in Lawi, what nust they be doing to these savages? She
wat ched them ni bbling on rolled slices of raw nmeat, and suddenly smil ed.

She reached past the Grad and tapped the white key. "Pnikasyvat Voice." Hear this you
treef eeders

"Ready," said a voice belonging to nobody in the carm "ldentify yourself~"

The lunchtime conversation went dead silent. The jungle giant nmal e cocked his crossbow.
She turned her back on him "I amLawn the Scientist. Gve us your status."”

"Fuel tanks nearly enpty. Power depleted, batteries charging. Air pressure dropping, wll
be dangerously low in five hours, lethal in seven. Displays are available."

"Why are we losing air pressure?”

"Al'l openings are sealed. | will seek the source of a |eak." Lawn tapped the white switch
again. "That's what will kill us. We'll strangle without air. Too bad. It would have been quite a
show, but you won't see it," she flashed at the G ad.

"Whay did you turn oft' the display?"

"Voice can't hear us till | tap it again. It can do alnpbst anything if you say the wong
thing, just talking.”

"Would it talk to nme?"

“You're a . " Her scorn becane sonething else. "It wants you to identify yourself, and
it renenbers. HmMm Try it." She tapped the talk button

"Prikazyvat Voice," said the G ad.

"ldentify yourself."

"I"'mthe Scientist of Quinn Tuft. Do we have enough fuel to get back into the Snobke Ri ng?"

For a monent the Grad forgot how to breathe. Then, "W have a water supply. Wn't it be
separated into fuel ?"

Voi ce paused. Then, "If the flux of sunlight maintains its intensity, I wll have fue
soon enough to affect a return. | note a nass near our course. | can use it as a gravity sling."

"Woul d that be Col d?"

"Rephrase. "

"The mass, is it Goldblatt's Worl d?"

The Grad tapped the switch before he began laughing. "Go for Gold! if we live that long."

The whi spering aft had becone obtrusive. Wth the air turning icy and Voi ce speaking from
the walls, luncheon was sliding over to panic. Jeffer said, "Gavving, you' d better tell them about
the pressure. W don't have time to brief Cave.”

Lawn asked, "Shall | do it?" She knew nore aj, out what was goi ng
on.

Jeffer seemed appalled. "Lawn, they'd think you started the |eaki"

" Savages-"
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"Anyone woul d."

She couldn't decide if he meant it.

Gavving was telling the rest of the mutineers about the leak. He told it |ong, including
what they planned to do about it. Jeffer tapped the white button. "Pni kazyvat Voice. Have you
found the | eak?"

"I find no point of |eakage. Air is disappearing."

"WII we live long enough to get back into the Snmoke Ri ng?"

"No. The course |'ve programmed woul d take twenty-eight hours. Air pressure will have
dropped to lethal levels in ten hours. Tines are approximte."
Lawn coul dn't renenber how | ong an hour might be. Still. . . ten hours? It had been seven

before the cabin got so cold. She wondered why Voice hadn't taken it into account. Sonetines Voice
coul d be such a fool

She said, "Display the areas where you have | ooked for a |eak."

The yellow line diagrans of the cabin sprouted green borders along two-thirds of the
interior. Red dots blinked el sewhere. "Those are sensors that have died," Lawn told Jeffer
"Voi ce, inplenment your course correction.”

Jeffer added, "Pnikazyvat Voice. Do not use the nmain notor at any tine!l"

“I will fire as | have fuel," Voice said. "First burn in ten seconds.
Ni ne. Eight."

"Everybody grab sonething," Jeffer called

Muti neers were pulling the extra ponchos over their clothing. They stopped to strap
thensel ves in. The jungle giants noved agai nst the aft
wal | and grabbed fixtures- "Two. One."

But only the attitude jets lit. The carm s nose swung toward the
Smoke Ring and stayed there while the aft notors fired. It |lasted several tens of breaths. They
woul d pass closer to Gold . . . which had beconme huge, a spiral storm seen edge-on, whose rimwas
al ready bel ow t hem

If Mark weren't tied, Lawni thought, and ~( the main notor fired~ nobody would be able to
nmove except Mark It was sonmething to keep in mind. Jeffer didn't seemto realize that the thrust
could be controlled,
by touching the top or bottom of those rectangles to raise or |lower the fuel flow

Meanwhile . . . how could the | eaks be bl ocked? If there was a way, Lawn was damed wel |
going to find it before Jeffer did.
Chapter Twenty-one

Go For CGold

"KENDY FOR THE STATE. KENDY FOR THE STATE. KENDY FOR

the State."

The response cane al nost instantly, sharp and crisp through nearvacuum and dwi ndli ng
di stance. The CARM was out of the Snobke Ring. Kendy had clear sending for the first tine since the
mutiny. He sent: "Status?"

The notors were functional, all of them Fuel: a few teacupaful
Water: a good deal. Solar power converters: functional. Batteries:
charged, but running down as they changed water into |iquefied hydrogen and oxygen. Sunlight fl ux
fromT3 woul d be steady in vacuum There woul d be fuel

The CARM was on nmanual. CO2 flux indicated a full |oad of passengers. The carbon di oxide
was accumul ating slowy; the life support systemcould alnpost handle it.. . and the cabin was
| eaking air. Ch shit, they were dying!

"Course record since initiating burn."

It came. The CARMwas rising. It would have passed near the L2 point-Kendy's own | ocation
the point of stability behind Goldblatt's Wrld-were it not for Goldblatt's Wrld itself. And were
it not for
Gol dblatt's World, the CARMwould presently fall back to safety..
but the core of an erstwhile gas giant planet was pulling the CARMs orbit into a tilted near-
circle entirely outside the Snoke Ring.

"Switch to my conmand. "
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Massi ve nmal function
"Gve nme video link with crew. "
"Deni ed. "
And the cabin pressure was dropping. Sonething had to be done.
Kendy sent, "Copy," and waited.
The CARM computer thought it over, slowy, bit by bit; geared up;
and began beaning its entire program It took twenty-six mnutes.
Kendy | ooked it over-a sinplified Kendy, patched with subsequent commands and garbled by tine and
entropy-while he sent, "Stand by for update programing."

