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Durawoke with a start.
There was something wrong. The photons didn't smell right.

Her hand floated before her face, dimly visible, and she flexed her fingers. Disturbed electron gas,
spiraling dizzily around the Magfield lines, sparkled purple-white around the fingertips. The Air in
her eyes was warm, stale, and she could make out only vague shapes.

For amoment she hung there, curled in atight ball, suspended in the elastic grip of the Magfield.
She heard voices, thin and hot with panic. They were coming from the direction of the Net.

Dura jammed her eyes tight shut and hugged her knees, willing herself to return to the cool oblivion
of sleep. Not again. By the blood of the Xeelee, she swore silently, not another Glitch; not another
spin storm. She wasn't sure if the little tribe of Human Beings had the resources to respond to more
disruption... nor, indeed, if she herself had the strength to cope with fresh disaster.

The Magfield itself trembled now. Encasing her body, it rippled over her skin, not unpleasantly, and
she alowed it to rock her asif shewere achild in its arms. Then—not so pleasantly—it prodded her
more rudely in the small of the back...

No, that wasn't the Magfield. She uncurled again, stretching against the confines of the field. She
rubbed her eyes—the fleshy rims of the cups were crusted with sleep-deposits and felt sharp against
her fingers—and shook her head to clear the clouded Air out of the cups.

The prod in her back was coming from the fist of Farr, her brother. He'd been on latrine duty, she
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saw; he still carried his plaited waste bag, empty of the neutron-rich shit he'd taken out away from
the Net and dumped in the Air. His skinny, growing body trembled in response to the instabilitiesin
the Magfield and his round face was upturned to her, creased with an almost comical concern. In one
hand he gripped afin of his pet Air-pig—afat infant about the size of Duras fist, so young that none
of itssix finswere yet pierced. Thelittle animal, obviously terrified by the Glitch, struggled to
escape, feebly; it pumped out superfluid jetfartsin thin blue streams.

His fondness for the animal made Farr seem even younger than his twelve years—a third of Dura's
age—and he clung to the piglet asif clinging to childhood itself. Well, Dura thought, the Mantle was
huge and empty, but there was precious little room in it for childhood. Farr was having to grow up
fast.

He was so like their father, Logue.

Dura, still misty with sleep, felt a surge of affection and concern for the boy and reached out to
stroke his cheek, to run gentle fingers around the quiet brown rims of his eyes.

She smiled at her brother. "Hello, Farr."
"Sorry for waking you."

"Y ou didn't. The Star was kind enough to wake me, long before you got around to it. Another
Glitch?"

"The worst one yet, Adda says."

"Never mind what Adda says," Dura said, stroking his floating hair; the hollow tubes were, as
aways, tangled and grubby. "Well get by. We always do, don't we? Y ou get back to your father.
And tell him I'm coming."

"All right." Farr smiled at her again, twisted stiffly, and, with his Air-pig's fin still clutched tight, he
began to Wave awkwardly across the Magfield'sinvisible flux paths toward the Net. Dura watched
him recede, his slim form diminished by the shimmering, world-filling vortex lines beyond him.

Dura straightened to her full length and stretched, pressing against the Magfield. She kept her mouth
wide open as she worked stiffness out of her limbs and back. She felt the feathery ripple of the Air as
it poured through her throat to her lungs and heart, rushing through superleak capillaries and filling
her muscles; her body seemed to tingle with its freshness.

She gazed around, sniffing the photons.

Dura's world was the Mantle of the Star, an immense cavern of yellow-white Air bounded below by
the Quantum Sea and above by the Crust.

The Crust itself was arich, matted ceiling, purple-streaked with grass and the hairlike lines of tree
trunks. By squinting—distorting the parabolic retinas of her eyes—she could make out dark motes
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scattered among the roots of the trees fixed to the underside of the Crust. Perhaps they were rays, or
aherd of wild Air-pigs, or some other grazing creatures. It was too distant to see clearly, but the
amphibian animals seemed to be swirling around each other, colliding, confused; she almost
Imagined she could hear the cool sound of their distress.

Far below her, the Quantum Seaformed a purple-dark floor to the world. The Sea was mist-
shrouded, its surface indistinct and deadly. The Seaitself, she saw with relief, was undisturbed by
the Glitch. Only once in Dura's memory had there been a Glitch severe enough to cause a Seaquake.
She shuddered like the Magfield as she remembered that ghastly time; she had been no older than
Farr, she supposed, when the neutrino founts had come, sweeping half the Human
Beings—including Phir, Dura's mother and Logue's first wife—away and on, screaming, into the
mysteries beyond the Crust.

All around her, filing the Air between Crust and Sea, the vortex lines were an electric-blue cage. The
lines filled space in a hexagonal array, spaced about ten mansheights apart; they swept around the
Star from far upflux—from the North—arced past her like the trgjectories of immense, graceful
animals, and converged into the red-soft blur that was the South Pole, millions of mansheights away.

She held her fingers up before her face, trying to judge the spacing and pattern of the lines.

Through her fingers she could see the encampment, alittle knot of frantic detail and
activity—jostling, terrified Air-pigs, scrambling people, the quivering Net—all embedded in the
shuddering bulk of the Air. Farr with his struggling Air-piglet was a pathetic scrap, wriggling
through the invisible flux tubes.

Duratried to ignore the small, messy knot of humanity, to focus on the lines.

Normally the motion of the lines was stately, predictable—regular enough for the Human Beingsto
measure their lives by it, in fact. Overlaid on the eternal drift of the lines toward the Crust there were
pulses of line-bunching: the tight, sharp crowdings that marked the days, and the slower, more
complex second-order oscillations which humans used to count their months. In normal timesit was
easy for the Human Beings to avoid the slow creep of the lines; there was aways plenty of time to
dismantle the Net, repitch their little encampment in another corner of the empty sky.

Dura even knew what caused the lines' stately pul sations, much good the knowledge did her: the Star
had a companion, far beyond the Crust—a planet, a ball like the Star but smaller, lighter—which
revolved, unseen, over their heads, pulling at the vortex lines asif with invisible fingers. And, of
course, beyond the planet—the childish ideas returned to her unbidden, like fragments of her
lingering sleep—beyond the planet were the stars of the Ur-humans, impossibly distant and forever
invisible.

The drifting vortex lines were as stable and secure, in normal times, as the fingers of some friendly
god; humans, Air-pigs and others moved freely between the lines, fearlessly and without any
danger...
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Except during a Glitch.

Now, across the frame of her spread fingers, the vortex array was shifting visibly as the superfluid
Air sought to realign with the Star's adjusted rotation. Instabilities—great parallel sets of
ripples—already marched majestically along the length of the lines, bearing the news of the Star's
new awakening from Pole to magnetic Pole.

The photons emitted by the lines smelled thin, sharp. The spin storm was coming.

Dura had chosen a sleep place about fifty mansheights from the center of the Human Beings' current
encampment, in a place where the Magfield had felt particularly thick, comfortingly secure. Now she
began to Wave toward the Net. Wriggling, rippling her limbs, she felt electricity course through her
epidermis; and she pushed with arms and legs at the invisible, elastic resistance of the Magfield as if
it were aladder. Fully awake now, she found herself filled with a belated anxiety—an anxiety
healthily laced with guilt at her tardiness—and as she slid across the Magfield she spread the
webbed fingers of her hands and beat at the Air, trying to work up still more speed. Neutron
superfluid made up most of the bulk of the Air, so there was barely any resistance to her hands; but
still she clawed at the Air, her impatience mounting, seeking comfort in activity.

The vortex lines did like dreams across her field of vision now. Ripples hurtled in great even chains,
asif the vortex lines were ropes shaken by giants located in the mists of the Poles. As the waves beat
past her they emitted alow, cool groan. The amplitude of the waves was aready half a mansheight.
By Bolder's guts, she thought, maybe that old fool Adda isright for once; maybe thisreally is going
to be the worst yet.

Slowly, painfully slowly, the encampment grew from a distant abstraction, a melange of movement
and noise, to acommunity. The encampment was based around the crude cylindrical Net made of
plaited tree-bark, slung out along the Magfield lines. Most people slept and ate bound up to the Net,
and the length of the cylinder was a patchwork of tied-up belongings, privacy blankets, cleaning
brushes, simple clothes—ponchos, tunics and belts—and a few pathetic bundles of food. Scraps of
half-finished wooden artifacts and flags of untreated Air-pig leather dangled from the Net ropes.

The Net was five mansheights across and a dozen long. It was at least five generations old,
according to the older folk like Adda. And it was the only home of about fifty humans—and their
only treasure.

As she neared it, clawing her way through the clinging Magfield, Dura suddenly saw the flimsy
construct with an objective eye—as if she had not been born in ablanket tied to its filthy knots, as if
she would not die still clinging to its fibers. How fragile it was. how pathetic, how defensel ess they
truly were. Even as she approached to join her people in this moment of need, Durafelt depressed,
weak, helpless.
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The adults and older children were Waving all around the Net, working at knots which dwarfed their
fingers. She saw Esk, picking patiently at a section of the Net. Dura thought he watched her
approach, but it was hard to be sure. In any event Philas, his wife, was with him, and Dura kept her
face averted. Here and there Dura could make out small children and infants still attached to the Net
by tethers of varying lengths. Each child, left tethered up by laboring parents and siblings, was a
small, wailing bundle of fear and loneliness, Waving futilely against its constraints, and Durafelt her
heart go out to every one of them. Dura spotted the girl Dia, heavily pregnant with her first child.
Working with her husband Mur, Diawas pulling tools and bits of clothing from the Net and stuffing
them into a sack; Air-sweat glistened from her swollen, naked belly. Diawas a small-limbed,
childlike woman whose pregnancy had served to make her only more vulnerable and young-looking;
watching her work now, her every movement redolent of fear, made something move inside
childless Dura, an urge to protect.

The animals—the tribe's small herd of a dozen adult Air-pigs and about as many piglets—were
restrained inside the Net, along its axis. They bleated, their din adding a mournful counterpoint to
the shouts and cries of humans; they huddled together at the heart of the Net in a trembling mass of
fins, jet orifices and stalks erect with huge, bowl-shaped eyes. A few people had gone inside the Net
and were trying to calm the animals, to attach leaders to their pierced fins. But the dismantling of the
Net was proceeding slowly and unevenly, Dura saw as she approached, and the herd was a mass of
panicky noise, uncoordinated movement.

She heard voicesraised in fear and impatience. What had seemed from alittle further away to be a
reasonably controlled operation was actually little more than a shambles, she realized.

There was something in her peripheral vision—a motion, blue-white and distant... More ripplesin
the vortex tubes, coming from the distant North: immense, jagged irregularities utterly dwarfing the
small instabilities she'd observed so far.

There wasn't much time.

Logue, her father, hung in the Magfield alittle way from the Net. Adda, too old and slow for the
urgent work of dismantling the encampment, hovered beside L ogue, his thin face twisted, sour.

L ogue bellowed out ordersin his huge baritone, but, Dura could already see, with very little effect
on the Human Beings' coordination. Still Dura had that odd feeling of timelessness, of detachment,
and she studied her father asif meeting him for the first time in many weeks. Logue's hair, plastered
against his scalp, was crumpled and yellowed; his face was a mask through which the round, boyish
features shared by Farr could still be discerned, obscured by a mat of scars and wrinkles.

As Dura approached, Logue turned to her, his brown eyecups wide, his cheek muscles working.
"Y ou took your time," he growled at her. "Where have you been? Y ou're needed here. Can't you see
that?'

His words cut through her detachment, and despite herself, despite the urgency of the moment, she
felt resentment building in her. "Where? |'ve been to the Core in a Xeelee nightfighter. Where do
you think I've been?"
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L ogue turned from her in apparent disgust. "Y ou shouldn't blaspheme,” he muttered.

She wanted to laugh. Impatient with him, with herself, with the continual friction between them, she
shook her head. "Oh, into the Ring with it. What do you want me to do?"

Now old Adda leaned forward, the open pores among his remaining hair sparkling Air-sweat. "Don't
know there's much you can do," he said sourly. "Look at them. What a shambles.”

"We're not going to make it in time, are we?' Dura asked him. She pointed North. "Look at that
ripple. We won't get out of the way before it hits."

"Maybe. Maybe not." The old man raised his empty eyesto the South Pole; its soft glow illuminated
the backs of his eyes, the cup-retinas there; fragments of debris swirled around the rims and tiny
cleansing symbiotes swam constantly in and out of the cups.

L ogue bellowed suddenly, "Mur, you damn fool. If that knot is stuck then cut it. Rip it. Gnaw it
through if you have to!—but don't just leave it there, or half the Net is going to go flapping off into
the Quantum Sea when the storm hits us..."

"Worst I've ever seen,” Adda muttered, sniffing. "Never known the photons to smell so sour. Like a
frightened piglet... Of course," he went on after afew moments, "l remember one spin storm when |
was akid..."

Dura couldn't help but smile. Adda was the wisest among them, probably, about the ways of the Star.
But he relished his role as doomsayer... he could never let go of the mysteries of his own past, of the
wild, deadly days which only he could remember...

L ogue turned on her with fury, hisface as unstable as the quivering Magfield. "While you grin, we
could die," he hissed.

"I know." She reached out and touched his arm, feeling the hot tide of Air which superleaked from
his clenched muscles. "I know. I'm—sorry."

He frowned, staring at her, and reached forward, as if to touch her. But he drew the hand back.
"Perhaps you're not as strong as | like to think you are."

"No," she said quietly. "Perhaps I'm not."

"Come," he said. "WEe'l help each other. And we'll help our people. No one's dead yet, after all.”

Dura scrambled across the Magfield flux lines to the Net. Men, women and older children were
gathered in tight huddles, their thin bodies bumping together as they floated in the turbulent
Magfield, laboring at the Net. They cast fearful, distracted glances at the approaching vortex
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instabilities, and from al around the Net Dura could hear muttered—or shouted—yprayer-chants,
pleas for the benevolence of the Xeelee.

Watching the Human Beings, Durarealized they were huddling together for comfort, not for
efficiency. Rather than working evenly and systematically around the Net, the people were actually
impeding each other from working effectively at the dismantling; whole sections of the tangled Net
were being left unattended.

Duras feeling of depressed hel plessness deepened. Perhaps she could help them organize better—act
as Logue's daughter for once, she admonished herself wearily, act as aleader. But as she studied the
frightened faces of the Human Beings, the round, staring eyecups of the children, she recognized the
weary terror which seemed to be numbing her own reactions.

Maybe huddling and praying was as rational aresponse as any to this latest disaster.

She twisted in the Air and Waved toward an empty section of Net, keeping well away from Esk and
Philas. Logue would have to do the leading; Dura would remain one of the led.

Thefirst of the massive ripples neared the encampment. Feeling the growing tension in the Air, Dura
grasped the Net's sturdy rope and pulled her body against its shuddering bulk. For a moment her face
was pressed against the Net's thick mesh, and she found herself staring at an Air-pig, not an arm's
length from her. The rope-threaded holes punched through its fins were widened with age, ringed by
scar tissue. The Air-pig seemed to be looking into her eyes, its six eyestalks pushed straight out from
its brain pan, the cups swiveled at her. The beast was one of the oldest of the Air-pigs—as a kid, she
recalled wistfully, she would have known the names of each one of the meager herd—and it must
have seen plenty of spin storms before. Well, she thought. What's your diagnosis? Do you think
we've a chance of getting through this storm any better than we have all the others? Will you live to
see the other side of it? What do you think?

The creature's fixed, mournful stare, the brown depths of its eyecups, afforded her no reply. But its
musty animal warmth stank of fear.

The mat of rope before her face glimmered suddenly, blue-white; her head cast a shadow before her.

She turned to see that one vortex line had drifted to within a couple of mansheights of her position; it
shimmered in the Air, quivering, a cable emitting an electric-blue glow almost too clamorous for her

eyes.

The tribesfolk appeared to have given up any attempts at dismantling the Net; even Logue and Adda
had come Waving acrossto the illusory safety of the habitat. People simply clung on where they
were, arms wrapped around each other and around the smallest of the children, the opened-up Net
flapping uselessly around them. The crying of children resounded.

And now, with sudden brutality, the spin storm hit. A jagged discontinuity a mansheight deep surged
along the nearest vortex line past the Net, faster than any human could Wave, faster even than any
wild Air-pig could jet through the Air. Duratried to concentrate on the solidity of the fibrous ropein
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her hands, the comforting Magfield which, as always, confined her body with agentle grip... But it
was impossible to ignore the sudden thickness of the Air in her lungs, the roaring heat-noise blasting
through the Air so powerfully she feared for her ears, the quivering of the Magfield.

She clenched her eyes closed so hard that she could feel the Air in the cups squeeze away.
Concentrate, shetold herself. You understand what's happening here. That wretched Air-pig, bound
up inside the Net, is asignorant as the youngest piglet in itsfirst storm. But not you; not a Human
Being.

And it is through under standing that we will prevail... But, even as she intoned the words to herself
like a prayer, she could not find any truth in that pious hope.

The Air was a neutron liquid, a superfluid. Superfluids could not sustain spin over extended
distances. S0, in response to the rotation of the Star, the Air became filled with vortex lines, tubes of
vanishing thinness within which the Air's rotation was confined. The vortex lines aligned themselves
in regular arrays, aligned with the Star's rotation axis—closely parallel to the magnetic axis followed
by the Magfield. The vortex linesfilled the world. They were safe as long as you stayed away from
them; every child knew that. But in a Glitch, Dura thought ruefully, the lines sometimes came
looking for you... and the Air's superfluidity broke down around a collapsing vortex line,
transforming the Air from athin, stable, lifegiving fluid into athing of turmoil and turbulence.

The worst of the first spin gust seemed to be passing now. Still clinging to the Net, she opened her
eyes and cast rapidly around the sky.

The vortex lines, parallel beams receding into infinity, were still marching grandly across the sky,
seeking their new alignment. It was quite a magnificent sight; and for a moment Dura felt wonder
thrill through her as she imagined the arrays of spin lines which stretched right around the Star
realigning, gathering and spreading, asif the Star were bound up in the integrated thoughts of some
Immense mind.

The Net shuddered in her grip, its coarse fibers abrading her palms; the sharp pain jolted her rudely
back to the here and now. She sighed, gathering her strength, as weariness closed around her again.

"Dural Dural"

The childish voice, thin and scared, came drifting to her from a few mansheights away. Gripping the
Net with one hand, she twisted to see Farr, her little brother, suspended in the Air like a discarded
fragment of cloth and flesh. He was Waving toward her.

When Farr reached her, Dura enfolded him in her free arm, helping him wrap hisarms and legs
around the security of the Net's ropes. He was breathing hard and trembling, and she could see the
short hairs which coated his scalp pulsing as superfluid surged through them.

"I was thrown off," he gasped between gulps of Air. "I lost my piglet.”

"So | see. Areyou okay?"
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"I think so." He stared up at her, his eyes wide and empty, and he raked his gaze across the sky as if
searching for the source of this betrayal of his safety. "Thisisterrible, isn't it, Dura? Are we going to
die?'

She ran her fingers casually through his stiff hair. "No," she said, with a conviction she could never
have mustered for herself alone. "No, we won't die. But we are in danger. Now come on, we should
get to work. We need to get the Net taken apart, folded up, before the next instability hits us and
wrecksit." She pointed to asmall, open-looking knot. "There. Undo that. As quick as you can.”