"Standi ng by."
Kendy didn't believe it. The |ong-dead programmer woul d have enbedded protect conmands. He
sinply hadn't reached themyet... unless they had deteriorated too? Kendy didn't have an update

program he'd been so sure. He'd have to assenble it from scratch

The speed with which a conmputer can think was Kendy's triunph and tragedy. A ways he was
freshly surprised by the boredomof his evenfless life. It stayed fresh, because Kendy was
constantly editing his nenories. The storage capacity of his conputer-brain was fixed. He was
al ways near his linit. He had edited his nenory of the nmutiny, deleting the nanes of key figures,
for fear that he m ght |ater seek vengeance agai nst their descendants. He regularly deleted the
menory of his boredom

Once he had exami ned the solution to the Four-Col or Problemin topology. The proof
submitted in 1976 by Appal and Haken could not be checked except by a conputer. Kendy was a
conput er, he had experienced the proof directly and found it valid. He renmenbered only that.

The details he had del et ed.

He had used a sinplified programfor the CARM conputers, then deleted it. But now he had
the CARM's program as a tenplate. He ran through it, sharpening everywhere, correcting where
sui tabl e, updating his own sinplified personality. . . leaving intact the CARMs own menories of
the tinme of nutiny, because he was determined to ignore them He |ooked for a way to plug the | eak
in the cabin. It was hopel ess:
the Iife support sensors had failed, not the program He al nbst del eted
the conmand that barred use of the nain notor. The nmain notor was
more efficient. He didn't understand that command. . . but it was input, and recent. He left it
al one. ~

Now. a course programto bring themhere, to study them

He barely had tine to hope. Kendy apprehended orbital nechanics directly. He saw instantly
that the fuel wasn't there, nor the sunlight to electrolyze enough water in tine. H's own pair of
CARMS, which fed himpower via their solar collectors, didn't have fuel to neet and tow the
savages' CARM even if he were willing to risk them both.

Forget it and try again . . . He could get themback into the Snmoke Ring via a close
approach past Coldblatt's Wrld. In fact, the CARMs conmputer had al ready worked out a course
change. It didn't matter
They' d be dead by then.

He left that part of the programintact. He deleted the barriers that barred himfrom
communi cati on. He beaned the revised programto the CARM at the snail's pace the CARM coul d
accept.

The CARMfiled it.

It had worked! At |east he could | ook themover, get to knowthema little, before they
were gone. After five hundred and twel ve years!

The cold had gotten to the jungle giants. Anthon and Debby and Il sa were curled into a
friendly, cuddling, shivering ball, with the spare ponchos pulled around them

The ot her passengers were taking it better. There were ponchos for everyone but Mark, and
two to spare. One they tore into scarves. Jinny wound a scarf around Mark's neck and tucked the
ends into the collar of the silver suit. "Confortable?"

The silver man seened cheerful enough, despite the lines that held himimobile in his
chair. "Fine, thanks."

"I's that suit thick enough?"

"Damm it, woman, you're the one who's shivering. This suit keeps its own tenperature, just
like the carm |f anyone needs ny scarf.
you want it?"

Jinny sniled and shook her head.

"OfF course, |'d be even better off with ny hel net closed,"” Mark said, and they |aughed as
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if he'd said sonmething funny. It didn't need saying:
if they couldn't plug the leak, or if Lawn chose to kill them somehow, Mark would die with the
rest.

The Grad had made a torch fromone of the scarves plus fat scraped fromthe skin of the
sal mon bird. He was about to light it when he
noti ced m st before his face. He blew. . . white snoke. Everyone save Horse was breathing white
smoke, as if they were all using tobacco.

"I'f you think sonething' s |eaking, breathe on it!" he announced.

"Wat ch your breath. No, Jayan, forget the doors. Voice has sensors
there. "

Lawn did sonething to the controls "I'mturning up the humdity

the wetness in the air. Mre fog that way."

Citizens took their turns at the control panel to find the blank spots in the yellow
diagram The Grad began the unconfortable job that others might mss: he crawl ed between the
seats, edging around the cold corpse of Gavving's friend, blowing mst where the floor joined the
starboard wal | .

Merril called, "I've got it. It's the bow w ndow. "
A crowd of citizens crawl ed around the rim of the bow w ndow, bl owi ng, watching the pale
snoke form stream i nes where the wi ndow joined the hull. The wi ndow was | oose around the ventral -

port corner.

"Keep | ooking," Lawi ordered. "There may be nore."

She herself made her way aft. The Grad joined her at the back wall. "Wat have you got in
mnd? |Is there a way to plug the | eaks?"

Voi ce began a countdown. Lawn waited while snall jets fired. The cluster of jungle giants
sagged against the aft wall without falling apart. lisa giggled. She rmust be still floating from

the spitgun drug.

The burn ended. Lawri said, "Maybe. Have we got sonething to hold water?"

The Grad called, "W need squeezegourds!”

They found three. Merril collected them and brought them back. Jayan and Ji nny were
bl owi ng on the side wi ndows, which seened all right. Gavving and M nya noved along the rimof the
bow wi ndow, bl owi ng and wat ching. M st forned outside and vani shed i medi ately, along a curve of
wi ndow as long as the Grad's arm shoulder to fingers.

Lawn turned a val ve. Brown water oozed fromthe aft wall, formed a grow ng gl obul e.

"It's mud!" Merril said in disgust.

Lawi said, "W put pond water in. The cann breaks the pure water into hydrogen and
oxygen, but it |eaves the goo behind. Every so often we have to clean it out. That's why there's
an eject system and you can be dam glad of it."

"We can't drink that stuff. W should have picked up Mnya's water supply."

"Say that if we live long enough to get thirsty." Lawn took the
gourds and filled themfromthe brown globule. Merril w nced, watching each of their water gourds
becone foul ed.

Lawn went forward with the gourds. Wuld she plug the leak with nmud? He could do it
hinsel f, now, if Lawn bal ked; but he wanted her on his side, as far as that was possible.

Lawn squeezed nuddy water along the rimof the bow w ndow.

M st showed outside. The glass began to frost. The water stayed where she put it, in a
| ong brown bubble. Over the next several m nutes
-whi l e Lawn al one watched the control s-the water dwi ndled and thickened to a darker brown.
Presently it began to turn hara-~

Clave said, "Gad? Is it working?"

The Grad had read of ice. It was no nore real to himthan the |iquefied gases in the
tanks. He | ooked to Lawi.

Lawn nmet his eyes and said, "I will not accept the position of Scientist's Apprentice."

After such a performance, was she quitting on then? C ave spoke first, and in haste. "I'm
certain there's roomin Qinn Tribe for two Scientists. Especially under the circunstances."

"I've saved you. Now | want to go hone to London Tree. That's all | want."

She's earned it, the Gad thought, but- dave said, "Point to it."

The carm was nose-down to the Snoke Ring. C osest was the storm pattern that surrounded
and cl oaked Gold, a turbulent spiral of cloud, hunped in the niddle. The whole pattern drifted
west at a speed that | ooked sluggi sh, but nust be quick beyond i magi nati on. The arns of the Snpke
Ri ng reached away in both directions. They could see the flow of cloud currents, faster toward
Voy, drifting backward near the carm Mnor details-like integral trees-were invisibly snmall.
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"You're the Scientist," Clave said. "Could you get us back to London Tree?"

Lawn shook her head. She began to shiver; and once begun, she couldn't stop. Mnya got her
the | ast of the ponchos and they wapped it around her, then tied a strip of cloth round her head
and throat. She said, "W're not losing air anynore. Leave the hunidity up and we won't get
thirsty so fast. Jeffer, I"'mcold and tired and lost. | can't nmke decisions. Don't bother ne."

They weren't hunan.

Kendy had watched themfor a bit. They had the tenperature turned
far down. Kendy was going to fix it, until he realized that the | owered tenperature had sl owed the
| eak.

They nmust have kept sonme of the old know edge. But the cold was killing themtoo. He
wat ched the really strange ones succunb first and crawl into a ball to wait for their deaths.

The CARM s nedi cal sensors indicated a corpse and twelve citizens, not one of themquite
normal. One had no legs. If lethal recessive genes were appearing in the Snoke Ring, it mght
point to inbreeding. Oherw se they seened healthy. He saw no scars or pocknmarks, no sign of
di sease-whi ch was reasonable. Discipline had carried none of the parasites or bacteria that had
adapted over the mllions of years to prey on hunmanity. They didn't even show the sores that cane
with insufficient bathing.

The abnornmal height, the long, vul nerable necks and long, fragile fingers and |ong, |ong
toes, nust be evolution at work, an adaptation to the free-fall environment.

He woul d have his problens, bringing these back into the State. In its way this snall
group was a perfect test sanple. He could nake his nistakes here and never pay a penalty. In time
the CARM woul d be found by other savages.

Time to make his appearance.

Lawn was eating raw salnmon bird, clearly hating it, but eating. Jayan and Jinny had gone
aft to join the clustered Carther States warriors. It |ooked like fun, the Grad thought w stfully;
but he was needed here.

Sonet hi ng was happening to the bow wi ndow. a pattern like a col ored shadow, occluding the
Vi ew.

"Lawi ? Have you done sonet hi ng?"

"Sonething's wong . . . |'ve never seen anything like . . ." she trailed off.

The carmwas silent. A ghostly face filled the bow window. It took on color, huge and
transparent, with the storms around Gol d show ng through

It was brutal, with bushy brown hair and brows; thick brow ridges and cheekbones; a
square, muscular jaw, a short neck as thick in proportion as a nman's thigh. A face that resenbl ed
Mark's or Harp's. A gigantic dwarf~ It spoke in Voice's voice.

"Citizens, this is Kendy for the State. Speak, and your reward will be beyond the reach of
your inmgination."

The passengers | ooked at each ot her

"I am Sharls Davis Kendy," the face said. "I~brought your ancestors here to the Snoke R ng
and abandoned t hem when they nade nmutiny against ne. | have the power to send you into Gold, to
your deaths. Speak and tell ne why | should not do so."

Too nany were | ooking at the Scientists. Was this sone trick of Lawi's? The Grad could
feel the hair rising in a halo around his head

but somebody had to speak. He said, "I amthe Quinn Tribe Scientist-"

"And | amthe London Tree Scientist," Lawi said firmy. "Can you see us?"

"We are lost and helpless. If you want our |ives, take them"™

"Tell me of yourselves. Were do you live? Wiy are you of different sizes?"

The Grad said, "W are of three tribes living in tw very different places. The three tal
ones-" He kept talking while his mnd sought a nmenmory. Sharis Davis Kendy?

Lawri broke in. "You were the Checker for DLcciplina®

"I was and am" said the spectral face.

"The Checker's responsibility includes the actions, attitudes, and well-being of his

charges,'" Lawn quoted. "If you can help us, you nust."

"You argue well, Scientist, but nmy duty is to the State. Should |I treat you as citizens? |
must deci de. How did you cone in possession of the CARM? Are you muti neers?"

The Grad held his breath . . . and Lawi said, "Certainly not," contenptuously. "The carm
bel ongs to the Navy and the Scientist. I'mthe Scientist."

"Who are the rest of you? Introduce ne."
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The Grad took over. He tried to stick to lies he could remenber, nam ng the copsi ks of
London Tree-Jayan, Jinny, Gavving, Mnya- as London Tree citizens; C ave and Merril as refugees
who had becone copsi ks; hinself as a privileged refugee; the jungle giants as visitors. Too |ate,
he remenbered Mark tied notionless in his chair.