He buried his trembling fingers in the knot and began prizing out lengths of rope. "How long before
the next ripple?"

"Long enough to finish the job," she said firmly. For confirmation, with her own fingers still
dragging at the stubborn knots, she glanced upflux—Northward—to the source of the next ripple.

Instantly she saw how wrong she had been. From around the Net she heard voices raised in wonder
and rising alarm; within afew heartbeats, it seemed, she was hearing the first screams.

The next ripple was closing on them; already she could hear itsrising clamor of heat fluctuations.
This new instability was huge, at least five or six mansheights deep. Dura watched, mesmerized, her
hands frozen. Already the ripple was hurtling at her faster than any she could remember, and as it
approached its amplitude seemed to be deepening, asif it were feeding on Glitch energy. And, of
course, with greater amplitude came still greater speed. The instability was a complex superposition
of wave shapes clustered along the length of the migrating vortex line, a superposition which
spiraled around the line like some malevolent animal clambering toward her...

Farr said, "We can't escape that. Can we, Dura?"

There was a moment of stillness, almost of calm. Farr's voice, though still cracked by adolescence,
had sounded suddenly full of a premature wisdom. It was some comfort that Dura wasn't going to
haveto lieto him.

"No," she said. "We've been too slow. | think it's going to hit the Net." She felt distant from the
danger around her, as if she were recalling events from long ago, far away.

Even asit rushed up toward them the ripple bowed away from the trend of the vortex line in ever
more elaborate, fantastic shapes. It was asif some elastic limit had been passed and the vortex line,
under intolerable strain, was yielding.

It was almost beautiful, captivating to watch. And it was only mansheights away.

She heard the thin voice of old Adda, from somewhere on the other side of the Net. "Get away from
the Net. Oh, get away from the Net!"

"Do as he says. Come on."
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The boy slowly lifted his head; he still clung to the rope, and his eyes were empty, asif beyond fear
or wonder. She drove afist into one of his hands. "Come on!"

The boy cried out and withdrew his hands and legs from the Net, staring at her with a round face full
of betrayal... but aface that looked once more like that of an alert child rather than a bemused,
petrified adult. Dura grabbed his hand. "Farr, you have to Wave as you've never Waved before. Hold
my hand; wel'll stay together..."

With athrust of her legs she pushed away. For the first moments she seemed to be dragging Farr
behind her; but soon his body was Waving in synchronization with hers, wriggling against the
cloying thickness of the Magfield, and the two of them hurried away from the doomed Net.

As she Waved, gasping, Duralooked back. The spin instability, recoiling, wafted through the Air
like a deadly, blue-white wand. It scythed toward the Net with its cargo of wriggling humans. It was
like some wonderful toy, Dura thought; it glowed intensely brightly, and the heat-noise it emitted
was aroar, amost drowning out thought itself. The bleating of trapped Air-pigs was cold-thin, and
Durathought briefly of the old animal with whom she had shared that brief, odd moment of half-
communication; she wondered how much that poor creature understood of what was to happen.

Maybe half the Human Beings had heeded Adda's advice to get away. The rest, apparently paralyzed
by fear and awe, still clung to the Net. The pregnant Dia was lumbering away into the Air with Mur;
the woman Philas still picked frantically, uselessly, at the Net, despite the pleas of her husband Esk
to come away. It was asif, Durathought, Philas imagined that the work was a magic spell which
would drive the instability away.

Dura knew that rotation instabilities lost energy rapidly. Soon, very soon, this fantastic demon would
wither to nothing, leaving the Air calm and empty once more. And, glowing, roaring, stinking of
sour photons, the instability was indeed visibly shrinking asit bore down on the Net.

But, it was immediately obvious, not shrinking fast enough...

With a heat-wail like a thousand voices the instability tore into the Net.

It was like afist driving into cloth.

The Air inside the Net ceased to be superfluid and became a tiff, turbulent mass, whipping and
whorling around the vortex instability like some demented animal. Dura saw knots burst open; the
Net, almost gracefully, disintegrated into fragments of rope, into rough mats to which adults and
children clung.

The Air-pig herd was hurled away into the Air asif scattered by a giant hand. Dura could see how
some of the beasts, evidently dead or dying, hung where they were thrown, limply suspended against
the Magfield; the rest squirted away through the Air, their bellow-guts puffing out farts of blue gas.
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One man, clinging alone to araft of rope, was sucked toward the instability itself.

It was too far away to be sure, but Dura thought she recognized Esk. Dozens of mansheights from
the site of the Net, she was much too far away even to call to him—Iet alone to help—but
neverthel ess she seemed to see what followed as clearly asif she rode at her lost lover's shoulder
toward the deadly arch.

Esk, with his mat of rope, tumbled through the plane of the quivering, arch-shaped instability and
was hurled around the arch itself, aslimp asadoll. His trgjectory rapidly lost energy and,
unresisting, he spiraled inward, orbiting the arch like some demented Air-piglet.

Esk's body burst open, the chest and abdominal cavities peeling back like opening eyes, the limbs
coming free amost easily, like atoy's.

Farr cried out, wordless. It was the first sound he'd made since they'd pushed away from the Net.

Durareached for him and clutched his hand, hard. "Listen to me," she shouted over the arch's
continuing heat-clamor. "It looked worse than it was. Esk was dead long before he hit the arch." And
that was true; as soon as he had entered the region in which superfluidity broke down, the processes
of Esk's body—his breathing, his circulatory system, hisvery muscles, all reliant on the exploitation
of the Air's superfluidity—would have collapsed. To Esk, as the strength left hislimbs, asthe Air
coagulated in the superleak capillaries of hisbrain, it must have been like falling gently asleep.

She thought. She hoped.

The instability passed through the site of the Net and sailed on into the sky, continuing its futile
mission toward the South. But even as Dura watched, the arch shape was dwindling, shrinking, its
energy expended.

It left behind an encampment which had been torn apart as effectively as poor Esk's body.

Durapulled Farr closer to her, easily overcoming the gentle resistance of the Magfield, and stroked
his hair. "Come on," she said. "It's over now. Let's go back, and see what we can do."

"No," he said, clinging to his sister. "It's never over. Isit, Dura?"

Little knots of people moved through the glistening, newly stable vortex lines, calling to each other.
Dura Waved between the struggling groups, searching for Logue, or news of Logue; she kept atight
grip on Farr's hand.

"Dura, help us! Oh, by the blood of the Xeelee, help us!”
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The voice came to her from a dozen mansheights away; it was a man's—thin, high and desperate.
She turned in the Air, searching for its source.

Farr took her arm and pointed. "There. It's Mur, over by that chunk of Net. See? And it looks as if
he's got Diawith him."

Heavily pregnant Dia... Dura pulled at her brother's hand and Waved rapidly through the Air.

Mur and Dia hung alone in the Air, naked and without tools. Mur was holding his wife's shoulders
and cradling her head. Dia was stretched out, her legs parting softly, her hands locked around the
base of her distended belly.

Mur's young face was hard, cold and determined; his eyes were pits of darkness as he peered at Dura
and Farr. "It's her time. She's early, but the Glitch... You'll have to help me."

"All right." Duralifted Dia's hands away from her belly, gently but firmly, and ran her fingers
quickly over the uneven bulge. She could feel the baby's limbs pushing feebly at the walls which still
restrained it. The head was low, deep in the pelvis. "l think the head's engaged,” she said. Dia's
young, thin face was fixed on hers, contorted with pain; Duratried to smile at her. "It feelsfine. A
little while longer..."

Dia hissed, her face creased with pain, "Get on with it, damn you."
"Yes."

Duralooked around desperately; the Air around them was still empty, the nearest Human Beings
dozens of mansheights away. They were on their own.

She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to resist the temptation to search the Air for Logue. She
delved deep inside herself, looking for strength.

"It's going to be all right," she said. "Mur, hold her neck and shoulders. Y ou'll have to brace her
there; if you Wave alittle you'll hold yourself in place, and..."

"I know what to do," Mur snapped. Still holding Dia's small head against his chest, he grasped her
shoulders and Waved slowly, his strong legs beating at the Air.

Durafelt awkward, inadequate. Damn it, she thought, aware of the pettiness of her own reaction,
damn it, I've never done this on my own before. What do they expect?

What next? "Farr, you'll have to help me."
The boy hovered in the Air amansheight away, his mouth gaping. "Dura, I..."

"Come on, Farr, there's nobody else," Durasaid. As he came close to her she whispered, "I know
you're frightened. I'm frightened too. But not as much as Dia. It's not so difficult as all that, anyway.
Well do fine..."
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As long as nothing goes wrong, she thought.
"All right," Farr said. "What do | do?"*

Duratook hold of Diasright leg, wrapping her fingerstightly around the lower calf. The woman's
muscles were trembling and slick with Air-sweat, and Dura could feel the legs pushing apart; Dia's
vagina was opening like a small mouth, popping softly. "Take her other leg," shetold Farr. "Like
I've done. Get atight hold; you're going to have to pull hard."

Farr, hesitant and obviously scared, did as he was told.

The baby moved, visibly, further into the pelvic area. It was like watching a morsel of food
disappear down some huge neck. Dia arched back her head and moaned; the muscles in her neck
were stiff and prominent.

"It'stime," Durasaid. She glanced around quickly. She and Farr were in position, holding Dia's
ankles; Mur was already Waving, quite hard, pushing at his wife's shoulders, so that the little
ensemble drifted slowly through the Air. Both Mur's and Farr's eyes were locked on Dura's face.

Diacalled out again, wordlessly.

Duraleaned back, grasping Dia's calf, and pushed firmly with her legs at the Magfield. "Farr! Do
what I'm doing. We have to open her legs. Go on; don't be afraid.”

Farr watched her for a moment, then leaned back and Waved in a copy of his sister's movements.
Mur cried out and shoved hard at his wife's shoulders, balancing Farr and Dura.

Diaslegs parted easily. She screamed.

Farr's hands slid over Dia's convulsing calf; in his shock he seemed to stumble in the Air, his eyes
wide. Dids thighs twitched back toward each other, the muscles shuddering.

"No!" Mur shouted. "Farr, keep going; you mustn't stop now!"
Farr's distress was evident. "But we're hurting her.”
n NO_"

Damn it, Durathought, Farr should know what's happening here. Dia's pelvis was hinged; with the
birth so close the cartilage locking the two segments of the pelvis together would have dissolved into
Dias blood, leaving her pelvis easily opened. Her birth canal and vagina were aready stretching,
gaping wide. Everything was working together to allow the baby's head an easy passage from the
womb to the Air. It's easy, Dura thought. And it's easy because the Ur-humans designed it to be
easy, maybe even easier than for themselves...

"It's meant to be like this," she shouted at Farr. "Believe me. You'll hurt her if you stop now, if you
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don't help us. And you'll hurt the baby."

Dia opened her eyes. The cups brimmed with tears. "Please, Farr," she said, reaching toward him
vaguely. "It's al right. Please."

He nodded, mumbling apologies, and pulled once more at Dia's | eg.
"Easy," Duracalled, trying to match his motion. "Not too fast, and not jerkily; nice and smooth..."

The birth canal gaped like a green-dark tunnel. Dia's legs parted further than it would have seemed
possible; Dura could see, under the thin flesh around the girl's hips, how the pelvis had hinged wide.

Dia screamed; her stomach convul sed.

The baby came suddenly, wriggling down the birth passage like an Air-piglet. It squirted into the Air
with a soft, sucking noise; droplets of dense, green-gold Air sprayed around it. As soon asit was out
of the canal the baby started to Wave, instinctively but feebly, across the Magfield within which it
would be embedded for al of itslife.

Dura's eyes locked on Farr. He was following the baby's uncertain progress through the Air, his
mouth slack with wonder; but he was still firmly holding Dia's leg. "Farr," Dura commanded. "Come
back toward me now. Slowly, steadily—that'sit..."

Dia's only danger now was that her hinged bones would not settle neatly back into place without
dislocation; and even if al went well, for afew days she would be barely able to move as the halves
of her pelvis knitted together once more. With Dura and Farr guiding them, her legs closed
smoothly; Dura could see the bones around Dia's pelvis sliding smoothly back into place.

Mur had managed to snatch arag, a remnant of some piece of clothing, from the littered Air; now he
wiped tenderly at Dia's relaxing, half-sleeping face. Duratook some of the rag and mopped at Dias
thighs and belly.

Farr Waved slowly toward them. He had chased after and caught the baby, Dura saw; now he held
the child against his chest as proudly asif it were his own, uncaring of the birth fluid which pooled
on his chest. The infant's mouth was still distorted into the characteristic horn-shape it had needed to
lock on to the womb-wall nipples which sustained it before its birth; and itstiny penis had popped
out of the protective cache between its legs.

Farr, grinning, held the baby out to its mother. "It'saboy," he said.

"Jai," Diawhispered. "He's Jai."

Forty Human Beings had survived, of fifty. All but six adult Air-pigs, four of them male, were gone.
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The Net, torn and scattered, was irreparable.
Logue was lost.

The tribe huddled together in the Magfield, surrounded by featureless Air. Mur and Dia clung
together, cradling their new, mewling baby. Dura uncomfortably led the Human Beings through a
brief service of prayers, calling down the beneficence of the Xeelee. Adda stayed closeto her, silent
and strong despite his age, and Farr's hand was a constant presence in hers.

Then the bodies they'd managed to retrieve were released into the Air; they dlid, dwindling, down to
the Quantum Sea.

Philas, wife of the dead Esk, approached Dura after the service, Waving stiffly. The two women
studied each other, not speaking; Adda and the rest moved away, averting their faces.

Philas was a thin, tired-looking woman; her uneven hair was tied back with a piece of rope, making
her face look skeletal. She stared at Dura, as if daring her to grieve.

The Human Beings were monogamous... but there were more adult women than men. So monogamy
doesn't make sense, Dura thought wearily, and yet we practice it anyway. Or rather, we pay lip-
servicetoit.

Esk had loved them both... at any rate, he had shown tenderness to them both. And his relationship
with Dura had been no secret to Philas, or to anyone else, for that matter. It had certainly done Philas
no harm.

Perhaps Philas and Dura could help each other now, Dura thought. Perhaps hold each other. But they
wouldn't even speak about it.

And she, Dura, would not even be allowed to grieve openly.

At last Philas spoke. "What are we going to do, Dura? Should we rebuild the Net? What should we
do?"'

Staring into the woman's dull eyecups, Durawanted to retreat into herself, to bring forward her own
grief for her father, for Esk, asashield against Philas's demands. | don't know. | don't know. How
could | know?

But there was nowhere to retreat.

2

Ten Human Beings—Dura with Farr in tow, Adda, the newly widowed Philas, and six other
adults—climbed out of the site of the devastated encampment. They Waved steadily across the
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Magfield and toward the Crust, in search of food.

Adda, as was his custom, stayed a small distance away from the rest as they Waved across the field-
lines. One of his eyes was matted over with the scars of age—thinking about it now he gave that cup
aquick poke with afingertip to dislodge some of the less welcome little creatures who were
continually trying to establish residence in there—but the other eye was as keen as it had ever been,
and as he Waved he swept his gaze through the Air above, below and all around them. He liked to
stay apart to keep an eye on things... and it allowed him to hide the fact that he sometimes had
trouble keeping up with the rest. It was his boast that he could still Wave as good as any damn kid. It
wasn't true, of course, but it was his boast. He used to wriggle across the Magfield like an Air-piglet
with a neutrino fount up its arse, he recalled wistfully, but that was along time ago. Now he must
look like a Xeelee's grandmother. Adda's vertebrae seemed to be seizing up one by damn one astime
wore away, so that his Waving was more like thrashing; it took a conscious effort to thrust his pelvis
back, to let his legs flop behind the motion of his hips, to let his head drive ahead of the bending of
his spine. And his skin was coarsened by age, too, tough as old tree-bark in places; that had its
advantages, but it meant that he had trouble feeling the places where the electric currentsinduced in
his epidermis by his motion across the Magfield were strongest. Damn it, he could barely feel the
Magfield now; he was, he thought sourly, Waving from memory.

Much like sex these days.

As aways he carried his battered and trusted spear, a sharpened pole of wood prized from atree
trunk by his own father hundreds of months ago. His fingers nestled comfortably in the gripping
grooves carved expertly in the shaft, and electrical currents Magfield-induced in the wood tingled in
his palm. As his father had taught him, he kept the spear pointed along the direction of the Magfield
across which they climbed... for, of course, the wood—in fact any material—was stronger in the
direction of the Magfield than acrossit. And as any child knew, if danger did approach it would
most likely come along the Magfield lines, in which direction motion was invisibly easy.

There weren't many predators who would attack humans, but Adda had seen afew, and his father
had told him of worse. The rays, for instance... Even a mature Air-boar—the tougher cousin of the
Air-pig—could give a man or woman a hard fight, and could carry away a child as easy as snipping
krypton grass away from the Crust, if it was hungry enough.

Even half as hungry as the Human Beings were going to grow before much longer.

He looked along the gleaming cage of vortex lines which swept to red-mist infinity at the South
Pole, slicing up the sky around his companions. As always—whenever he traveled even a short
distance from the illusory completeness of the tribe's tiny human environ—he was struck by the
immensity of the Mantle-world; and as his eye followed the converging parallels of the vortex lines
he felt asif histiny spirit, helpless with awe, was somehow drawn along the lines. The island of
scattered debris which marked the site of their devastated encampment was a dirt-colored mote Air-
marooned in the clean, yellow-white immensities of the Star. And his companions—nine of them
still, he counted automatically—were Waving across the field lines with unconscious
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synchronization, ropes and nets wrapped loosely around their waists, their faces upturned to the
Crust. One man had peeled away from the rest; he had found an abandoned spin-spider web slung
across the vortex lines, and was searching it efficiently for eggs.

Human Beings looked so beautiful when they moved. And when a shoal of the kids went whirling
along the Magfield—flapping their legs so hard you could see the glow of the induced fields shining
in their limbs, and spiraling around the flux lines fast enough to turn them into blurs—well, it was
hard to imagine a better sight in this or any of the fabled, lost worlds of the Ur-humans.

But at the same time humans looked so fragile, dwarfed as they were by the immensities of the
vortex-line cage and by the deep and deadly mysteries of the Quantum Sea far below. Somehow an
Air-pig looked the part for this environment, he thought. Round and fat and solid... Why, even a
neutrino fount didn't have to be the end for an Air-pig; al it had to do was to tuck in its eyes, fold
down itsfins and ride out the storm. Unlessit got blasted out of the Star altogether, what could
happen? When the fount was done the pig could just unfold, graze on whatever foliage it could
find—for trees were trees, whichever part of the Crust they were growing out of—and mate with the
first Air-pig it came across. Or get mated with, Adda thought with agrin.

Humans weren't like that. Humans were delicate. Easily smashed up, broken apart. He thought of
Esk: adamn fool, but nobody deserved to die like that. And, more than anything else, humans were
strange. If Adda were to pluck one of theseirritating little nibblers out of his dud eye now and ook
at it up close, he knew he'd find the same basic design as the average Air-pig: six fins, symmetrically
placed, an intake-mouth to the front, jet vents to the rear, six tiny eyes. All Mantle animals were the
same, just scaled big and small, or with differences of proportion; the basic features could be
recognized even in superficially different creatures like rays.