Go for Gold-"Now, Mark is a nutineer," he said. "He tried to steal the carm"”

Wul d the dwarf brand hima liar? But the rest woul d back hi mup except Lawi. . . Mark let his
eyes drop. He | ooked sullenly
danger ous.

Shari s Davis Kendy began to question Mark. Mark answered angrily,

belligerently. He created a wild tale of hinself as a copsik barred fromcitizenship by his shape;
of trying to steal the carmby activating the main notor, hoping to i mobilize all but hinself,
then finding that the ferocious thrust left himas helpless as the rest.

The face seened satisfied. "Scientist, tell me nore of London Tree. You keep sone who are
barred fromcitizenship, do you?"

Lawri said, "Yes, but their children may qualify."

"Why does a tree cone apart?" the face asked, and "How does London Tree nove?" and "Wy do
you call yourself Scientist?" and "Are nmany of you crippled?" and "How nmany chil dren do you expect
to die before they grow to nake children?" It wanted popul ati ons, distances, durations: nunbers.
Lawn and the Grad answered as best they could. Wth these they could stick close to the truth.

And finally the voice of Kendy said, "Very well. The CARMwi || reenter breathable
atmosphere in eleven hours. The air will slowit. Keep the-"

" Hour s?"

"What neasure do you use? The circuit that Tee-Three nakes around the sky? |In about one-
tenth of a circuit, you'll be falling through air. Air is dangerous at such speeds. Keep the bow
forward. You'll see fire; don't worry about it. Don't touch anything at the bow It will be hot.
Don't open the airlock until you' ve stopped. By then you'll have fuel to nove about. Do you
understand all of that?"

Lawi said, "Yes. Wiat are our chances of living through this?"

The face of Kendy started to answer-and froze with its nouth hal fopen

Update: Cabin pressure has returned to nornmal.

They had bl ocked the | eak! How? A man without glands mght naturally feel curiosity and
duty as his strongest enotions. For Kendy these were now in conflict. And the CARM was about to
pass out of range.

Kendy had never intended to tell themthat they would not live to see reentry. Medica
readouts inplied that they had lied to himtoo... and he dared not accuse themof it.

Thi s changed everything. The savages m ght actually return to describe Kendy and
Di scipline. He could stop them of course, by beam ng sone wild course change to the CARM O he
could spend the next fewmnutes . . . indoctrinating theminto the State? |Inpossible. He could
take one trivial step in that direction, then try to inpress themwith the need to talk to him
agai n.

And when they did that-years fromnow, or decades-he could begin the work that had waited
for half a thousand years.

The face said, "You have stopped the | eak. Well done. Now you nust kill the nutineer
Mutiny cannot be tolerated in the State."
Mark went pale. Lawn started to speak, the Grad rode her down. "He'll face trial on our

return.”

"Do you doubt his guilt?"

"That will be decided," the Grad said. At this point he probably becane guilty of nutiny
hi nsel f, but what choice did he have? If Mark didn't talk to save hinself Lawi woul d. And
captain the carni

"Justice is swift in the State-"

The Grad countered, "Justice is accurate in Quinn Tuft."

"Qur swi ftness nmay well depend on instant comuni cation, which you clearly do not have."

The face began speaking | ouder and nore rapidly, as if in haste. "Very well. | have a great dea
to tell you. | can give you instant comunicati on and power that depends on sunlight instead of
muscle. | can tell you of the universe beyond what you know. | can show you how to |ink your

little tribes into one great State, and to link your State to the stars you now see for the first
tinme. Come to ne as soon as you can .
The voice of Kendy died in a nost peculiar fashion, blurring into nmere noise, as the
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brutal face blurred into a wash of colored lines. Then the voice was silent, and the storm pattern
around Gol d gl owed bl ue and white through the bow w ndow.
Chapter Twenty-two

Citizens' Tree

KENDY' S READI NGS WERE BEG NNI NG TO BLUR. FRUSTRATI NGLY, the CARM s aft and ventral caneras worked
perfectly. He had two fine views of the stars and the thickening Snoke Ri ng at nosphere. Plasma
streanmed past the dorsal camera, and Kendy sought the spectral lines of silicon and netals: signs
that the CARMs hull was boiling away. There was some abl ation, not much nore than he woul d have
expect ed when the CARM was new.

Inside the cabin the CO2 content was building. The jolting | ooked bad enough to tenderize
meat. The passengers were suffering: nmouths w de, chests heaving. Tenperature was up to nornmal and
rising. A blurred figure snapped its safety bands | oose and struggled to tear its clothing away.
Kendy coul dn't get nedical readings through the growi ng ionization, but the pilot had been under
terrific tension earlier.

It | ooked chancy, whether the CARMwould live or die. Kendy wasn't sure which he
preferred.

He had bungl ed.

The principle was sinple and had served the State before. To further the cause, a
potential convert was ordered to commt sonme obscene crinme. He could never repudiate the cause
after that. To do so would be to adnit that he had conmitted an abomi nation

The caveat was sinple too. One nust never give such an order unless it would be obeyed.

Kendy was ashanmed and angry. He had attenpted to bind their loyalty to himby ordering an
execution. Instead, he had al nbst turned themall into nmutineers! He'd had to back down gracefully
and fast.

He' d had no chance to recover fromthat, with the ionosphere building up around the CARM cutting
conmuni cations. Hi s nedical readings

told himthat they had lied to him somewhere. He shoul dn't have

forced themto do that either! He didn't know enough even to guess at

what they were hiding.

Too late now If he sent some |ethal course correction now, ionization
woul d garble it. If they lived, they would tell of a Kendy who was
powerful but gullible, a Kendy who could be intinidated. If they died

Kendy would remain a | egend fading into a misty past.

The forward view was a blur of fire as the CARM pl owed deeper into
at nrosphere. He was | osing even the cabin sensors

There was flanme in front of them transparent blue, streanming to the sides. The Gad felt
the heat on his face. They'd be losing air again: the black ice around the rimof the bow w ndow
had turned to nud .
mud t hat bubbl ed. He'd been wong. The scream ng flanme-hot air
massed before the bow was coning in.

Things cane at them Little things were hopeless; they hit or they didn't. Blood spots
turned bl ack and evaporated. Larger objects could be avoi ded.

Hi s hands strangled the chair arms. Trying to steer the carmthrough this would have been
bad enough. Watching Lawi steer was distilled horror. Fromher rigid posture, the knotted jaw and
bared teeth, she was just at the edge of scream ng hysterics. Her hands hovered |ike claws,
reached, withdrew, then tapped suddenly at bl ue dashes. H's own hands twi tched when she was sl ow
to see danger.

The chairs were full. Ctizens had objected, but the Grad had sinply kept yelling until it
got done: the corpse of Horse nmoored to cargo fixtures; Mark the silver man in back, gripping
cargo moorings with his abnornmal strength; C ave beside him swearing that his own strength was
enough; everyone el se strapped into seats that would give sone protection, even to jungle giants,
against thrust fromthe bow Reentry wasn't like using the main notor. It was an attack. The air
was trying to pound the carminto bits of flam ng starstuff.

Lawn had lived half her life with the carm She hadtobebetterat
this than the Grad, she'd insisted, and she was right. He gripped the chair arns and waited to be
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smashed |ike a bug.

The carmfell east and in. Integral trees showed foreshortened, as three. . . four pairs
of green dots, hard to see . . . she'd seen them
jets fired. A bit of green fluff; dead ahead. . . Lawn fired port jets the carm swing sl uggishly

around, shuddering as the flpmng air
bl asted the nose off-center. Forward jets: the carmeased backward, too slowmy, while the fluff
swel l ed to becone an onconing jungle.

A grunt of pain, aft. Cave had been jarred | oose. The silver man was holding himin place
with a hand on his chest.

The Grad saw birds and scarlet flowers before the jungle was past. Lawi |et the bow face
forward again. A pond a klonter across just missed swatting them droplets of fog in its wake rang
the hull like a nmyriad tiny chines. The debris was grow ng ever thicker

And it was noving past themnore slowy.

Sonething barred their path like a green web. It m ght have been half of an integral tree
with the tuft gone wild, the foliage spreading |like gauze, the trunk ending in a swollen knob.
Smal | birds played in the slender branches. Swordbirds hovered at the edges. He'd never seen such

a plant . . . and Lawn was steering clear of it.
The Grad said, "Lawi?"
"It's over," she said. "Damm, |'mtired. Take the controls, Jeffer."

"I have it. Relax."

Lawri rubbed her eyes fiercely. The Gad touched blue dashes to slow the cairn further. A
fingertip touch set the cabin warnmth control to normal. The cabin was already warm If it hadn't
been lethally cold when they entered at nosphere, they m ght well have roasted.

He | ooked back at his passengers. Six of Quinn Tribe renuained.

Twel ve total, to start a newtribe . . . '"W're back," he said. "I don't
know just where. Are we all alive? Does anyone need nedi cal hel p?"

"Lawn You did it!" Merril chortled. "W lived | ong enough to get thirsty!"

The G ad said, "W're low on fuel and there's no water at all. Let's find a pond. Then
pi ck a hore."

"Open the doors," Jayan said. She rel eased her straps and noved aft, with Jinny follow ng.

"\ 2"

"Horse."

Right." He opened the airlock to a mld breeze that snelled

fresh, clean, wonderful. The carms air stank! It was stal e~ a treefodder

stink, fear and rotting nmeat and too nmany people breathing in each other's faces. Wiy hadn't he
noti ced?

The twins rel eased the corpse fromits nooring, wincing at the touch. They towed it
t hrough the doors. The Grad waited while they sent the
bones of the salnmon bird after it.

Then he fired the aft nmotors. If | met his ghost, he wouldn't even
recogni ze ne. How can | say |I'msorry? Never use the nmain notor unless
-Horse dwindled into the sky.

The pond was huge, spinning fast enough to forma | ens-shape, fast enough to have spun off
smal | er ponds. The Grad chose one of the smaller satellites, no bigger than the carmitself~ He
let the carmdrift forward until the bow wi ndow just touched the silver sphere.

VWhat happened then | eft him breathless. He was | ooking into the
interior of the pond. There were water-breathing things shaped like long teardrops with tiny
wi ngs, moving through a maze of green threads. He turned on the bow lights, and the water gl owed.
There was a jungle in there, and swinmring waterbirds darting in flocks anbong the plants.

Lawn roused him "Cone on, Jeffer. Nobody el se knows how to do this. Pick two nutineers
with good lungs."

He followed her aft and didn't ask her about lungs until he'd figured it out hinmnself.

"C ave, Anthon, we need sone nuscle. Bring the squeezegourds. Better than lungs, Scientist."

"Squeezegourds, fine. If you'd planned your mutiny better, you' d have dismounted the punp
and stored it aboard."

He | aughed and thought, Should | have asked your advice too? and didn't say it. After al
Lawi had been through, it was good to hear her joking, even in treenmouth hunor

Whi | e she nounted the hose to the aft wall, the Grad carried the other end outside. He saw
no sign of the nets that had covered the hull. Even the char had been burned off. He tethered
hi nsel f before he junped toward the water a few meters away. C ave came after him also properly
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nmoor ed, carrying squeezegourds, followed by Jinny and Jayan.

Everyone was coming out. Mark was out of his pressure suit and tethered to Anthon. Merril,
Usa, Debby . . . In atangle of lines they plunged into the water and drank. The Grad hadn't |et
hinself think of his thirst. Now he surrendered to it, submerging head and shoul ders and doing his
best to swallow the pond. The carmis headlanps Iit the water around him

It was playtime. Wiy not? He tugged on his line, pulled hinself out
bef ore he drowned. The rest of the citizens were drinking, splashing, washing thensel ves and each
ot her.

Was Lawri alone in the cairn?