...Except for humans. There was nothing, no other animal, like ahuman in all thisworld.

That wasn't a surprise, of course. Every kid learned at his mother's breast how the Ur-humans had
come from somewhere far away—a place much better than this, of course; Adda suspected every
human on every world grew up believing that—and had |eft children here to grow, to be strong, and
to join the community of mankind one day, al under the beneficial and all-too-abstract gaze of that
multiple God, the Xeelee.

So the Human Beings had been put there. Adda had no doubt about the basic truth of the old
story—damn it, you only had to watch humansin flight to see the blinding self-evidence of it—but
on the other hand, he thought as he watched the flock of Human Beings soar across the sky, he
wouldn't really want to be built like an Air-pig. Fat and round and flying by farts?

Mind you, flatulence was one skill he had bettered as he had got older. Maybe it wouldn't have been
such a bad idea to have been an Air-pig after all.

Adda was the oldest surviving Human Being. He knew what the others thought of him: that he was a
sour old fool, too gloomy for his own good. But he didn't care much about that. He hadn't survived
longer than any of his contemporaries by accident. But he was, and always had been, essentially a
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simple man, not gifted with the power over people and language shown by, say, aLogue. Or even a
Dura, he thought, even though she mightn't realize it yet. So if heirritated folk with anecdotes of his
boyhood... but, even as they laughed at him, if they soaked up any one of the small lessons which
had kept him alive... well, that was al right by Adda.

Of course, there were fragments from the past he didn't share with anyone. He'd no doubt, for
instance, that the Glitches were changing.

There had always been Glitches, spin storms. He even knew what caused them, in an abstract sort of
way: the slowing of the Star's rotation, and the consequent explosive equalizations of spin energy.
But over the last few years the Glitches had got worse... far worse, and much more frequent.

Something else was causing Glitches now. Something unknowably powerful, disrupting the Star...

Of course, his crotchety exterior had a major advantage—one he'd never admitted to anyone else,
and only half-allowed to himself. By acting so sour he never had to show the unbearable love he felt
for hisfellow humans as he watched their aien, vulnerable, impossibly beautiful flight across the
Magfield, or the heartbreak he endured at the loss of even the most wasted, most spoiled life.

Hefting his dragging spear in tiring fingers, Adda kicked on toward the treetops of the Crust with
renewed vigor.

Farr hovered in the Air, his knees tucked against his chest. With four or five brisk pushes he emptied
his bowels. He watched the pale, odorless pellets of shit sail sparkling into the empty Air and sink
toward the underMantle. Dense with neutrons, the waste would merge into the unbreathable
underMantle and, perhaps, sink at last into the Quantum Sea.

He'd never been so high.

The treetops were only afew minutes Waving above him now: only a score of mansheights or so.
The round, bronzed leaves of the trees, all turned toward the Quantum Sea, formed a glimmering
ceiling over the world. As he Waved he stared up at that ceiling longingly, asif the leaves somehow
represented safety—and yet he looked nervously too. For beyond the leaves were the tree trunks,
suspended in darkness; and beyond the trunks lay the Crust itself, where all manner of creatures
prowled... At least according to old Adda, and some of the other kids.

But still, Farr realized, he'd rather be up there amidst the trees than—suspended—out here.
He pushed at the Magfield and shimmered upward.

Farr, young as he was, was used to the feeling of fear. Of mortal terror, even. But he was
experiencing akind of fear new to him—a novelty—and he probed at it, trying to understand.
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The nine adults around him Waved steadily upward, their faces turned up to the trees like inverted
leaves. Their bodies moved efficiently and with varying degrees of grace, and Farr could smell the
musky photons they exuded, hear the steady rhythm of their breathing as they worked, wordless. His
own breath was rapid; the Air up here felt thin, shallow. And he was growing colder, despite the
hard work of Waving.

Somehow, without realizing it, Farr had gotten himself to the center of the Waving group, so they
formed a protective barrier around him. In fact, he realized, he was Waving close to his sister, Dura,
asif he were some little kid who needed his hand holding.

How embarrassing.

Discreetly, without making it too obvious, he leaned forward so that he dlid out toward the edge of
the group, away from Dura. And at the edge that strange new flavor of fear—a feeling of
exposure—assailed him again. Shaking his head as if to clear out musty Air, he forced himself to
turn away from the group, twisting in the Air, so that he faced outward, across the Mantle.

Farr knew that the Mantle was tens of millions of mansheights deep. But humans could survive only
in aband about two million mansheights thick. Farr knew why... or some of it anyway. The complex
compounds of heavy tin nuclel which composed his body (so his father had explained earnestly)
could remain stable—remain bonded by exchanges of neutron pairs—only within thislayer. It was
all to do with neutron density: too far up and there weren't enough neutrons to allow the complex
bonding between nuclei; too far down, in the cloying underMantle, there were too many
neutrons—in the underMantle the very nuclei which composed his body would begin to dissolve,
liquefying at last into smooth neutron liquid.

And here—close to the treetops, nearing the top of the habitable band—he was tens of thousands of
mansheights above the site of the ruined Net.

Farr looked down, beyond his Waving feet, back the way he had climbed. The vortex lines crossed
the enormous sky, hundreds of them in arigid parallel array of blue-white streaks which melted into
misty vanishing-points to left and right. The lines blurred below him, the distance between them
foreshortening until the lines melted into a textured blue haze above the Quantum Sea. The Sea itself
was a purple bruise below the vortex lines, its surface mist-shrouded and deadly.

...And the surface of the Sea curved downward.

Farr had to suppress ayell by gulping, hard. He looked again at the Sea and saw how it fell subtly
away in every direction; there seemed no doubt that he was looking down at a huge sphere. Even the
vortex lines dipped dightly as they arced away, converging, toward the horizons of the Sea. It was as
if they were a cage which encased the Sea.

Farr had grown up knowing that the world—the Star—was a multilayered ball, a neutron star. The
Crust was the outer surface of the ball, with the Quantum Sea forming an impenetrable center; the
Mantle, including the levels inhabited by humans, was alayer inside the ball filled with Air. But it
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was one thing to know such afact; it was quite another to see it with your own eyes.

He was high. And he felt it. He stared down now, deep down, past his feet, at the emptiness which
separated him from the Sea. Of course, the Net was long since lost in the Air, adistant speck. But
even that, had he been able to see it, would have been a comforting break in thislooming
Immensity...

A break from what?

Suddenly he felt asif his stomach were turning into a mass of Air, and the Magfield he was climbing
seemed—not just invisible—but intangible, amost irrelevant. It was asif there was nothing keeping
him up...

He shut his eyes, tight, and tried to retreat into another world, into the fantasies of his childhood.
Perhaps once more he could be awarrior in the Core Wars, the epic battles with the Colonists at the
dawn of time. Once humans had been strong, powerful, with magical four-walled "wormhole
Interfaces’ which let them cross thousands of mansheights in a bound, and great machines which
allowed them to fly through the Star and beyond.

But the Colonists, the mysterious denizens of the heart of the Star, had emerged from their glutinous
realm to wage war on humanity. They had destroyed, or carried off, the marvelous Interfaces and all
the rest—and would have scraped mankind out of the Mantle altogether if not for the wily cunning
of Farr: Farr the Ur-human, the giant god-warrior...

At length he felt atouch on his shoulder; he opened his eyes to see—not a Colonist—but Dura
hovering before him, alook of careful neutrality on her face. She pointed upward. "We're there."

Farr looked up.

L eaves—six of them arranged in a neat, symmetrical pattern—hung down just above his head. With
asurge of absurd gratitude Farr pulled himself up into the darkness beyond the |eaves.

A branch about the thickness of hiswaist and coated with slick-dark wood led from the leaf into a
misty, blue-glowing darkness above him... no, he thought, that was the wrong way round,;
somewhere up there was the trunk of the tree, suspended from the Crust, and from it grew this
branch, and from that in turn grew the leaves which faced the Sea. He ran a hand aong the wood of
the branch; it was hard and smooth, but surprisingly warm to the touch. A few twigs dangled from
the main stem, and tiny leaves sought chinks of light between their larger cousins.

He found himself clinging to the branch, his arms wrapped around it asif around the arm of his
mother. The warmth of the wood seeped through his chilled body. Embarrassment flickered through
his mind briefly, but he ignored it; at last he felt safe.

Dura dlid through the leaves and came to rest close to him. The subdued shadow-light of the tree
picked out the curves of her face. She smiled at him, looking self-conscious. "Don't worry about it,"
she said, quietly enough that the others couldn't hear. "I know how you feel. | was the same, the first
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time | came up here."

Farr frowned. Reluctantly he released the branch and pushed himself away. "Y ou were? But | fedl as
if—asif I'm about to be pulled out of thistree..."

"It's called being frightened of falling."

"But that'sridiculous. Isn't it?" To Farr, "falling” meant losing your grip on the Magfield when
Waving. It was aways over in afew mansheights at the most—the tiny resistance of the Air and the
currents induced in your skin soon slowed you down. Nothing to fear. And then you could just Wave
your way around the Magfield to where you wanted to get to.

Duragrinned. "It'safeeling asif..." She hesitated. "...asif you could let go of thistree, right now,
and not be able to stop yourself sliding down, across the Magfield and across the vortex lines, faster
and faster, all the way to the Sea. And your belly clenches up at the prospect.”

"That's exactly it," he said, wondering at how precise her description was. "What does it mean? Why
should we fedl like that?"

She shrugged, plucking at a leaf. The heavy plate of flesh came free of its attaching branch with a
sucking sound. "l don't know. Logue used to say it's something deep inside us. An instinct we
carried with us, when humans were brought to this Star."

Farr thought about that. " Something to do with the Xeelee."

"Perhaps. Or something even older. In any event, it's not something you need to worry about. Here."
She held out the leaf toward him.

He took it from her cautiously. It was a bronze-gold plate, streaked radially with purple and blue,
about as wide as a man's hand. It was thick and pul py—springy between his fingers—and, like the
wood, was warm to the touch, although, away from its parent branch, it seemed to be cooling
rapidly. He turned it over, prodding it with afingertip; its underside was dry, ailmost black. He
looked up at Dura. "Thanks," he said. "What shall | do with it?"

Shelaughed. "Try eating it."

After a cautious inspection of her face to make sure this wasn't some kind of joke—Dura didn't
usually play tricks on him; she was alittle too serious for that... but you never knew—Farr lifted the
leaf to hislipsand bit into it. The flesh of the leaf was thin, surprisingly insubstantial, and it seemed
to melt against his tongue; but the taste it delivered was astonishingly sweet, like the meat of the
youngest Air-piglet, and Farr found himself cramming his mouth.

Within seconds he was swallowing the last of the leaf, savoring the lingering flavor on his tongue. It
had been delicious but really quite light, and had done little but whet his hunger further. He looked
around avidly. Here on the upper side of the treetop ceiling he could see the leaves turned downward
toward the Quantum Sea, like a layer of broad, flattened child-faces. Farr reached down to pluck
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another leaf.
Dura, laughing, restrained him. "Take it easy. Don't strip the whole damn tree."
Around afull mouth Farr said, "It's delicious.”

She nodded. "I know. But it won't fill your belly. Not unless you really do strip the tree... That's why
we have to hunt the Air-pigs, who eat the leaves—and the grass—for us." She pursed her lips. Then,
in atone suddenly and, to Farr, shockingly similar to their lost father's, she said, "Let's have alittle
lesson. Why do you think the |eaves are so tasty?"

Farr thought about that. "Because they're full of protons.”

Dura nodded seriously. "Near enough. Actually they are laced with proton-rich isotopes—of
Krypton, strontium, zirconium, molybdenum... even alittle heavy iron. Each nucleus of krypton, for
instance, has a hundred and eighteen protons, while the tin nuclel of our bodies have just fifty each.
And our bodies need protons for their fuel." The heavy nuclei fissioned in human stomachs. Protons
combined with neutrons from the Air to make more tin nuclei—tin was the most stable nucleusin
the Air—and gave off energy in the process. "Now. Where does the proton-rich material come
from?"

"From the Crust." He smiled. "Everyone knows that."

The Crust, no more substantial than Air, was a gossamer solid. Its outermost layer was composed of
iron nuclel. Further in, steepening pressures drove neutrons into the nuclei of the solid, forming
increasingly heavy isotopes... until the nuclei became so soft that their proton distributions began to
overlap, and the neutrons dripped out to form the Air, a superfluid of neutrons.

"All right," said Dura. " So how do the isotopes get al the way from the Crust to these |leaves?’

"That's easy," Farr said, reaching to pluck another succulent leaf. "The tree pulls them down, inside
its trunk."

"Using veinsfilled with Air. Right."
Farr frowned, feeling his cheeks bulge around the leaf. "But why? What'sin it for the tree?’

Dura's mouth opened and closed, and then she smiled, her eyes half-closed. "That's a good question,”
she said. "One | wouldn't have thought of at your age... The isotopes make the leaves more opague to
the neutrinos shining out of the Quantum Sea."

Farr nodded, chewing.

A flood of neutrinos, intangible and invisible, shone continually from the Sea—or perhaps from the
mysterious Core deep beneath the Sea itself—and sleeted through the vortex lines, through the
bodies of Farr and the other humans as if they were ghosts, and through the Crust to space. The trees
turned dlightly neutrino-opague leaves to that unseen light, absorbing its energy and turning it into
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more leaves, branches, trunk. Farr pictured trees all over the interior of the Crust, straining toward
the Sealight with their leaves of krypton, strontium and molybdenum.

Dura watched him eat for amoment; then, hesitantly, she reached out to ruffle his hair-tubes. "I'll tell
you a secret,” she said.

"What?"
"I'm glad you're here."

Briefly he considered pushing her hand away, of saying something funny, or cruel, to break up the
embarrassing moment. But something made him hold back. He studied her face. It was a strong face,
he supposed, square and symmetrical, with small, piercing eyes and shining yellow nostrils. Not
beautiful, but with something of the strength of their father; and now with the first lines of age it was
acquiring a bit more depth.

But there was uncertainty in that face. Loneliness. Indecision, a need for comfort.

Farr thought about it. He felt safe with Dura. Not as safe as when Logue was alive... But, he thought
ruefully, as safe as he would ever feel again. Durawasn't really all that strong, but she did her best.

And this moment, as the others moved away from them, being together and talking quietly and
tasting the leaves, seemed to be important to her. So he said, gruffly: "Yes. Metoo."

She smiled at him, then bent to pluck aleaf for herself.

Adda dlid silently through the treetops, following the circumference of arough circle twenty
mansheights wide. Then he moved alittle further up into the suspended forest, working parallel to
the lines of the trunks. The trees grew along the Magfield flux lines, and he kept his spear pointing
along the Magfield as he worked his way along the smooth bark.

Save for the low, tinkling rustle of the leaves, the subdued talk of his companions, he found only
silence.

He pulled himself back along the length of the tree trunk to the inverted canopy of leaves. None of
the Human Beings—except, maybe, Logue's boy Farr, who was looking alittle lost—had even
noticed he'd been absent. Addarelaxed alittle, munching on the thin, deceptively tasty meat of a
leaf. But he kept his good eye wide open.

The Human Beings were bunched together around one trunk, nibbling leaves desultorily and
clinging, one-handed, to branchlets. They were huddled together for warmth. Here, where the Air
was attenuated by height, it was cold and hard to breathe: so hard, in fact, that Addafelt his
reflexes—his very thinking—slowing down, turning sluggish. And it wasn't asif he had alot of
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margin in that area, he reflected. It was as if the very Air which drove his bones was turning to a
thin, sour soup.

The boy Farr was crouched against a section of bark a mansheight or so from everyone else. He
looked asif he were suffering a bit: visibly shivering, his chest rising and falling rapidly in the
attenuated Air, his hands pushing leaves into his downturned mouth with an urgency that |ooked
more like a craving for comfort than for food.

Adda, with asingleflip of hislegs, Waved briskly over to the boy; he leaned toward Farr and
winked with his good eye. "How are you doing?"'

The boy looked up at him, lethargic despite the shivering, and his voice, when he spoke, was
deepened by the cold. "I can't seem to get warm."

Adda sniffed. "That'sthe way it is, up here. The Air'stoo thin for us, see. And if you go higher,
toward the Crust, it gets thinner still. But there's no need to be cold.”

Farr frowned. "What do you mean?"

For answer Adda grinned. He raised his spear of hardened wood and aligned it parallel to the tree
trunk, along the direction of the Magfield flux lines. He hefted it for afew seconds, feeling its
springy tension. Then he said, "Watch and remember."

The boy, eyeing the quivering spear with wide eyes, scrambled back out of the way.

Adda braced himself against the Magfield. With a single movement—he remained lithe in spite of
everything, Adda congratulated himself—Adda thrust the spearpoint deep into the bulk of the tree.
Thefirst stab took the spearpoint through the bark and perhaps a hand's length into the wood. By
working the haft of the spear, twisting it in his hands, Adda was able to drive the spear further into
the flesh of the branch, to perhaps half an arm's length.

That done, feeling his chest drag at the thin Air, Addaturned to make sure Farr was still watching.
"Now," he rasped. "Now comes the magic."

He twisted in the Air and placed his feet against the branch, close to the line of his half-buried spear.
Then he bent and wrapped both hands around the protruding shaft of the spear, squatted so that his
legs were bent and his back was straight, and heaved upward, using the spear as alever to prize open
the wood of the branch.

..Actualy it was along time since he'd done this, he realized a few heartbeats after starting. His
palms grew slick with superfluid sweat, a steady ache spread along his back, and for some reason the
vision of his good eye was starting to tremble and blur. And, though the spear bowed upward a bit as
he strained, the branch did little more than groan coldly.

He let go of the spear and wiped his pams against his thighs, feeling the breath rattle in his chest. He
carefully avoided eye contact with the boy.
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Then he bent to the spear again.

Thistime, at last, the branch gave way; a plate of it the size of his chest yielded and lifted up like a
lid. Addafelt his aching legs spring straight, and he tumbled away from the branch. Quickly
recovering his dignity, he twisted in the Air, ignoring the protests from his back and legs, and
Waved back to Farr and the opened branch. He looked down at his handiwork appraisingly and
nodded. "Not as difficult asit looks," he growled at the boy. "Used to do that one-handed... But trees
have got tougher since | was your age. Maybe something to do with this damn spin weather."

But Farr wasn't listening; he crept forward to the wound in the branch and stared into it with
fascination. Close to the rim of the ripped bark the wood was a pale yellow, the material 1ooking
much like that of the spear Adda had used. But further in, deeper than a hand's length, the wood was
glowing green and emitting a warmth which—even from half a mansheight away—Adda could feel
as a comforting, tangible presence against his chest. The glow of the wood sparkled against Farr's
face and evoked verdant shadows within his round eyes.

Dura, Logue's ungainly daughter, joined them now; she shot a brief smile of thanks to Adda as she
crouched beside her brother and raised her palms to the warmth of the wood. The green fire scattered
highlights from her limbs and face which made her ook, Adda thought charitably, half-attractive for
once. Aslong as she didn't move about too much and reveal her total lack of grace, anyway.

Dura said to Farr, "Another lesson. What's making the wood burn?"
He smiled at her, eyecups full of wood-glow. "Heavy stuff from the Crust?’

"Yes." Sheleaned toward Farr so that the heads of brother and sister were side by side over the
glowing wood, their faces shining like two leaves. Dura went on, "Proton-rich nuclel on their way to
the leaves. The tree branch islike a casing, you see, enclosing a tube where the pressure is lower
than the Air. But when the casing is breached the heavy nuclei inside fission, decaying rapidly. What
you're seeing is nuclei burning into the Air..."

Adda saw how Farr's smooth young face creased with concentration as he absorbed this new bit of
usel ess knowledge.

Useless?

Well, maybe, he thought; but these precious, abstract facts, polished by retelling and handed down
from the earliest days of the Human Beings—from the time of their expulsion from Parz City, ten
generations ago—were treasures. Part of what made them human.

So Adda nodded approvingly at Dura and her attempts to educate her brother. The Human Beings
had been thrust into this upflux wilderness against their will. But they were not savages, or animals;
they had remained civilized people. Why, some of them could even read; a handful of books scraped
painfully onto scrolls of pigskin with styli of wood were among the Human Beings' principal
treasures...
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He leaned toward Dura and said quietly, "Y ou'll have to go on, you know. Deeper into the forest,
toward the Crust."

Dura started. She pulled away from the trunk-wound, the light of the burning nuclei shining from the
long muscles of her neck. The other Human Beings, a few mansheights away, were still clustered
about the treetops, most of them, having crammed their bellies full, were gathering armfuls of the
succulent leaves. She said, "I know. But most of them want to go back to the camp aready, with
their leaves."

Adda sniffed. "Then they're damn fools, and it's a shame the spin weather didn't take them instead of
afew with more sense. L eaves taste good but they don't fill abelly."

"No. | know." She sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose, ran afinger around the rim of one
eyecup absently. "And we have to replace the Air-pigs we lost in the spin storm."

"Which means going on," Adda said.
She said with aweary irritation, "Y ou don't need to tell me, Adda."

"You'll have to lead them. They won't go by themselves; folk aren't like that. They're like Air-pigs:
all wanting to follow the leader but none wanting to lead."

"They won't follow me. I'm not my father."

Adda shrugged. "They won't follow anyone else." He studied her square face, seeing the doubts and
submerged strength in itsthin lines. "'l don't think you really have a choice."

"No," she sighed, straightening up. "l know." She went to talk to the tribesfolk.

When she returned to the nuclear fire, only Philas, the widow of Esk, came with her. The two
women Waved side by side. Dura's face was averted, apparently riven with embarrassment; Philas's
expression was empty.

Addawasn't really surprised at the reaction of the rest. Even when it was against their own damn
interest, they'd snub Logue's daughter.

He was interested to see Philas with Dura, though. Everyone had known about Dura's relationship
with Esk; it was hardly the sort of thing that could be kept quiet in acommunity reduced to fifty
people, counting the kids.

It had been against the rules. Sort of. But it was tolerated, and hardly uniqgue—aslong as Dura
obeyed afew unspoken conventions. Such as restricting her reaction to Esk's death, keeping herself
away from the widowed Philas.

Just another bit of stupidity, Adda thought. The Human Beings had once numbered hundreds—even
in the days of Adda's grandfather there had been over a hundred adults—and maybe then
conventions about adultery might have made sense. But not now.
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He shook his head. Adda had despaired of Human Beings long before Farr was born.
"They want to go back," said Dura, her voice flat. "But I'll go on. Philaswill come."

The woman Philas, her face drab and empty, her hair lying limply against her angular skull, looked
to Adda asif she had nothing left to lose anyway. Well, he thought, if it helped the two women work
out their own relationship, then fine.

Some hunting expedition it was going to be, though.
He lifted his spear.

Durafrowned. "No," she said. "I can't ask you to..."
Adda growled a soft warning to shut her up.

Farr straightened up from the burning pit. "I'll come too," he said brightly, his face turned up to
Dura.

Dura placed her hands on his shoulders. "Now, that's ridiculous,” she said in a parent's tones. "Y ou
know you're too young to..."

Farr responded with bleated protests, but Adda cut across him impatiently. "L et the boy come," he
rasped to Dura. "Y ou think he'd be safer with those leaf-gatherers? Or back at the place where the
Net used to be?'

Dura's anxious face swiveled from Addato her brother and back again. At length she sighed,
smoothing back her hair. "All right. Let's go."

They gathered their ssmple equipment. Dura knotted a length of rope around her waist and tucked a
short stabbing-knife and cleaning brush into the rope, behind her back; she tied a small bag of food
to the rope.

Then, without another word to the others, the four of them—Adda, Dura, Farr and the widow
Philas—began the slow, careful climb toward the darkness of the Crust.

They moved in silence.

At first Durafound the motion easy. The tree slid beneath her, almost featureless, slowly widening
as she climbed up its length. The tree trunk grew along the direction of the Magfield, and so moving
along it meant moving in the easiest direction, parallel to the Magfield, with the superfluid Air
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offering hardly any resistance. It was barely necessary to Wave; Durafound it was enough to push at
the smooth, warm bark with her hands.

She looked back. The leafy treetops seemed to be merging into afloor across the world now, and the
open Air beyond was being sealed away from her. Her companions were threaded along the trunk
behind her, moving easily: the widow Philas apparently indifferent to her surroundings, Farr with his
eyecups wide and staring, his mouth wide open and his chest straining at the thin Air, and dear old
Adda at the back, his spear clasped before him, his good eye constantly sweeping the complex
darkness around them. The three of them—naked, sleek, with their ropes, nets and small bags bound
to them—Iooked like small, timid animals as they moved through the shades of the forest.

They rested. Duratook her cleaning scraper from her belt of rope and worked at her arms and legs,
dislodging fragments of |leaf and bark.

Addaglided up the line to her, her face alert. "How are you?'
Looking at him, Durathought of her father.

She'd been involved in hunts before, of course—as had most adult Human Beings—but always she'd
been able to rely on the tactical awareness, the deep, ingrained knowledge of the Star and al its
ways, of Logue and the others.

She'd never led before.
Some of her doubt must have shown in her face. Adda nodded, his wizened face neutral. "Y ou'll do."

She snorted. Keeping her voice low enough that only Adda could hear, she said, "Maybe. But what
goodisit?Look at us..." She waved ahand at the little party. "A boy. Two women, distracted by
grief..."

"And me," Addasaid quietly.

"Yes," she acknowledged. "Thanks for staying with me, Adda. But even if by some miracle this
collection of novices succeeds we'll return with only two, maybe three Air-pigs. We wouldn't have
the capacity to restrain any more." She remembered—in the better days of her childhood—hunting
parties of ten or a dozen strong and alert men and women, returning in triumph to the Net with
whole herds of wild pigs. "And what good will that do? The Human Beings are going to starve,
Adda."

"Maybe. But it may not be as bad as that. We might find a couple of sows, maybe with piglets...
enough to reestablish our stock. Who knows? And look, Dura, you can only lead those who wish to
be led. Don't flog yourself too hard. Even Logue only led by consent. And remember, Logue never
faced times as hard as what's to come now.

"Listen to me. When the people get hungry enough, they'll turn to you. They'll be angry,
disillusioned, and they'll blame you because there's no one else to blame. But they'll be yours to
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She found herself shuddering. "I've no choice, have I? All my life, since the moment of my birth, has
had a kind of logic which has led me to this point. And I've never had a choice about any of it."

Adda smiled, hisface agrim mask. "No," he said harshly. "But then, what choices do any of us
have?"

The forest seemed empty of Air-pigs.

The little party grew fretful and tired. After another half-day's fruitless searching, Dura allowed them
to rest, to sleep.

When they woke, she knew she would have to lead them downflux. Downflux, and higher—deeper
into the forest, toward the Crust.

Toward the South—downflux—the Air was richer, the Magfield stronger. The pigs must have fled
that way, following the Glitch. But everyone knew downflux was a dangerous direction to travel.

The Human Beings followed her with varying degrees of enthusiasm.

The forest was dense, complex. Six-legged Crust-crabs scuttled from Dura as she approached,
abandoning webs slung between the tree trunks. Cocoons of leeches and other unidentifiable
creatures clustered thick on the trunks, like pale, bloated leaves.

A ray turned its blind face toward her.

Adda hissed awarning. Duraflattened herself against the tree trunk before her, wrapping her arms
around it and willing her ragged breath to still. The wood pressing against her belly and thighs was
hard and hot.

A breath of Air at her back, afaint shadow.

She shifted her head to the right, feeling the roughness of the bark scratch her cheek. Her eyecups
swiveled, following the ray asit glided by, utterly silent. The ray was a translucent sheet at least a
mansheight wide. At its closest it was no more than an arm's length from her. She could recognize
the basic architecture of all the Mantle's animals. the ray was built around athin, cylindrical spine,
and six tiny, spherical eyes ringed the babyish maw set into the center of itsface. But the fins of the
ray had been extended into six wide, thin sheets. The wings were spaced evenly around the body and
they rippled as the ray moved; electron gas sparkled around the leading edges. The flesh was almost
transparent, so that it was difficult even to see the wings, and Dura could see shadowy fragments of
some meal passing along the ray's cylindrical gut.
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The ray was the only animal—other than humans—that moved by Waving, rather than by squirting
jetfarts like pigs or boar. Moving in silence, without the sweet stink of jetfarts, the ray was an
effective predator. And its mouth, though tiny, was ringed by jagged, ripping teeth.

Theray slid over the four humans for several heartbeats, apparently unaware of their presence. Then,
still silent, it floated away into the shadows of the forest.

Dura counted to a hundred before pushing herself away from the tree trunk.

The vortex lines were dense here, almost tangled together among the trees. The Star, its rotation
continually slowing, gradually expelled the vortex lines from the Mantle... until a fresh Glitch struck,
when the lines crumbled into deadly fragments before renewing.

The Air was noticeably thinner. Durafelt her chest strain at the stuff and her heart pumped as it
sought to power her muscles; from various points in her body she heard the small pops of pressure
equalizing. She knew what was happening, of course. The Air had two main components, a neutron
superfluid and an electron gas. The neutrons were thinning out; more pressure here was supplied by
the gas of free electrons. When she held up her hand before her face she could see the ghostly
sparkle of electrons around her fingers, bright in the gloom and evoking dim highlights from the
crowding leaves.

But now her vision seemed to be failing. The Air was growing poor at carrying the high-frequency,
high-velocity sound waves which allowed her to see. And, worse, the Air—thin as it was—was
losing its superfluidity. It started to feel sticky, viscous; and as she moved she began to feel a breeze,
faint but unquestionably present, plucking at her face and hair-tubes, impeding her motion.

She found herself trembling at the thought of this sticky stuff congealing in the fine network of
capillaries which powered her muscles—the network which sustained her very being.

Human Beings weren't meant to live up here. Even pigs spent no more time close to the Crust than
they had to. She heaved at the sludgelike Air, feeling it curdle within her capillaries, and longed for
the open space of the Mantle beneath the roof-forest, for clean, fresh, thick Air.

In al directions around her the tree trunks filled the world. As it became progressively more difficult
to see, the trunks, parallel, curving dightly to follow the Magfield, seemed suddenly artificial,
sinister in their regularity, like the threads of some huge Net around her. She found herself gripped
by aslow panic. Her chest heaved at the unsatisfying Air, the breath noisy in her throat. It took a
strong, conscious effort to keep moving, an exercise of will just to keep her hands working at the
tree trunk.

She was concerned for Farr. Even in the gloom she could see how distressed he was:. his face was
white and seemed to be bulging, his eyes half-closed; he seemed barely aware of where he was, and
he moved along the trunk stiffly.

Duraforced herself to look away, to carry on. There was no help she could give him. Not now. The
best she could do was to move on, to bring home the results of a successful hunt. And as Adda had
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said, the boy was probably safer with her than anywhere else...

At least Addawas closeto Farr. Durafound herself offering up a simple, childlike message of
thanks to the watchful Xeelee for the old man's presence and support.

When the climb ended it was with a suddenness that startled her.

The tree trunk she'd followed had broadened only gradually, at last reaching a width just too great
for her to stretch her arms around. Now, suddenly, the clean lines of the trunk exploded into a
complex tangle of roots which formed a semicircular platform over her head. Peering up, she could
see the roots receding into the dim, translucent interior of the Crust itself; they looked almost like
human arms, reaching deep into the gossamer solid in search of neutron-rich nuclel of molybdenum,
strontium or krypton.

L ooking around, she saw how the root system of the tree merged with those of its neighborsin the
forest, so that a carpet of wood formed an impenetrable ceiling over the forest. A few strands of
purplish grass sprouted among the roots. The tree trunks, following the Magfield lines, met the root
ceiling at an oblique angle.

Soon the others had joined her. The four Human Beings huddled together, clinging to loose roots for
stability. It was so dim now that Dura could barely make out the faces of her companions, the
outlines of their thin bodies. Philas's eyes were dull with exhaustion and apathy; Farr, trembling, had
his arms wrapped around himself, and his mouth was wide as he strained at the residual Air. Adda
was as uncomplaining as ever, but his face was set and pale, and Dura could see how hisold
shoulders were hunched over his thin, heaving chest. Addatook leaves from the bulging pack at his
waist. Durabit into the food gratefully. Insubstantial and unsatisfying as it was, the food seemed to
boost what was left of her strength. Farr continued to shiver; Dura put an arm around him and drew
him closer to her, hoping to transmit enough of her body warmth to stop the trembling.

Farr asked, "Are we at the Crust?'

"No," Addagrowled. "The true Crust is still millions of mansheights above us. But we've reached
the roots; thisis as far as we can go."

Philas's voice was low and harsh in the thin Air. "We can't stay here for long."

"We won't need to," Dura said. "But maybe we should open up atrunk and start some nuclear
burning again, before we congeal here. Adda, could you..."

The old man raised a hand, curtly. "No time," he breathed. "Just listen... all of you."

Dura frowned but said nothing. The four fell into a silence broken only by the rattle of their uneven
breaths. Durafelt small, vulnerable, isolated, dwarfed by the immensities of the root systems over
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their heads. Every instinct ordered her to bolt, to slide back down the tree and plummet through the
wall of treetops to the open Air where she belonged; and she could see the same urgesin the set
faces of the others.

There. Arustle, adistant grunting... It came from the root systems, somewhere to her |eft.

Addas face crumpled with frustration. "Damn it all," he hissed. "I can't hear; my ears are turning to
mush."

"I can hear them, Adda," Farr said.
Durapointed. "That way."
Adda nodded, his good eye half-closed with satisfaction. "I knew it wouldn't take long. How many?"

Dura and Philas looked at each other, each seeking the answer in the other's face. Dura said, "I can't
tell, Adda... more than one, | think."

For afew seconds Adda swore steadily, cursing his age, hisfailing faculties. "Well, into the Ring
withit," he said finally. "WEe'l just have to chance there aren't too many in the herd." In an urgent,
harsh whisper he gave them careful instructions on how, in the event of attack by a boar, they should
scatter... and work across the Magfield flux rather than try to flee along it. "Because that's the way
the boar will go. And, believe me, the boar will be adamn sight quicker than you." His face was a
murderous, chilling mask in the twilight.

Durasaid, "Philas, go with Adda and Wave around to the far side of the herd. Take the nets and rope
and get downflux from them. Farr, stay with me; we'll wait until the others are in position and then
we'll chase the pigsinto the nets. All right?"

Hurriedly they passed around the equipment they would need. Duratook two short stabbing spears
from the bundle carried by Philas. Then Adda and Philas dlid silently into the darkness, working
across the Magfield by Waving and by clambering across the parallel tree trunks.

Farr stayed close to Dura, still pressed close to her for warmth, trusting. For a few seconds she
looked down at him—his eyes seemed vacant, asif he were not fully conscious—and she tried to
imagine how she would fedl if anything were to befall this boy, as aresult of her own ignorance and
carelessness.

WEell, she thought ruefully, at least she'd done her best for him in the way she'd structured the hunt. It
was undoubtedly safer to be upflux of the herd when the hunt started. And she would have been
greatly more worried if she hadn't stayed with Farr herself.

With alast, brisk hug, she whispered, "Come on, Farr. We've got work to do. Let's see how close we
can get to those pigs without them spotting us."

He nodded dully and drew away from her, still shivering.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Stephen%20Baxter%20-%20Xeelee%203%20-%20Flux.htm (32 of 277) [10/18/2004 3:36:27 PM]



Flux

Hefting a short spear in each hand, Dura began to pull herself across the lines of the fat trunksin the
direction of the noises she'd heard. Moving in this direction, the resistance of the Magfield was
added to the thickened viscosity of the Air, and the going was hard. She felt submerged and had to
suppress a pang of panic at the feeling of being trapped up here, of being unable to free herself from
this solidifying Air.

She did not look back, but was aware of Farr following her, perhaps a mansheight behind; he moved
silently save for hisrattling breath, and she could hear how he was trying to control the noise of his
breathing. The brave little hunter, she thought. Logue would have been proud of him.

It took only seconds to reach the pigs; soon Dura could see the blocky forms of several animals
dliding between the tree trunks, still apparently oblivious to the humans.

Beckoning Farr to come close to her, Dura lodged herself amid the tree trunks perhaps ten
mansheights below the root ceiling.

There were three Air-pigs. The animals, each about the size of a man's torso, worked steadily around
the bases of the trees, scooping up purple-green krypton grass and other small plants. The pigs fins
Waved languidly as they fed, and Dura could see how their eyestalks were fixed on the grass before
them and their mouths were pursed, almost shut. When grazing on the thin foodstuff which floated
in the free Air, a pig's mouth could open so wide that it exposed the entire front end of the pig,
turning the animal into an open-ended tube, a crude eating machine trailing eyestalks and fins. But
herein this failing Air the mouths were barely opening as they worked, lapping and chewing at the
krypton grass. The pigs were keeping their squat bodies sealed up as much as possible, maintaining
an inner reservoir of life-sustaining Air; in thisway, she knew, the pigs could last for days up
here—unlike fragile, weak and ill-adapted Human Beings.

She turned to Farr, who hovered beside her with his eyes barely protruding over the trunk. She
mimed: Just three of them. We're in luck.

He nodded and pointed at one of the pigs. Dura, studying the animal more closely, saw that it was
bigger than the others: bulkier, clumsier.

A pregnant sow.
She felt a smile spread across her face. Perfect.

She counted one hundred heartbeats, then lifted her spears. Philas and Adda should be in position by
now.

She nodded to Farr.

The two humans erupted from behind their trunk. Durayelled as loudly as the thin Air would permit;
she hurled herself along the Magfield flux at the pigs, rattling her spears against the wood of the
trunk. Beside her Farr did the same, his hair tangling almost comically.
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At their approach the pigs mouths snapped shut. Their eyestalks lifted, rigid, to fix straining gazes
on their sudden assailants. Then, asif with one mind, the pigs turned and bolted.

The animals hurled themselves along the Magfield lines, seeking the easiest and quickest escape.
They clattered against tree trunks and bounced over roots, their jet orifices farting clouds of green-
stained, sweet-smelling Air. Dura and Farr gave chase, still roaring enthusiastically. Suddenly Dura
found herself bound up by the excitement of the hunt, and a new energy coursed through her.