Alone with the controls of a vehicle that could hover near the pond, spraying fire on nen
and wormren who woul d have to choose between burning and drowni ng-He saw Lawn energe with M nya and
Gayvi ng behind her. He'd been careless; they hadn't. The Grad kept an eye on her thenceforth to be
sure she didn't return al one.

She splashed in the water. She and the dwarf washed each other and talked a little, in
earshot of Anthon. Her notions were jerky, twitchy.

She | ooked wire-tense in the aftermath of reentry. Hs suspicions seened silly; she was in no
shape to contenplate a counternutiny. He wondered if she woul d have ni ght nares.

They took turns punping. The technique was to shove the neck of a
squeezegourd into the hose, warily, because there were three gourds in notion; squeeze; duck it
under water, squeeze, wait while it filled; into the hose, squeeze.

"My arnms just quit," Mnya said and handed her gourd to Merril
Wth her archer's muscles she had | asted | onger than nost. Gavving was some di stance fromthe
others, nmotionless in the water. He'd already speared four peculiar, supple, scaly waterbirds. She
wat ched hi m and wondered how he really felt about the guest growi ng in her

How did she feel ? Her inpregnation was part of her past. The past was dead for anyone, but
stone dead for these citizens, with hundreds of thousands of klonters and the storns of Cold
itself between them and their hones. She would have a child. Tinme was when she had gi ven up hope

of that . . . but how did Gavving feel ?
Mcrm said, "Nobody's tal king about Sharls Davis Kendy."
"What for?" Debby wondered. "He never bothered us before and he never will again."
"Still, it's sonething to have seen the Checker, isn't it? Sonething to tell our children

Someone that old nust have learned a |ot-"
“If he wasn't lying, or crazy."
"He had the facts right," the G ad said. "W did take himat his word, didn't we? Maybe he

only had cassettes, like me. A dwarf Scientist, stuck out there in a carm like we al nbost were.
He's not all that bright, either. He swallowed Mark's story-"
"Come on, | was brilliant!" the silver man bel | owed.

"You tell a fine story. Mark, why did you back me up?"
It was a breath or two before the dwarf answered. "You understand that | can't support a
bl oody copsi k revol ution."

"Ckay. Vy?"

"I't was none of this Kendy's business. Woever he is. \Watever he is."',

"Yeah . . . He did have some interesting nachinery. Maybe he got stuck aboard Di sc~pline
itself, sonehow. |I'd have liked to see D xipline."

Lawi hadn't even tried punping. She flexed her fingers, wondering if they would heal. She
had snelled the stink of fear on herselL That at |east was gone.

She said, "I wouldn't deal with Sharls Davis Kendy if he gave nme Discipline. Ugly,
arrogant treefeeder. He wanted Mark dead like you'd kill a turkey, because it's time. Convenient.
And he ordered us around like copsiks!"

They | aughed at that. Even Mark.

At the end of three hours their forearnms were distilled pain. The blue indicator inside
read H20: 260. The Grad asked Lawi, "Enough?"

"For what we've got in mind-"

"W wondered about going hone," Debby said.

Cl ave snorted, but they waited for Lawi's reply. She said reluctantly,

"1"d never find London Tree again. Carther States is even smaller, and they're both on the wong
side of Gold. W'd have to accelerate west, drop in fromthe Snoke Ring, and let Gold pull us
around. Do you want to go for Gold agai n?"

She sniled at their reactions. "Me neither. I'mtired. We can get to another tree and noor

the carm We'll build a punp before we need nore water than that."
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"We'd prefer a jungle, of course," lisa said.
One of the wonen bristled. "Nine of us and three of you! If-"
Cl ave said, "Hold it, Merril. Usa, are you sure? You can nove a jungle, and that's good,

right?"
i sa nodded cautiously. Anthon said, "That's one of the things we |ike about jungle life."
"But you can only do it every twenty years or so. W can noor the carrier. . . carmto the
m ddl e of an integral tree and nove it when and where we |ike."
"Why not do that with a jungle?"
"Where woul d you nount the carnP"
Ant hon thought it over. "The funnel? No, it m ght suddenly bl ow
live steam" He sniled suddenly. "There are nore of you than us anyway. Sure, pick a tree."

There was a grove of eight small trees, thirty to fifty kilonmeters |ong.
The Grad chose the biggest, w thout asking. He hovered on the forward jets at the western reach of
the in tuft.

It was a wilderness. A streamran down the trunk and directly into
the treenouth. He | ooked for the rounded shapes of distorted old huts, and they weren't there. The
foliage around the treenputh had never been cut; there were no paths for burial cerenponies or
movi ng of garbage. No earthlife showed, not even as weeds.

It was daunting. He said cheerily, "It seens we're the first here.
Lawn, have you thought of a way to land this thing?"

"You have the helm"

He'd thought it through in detail. "I'mafraid our best nove is to noor at the trunk and
go down."

"dinb?"

"W did it before. Clave could | ead nost of us down while, say, Gavving and | wait. W'd
have the carmfor rescue operations. After the rest of you get down, Gavving and | can follow.
W' ve clinbed before-"

"Hold it," Clave said. "This is taking too treefeeding long. Gad, quit fooling around and
just land in the treenouth."

"W mght set it on fire!"

"Then we try again with another tree!"”

Lawn had gone berserk at the suggestion of landing in the treenouth of London Tree. Now
she just rubbed her eyes. Tired

They were all too tired. They'd had enough of shocks and strangeness. dave was right,
del ay woul d be tornent, and there were trees to waste.

There was no kind of landing site in that wlderness. Everything he saw was green; there
was no drought here. Would it burn?

Go for GolS
He went in over the treenouth and ramred the carminto the foliage hard enough to stick
Still shaken by the inpact, they forced their way through the doors, fast, and flailed with

ponchos at the snoldering fires until they went out.

Then, finally, they had tine to | ook around.

M nya stood panting, grinning, her black hair wild and wet, the blackened poncho trailing
from hen hand. She snatched at his hand and cried, "Copter plants!"

Gavvi ng | aughed. "I didn't know you |liked copter plants."