The pigs, of course, outran Dura and Farr easily. Within afew heartbeats the animals were
disappearing into the darkness of distance, trailing clouds of jetfarts...

But there were Adda and Philas, waiting just alittle further down the Magfield, with anet pulled
tight between them and with stabbing spears at the ready.

The first two pigs were moving too rapidly to stop. They turned in the Air and tumbled against each
other, their huge mouths popping open to emit childlike squeals, but they hurtled backside first into
the net. Philas and Adda worked together, alittle clumsily but effectively. Within afew heartbeats
they had thrown the net around the two pigs and were prodding at them, trying to force them to
subside. Green jetfarts squirted from the pigs, and the net bulged as the terrified animals strove
vainly to escape. By the time Dura got there they would have the animals trussed up and then...

There was a scream behind her. Farr's scream.

She whirled in the Air, Adda and Philas forgotten. The third pig—the pregnant sow, she saw—had
evaded Adda's net. Terrified and enraged, it had flown down, away from the root ceiling, and was
now plummeting up through the trees, back along the Magfield flux... and straight at Farr.

The boy gazed at the animal's flapping fins and rigid, staring eyestalks, apparently transfixed. He
Isn't going to get out of the way, Durarealized. And the momentum of the pig would crush himin a
moment.

Shetried to call out, to move toward the boy—~but she was plunged into a nightmare of slow motion.
The Magfield was thick, clinging, the Air a soupy mass in which she was embedded. She struggled
to get free, to shout to her brother, but the hurtling, blurring speed of the pig reduced her effortsto
thetrivial.

There was barely a mansheight between the pig and the boy. Dura, trapped in viscous Air, heard
herself scream.

Suddenly the sow opened its mouth wide and bellowed in agony. Jetfarts staining the air, it veered
abruptly. One ventral fin caught Farr with a side-swipe which sent him spinning against atree
trunk... but, Dura saw with aflood of relief, he was no more than shocked.

Asthe sow tumbled in the Air the reason for its distress revealed itself: Adda's long spear,
protruding from the sow's belly. The spear quivered as the beast thrashed, seeking an escape from
this sudden agony.
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Now Adda himself raced along the Magfield, ungainly but determined. Behind him the two trapped
pigs were struggling free of the abandoned net. Adda bellowed: "She's gone rogue... Dura, get to the
boy and keep him away."

Now the pig settled in the Air, all six of its eyestalks triangulating on the old man. Adda slowed to a
hover, arms and legs outspread, his gaze locked on the pig.

Dura said uncertainly, "Adda, get out of theway... | think..."

"Get the damn boy."

Dura hurried to obey, skirting the hovering pig.

With a howl that rent the glutinous Air, the pig charged Adda.

Addatwisted in the Air and began to Wave out of the way, his legs thrashing at the Magfield...
But, Dura saw instantly, not fast enough.

Clinging to the weeping Farr there was nothing she could do as the final, ghastly moments unfolded.
Addas face showed no fear—but no acceptance either, Dura saw; there was only a grimace of
irritation, perhaps at this newest failure of his crumbling body.

Asit closed on Adda, trailing green clouds of jetfarts, the sow opened its mouth.

The huge, circular maw closed on both Adda's legs. The momentum of the hurtling sow carried
away both pig and Adda, and Dura cried out as she saw Adda's fragile body smashed against atree
trunk. But he was still conscious, and fighting; with both fists he pounded on the sow's wide,
quivering back.

Durakicked away from the tree and Waved as hard as she could toward the pig. Philas was
approaching the pig from the far side, her stabbing spears held out before her. The woman's eyes
were wide, emptied by shock and terror.

The pig, halted by itsimpact with the tree, pulled back into clear Air now, and it began, with lateral
squirts of gas, to rotate around its long axis. Adda seemed to realize what was happening. With his
legs till trapped, he beat harder at the pig's flank, cursing violently. But still the pig twisted, ever
faster, becoming at last a blur of fins and eyestalks. Jetfart gas trailed around its body in circular
ribbons, and electron glow sparkled from itsfins. Adda, at last, fell backward and lay against the
pig's long flank, his knees bent cruelly.

This was the way boars killed their prey, Dura knew: the boar would spin so fast that the
superfluidity of the Air which sustained all animalsin the Mantle, including humans, broke down. It
was simple, but deadly effective. Even now, she knew, the pain of Adda's trapped legs, the agony
induced by the whirling of the world around him, would be subsumed by a dull, disabling numbness
as his muscles ceased to function, his senses dimmed, and at last even his mind failed.
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With ayell from deep in her gut, Durathrew herself at the whirling animal. She scrabbled at its
smooth, slippery hide, feeling her belly and legs brush against its hot flesh. She stabbed at its tough
epidermis once, twice, before being hurled clear. She tumbled backward through the Air, colliding
with atrunk hard enough to knock the breath out of her.

One of her two short spears had snapped, she saw, and was now floating harmlessly away. But she
had succeeded in ramming the other through the skin of the pig. The wounded animal, with Adda's
spear still protruding from its belly, tried to maintain its rotation; but, distracted by pain, its motion
became uneven, and the pig began to precess clumsily, the axis of its rotation dipping as it thrashed
in the Air. Poor Adda, now evidently unconscious, was thrown back and forth by the pig, hislimp
body flopping passively against the animal's flank.

Philas fell on the pig now and drove another spear into the animal's hide, widening the wound Dura
had made. The animal opened its huge mouth, its circular lip-face pulling back to reveal agreen-
stained throat, and let out aroar of pain. Adda, hislegs freed from the mouth, fell limply away from
the pig; Farr hurried to him.

Philas rammed her second spear into the thrashing pig's mouth, stabbing at the organs exposed
within. Dura pushed away from the tree and hurled herself once more at the sow; she was
weaponless, but she hauled at the spears already embedded in the pig's flanks, wrenching open the
wounds, while Philas continued to work at the mouth.

It took many minutes. The pig thrashed and tore at the Air to the end, striving to use its residual
rotation to throw off its attackers. But it had no escape. At last, leaking jetfarts aimlessly, its cries
dying to a murmur, the sow's struggles petered away.

The two women, exhausted, hung in the Air. The sow was an inert mass, immense, its skin ripped,
its mouth gaping loosely. Dura—panting, barely able to see—found it difficult to believe that even
now the animal would not erupt to a ghastly, butchered semblance of life.

Dura Waved slowly through the Air to Philas. The two women embraced, their eyes wide with shock
at what they had done.

Farr gingerly laid Adda along atree trunk, relying on the gentle pressure of the Magfield to hold him
in place. He stroked the old man's yellowed hair. He had retrieved Adda's battered old spear and laid
it beside him.

Dura and Philas approached, Dura wiping trembling hands on her thighs. She studied Adda's injuries
cautiously, scared even to touch him.

Adda’s legs, below the knees, were a mangled mess: the long bones were obviously broken in
several places, the feet reduced to masses of pulped meat. The surface of Adda's chest was unbroken
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but oddly uneven; Dura, fearful even to touch, speculated about broken ribs. His right arm dangled at
astrange angle, limp in the Air; perhaps the shoulder had been broken. Adda's face was a soft,
bruised mess. Both eyecups were filled by gummy blood, and his nostrils were dimmed... And, of
course, the Xeelee alone knew about internal injuries. Adda's penis and scrotum had fallen from their
cache between his legs; exposed, they made the old man look still more vulnerable, pathetic.
Tenderly, Dura cupped the shriveled genitaliain her hand and tucked them away in their cache.

"He'sdying," Philas said, her voice uneven. She seemed to be drawing back from the battered body,
asif this, for her, was too much to deal with.

Dura shook her head, forcing herself to think. "He'll certainly die up here, in thislousy Air. Weve
got to get him away, back into the Mantle..."

Philas touched her arm. She looked into Dura's face, and Dura saw how the woman was struggling to
break through her own shock. Philas said, "Dura, we have to faceit. He's going to die. There'sno
point making plans, or struggling to get him away from here... all we can do is make him
comfortable."

Dura shook off the light touch of the widow, unable—yet—to accept that.

Adda's mouth was phrasing words, feebly shaping the breath that wheezed through his lips.
"...Dura..."

Still scared to touch him, she leaned close to his mouth. "Adda? Y ou're conscious?"

A sketch of alaugh came from him, and he turned blind eyecups to her. "...I'd... rather not be." He
closed his mouth and tried to swallow; then he said, "Areyou all right?... The boy?"

"Yes, Adda. He's fine. Thanks to you."
"...And the pigs?'

"We killed the one that attacked you. The sow. The others..." She glanced to the nets which drifted
in the Air, tangled and empty. "They got away. What a disaster this has been."

"No." He stirred, asif trying to reach out to her, then fell back. "We did our best. Now you must...
try again. Go back..."

"Y es. But first we have to work out how to move you." She stared at his crushed body, trying to
visualize how she might address the worst of the wounds.

Again that sketchy, chilling laugh. "Don't be so... damned stupid,” he said. "I'm finished. Don't...
waste your time.

She opened her mouth, ready to argue, but a great weariness fell upon her, and she subsided. Of
course Addawas right. And Philas. Of course he would soon die. But still, she knew, she would
have to try to save him. "l never saw a pig behave like that. A boar, maybe. But..."
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"We should have... expected it," he whispered. "Stupid of me... pregnant sow... it was bound to...
react like that." His breath seemed to be slowing; in a strange way, she thought as she studied him,
he seemed to be growing more comfortable. More peaceful.

She said softly, "Y ou're not going to die yet, damn you."
He did not reply.

She turned to Philas. "Look, we'll have to try to bind up his wounds. Cut some strips from the hide
of that sow. Perhaps we can strap this damaged arm across his body. And we could tie hislegs
together, use his spear as a splint.”

Philas stared at her for along moment, then went to do as Dura had ordered.
Farr asked, "What can | do?"

Duralooked around, abstracted. "Go and retrieve that net. We're going to have to make a cradle,
somehow, so we can haul him back home..."

"All right."

When Philas returned, the women tried to straighten Adda's legsin preparation for binding them to
the makeshift splint. When she touched his flesh, Dura saw Adda's face spasm, his mouth open wide
in asoundless cry. Unable to proceed, she pulled her hands away from his ruined flesh and stared at
Philas helplesdly.

Then, behind her, Farr screamed.
Durawhirled, her hands reaching for Adda's spear.

Farr was still working on the tangled net—or had been; now he was backing away fromit, his
eyecups wide with shock. With the briefest of glances, Dura assured herself that the boy had not
been harmed. Then, as she hurried to his side, she looked past him to discover what was threatening
him...

She slowed to a halt in the Air, her mouth dangling, forgetting even her brother in her amazement.

A box, floating in the Air, approached them. It was a cube about a mansheight on a side made of
carefully cut plates of wood. Ropes led to ateam of six young Air-pigs which was patiently hauling
the box through the forest. And, through a clear panel set into the front of the box, a man's face
peered out at her.

He was frowning.

The box drifted to a halt. Duraraised Adda's spear.
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4

Toba Mixxax hauled on his reins. The leather ropes sighed through the sealant membranes set in the
face of the car, and he could see through the clearwood window—and feel in the rapid slackening of
tension in the reins—how eagerly the team of Air-pigs accepted the break.

He stared at the four strangers.

...And how strange they were. Two women, a kid and a busted-up old man—all naked, one of the
women waving a crude-looking wooden spear at him.

At first Mixxax had assumed, naturally, that these were just another set of coolies taking abreak in
the forest, here at the fringe of his ceiling-farm. But that couldn't be right, of course; even the
dimmest of his coolies wouldn't wander so far without an Air-tank. In fact, he wondered how this
little rabble was surviving so high, so badly equipped. All they had were spears, ropes, a net of what
looked like untreated |eather...

Besides, he'd recognize his own coolies. Probably, anyway.

He'd been patrolling the woodland just beyond the border of the ceiling-farm when he'd come across
this group—or at least, he'd meant to be patrolling; it looked asif, daydreaming, he'd wandered a
little further into the upflux forest than he'd meant to. Well, that wasn't so surprising, he told himself.
After all there was plenty on his mind. He was only fifty percent through his wheat quota, with the
financial year more than three-quarters gone. He found his hands straying to the Corestuff Wheel
resting against his chest. Any more spin weather like the last ot and he was done for; he, with his
wife Ito and son Cris, would be joining the swelling masses in the streets of Parz itself, dependent on
the charity of strangersfor their very survival. And there was precious little charity in the Parz of
Hork IV, he reminded himself with a shudder.

With an effort he brought his focus back to the present. He stared through the car's window at the
vagrants. The woman with the spear—tall, streaks of age-yellow in her hair, strong-looking, square
face—stared back at him defiantly. She was naked save for arope tied around her waist; affixed to
the rope was some kind of carrying-pouch that looked asif it was made from uncured pigskin. She
was slim, tough-looking, with small, compact breasts; he could see layers of musclesin her
shoulders and thighs.

She was, frankly, terrifying.
Who were these people?

Now he thought about it, this far upflux from Parz they couldn't possibly be stray coolies, even
runaways from another ceiling-farm. Toba's farm was right on the fringe of the wide hinterland
around Parz... just on the edge of cultivation, Toba reminded himself with an echo of old bitterness,
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not that it allowed him to pay less tax than anyone else. Even the farm of Qos Frenk, his nearest
neighbor, was several days travel downflux from here without a car.

No, these weren't coolies. They must be upfluxers... wild people.
Thefirst Toba had ever encountered.

Toba's left hand circled in arapid, half-involuntary Sign of the Wheel over his chest. Maybe he
should just yank on the reins and get out of here, before they had a chance to do anything...

He chided himself for lack of courage. What could they do, after all? The only man looked old
enough to be Toba's father, and it seemed to be all the poor fellow could do just to keep breathing.
And even the two women and the boy working together couldn't get through the hardened wood
walls of asedled Air-car... could they?

He frowned. Of course, they could always attack him from the outside. Kill the Air-pigs, for
instance. Or just cut thereins.

He lifted the reins. Maybe it would be better to come back with help—get some of the cooliesinto a
posse, and then...

Fifty percent of quota.

He dropped the reins, suddenly angry with himself. No, damn it; poor as it was, this was his patch of
Crust, and he'd deserve to be Wheel-Broken if he let a gang of weaponless savages drive him away.

Full of arighteous resolve, Toba pulled the mouthpiece of the Speaker toward him and intoned into
it, "Who are you? What are you doing here?"

The upfluxers startled like frightened Air-pigs, he was gratified to see. They Waved allittle further
from the car and poked their short spears toward him. Even the old fellow looked up—or tried to;
Toba could see how the injured man's eyecups were sightless, clouded with pus-laced, stale Air.

Tobawas filled with a sudden sense of confidence, of command of the situation. He had nothing to
fear; he was intimidating to these ignorant savages. They'd probably never even heard of Parz City.
His anger at their intrusion seemed to swell as his apprehension diminished.

Now the strong-looking woman approached the car—cautiously, he saw, and with her spear
extended toward him—but evidently not paralyzed by fear... as, he conceded, he might have been
were the positions reversed.

The woman shouted through the clearwood at him now, emphasizing her words with stabs of her
spearpoint at his face; the voice was picked up by the Speaker system's external ear.

"Who do you think you are, a X eelee's grandmother?"

Toba listened carefully. The voice of the upfluxer was distorted by the limitations of the Speaker, of
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course; but Toba was ableto allow for that. He knew how the Speaker system worked, pretty well.
Working a ceiling-farm as far from the Pole as Toba's—so far upflux, in such an inhospitable
latitude—the car's systems kept him alive. The strongest of the coolies could survive for along time
out here and maybe some of them could even complete the trek back to the Pole, to Parz City. But
not Toba Mixxax, City-born and bred; he doubted he would last a thousand heartbeats.

S0 he had assiduously learned how to maintain the systems of the car on which hislife depended...
The Speaker system, for instance. The Air he breathed was supplied by reservoirs carved into the
thick, heavy wooden walls of the car. The Speaker system was based on fine tubes which pierced the
reservoirs; the tubes linked membranes set in the inner and outer walls. The tubes were filled with
Air, kept warmed to perfect superfluidity by the reservoirs around them, and so capable of
transmitting without loss the small temperature fluctuations which human ears registered as sound.

But the narrowness of the tubes did tend to filter out some lower frequencies. The upfluxer savage's
voice sounded thin and without depth, and the resonances gave her a strange, echoing timbre.
Despite that, her words had been well formed—obviously in his own language—and tainted by
barely atrace of accent.

He frowned at his own surprise. Was he so startled that the woman could speak? These were
upfluxers—but they were people, not animals. The woman's few words abruptly caused him to see
her as an intelligent, independent being, not capable of being cowed quite so easily, perhaps, by his
technological advantage.

Maybe this wouldn't be so simple after all.
"What's wrong?' the woman rasped. She shook her spear at him. "Too scared to speak?"
"My name is Toba Mixxax, freeman of Parz. Thisis my property. And | want you out of here."

Theinjured old fellow swiveled sightless eyecups at Toba. He shouted—weakly, but loud enough
for Tobato hear: "Parz bastards! Think you own the whole damn Mantle, don't you?" A fit of
coughing interrupted the old fool, and Toba watched as the stronger woman bent over him,
apparently asking him what he was talking about. The man ignored her questions, and once his
coughing had subsided he called out again: "Bugger off, Pole man!"

Toba pursed hislips. They knew about Parz. Definitely not asignorant as he had supposed, then. In
fact, maybe he was the ignorant one. He bent to his Speaker membrane, trying to load his voice with
threat: "l won't warn you again. | want you off my property. And if you don't I..."

"Oh, shut up." Now the strong woman thrust her face into his window; Toba couldn't help but recoil.
"What do you think that meansto us, 'your property'? And anyway..." She pointed at the injured old
fellow. "We can't go anywhere with Addain that state." The old man, Adda, called something to
her—perhaps an order to leave him—but she ignored him. "We're not going to move. Do what you
have to do. And we..."—she raised her spear again—"will do whatever we can to stop you."

Toba stared into the woman's clear eyecups.
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At his side was a collection of small, finely carved wooden levers. Maybe now was the time to pull
on those levers, to use the car's crossbows and javelin tubes...

Maybe.
He leaned forward, unsure of his own motives. "What's happened to him?"

The woman hesitated, but the boy piped up loyally, histhin, clear voice transmitted well by the
Speaker tubes. "Adda was gored by a boar."

The old man spat a harsh laugh. *Oh, rubbish. | was mangled by a pregnant sow. Stupid old fool that
| am." Now he seemed to be struggling to push himself away from his tree trunk to reach for a
weapon. "But not so stupid, or old, that | can't turn your last few minutes of life into hell, Pole man."

Toba locked eyes with the strong woman. She raised her spear and grimaced... and then, shockingly,
disarmingly, her face broke up into laughter.

Toba, startled, found himself laughing back.

The woman jabbed her spear at Toba, barely threatening now. "Y ou. Toba Paxxax."
"Mixxax. Toba Mixxax."

"I am Dura, daughter of Logue."

He nodded to her.

She said, "L ook, you can see we're in trouble here. Why don't you get out of your pig-box and give
us some help?"

He frowned. "What kind of help?"

She looked toward the old man, apparently exasperated. "With him, of course." She stared at the car
with new eyes, asif appraising the subtlety of its design. "Maybe you could help usfix up his
wounds."

"Hardly. I'm no doctor."

Durafrowned, asif the word wasn't familiar to her. "Then at least you can help us get him out of the
forest. Y our box would be safe here until you got back."

"It's called acar," he said absently. "Carry him where? Y our home?"

She nodded and jabbed a spear along the line of the trees, down toward the interior of the Star. "A
few thousand mansheights that way."

Mansheights? he thought, distracted. A practical measure, he supposed... but what was wrong with
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microns? A mansheight would be about ten microns—a hundred-thousandth of a meter—if it meant
what it sounded like...

"What kind of facilities do you have there?"'
"...Facilities?

Her hesitation was answer enough. Even if Tobawere inclined to risk his own health carting thisold
chap around the forest, there was evidently nothing waiting for him at home but more of these naked
savages living in some unimaginable squalor. "Look," he said, trying to be kind, "what's the point?
Even if we got thereintime..."

"...there'd be nothing we could do for him." Dura's eyes were narrow and troubled. "l know. But |
can't just give up." Shelooked at Toba, through his window, with what looked like afaint stab of
hope. "Y ou talked about your property. Isit far from here? Do you have any—ah, facilities?"

"Hardly." Of course there were basic medical facilities for the coolies, but nothing with any more
ambition than to patch them up and send them back to work. Frankly, if one of his coolies were
injured as badly as old Adda he'd expect him to die.

He'd write him off, in fact.
Only in Parz itself would there be treatment of the quality needed to save Addaslife.

He picked up hisreins, trying to refocus his attention on his own affairs. He had plenty of problems
of hisown, plenty of work to finish before he'd see Ito and Cris again. Maybe he could be
charitable—qgive these upfluxers the chance to get away. After al, they weren't really likely to
damage his ceiling-farm...

"I'm sorry," he said, trying to get out of this surprisingly awkward situation with some kind of
dignity. "But | don't think..."

The woman, Dura, stared through his window, her eyecups deep and sharp, acute; Toba felt himself
shudder under the intensity of her perception. "Y ou know away to help him," she said lowly. "Or
you think you do. Don't you? | can seeit in your face."

Toba felt his mouth open and close, like the vent of afarting Air-piglet. "No. Damnit... Maybe. All
right, maybe. If we could get him to Parz. But even then there'd be no guarantee..." He laughed.
"And anyway, how do you plan to pay for the treatment? Who are you, Hork's long-lost niece? If
you think | have fundsto cover it..."

"Help us,”" she said, staring straight into his eyecups.
It wasn't arequest now, herealized, or aplea; it was an order.

He closed his eyes. Damn it. Why did these things have to happen to him? Didn't he have enough
problems? He almost wished he'd simply blasted this ot with the crossbows before they had a
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chance to open their mouths and confuse him.

Unwilling to et himself think about it further, he pulled an Air-tank from beneath his seat, and
reached out to open the door of the car.

A circular crack appeared in one previously seamless wall of Toba Mixxax's wooden box—of his
car. At thislatest surprise Dura couldn't help but flinch backward, raising her spear at the lid of
wood which began to hinge inward into the car.

The door opened fully with asigh of equalizing pressure. The richness of the car's Air wafted out
over her, so thick it ailmost made her cough; she got one deep breath of it, and for afew heartbeats
she felt invigorated, filled with energy. But then the Air dispersed into the stale, sticky thinness of
the forest; and it was gone, as insubstantial as a dream. Obviously there had been more Air inside the
compartment than out... but that made sense, of course. Why else ride around in a wooden prison,
dependent on the cooperation of young pigs, other than to carry with you enough Air to sitin
comfort?

Toba Mixxax emerged from his car. Durawatched, wary and wide-eyed. Mixxax stared back at her.
For long seconds they hung there, eyes raking over each other.

Mixxax was wearing clothes. Not just a belt, or a carrying-pouch, but a suit of some kind of |eather
which encased him all over. She'd never seen anything so restrictive. And useless. It wasn't asif it
had alot of pockets, even. And he wore a hat on his head, with aveil of some clear, light material
dangling over hisface. Tubesled from the vell to a pack on his back. A medallion, a wheel shape,
hung on a chain around his neck.

Mixxax was a good five years older than Dura herself, and only perhaps fifteen years younger than
her father at the time of his death. Old enough for his hair—what she could see of it—to have mostly
yellowed and for anetwork of lines to have accumulated around shallow eyecups. In the forest's thin
Air he seemed breathless, despite his hat and veil. He was short—a head shorter than she was—and
looked well fed: his cheeks were round and his belly bulged under his clothes. But, despite his cargo
of fat, Mixxax was not well muscled. His neck, arms and upper legs were thin, the muscles lost
under the concealing layers of leather; his covered head wobbled slightly atop a neck that was
frankly scrawny.

In afair contest, Durarealized slowly, Mixxax would be no match for her. In fact, he'd be hard
pressed to defend himself against Farr. Had all the people of his strange home—~Parz City—become
so atrophied by riding around in pig-drawn cars?

Durabegan to feel confident again. Toba Mixxax was strange, but he obviously wasn't much of a
threat.
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She found her gaze drawn back to the medallion suspended from his neck. It was about the size of
her palm, and consisted of an open wheel against which was fixed a sketchy scul pture of a man, with
arms and legs outstretched against the wheel's five spokes. The work was finely done, with the
expression on the face of the little carved man conveying alot of meaning: pain, and yet akind of
patient dignity.

But it wasn't the form of the pendant but its material which was causing her to stare. It was carved of
a substance she'd never seen before. Not wood, certainly; it looked too smooth, too heavy for that.
What, then? Carved bone? Or...

Mixxax seemed to become aware of her gazing at the pendant; with a start, oddly guilty, he masked
the device in the palm of his hand and tucked it inside the neck of his jacket, out of sight.

She decided to puzzle over thislater. One more mystery among many...

"Dura," Tobasaid. His voice sounded alot better than the distorted croak she'd heard through the
walls of the car.

"Thank you for helping us."

He frowned, hisfat cheeks pulling down. "Don't thank me until we find out if there's anything to be
done. Even if he survives the trip back to Parz, there's no guarantee I'll find a doctor to treat an
upfluxer like him."

Upfluxer?
"And even if | do | don't know how you're going to pay..."

She dismissed this with awave of her hand. "Toba Mixxax, I'd rather deal with these mysterious
problems when | come to them. For now, we should concentrate on getting Addainto your box...
your car."

He nodded, and grinned. "Y es. And that's not going to be so easy."

With afew brisk Waves, and with Mixxax clumsily following, Dura crossed to the little group of
Human Beings. Farr's eyes swiveled between Dura's face, Mixxax's hat, and back again; and his
mouth gaped like athird, huge eyecup. Duratried not to smile. "All right, Farr. Don't stare."

Philas was cradling Adda's battered head. Adda turned his blinded face to them. "Clear off, Parz
man." His voice was a bubbling croak.

Mixxax ignored the words and bent over the old man. Dura seemed to see Adda's wounds through
the stranger's eyes—the splayed right arm, the crushed feet, the imploded chest—and she felt aknife
twist in her heart.

Mixxax straightened up. His expression was obscured by hisveil. "I wasright. It's not going to be
easy, even getting him as far asthe car," he said quietly.
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"Then don't bother," Adda hissed. "Dura, you bloody foal..."

"Shut up,” Dura said. She tried to think her way through the situation. "Maybe," she said slowly, "if
we could bind him up—tie him closely to splints made out of our spears—it wouldn't be so bad."

"Yes." Mixxax looked around. "But those ropes you have, and the nets, would just cut into him."
"I know." She looked appraisingly at Mixxax's clothes. "So maybe..."

After awhile, he grasped what she was asking; and with aresigned sigh he started to peel off his
trousers and jacket. "Why me?' he muttered, almost too quietly for her to hear.

He wore clothes even under his clothes. His chest, arms and legs were bare, but he wore substantial
shorts of leather which covered his crotch and lower stomach. He kept his hat on.

He looked even scrawnier of limb, flabbier of belly, without his clothes. In fact, he looked
ridiculous. Dura forbore to comment.

The Human Beings wore simple garments sometimes, of course—ponchos and capes, if the Air blew
especialy cold. But clothes under clothes?

Adda swore violently as they strapped him—with knotted trouser legs and sleeves—to a makeshift
frame of spears. But he was too weak to resist, and within afew minutes he was encased in a cocoon
of soft leather, his blind face twisting to and fro asif in search of escape.

Duraand Mixxax, with a scared Philas still cradling Adda's fragile head, slid Adda's cocoon
carefully into the pig-car. Mixxax climbed in after it and set to work fixing it in place at the rear of
the cabin with lengths of rope. Even now, Dura could hear from outside the car, Adda continued to
curse his savior,

Durasmiled at Philas, tired. "Old devil."

Philas did not respond. Her eyes, as she stared at the car, were wide... in fact, Dura slowly realized,
her fear now was the strongest emotion the woman had shown since the death of Esk.

Durareached out and took Philas's hand. It trembled against her palm, like a small animal. "Philas,"
she said carefully. "I need your help.”

Philas turned her face, long, grief-lined, toward Dura.

Durawent on, "l need to return to the Human Beings. To organize another hunt... Y ou see that, don't
you? But someone has to go with Adda, in the car, to this—Parz City."
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Philas almost spat the word. "No."
"Philas, you must. I..."
"Farr. Send him."

Dura stared at the woman's hard, empty-eyed expression; anger and fear radiated out, shocking her.
"Farr'sjust akid. You can't be serious, Philas."

"Not me." Philas shook her head stiffly, the muscles of her neck stiff with rage. "I'm not getting in
that thing, to be taken away. No. I'd rather die."

And Dura, despairing, realized that the widow meant it. She tried for some while to persuade Philas,
but there was no chink in the younger woman's resol ution.

"All right, Philas." Problemsrevolved in her head: the tribe, Farr... Her brother would have to come
with her, in the car, of course. Adda had been correct in intuiting that Durawould never be able to
relax if Farr were out of her sight for long. She said to Philas, "Here is what you must do." She
squeezed the woman's hand, hard. " Go back to the Human Beings. Tell them what has happened.
That we are safe, and that we're going to get help for Adda. And we'll return if we can.”

Philas, her transfixing terror abating, nodded carefully.

"They must hunt again. Tell them that, Philas; try to make them understand. Despite what's befallen
us. Otherwise they'll starve. Do you understand? Y ou must tell them all this, Philas, and make them
hear."

"I will. I'm sorry, Dura."

Durafelt an impulse to embrace the woman then; but Philas held herself away. The two women
hovered in the Air, unspeaking, awkward, for afew heartbeats.

Duraturned away from Philas to face the door of the car. It was dark in there, like a mouth.
Terror spurted in her, sudden and unexpected. She fought to move forward, to keep from shivering.

She was scared of the car, of Parz City, of the unknown. Of course she was. She wondered now if
that fear, lurking darkly at the back of her head, was truly what had impelled her to order Philas to
go with Toba, regardiess of any other justification. And she wondered if Philas had perceived that,
too.

Here was another layer, she thought tiredly, to add to an already overcomplex relationship. Well,
maybe that was the nature of life.

Duraturned and climbed slowly into the car; Farr, wordless, meek, followed.

The man from the Pole, much less impressive without his outer garments, watched them climb
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aboard. The car proved to be cramped with the four of them—plus Adda's improvised cocoon and an
expansive seat for Mixxax before an array of controls. Mixxax pulled off his hat and vell with every
expression of relief. He pulled alever; the heavy door swung outward.

Just before she was sealed away from the forest, Dura called out: "And Philas! Give them our
love..."

The door settled into its frame with a dull impact. Mixxax pulled another lever: ahiss, startlingly
loud, erupted from the walls around them.

Air flooded the cabin. It was sweet, invigorating, and it filled Dura's head—but it was, she reminded
herself, alien. She found a corner and huddled into it, pulling her knees to her chest.

Mixxax looked around. He seemed puzzled. "Areyou all right? Y ou look—ill."

Durafought the urge to lunge at him, to batter at the clear panels of wood set in the walls. "Toba
Mixxax, we are Human Beings," she hissed. "We have never, in our lives, been confined inside a
box before. Try to understand how it feels."

Toba seemed baffled. Then he turned away and, looking self-conscious, hauled on reins that passed
through the wooden walls.

Duras belly lurched as the car jerked into motion. "Toba. Where isthis City of yours?'
"At the South Pole," he said. "Downflux. Asfar downflux asit's possible to go."
Downflux...

Dura closed her eyes.

Dura emerged reluctantly from sleep.

She could feel the laxness of her muscles, the slow rhythm of her heart, the rich, warm Air of the car
pulsing through her lungs and capillaries. She opened her eyecups slowly and glanced around the
cramped, boxy interior of the car.

The only light came from four small, clear sections of wall—windows, Mixxax had called
them—and the little wooden room was immersed in semi-darkness. It was a bizarre situation: to take
a shit, she'd had to open a panel and squat over atube; when she pulled alittle lever the waste had
been sucked away into the Air. The cabin itself was constructed of panels of wood fixed to a
framework of struts and spars. The frame surrounded her, she thought fancifully, like the rib cage of
some immense, protective creature. Still half-asleep, she remembered absently her feelings of threat
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when first climbing into the car. Now, after less than a day, she felt only awomb-like security; it
was astonishing how quickly humans could adjust.

Adda's stretcher was still secured to the struts to which they had strapped it. Adda himself seemed to
be asleep—or rather, unconscious. He breathed noisily, his mouth gaping and dribbling fluid; his
eyes were half-open, but even his good eye was a small lake of pus which leaked slowly onto his
cheek and forehead; small, harmless symbiotes covered his cheeks, lapping at the pus. Farr was
curled, asleep, into atight ball, wadded into one corner of the boxy cabin; his face was tucked into
his knees and his hair waved gently as he breathed.

Mixxax sat in his comfortable-looking seat before his array of levers and gadgets. He had his back to
her, his eyes focused on the journey ahead of them. As he sat in his undershorts she could see afresh
how thin and bony this man from the City really was, how pale his flesh. But, at this moment, in
control of hisvehicle, he radiated calm and competence. It was that very calmness, the feeling of
being in a controlled, secure environment—coupled with the exhaustion of the abortive hunt, the
stress of Addasinjuries, the thinness of the forest Air—that had lulled Dura and Farr to fall asleep
almost instantly, once the car had begun itsjourney.

WEell, Durawas grateful for this brief interlude of peace. Soon enough the pressures of the outside
world would return—the responsibilities of Addasillness, Farr's vulnerability and need for
protection, the unimaginable strangeness of the place to which they were being taken. Before long
she would be looking back on this brief, secure interlude in the confining walls of the car with
nostalgic affection.

Unwinding slowly, stretching to get the stiffness out of her muscles, she pushed out of her corner
and glided across the small cabin to Mixxax's seat. She anchored herself by holding on to the back of
the chair and peered past him out of his window.

Toba Mixxax gave a start, flinching away from her. Dura had to suppress a laugh at the moment of
near-panic on his broad face.

"I'm sorry," he said quietly. "I thought you were asleep.”
"The others till are, | think. How long was | out?"
He shrugged. "A while."

She peered out of Mixxax's window, squinting alittle at the golden brightness of the Air. From the
front face of the car, leather leaders led to a light wooden framework which constrained the strong
young Air-pigs Mixxax called his "team." The laboring pigs were emitting green clouds of jetfart, so
dense they half-obscured the animals themselves; but they were making the car sail along the vortex
lines, she saw. Thin leather ropes—reins—were attached to the pierced fins of the pigs and led,
through a tight membrane in the front face of the cabin, to Mixxax's hands, Mixxax held thereins
amost casually, asif his control of the pigs and car was unthinking, automatic. Dura fantasized
briefly about living in such a place as this magical Parz City, where the ability to direct acar like this
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came as naturally as Waving.

Her eye followed the tunnel of vortices far ahead of the car to the distinct point where they merged,
obscuring infinity. And just beyond that red-white point at infinity she made out the dull glow of the
South Pole... and perhaps, she wondered, the glow of Parz City itself.

The Crust sailed over them like an immense ceiling, detail whipping past her with disconcerting
speed. The trees through which she had hunted still grew here. They dangled from the diaphanous
substance of the Crust and following the Magfield lines like hair-tubes; the cup-shapes of their
neutrino leaves sparkled as her view of them shifted. But the trees seemed to be thinning: she
discerned patches of Crust separating small, regular-looking stands of trees.

...And the exposed Crust was not bare: rectangular markings coated it, each perhaps a hundred
mansheights across. The rectangles were characterized by slight differences of color, varieties of
texture. Some contained markings which swept across the patches in the direction of the Magfield
like trapped vortex lines, but the patterns in others worked aslant from the Magfield direction—even
perpendicular to it. And some bore no markings at all, save for random stipples of deeper color.

She stared into the South. The rectangular enclosures covered the Crust from this point in, she saw,
marking it out in a patchwork that receded into the misty infinity beyond the end of the vortex lines.
Small forms moved across the enclosures, patiently working: humans, dwarfed by distance and by
the scale of the enclosures. Here and there she made out the boxy forms of Air-cars drifting through
groups of humans, supervising and inspecting.

She felt humbled, dwarfed. The cap of Crust around the Pole was cultivated—but on an immense
scale.

Before this journey she had never seen any artifact larger than the Human Beings Net. The car of
Toba Mixxax, with its unending complexity, was impressive enough, she supposed—but these
markings across the Crust were of another order entirely: artifice on a grand enough scale to
challenge the curvature of the Star itself.

And put there by humans, like herself. She fought back awe.

She sought for the words Mixxax had used. "Ceiling-farm," sherecalled at last. "Toba Mixxax, this
isyour... celling-farm."

He laughed, an edge of bitternessin hisvoice. "Hardly. These fields are much too lush for the likes
of me. No, we passed the borders of my ceiling-farm long ago, while you were sleeping... poor asit
IS, you probably wouldn't have been able to distinguish it from the forest. When | picked you up we
were about thirty meters from the Pole. We're within about five meters of Parz now; here the Air is
thicker, warmer—the structure of the Star is different, just over the Pole itself—and people can live
and work much higher, close to the Crust itself." He waved a hand, the reins resting casually in his
grasp. "We're getting into the richest arable area. The Crust farms from this point in are owned by
much richer folk than me. Or better connected... Y ou wouldn't think it possible for one man to have
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as many brothers-in-law as Hork V. Even worse than his father was. And..."
"What are they doing?"

"Who?"

She pointed to the fields. "The people up there."

He frowned, apparently surprised by the question. "They're coolies,” he said. "What | mistook your
people for. They're working the fields."

"Growing pap for the City," came agrowl from behind them.

Duraturned, startled. Adda was awake; though his pus-filled eyecups were as sightless as before, he
held himself alittle stiffer in his cocoon of clothes and rope and his mouth was working, bubbles of
spittle erupting from its comer.

Dura swam quickly to hisside. "I'm sorry we woke you," she whispered. "How are you feeling?"

His mouth twisted and his throat bubbled, in a ghastly parody of alaugh. "Oh, terrific. What do you
think? If you were any better-looking I'd invite you in here to keep me warm."