“I didn't either. But in London Tree they weeded out the copter plants and flowers and
anything el se they couldn't use." She tapped at one, two, three ripe plants, and the seed pods
buzzed upward. Suddenly she was |ooking into his eyes, close. "W did it. Just |like we planned, we
found an unoccupied tree and it's ours."

"Six of us. Six out of Quinn Tuft . . . sorry."

"Twel ve of us. Mre to cone.”

She had fought the fire with a predatory grace unhanpered by the thickening around her

hi ps. M ne~ Gavving thought. \Wether it |ooks |like ne or sone copsik runner. . . or Harp, or
Merrill M ne,~ ours.
He'd tell her when the nood was right. But that was too serious for
now. "Ckay, everything you see is ours. Wiat shall we call it?"
"Thethingllikebest . . . lean say citizen and nean all of us. I'mno copsik and I'mnot a

triune. Citizens' Tree?"

The foliage tasted like Quinn Tuft in the Gad s childhood, before the drought. He lay on
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his back in virgin foliage and sucked contenpl atively.

He becane aware that Lawi was watching himfromthe dappl ed shadows. She | ooked cold, or
just tw tchy, hugging her elbows, cringing as if froma blow He snapped, "Can't you rel ax? Eat
sonme foliage."

"I did. It's good," she said without inflection

It was irritating. "All right, what's got you worried? Nobody's ever going to call you a
copsi k runner. You saved our lives and everyone knows it. You're clean, fed, rested, safe, and
adm red. Take a break, Scientist. It's over."

Now she woul dn't neet his eyes. "Jeffer, how does this sound? There are only two London
Tree citizens for at |east ten thousand kioneters around. Doesn't it stand to reason that we'd .

get al ong best together?"

He sat back on his haunches. Wy ask hin? "I suppose it does."

"“Well, Mark thinks so too."

"Ckay. "

"He didn't have to say so. W talked a little about building huts, that's all, but he
| ooks at nme like he knows. Like, he's too polite to
broach the subject yet, but where else can | go, who else is there? Jeffer, don't nake nme marry a
dwarf!"

"Uh . . . huh."

She turned, convulsively, to see his face. He held up a hand to stop her from speaki ng.
"In principle, two Scientists ought to make good mates too. Does that nake sense? But you watched
me nurder Kiance. | didn't warn him | didn't make any speeches about copsi ks and freedom and war
and justice. | just killed himthe first good chance | got. |1'd have killed you too to get us free
of that place."

She didn't nod, she didn't speak

"You could put a harpoon in ny belly while |I'm sleeping. So don't push ne. | have to
t hi nk. "

She waited. He thought. Now he knew why she irritated himw th her tw tchy unhappi ness. He
was guilty, and she had seen it. Not quite what one wanted in a nate!

Did he want a wife? He'd always thought he did, and with seven wonen and five nmen in
Namel ess Tuft . . . no chance for an unm-rried nman to play around in such a tiny popul ation, but
he shoul d have his choice of wi ves. So who?

Gavving and M nya: married. Gave, Jayan, Jinny: a unit, and the twins seermed to like it
that way. Anthon, Debby, lisa mght all have left mates in Carther States, and they m ght all be
| ooking around . . . but Anthon didn't seemto think so, and even if Debby or Ilsa were avail able

a ronp mght be fun, but they | ooked so odd~ Which | eft
Lawn.

He said, being nearly sure he could get away with it, "Lawi, will you forgive ne for
mur deri ng Kl ance?"

"I notice you said nurder. Not kill."

“I"'mnot even cl~imng it was war. | know what he was to you
Lawn, | dermand this."

She turned her back and wept. The Grad did not turn his back. He'd virtually invited her
totry to kill him Now or never, Lawn! You can add too. There's nme or there's Mark or there's
nobody. | m ght be giving Mark another reason to kill ne. Do | want to risk that?

She turned around. "I forgive you for murdering Kiance."

"Then let's go to the carmand register a marriage. We'll pick up witnesses along the
way. "

Gave | ooked down into the treemouth. "I see rocks down there. Good. W'Il have to coll ect
them for a cookflre. Cook Gavving's
wat er bi rds. Tear out sone foliage so we'll have room Were do we want the Comobns?"

He didn't see many of his citizens in earshot, and none were listening. He raised his
voi ce. "Treefodder, we have to get organi zed! A reservoir. Tunnels. Huts. Pens. Maybe we won't
find turkeys, but we're bound to find sonething. Maybe dumbos. W need everything. Sooner or |ater
we want elevators to the mdpoint so we can nmoor the carmthere. But for now"

Ant hon, flat on his back in the foliage with a long, |long wonan in
each arm bellowed, "C aaave! Feed it to the treeee!"

Gave grinned at Anthon. He did seemto represent the nmajority opinion. "Take a break,
citizens. W're hone."
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For good or ill, they were alive and safe, two-thirds of the distance from Goldblatt's
Wrld to the congestion of masses and life fornms around the L4 point; and they would remenber
Kendy.

He had promi sed a treasure of knowl edge. A pity he hadn't had tinme to give themnore of a
foretaste; but they nust have experienced exactly what he'd predicted during reentry, given that
they'd survived. A savage's gods were omiscient, weren't they? O were they gullible, easily
mani pul at ed? Kendy's nenory had been pruned of such data.

What ever : t he | egend woul d spread.

I can show you howto link your little tribes into one great State.

He had altered the progrpmming in the CARM The CAR M woul d watch their behavior and
record everything. Before the children of the State cane again to Kendy, he would know t hem.

He woul d know one tiny enclave within that vast cloud. The Snoke Ri ng was roony enough for
endl ess variety. 10 ~ cubic kiloneters of breathable atnosphere was about thirty times the vol une
of the Earth! Kendy wi shed for a thousand CARMs, ten thousand. What were they doing in there?

Never mind. Sooner or later there would conme a man eager to carve out an enpire
det erm ned enough to take the CARM crazy enough to trust his life to the ancient, |eaky service
vehi cl e. Kendy woul d know how to use him Such nen had hel ped to shape the State on Earth. They
woul d again, in this strange environnent.