She snorted. "Don't waste your Air on stupid jokes, you old fool." Shetried to adjust the position of
his neck, smoothing out rucksin the rolled-up cloth around it.

Each time she touched him he winced.
Toba Mixxax turned. "There'sfood in that locker," he said, pointing. "We've still along way to go."

In the place he'd indicated there was a small door cut into the wall, fixed by a short leather thong;
opening it, Durafound a series of small bowls, each covered by atight-fitting leather skin. Peeling
away one of the skins she found pads of some pink, fleshy substance, each about the size of her
palm. She took a pad and nibbled at it.

It was about as dense as meat, she supposed, but with a much softer texture. And it was
delicious—Iike the leaves of the trees, she thought. But, as far as she could tell from her small
sample, alot denser and more nutritious than any leaf.

When was the last time she had eaten? It was all she could do not to cram the strange food into her
own mouth.

She pulled three of the food pads out of the bowl, then covered over the bowl! and stowed it away in
its cupboard, desperate that the heavily scented photons which seeped from the food shouldn't wake
up Farr.

She held apad to Addas lips. "Eat," she ordered.
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"City man's pap," he grumbled; but, feebly, he bit into the pad and chewed at it.
"There's nothing wrong with it," she whispered as she fed him. "It's just food."

"And it's good for you," Toba Mixxax called in aloud whisper, turning in his seat to watch. "It's
better for your health than meat, in fact. And..."

"But what isit?' Dura asked.

"Why, it's bread, of course," he said. "Made from wheat. From my ceiling-farm. What did you think
it was?'

"Ignore him," Addarasped. "And don't give him the satisfaction of asking what whest is. | can see
you want to."

"Y ou can't see any damn thing," she said absently. She paused. "Well, what is wheat, anyway?'

"Cultivated grass," Toba said. "The stuff which growswild in the forest is good enough for Air-pigs,
but it wouldn't keep you or me alive long. But wheat is a special type of grass, a strain which needs
to be tended and protected—but which contains enough proton-rich compounds from the Crust to
feed people.”

"On pap,” Adda growled.
"Not pap. Bread," Mixxax said patiently.

Durafrowned. "I don't think | understand. Air-pigs eat grass and we eat pigs. That's the way things
work. What's wrong with that?'

Mixxax shrugged. "Nothing, if you don't have the choice. And if you want to spend your life chasing
around forests in search of pigs. But the fact is, per cubic micron of Crust root ceiling, you can get
more food value out of wheat than grazing pigs. And it's economically more efficient in terms of
labor to run wheat ceiling-farms rather than pig farms." He laughed, with infuriating kindness. "Or to
hunt wild pigs, as you people do. After al, wheat staysin one place. It doesn't jetfart around the
forest, or attack old men." He looked dly. "Anyway, there are some things you won't get except from
cultivated crops. Beercake, for instance..."

"Efficient, "Adda hissed. "That was one of the words they used when they drove us away from the
Pole."

Durafrowned. "Who drove us away?"

"The authoritiesin Parz," he said, his sightless eyes leaking disconcertingly. "I'm talking of atime
ten generations ago, Dura... We don't talk of these things any more. The princelings, the priests, the
Wheelwrights. Drove us away from the thick, warm Air of the Pole and out into the deserts upflux.
Drove us out for our faith, because we looked to a higher authority than them. Because we wouldn't
work on their ceiling-farms; we wouldn't accept slavery. Because we wouldn't be efficient.”
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"Coolies aren't slaves," Toba Mixxax said heatedly. "Every man and woman is free in the eyes of the
law of Parz City, and..."

"And I'm a Xeelee's grandmother,” Adda said wearily. "In Parz, you are as free as you can afford to
be. If you're poor—a coolie, or a coolie's son—you've no freedom at all."

Dura said to Adda, "What are you talking about? Is this how you knew where Toba was
from—Dbecause we were from Parz City too, once?' She frowned. "Y ou've never told me this. My
father..."

Adda coughed, histhroat rattling. "1 doubt if Logue knew. Or, if he did, if he cared. It wasten
generations ago. What difference does it make now? We could never return; why dwell on the
past?’

Mixxax said absently, "I still haven't worked out what to do if you incur costs for the old man's
medical treatment."

"It doesn't take much imagination to guess,” Adda hissed. "Dura, | told you to drive away this City
man."

"Hush," she told him. "He's helping us, Adda."

"I didn't want his help,” Adda said. "Not if it meant going into Parz itself." He thrashed, feebly, in
his cocoon of clothes. "I'd rather die. But | couldn't even manage that now."

Frightened by hiswords, Dura pressed against Adda's shoulders with her hands, forcing him to lie
still.

Toba Mixxax called cautiously, "Y ou mentioned "Xeelee' earlier.”
Duraturned to him, frowning.
He hesitated. "Then that's your faith? Y ou're Xeelee cultists?'

"No," Durasaid wearily. "If that word means what | think it means. We don't regard the Xeelee as
gods; we aren't savages. But we believe the goals of the X eelee represent the best hope for..."

"Listen," Toba said, more harshly, "I don't see that | owe you any more favors. I'm doing too much
for you already." He chewed hislip, staring out at the patterned Crust through his window. "But I'll
tell you this anyway. When we get to Parz, don't advertise your faith—your belief, about the Xeelee.
Whatever it is. All right? There's no point looking for trouble.”

Durathought that over. "Even more trouble than following a wheel ?"

Addaturned blind eyes to her. Mixxax twisted, startled. "What do you know about the Wheel ?*
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"Only that you wear one around your neck," she said mildly. "Except when you think you need to
hide it."

The City man yanked on hisreins angrily.

Adda had closed his eyes and breathed noisily but steadily, evidently unconscious once more. Farr
still slept. With a pang of guilt, Durarammed the last morsels of the food—the bread—into her
mouth, and dlid forward to rejoin Mixxax at hisreins.

She gazed through the windows. Bewildering Crust detail billowed over her head. Even the vortex
lines seemed to be racing past her, and she had a sudden, jarring sensation of immense speed; she
was plummeting helplessly toward the mysteries of the Pole, and the future.

Toba studied her, cautious but with traces of concern. "Areyou al right?'

She tried to keep her voice steady. "I think so. I'm just alittle taken aback by the speed of this thing,
| suppose.”

He frowned and squinted out through his window. "We're not going so fast. Maybe a meter an hour.
After dll, it'snot asif we've got to work across the Magfield; we're ssmply following the flux lines
home... To my home, anyway. And, this far downflux, the pigs are getting back the full strength
they'll have at the Pole. There they could reach maybe twice this speed, with aclear run." He
laughed. "Not that there's any such thing as a clear run in Parz these days, despite the ordinances
about cars inside the City. And the top teams..."

"I've never been in acar before," she hissed, her teeth clenched.

He opened his mouth, and nodded. "No. True. I'm sorry; I'm not very thoughtful." He mused, "I
guess I'd find it alittle disconcerting if 1'd never ridden before—if | hadn't been riding since | was a
child. No wonder you're feeling ill. I'm sorry; maybe | should have warned you. I..."

"Please stop apologizing."

"Anyway, we've made good time. Considering it's such a hell of along way from the Pole to my
celling-farm." His round face creased with anger. "Humans can't survive much more than forty, fifty
meters from the Pole. And my ceiling-farm is right on the fringe of that, right on the edge of the
hinterland of Parz. So far upflux the Air tastes like glue and the coolies are weaker than Air-piglets...
How am | supposed to make aliving in conditions like that?' He looked at her, asif expecting an
answer.

"What's a meter?"

"...A hundred thousand mansheights. A million microns." He looked deflated, his anger fading. "I
don't suppose you know what I'm talking about. I'm sorry; 1..."

"How deep isthe Mantle?' she asked impulsively. "From Crust to Quantum Sea, | mean."
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He smiled, his anger evaporating visibly. "In meters, or mansheights?"
"Meterswill do."
"About six hundred."
She nodded. "That's what 1've been taught, too."
He studied her curiously. "Y ou people know about things like that?*

"Y es, we know about things like that," she said heavily. "We're not animals; we educate our
children... even though it takes most of our energy just to keep alive, without clothes and cars and
Air-boxes and teams of captive Air-pigs.”

He winced. "I won't apologize again,” he said ruefully. "Look... here'swhat | know." Still holding
his reins loosely, he cupped his long-fingered, delicate-looking handsinto aball. "The Star isa
sphere, about twenty thousand meters across."

She nodded. Two thousand million mansheights.

"It's surrounded by the Crust,” he went on. "There's three hundred meters of that. And the Quantum
Seais another ball, about eighteen thousand meters across, floating inside the crust.

She frowned. "Floating?"

He hesitated. "Well, | think so. How should | know? And between the Crust and the Quantum Seais
the Mantle—the Air we breathe—about six hundred meters deep." He looked into her face, a
disconcerting mixture of suspicion and pity evident there. "That's the shape of the Star. The world.
Any kid in Parz City could have told you all that."

She shrugged. "Or any Human Being. Maybe there was no difference once."

She wished Adda were awake, so she could learn more of the secret history of her people. She
turned her face to the window.

In the last hours of the journey the inverted Crust landscape changed again.

Dura, with Farr now awake and at her side, stared up, fascinated, watching the slow evolution of the
racing Crustscape. There was very little left of the native forest here, athough afew trees il
straggled from small copses. The clean, orderly regularity of the fields they'd passed under to the
North—further upflux, as she was learning to call it—was breaking up into ajumble of forms and
textures.

Farr pointed excitedly, his eyes round. Durafollowed his gaze.
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They weren't alone in the sky, she realized: in the far, misted distance something moved—not a car;
it was long, dark, like ablackened vortex line. And like Mixxax's car it was heading for the Pole,
threading along the Magfield.

She said, "That must be thousands of mansheights long."

Toba glanced dismissively. "Lumber convoy," he said. "Coming in from upflux. Nothing special.
Damn slow, actually, if you get stuck behind one."

Soon there were many more cars in the Air. Mixxax, grumbling, often had to slow as they joined
streams of traffic sliding smoothly along the Magfield flux lines. The cars camein all shapes and
sizes, from small one-person buggies to grand chariots drawn by teams of a dozen or more pigs.
These huge cars, covered in ornate carvings, quite dwarfed poor Mixxax's; Toba's car, thought Dura,
which had seemed so grand and terrifying out in the forest upflux, now appeared small, shabby and
insignificant.

Much, she was coming to realize, like its owner.

The colors of the Crust fields were changing: deegpening and becoming more vivid. Farr asked
Mixxax, "Different types of wheat?"

Mixxax showed little interest in these rich regions from which he was excluded. "Maybe. Flowers,
too."

"Flowers?'

"Plants bred for their beauty—their shape, or color; or the scent of the photons they give off." He
smiled. "Actualy, Ito grows some blooms which..."

"Who's 1t0?"

"My wife. Nothing as grand as this, of course; after all, we're flying over the estates of Hork's court
now."

Farr had his face pressed to a window of the car. "Y ou mean people grow plants just for the way
they look?"

"Yes."
"But how do they live? Don't they have to hunt for food, as we do?"

Dura shook her head. "Folk here don't hunt, Farr. I've learned that much. They grow special kinds of
grasses, and eat them."

Mixxax laughed bitterly. " 'Folk here,' as you call them, don't even do that, | do that, in my scrubby
farm on the edge of the upflux desert. | grow food to feed the rich folk in Parz... and | pay them
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taxes so they can afford to buy it. And that,” he finished bitterly, "is how Hork's courtiers have
enough leisure time to grow flowers."

Thelogic of that puzzled Dura, but—understanding little—she let it pass.

Now, suddenly, the queue of carsin front of them cleared aside, and the view ahead was revealed.
Dura heard herself gasp.

Farr cried out, sounding like asmall child. "What isit?"

Mixxax turned and grinned at him, evidently enjoying his moment of advantage. "That," he said, "is
Parz City. We have arrived."

6

Muub arrived at the Reception Gallery shortly before the start of the Grand Tribute. He moved to the
front of the Gallery, so that he could see down the full depth of Pall Mall, and selected a body-
cocoon close to Vice-Chair Hork's customary place. A servant drifted around him for afew
moments, adjusting the cocoon so it fit snugly, and offered him drinks and other refreshments.
Muub, unable to shake off weariness, found the harmless little man asirritating as an itch, and he
chased him away.

Muub looked down. Pall Mall was the City's main avenue. Broad and light-filled, it was a
rectangular corridor cut vertically through the complex heart of Parz—from the elaborate
superstructure of the Palace buildings at the topmost Upside, down through hundreds of dwelling
levels, all the way to the Market, the vast, open forum at the center of the City. The Reception
Gallery was poised at the head of Pall Mall, just below the Palace buildings themselves; Muub,
trying to relax in his cocoon, was bathed in the subtly shaded light filtering down through the
Palace's lush gardens, and was able to survey, it seemed, the whole of the City asif it were laid open
before him. Pall Mall itself glowed with light from the Air-shafts and wood-lamps which lined its
perforated walls; threads of the shafts, glowing green and yellow, converged toward the Market
itself, the City's dusty heart. The great avenue—normally thronged with traffic—was deserted today,
but Muub could make out spectators peering from doors and viewing-balconies: ordinary little faces
turned up toward him like so many flowers. And in the Market itself—all of five thousand
mansheights bel ow the Palace—the Tribute procession was almost assembled, as thousands of
common citizens gathered to present the finest fruit of this quarter's labor to the Committee. No
cocoons down there, of course; instead the Market was crisscrossed by ropes and bars to which
people clung with their hands or legs, or hauled themselves along in search of vantage points. To
Muub, staring down at the swarming activity, it was like gazing into a huge net full of young piglets.

The Gallery itself was laced with ropes of brushed |eather—to guide those Committee members and
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courtiers, Muub thought sourly, too poor to be simply carried to their cocoons. The Gallery's coal,
piped Air was scented with fine Crust-flowers. Vice-Chair Hork was already in his place closeto
Muub, alongside the vacant cocoon reserved for his father, Hork IV. Hork glared ahead, sullen and
silent in his bulk and glowering through his beard. Perhaps half the courtiers were in their places; but
they had congregated toward the rear of the Gallery, evidently sensing, in their dim, self-seeking
way, that today was not a good day to attract the attention of the mercurial Vice-Chair.

So already the elaborate socia jostling had begun. It would be along day.

In fact—thanks to the recent Glitch—it had already been along day for Muub. The latest in a series
of long days. He was principa Physician to the First Family, but he also had a hospital to
run—indeed, the retention of hisresponsibilities at the Hospital of the Common Good had been a
condition of his acceptance of his appointment to Hork's court—and the burden placed on his staff
by the Glitch had still to unravel. He studied the vapid, pretty, aging faces of the courtiers as they
preened in their finery, and wondered how many more ravaged bodies he would have to tend before
sleep claimed him.

Vice-Chair Hork seemed to notice him at last. Hork nodded to him. Hork was a bulky man whose
Size gave him an appearance of slowness of wit—a deceptive appearance, as more than one courtier
had found to his cost. Under his extravagant beard—extravagantly manufactured, actually, Muub
reflected wryly—Hork's face had something of the angular nobility of hisfather's, with those
piercing, deep black eyecups and angular nose; but the features tended to be lost in the sheer bulk of
the younger Hork's fleshy face, so that whereas the Chair of the Central Committee had an
appearance of gentle, rather bruised nobility, his son and heir appeared hard, tough and coarse, the
refined elements of hislooks serving only to accentuate his inherent violence. Today, though, Hork
seemed calm. "So, Muub," he called. "Y ou've decided to join me. | was fearful of being shunned."

Muub sighed as he worked his way deeper into his cocoon. "Y ou glower too much, sir," he said.
"Y ou frighten them all away."

Hork snorted. "Then through the Ring with them," he said, the ancient obscenity coming easily to his
lips. "And how are you, Physician? Y ou're looking alittle subdued yourself."

Muub smiled. "I'm afraid I'm getting alittle old for my burden of work. I've spent most of the last
few daysin the Hospital. We're—very busy, sir."

"Glitch injuries?’

"Yes, sir." Muub rubbed a hand over his shaven scalp. "Of course we should have seen the worst
now... or rather, the more serious cases we have not yet reached must, sadly, be beyond our care. But
there remains a steady stream of lesser injuries which..."

"Minor?'

"Lesser," Muub corrected him firmly. "Which is very different. Not life-threatening, but still,
perhaps, disabling. Most of them patients from the central districts, of course. When Longitude |
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failed..."
"I know," Hork said, chewing hislip. "Y ou don't need to tell me about it."

Longitude | was an anchor-band, one of four superconducting toroids wrapped around the City to
maintain the structure's position over the South Pole. Longitudes | and |1 were aligned vertically,
while their twins Latitudes | and |1 were placed horizontally, so that the toroids crisscrossed around
the City.

The Glitch had largely spared the Polar regions, the City itself. But at the height of the Glitch, with
vortex lines tangling around the City, Longitude | had failed. The City had rattled in its
superconducting cage like a trapped Air-pig. The anchor-band's current had been restored quickly,
and the effects on the external parts of the structure—such as the Spine and the Committee
Palace—had been minimal. But it had been in the hidden interior of the City, where thousands of
clerks and artisans toiled their lives away, that the most serious injuries had been incurred.

"Do we have any figures on the casualties yet?"

Muub looked at the Vice-Chair. "I'm surprised you're asking me. I'm your father's Physician, but I'm
really just one Hospital Administrator—one of twelvein al of Parz."

Hork waved fat fingers. "I know that. All right, forget | asked. | just wanted your view. The trouble
Is that the agencies which gather statistics like that for us are precisely those which were wrecked by
the Glitch itself." He shook his head, the jowls wobbling angrily. "People think gathering
information is a joke—unnecessary. A luxury. | suspect even my highly intelligent father shares that
view." Thelast few words were spat out, venomously. "But the fact is, without such dataa
government can scarcely operate. I've tried to justify thisto my father often enough. Y ou see,
Doctor, without central government functions, the state is like a body without a head. We can't even
raise tithes successfully, let alone allocate expenditure.” Hork grimaced. "It makes today's Grand
Tribute look alittle pointless, doesn't it, Physician?"

Muub nodded. "l understand, sir."

"I tell you, Muub," Hork said, still nervously chewing on his bearded underlip, "one more Glitch like
that and we could be done for."

Muub frowned. "Who are ‘we'? The government, the Committee?"

Hork shrugged. "There are plenty of hotheads, out in the ceiling-farms, in the dynamo sheds, in the
Harbor... There seems no way of rooting such vermin out. Even Breaking them on the Wheel serves
only to create martyrs."

Muub smiled. "A wise observation."

Hork laughed, displaying well-maintained teeth. "And you're a patronizing old fool who pushes his
luck... Martyrs. Y et another subtlety of human interaction which seemsto evade my poor, absent
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father." Now Hork looked piercingly at Muub; the Physician found himself flinching. "And you,"
Hork said. "Do you scent rebellion in the Air?"

Muub thought carefully. He knew he wasn't under any personal suspicion; but he also knew that the
Vice-Chair—unlike his father—took careful note of anything said to him. And Hork had dozens,
hundreds of informants spread right throughout Parz and its hinterland. "No, sir. Although there are
plenty of grumbles—and plenty of folk ready to blame the Committee for our predicament."