Kendy wait ed.
Dramati s
Per sonae

Di sci pline

SHARLS DAVI S KENDY Once a Checker for the State, now deceased. Al so, the recordings of Sharls
Davis Kendy's personality in the nmaster conputer of the seeder ranship Discipline and its service
spacecraft.

QUi nn Tuft

GAWI NG A young warrior subject to allergies.

HARP The teller, or bard.

LAYTHON The Chairnman's son

MARTAL Quinn Tuft's cook (deceased).

THE SCI ENTI ST Quinn Tuft's guardi an of know edge.
THE GRAD The Scientist's hal f-trained apprenti ce.
THE CHAI RMAN Rul er of Quinn Tri be.

CLAVE A mighty warrior, the Chairman's son-in-I|aw
MAYRIN Clave's wife, the Chairman's daughter
JAYAN and JINNY Twi n sisters enanored of CGave.
MERRI L An ol der woman, strong, but barren. Snall, withered |egs.
JI OVAN A hunter.

GLORY A worman of unwanted fane.

ALFI N An ol der man, Keeper of the treenouth.

O hers

M NYA A fighting wonan of the Truine Squad, of Dalton-Quinn Tu~
SAl~ SMTI"A, JEEL, THANYA, DEN SSE Ot hers of the Triune Squad.
KARA Sharman (or Scientist) of Carther States.

DEBBI E, |ILSA, H LD, LIZETH, ANTHON Citizens of Carther States.
KLANCE London Tree's Scientist.

LAWRI London Tree's Scientist's Apprentice.

HORSE, JORG HELN, GWEN Copsi ks in London Tree

DLORI' S, HARYET, KOR Supervisors in London Tree.
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KARAL, MARK, PATRY London Tree Navy nen.
d ossary

BLUE GHOST and GHOST CHI LD Aurorali ke gl ow patches produced by nmagnetic effects above Levoy's
Star's poles. Rarely visible.

BRANCH One at each end of an integral tree, curving to | eeward. BRANCHLEI'S-G ow fromthe spine
branches and sprout into foliage

CARM Cargo And Repair Mddule. Discipline originally carried ten of these.

THE CLUMPS-The L4 and L5 points for Gold. They tend to collect debris.

COPSI K- Sl ave. Used as a general insult.

COPSI K- RUNNER- S| avet aker or sl avenaster.

COUON- CANDY JUNGLE or JUNGLES- Descri bes al nost any |arge cluster of plants. A good many plants and
clusters of plants | ook Iike fluffy green cotton candy. Many are edible.

DAY- One orbit about Levoy's Star, the neutron star (equals two hours for Dalton-Quinn Tree).
DUVBO A predator of the integral trees.

FAN FUNGUS- An integral tree parasite. Parts are edible

"FEED THE TREE'- Def ecate, or nove garbage, or die.

FLASHER- An i nsecti vorous bird.

equal to 1.3S~ barth years. GHOST CHI LD See BLUE GHOST.

G0 FOR GOLD- Rush headlong into diaster. O battle!

GOLD- See GOLDBLAI TS WORLD. Secondary neani ng: sonething to avoid.

GOLDBLATPS WORLD- A gas gi ant planet captured after Levoy's Star went supernoval/ neutron. Naned for
Di sci pline's Astrophysicist, Sam Gol dbl att.

HUTS- Any dwelling. In the integral trees, huts are woven fromliving spine branches.

| NTEGRAL TREE- A cruci al plant.

JET PCOD- Somre pl ants grow pods that may be carried for attitude control: they jet gases (of
corruption, or of oxygen in plants that favor the outer fringes of the Snmoke Ring). Qher plants
fire seeds when dying, or going to seed, or falling too far out of the Snbke Ring. There are
tropi sns.

LEVOY' S STAR- A neutron star, the heart of the Snpbke Ring system

Named for its discoverer, Sharon Levoy, Astrogator assigned to Discipline.

NOSE- ARM See  DUMBO.

OLD- MAN' S-HAI R- A fungus parasite on integral trees.

POND- Any | arge gl obul e of water.

PRI KAZYVAT-Originally, Russian for "comand." Presently used to activate conputer prograns.
QUINN TUFr-The in tuft (or point nearest Levoy's Star) of DaltonQuinn Tree.

THE SCI ENTI ST- Qui nn Tuft's guardi an of know edge. Tribes el sewhere use the same term

SPI NE BRANCHES- Grow from the branch of an integral tree.

SUN-A GO star orbits the neutron star at 2.5 X 10' Kkiloneters, supplying the sunlight that feeds
the Snmoke Ring's water-oxygen-DNA ecol ogy.

TREEFODDER- Used as a curse. Treefodder is anything that mght feed the tree: excrenent, or

gar bage, or a corpse.

TUYr BERRI ES- Fruiting bodies growing in the tuft of an integral tree. They fruit and scatter seed
only at the tuft closest to the Snoke Ri ng nedian.

VOY- See LEVOY' S STAR

YEAR-Hal f of a conplete circuit of the sun around Levoy's Star,

Di rections

QUT- Away from Levoy's Star.

I N-Toward Levoy's Star.

EAST-In the orbital direction of the gas torus.

WEST- Agai nst the orbital direction of the gas torus. The way the sun

noves.

W NDWARD- | nt o t he wi nd.

LEEWARD- The direction toward which the wi nd bl ows.

PORT-To the left if your head is out and you're facing west, or if your

head is in and you're facing east, and so forth. Direction of the Ghost Child.
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STARBOARD- Opposite port. Toward the Bl ue CGhost.

DOMN and UP-Usual Iy applied only where tides or thrust operate.

The general rule as known to all tribes is "East takes you out. Qut

takes you west. West takes you in. In takes you east. Port and starboard bring you back." Even
those tribes who no | onger can naneuver within the Snoke Ri ng know the sayi ng.

About the Author
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