"Asif we had called the Glitches down on our own heads?' Hork wriggled in his cocoon, folds of
brushed leather rippling over his ample form. "Y ou know," he mused, "if only that were true. If only
the Glitches were human in origin, to be canceled at a human command. But then, the scholars tell
us—repeating what little wisdom was alowed to survive the Reformation—man was brought to this
Mantle by the Ur-humans, modified to survive here. If once we had such control over our destiny,
why should we not regain it, ultimately?' He smiled. "Well, Physician?"

Muub returned the smile. "You've alively mind, sir, and | enjoy debating such subjects with you.
But | prefer to restrict my attention to the practical. The achievable."

Hork scowled, his plaited hair-tubes waving with an elegance that made Muub abruptly aware of his
own baldness. "Maybe. But let's not forget that that was the argument of the Reformers, ten
generations ago. And their purges and expulsions |eft us in such ignorance we can't even measure the
damage they did...

"Anyway, it's not revolt | fear, Physician. It's more the feasibility of government itself—I mean the
viability of our state, regardless of whoever sitsin my father's chair." The man's wide, fleshy face
turned to Muub now, full of unaccustomed doubt. "Do you understand me, Muub? Damn few do, |
can tell you, inside this wretched court or out."

Muub was impressed—not for the first time—by the younger Hork's acuity. "Perhaps, you fear, the
Glitches will render an organized society like Parz City impossible. Revolts will become irrelevant.
Our civilization itself will fall."

"Exactly," Hork said, sounding almost grateful. “No more City—no more tithe-collectors, or Crust-
flower parks, or artists or scientists. Or Physicians. We'll al have to Wave off to the upflux and hunt
boar."

Muub laughed. "There are afew who would like to see the back of the tithes."

"Only fools who cannot perceive the benefits. When every man must not only maintain his own
scrubby herd of pigs, but must make, by hand, every tool he uses, like the poorest upfluxer... then,
perhaps, he will ook back on taxation with nostalgic affection.”

Muub frowned, scratching at one eyecup. "Do you think such a collapse is near?"

"Not yet," Hork said. "Not unless the Glitches really do smash us wide open. But it's possible, and
growing more so. And only afool closes his eyesto the possible.”
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Muub, wary of what traps might lie under the surface of that remark, turned to stare down through
the dusty, illuminated Air of Pall Mall.

Hork growled, "Now I've embarrassed you. Come on, Muub, don't start acting like one of these
damn piglet-courtiers. | value your conversation. | didn't mean to imply my father is such afool."

"...But he does not necessarily share your perspective.”

"No. Damn it." Hork shook his head. "And he won't give me the power to do anything about it. It's
frustrating." Hork looked at Muub. "I hear you saw him recently. Where is he?"

Shouldn't you know? "He's at his garden, at the Crust. He can't take the thin Air, of course, so he
mostly staysin his car, watching the coolies getting on with their work."

"So he's healthy ?
Muub sighed. "Y our father is an old man. He's fragile. But—yes, heiswell."

Hork nodded. "I'm glad." He glanced at the Physician, seeking hisreaction. "I mean it, Muub. | get
frustrated with him because I'm not always sure he addresses the key issues. But Hork is still my
father. And besides," he went on pragmatically, "the last thing we need right now is a succession
crisis.”

There was a buzz of conversation from around the Gallery.
Hork leaned forward in his cocoon. "What's going on?"

Muub pointed. "The pipers are moving into position." There were a hundred of the pipers, dressed in
bright, eyecatching clothes, now Waving out of doorways all along Pall Mall and taking up their

positions, lining the route of the parade. The closest pipers—four of them, one to each of the Mall's
complex walls—were earnest young men, efficiently stoking the small furnaces they carried on belts
around their waists. Fine, tapered tubes led from the furnaces in elaborate whorls to wide, flower-
like horns; the horns of polished wood gaped above the head of the pipers like the mouths of shining
predators.

"Therel" Hork cried, pointing down the avenue, his face illuminated with a mixture of excitement
and avarice.

Muub, suppressing a sigh, leaned further forward and squinted down the Mall, trying to pick out the
distant specksin the Air that would be the approaching Tribute parade: earnest, overweight citizens
bearing vast sheaves of wheat, or grotesquely bloated Air-pigs.

The pipers pushed valves on their furnace-boxes. Within each horn, complex Air patterns swirled,
sending pulses of heat along the necks of the horns—pulses which emerged from the horns, by a
process which had always seemed magical to the resolutely non-musical Muub, as stirring peals of
sound.
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Far below, in the Market, the crowd roared.

Toba Mixxax twitched his reins and stared unblinking out of hiswindow. "I'm going to take him
straight into the Hospital. The Common Good. It's a decent place. Hork's own Physician runsit..."

Cars of all sizes came hurtling past them in a constant, random stream. Pig teams farted clouds of
green gas. Speakers blared. Toba yelled back through his own car's system, but the amplified voices
were too distorted for Dura to understand what was being said.

It was, frankly, terrifying. Dura, hovering with Farr behind Toba's seat and staring out at the chaotic
whirl of hurtling wooden boxes, bit the back of her hand to avoid crying out.

But somehow Toba Mixxax was managing not only to avoid collisions but also to drive them
forward—slowly, but forward—to the staggering bulk of the City itself.

"Of course it's not the cheapest. The Common Good, | mean." Toba laughed hollowly. "But then,
frankly, you're not going to be able to afford even the cheapest. So you may as well not be able to
afford the best."

"Y our talk meanslittle, Toba Mixxax," Dura said. "Perhaps you should concentrate on the cars."

Toba shook his head. "Just my luck to come into town with three upfluxers on the day of the Grand
Tribute. Today of all days. And..."

Dura gave up listening. She tried to ignore the cloud of hurtling carsin the foreground of her vision,
to see beyond them to Parz itself.

The South Magnetic Pole itself was spectacular enough—Ilike a huge artifact, an immense sculpting
of Magfield and spin lines. Vortex lines followed—al most—the shape of the Magfield, so it was
easy to trace the spectacular curvature of the magnetic flux. It was nothing like the gentle, easy, Star-
girdling curvature of her home region, far upflux; here, at the furthest downflux, the vortex lines
converged from all over the Mantle and plunged into the bulk of the Star around the Pole itself,
forming afunnel of Magfield delineated by sparkling, wavering vortex lines.

And, suspended right over the mouth of that immense funnel, asif challenging the Pole's very right
to exit, the City of Parz hung in the Air.

The City was shaped like a slender, upraised arm, with afist clenched at itstop. The "arm" was a
spine of wood which thrust upward, out of the Pol€'s plunging vortex funnel, and the "fist" was a
complex mass of wooden constructions which sprawled across many thousands of mansheights.
Four great hoops of some glittering substance—"anchor-bands," Toba called them, two aligned
vertically and two horizontally—surrounded the fist-mass; Dura could see struts and spars attaching
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the hoops to the mass of the "fist."

The"fist," the City itself, was a perforated wooden box, suspended within the hoops.
Ports—circular, elliptical and rectangular—punctured the box's surface, and cars streamed in and out
of many of the ports like small creatures feeding off some greater beast. Toward the base of the City
the ports were much wider: they gaped like mouths, dark and rather forbidding, evidently intended
for bulk deliveries. Into one of these Dura could see tree-stalks being hauled from a great lumber-
jacking convoy.

Sparkling streams, hundreds of them, flowed endlessly from the base of the City and into the Air,
quite beautiful: they were sewer streams, Toba told her, rivers of waste from Parz's thousands of
inhabitants.

Asthe car veered around the City—Toba, braying incoherently into his Speaker tube, was evidently
looking for a port to enter—Dura caught tantalizing glimpses through the many wide shafts of
complex structures, layers of buildings within the bulk of the City itself. A complex set of buildings
perched on the crown of the City, grand and elegant even to Duras half-baffled eyes. There were
even small Crust-trees arcing into the Air from among those upper buildings. When she pointed this
out to Toba he grinned and shrugged. "That's the Committee Palace," he said. "Expenseislittle
object if you live that far Upside..."

Light filled the City, shining from its many ports and casting beams across the dusty Air surrounding
it, so that Parz was surrounded by arich, complex mesh of green-yellow illumination. The City was
Immense—almost beyond Dura's imagination—>but it seemed to her bright, Air-filled, full of light
and motion. People swarmed around the buildings, and streams of Air-cars laced around the spires of
the Palace. Even the "arm™ below the City-fist, the Spine (as Toba called it) that grew down toward
the Pole, bore tiny cars which clambered constantly up and down ropes threaded along the Spine's
length.

The City grew as they approached—growing so huge, at last, that it more than filled the small
window of the car. Dura began to find the whole assemblage overwhelming in detail and
complexity. She recalled—with a strange feeling of nostalgia—her feelings of panic on first
encountering Toba's car. She'd soon learned to master her panic then, and had come to feel almost in
control of this strange, weak person, Toba Mixxax. But now she was confronted by strangeness on
an unimaginably huger scale. Could she ever come to terms with al this—ever again take control
over her own destiny, let alone influence events around her?

Her discomfiture must have shown in her expression. Toba grinned at her, not unsympathetically. "It
must be pretty overwhelming," he said. "Do you know how big the City is? Ten thousand
mansheights, from side to side. And that's not counting the Spine." The little car continued to edge
itsway, cautiously, around the City, like atimid Air-piglet looking for a place to suckle. Toba shook
his head. "Even the Ur-humans would have been impressed by ten thousand mansheights, I'll bet.
Why, that's almost a centimeter..."
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The car entered—at last—a narrow rectangular port which seemed to Durato be already filled with
jostling traffic. The car pushed deeper into the bulk of the City along a narrow tunnel—a " street,"
Toba Mixxax called it—through which cars and people thronged. These citizens of Parz were all
dressed in thick, heavy, bright clothing, and all seemed to Dura utterly without fear of the streams of
cars around them. Dura's impressions from without of the airiness and brightness of the City
evaporated now; the walls of the street closed in around her, and the car seemed to be pushing
deeper into a clammy darkness.

At last they cameto agap in the wall of the street, a port leading to a brighter place. Thiswas the
entrance to the Hospital, Toba said. Durawatched, silent, as Toba with unconscious skill slid his car
through the last few layers of traffic and encouraged the pigs to draw the car gently into the Hospital
bay. When the car had been brought to rest against afloor of polished wood, Toba knotted the reins
together, pushed hisway out of his chair and stretched in the Air.

Farr looked at him strangely. "Y ou're tired? But the pigs did all the work."

Toba laughed and turned bruised-looking eyesto the boy. "Learn to drive, kid, and you'll know what
tirednessis." Helooked to Dura. "Anyway, now comes the hard part. Come on; I'll need you to help
me explain."

Toba reached for the door of the car. As he released its catch Dura flinched, half-expecting another
explosive change of pressure. But the door ssmply glided open, barely making a noise. Heat washed
into the opened interior of the car; Durafelt the prickle of cooling superfluid capillaries opening all
over her body.

Tobaled Duraand Farr out of the car, wriggling stiffly through the doorway. Dura put her hands on
the rim of the doorway, pulled—and found herself plunging forward, her face ramming into Toba's
back hard enough to make her nose ache.

Toba staggered in the Air. "Hey, take it easy. What's the rush?”

Dura apologized. She looked down at her arms uncertainly. What had that been all about? She hadn't
migudged her own strength like that since she was a child. It was asif she had suddenly become
immensely strong... or else as light as a child. She felt clumsy, off balance; the heat of this place
seemed overwhelming.

Her confidence sank even more. She shook her head, irritated and afraid, and tried to put the little
incident out of her mind.

The Hospital bay was a hemisphere fifty mansheights across. Dozens of cars were suspended here,
mostly empty and bereft of their teams. harnesses and restraints dangled limply in the Air, and one
corner had been netted off as a pen for Air-pigs. One car, much larger than Toba's, was being
unloaded of patients: injured, even dead-looking people, tied into bundles like Adda's. A tall man
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was supervising; he was quite hairless and dressed in along, fine robe. People—all clothed—moved
between the cars, hurrying and bearing expressions of unfathomable concern. A few of them found
time to glance curiously at Dura and Farr.

The walls, of polished wood, were so clean that they gleamed, reflecting curved images of the bustle
within the bay. Wide shafts pierced the walls and admitted the brightness of the Air outside to this
loading bay. Huge rimless wheels—fans, Toba told her—turned in the shafts, pushing Air around the
bay. Dura breathed in slowly, assessing the quality of the Air. It was fresh, although clammy-hot and
permeated by the stench-photons of pigs. But there was something else, an aromathat was at once
familiar and yet strange, out of context...

People.

That wasiit; the Air was filled with the all-pervading, stale smell of people. It was like being alittle
girl again and stuck at the heart of the Net, surrounded by the perspiring bodies of adults, of other
children. She was hot and claustrophobic, suddenly aware that she was surrounded, here in the City,
by more people than had lived out their livesin her tiny tribe of Human Beings in many generations.
She felt naked and out of place.

Tobatouched her shoulder. "Come on," he said anxiously. "L et's get the stretcher out of the car. And
then we'll find someone to..."

"Well. What have we here?' The voice was harsh, amused, and shared Toba's stilted accent.

Duraturned. Two men were approaching, Waving stiffly through the Air. They were short, blocky
and wore identical suits of thick leather; they carried what looked like coiled whips, and wore masks
of stiffened leather which muffled their voices and made it impossible to read their expressions.

The eyes of these anonymous beings raked over Dura and Farr.

She dropped her hands to her hips. The rope she'd taken Crust-hunting was still wrapped around her
waist, and she could feel the gentle pressure of her knife, her cleaning scraper, tucked into the rope
at her back. She found the presence of these familiar things comforting, but—apart from that little
knife—all their weapons were still in the car. Stupid, stupid; what would Logue have said? She
edged backward through the Air, trying to find a clear path back to the car.

Tobasaid, "Sirs, | am Citizen Mixxax. | have a patient for the Hospital. And..."
The guard who had spoken earlier growled, "Where's the patient?"

Toba waved him to the car. The man peered in suspiciously. Then he withdrew his head from the
car, visibly wrinkling his nose under his mask. "I don't see a patient. | see an upfluxer. And
here..."—he waved the butt of hiswhip toward Dura and Farr—"I see two more upfluxers. Plusa
pig's-ass in his underpants. But no patients."

"It'strue," Tobasaid patiently, "that these people are from the upflux. But the old man's badly hurt.
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And..."
"ThisisaHospital," the guard said neutrally. "Not a damn zoo. So get these animals out of here."
Toba sighed and held out his hands, apparently trying to find more words.

The guard was losing patience. He reached out and poked at Dura's shoulder with one gloved finger.
"| said get them out of here. | won't tell..."

Farr moved forward. "Stop that," he said. And he shoved, apparently gently, at the guard.

The man flew backward through the Air, at last colliding with awooden-paneled wall. His whip
trailed ineffectually behind him.

Farr tipped backward with the reaction; he looked down at his own hands with astonishment.

The second guard started to uncoil hiswhip. "Well," he said softly, "maybe a few spins of the Wheel
would help you learn your place, little boy."

"L ook, thisisall going wrong," Tobasaid. "I didn't mean for any of thisto happen. Pleasg; I..."
"Shut up."

Dura clenched her fists, ready to move forward. She had no doubt that she and Farr could account
for this man, leather armor or not—especially with the immense new strength they seemed to have
acquired here. Of course, there were more than two guards in Parz City; and beyond the next few
minutes she could envisage a hundred dim and dark ways for events to unfold, flowering like deadly
Crust-flowers out of thisincident... But this moment was all she could influence.

The guard raised the whip to her brother. She reached for her knife and prepared to spring...
"Wait. Stop this."
Duraturned, slowly; the guard was lowering his whip.

The man who had been supervising the unloading of the other car—tall, commanding, dressed in a
fine but begrimed robe, and with a head shockingly denuded of hair-tubes—was coming toward
them.

Dura was aware of Toba cringing backward. The guard looked at Farr and Dura with frustrated
hunger.

Durasaid, "Who are you? What do you want?'

The newcomer frowned. He was about Logue's age, she judged. "Who am I? It'salong time since |
was asked that. My name is Muub, my dear. | am the Administrator of this Hospital." He studied her
curiously. "And you're an upfluxer, aren't you?"
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"No," she said, suddenly heartily sick of that word. "I am aHuman Being."

He smiled. "Indeed." Muub glanced at the guards, and then turned to Toba Mixxax. "Citizen, what is
happening here? | don't welcome disturbances in my Hospital; we have enough to cope with without
that."

Toba bowed; he seemed to be trembling. His hands moved across the front of his body, asif he were
suddenly embarrassed by his underwear. "Yes. I'm sorry, sir. | am Toba Mixxax; | run a ceilling-farm
about thirty meters upflux, and I..."

"Get on with it," Muub said mildly.
"I found an injured upfluxer... an injured man. | brought him back. He's in the car.”

Muub frowned. Then he slid across to the car and pulled his head and shoulders through the
doorway. Dura could see the Administrator efficiently inspecting Adda. He seemed fascinated by the
spears and nets of the Human Beings, the artifacts which had been used to improvise splints for
Adda

Adda opened one eye. "Bugger off," he whispered to Muub.

The Administrator studied Adda, Dura thought, as one might consider aleech, or adamaged spider.
Muub withdrew from the car. "This man's serioudly hurt. That right arm..."

"I know, sir," Toba said miserably. "That was why | thought..."

"Damn it, man," Muub said, not unkindly, "how do you expect them to be able to pay? They're
upfluxers!”

Tobadropped hishead. "Sir," he said, his voice wavering but dogged, "there is the Market. Both the
woman and the boy are strong and fit. And they're used to hard work. | found them at the Crust,
working in conditions no coolie would withstand." He fell silent, keeping his head averted from the
others.

Muub brushed his soiled fingers against his robe and gazed vacantly into the car. At length he said
mildly, "All right. Bring him in, Citizen Mixxax... Guard, help him. And bring the woman and the
boy. Keep your eye on them, Mixxax; if they run wild, or foul the place, I'll hold you responsible.”

Mixxax's misery seemed to lift alittle. "Yes, sir. Thank you."

Another car sailed into the bay, evidently bringing in more patients for the Hospital; Muub Waved
away, tired responsibility etched into his face.
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Toba grudgingly offered to let Dura and Farr stay at his home in the City while Addas injuries were
treated at the Hospital. At first Durarefused, but Toba gave her alook of exasperation. "Y ou haven't
any choice," he said heavily. "Believe me. If you had, I'd tell you about it; I've got my own life to get
back to, eventually... Look, you've nowhere to go, you've no money—not even any clothes."

"We don't need charity."

"The noble savage," Toba replied sourly. "Do you know how long it would take for you to be picked
up as vagrants? Y ou saw the guards at the Hospital. And at the Hospital, they're picked specially for
their warm bedside manner. Vagrants aren't popular. No tithes to the Committee, no roomin the City,
as the saying goes... Y ou'd be on a Committee-run ceiling-farm doing forced labor, or worse, before
you could turn around. And then who's going to pay poor old Adda's bills?’

Dura could see there was indeed no choice. In fact, she thought, they had every reason to be grateful
to thisirritable little man—if he weren't offering to take them in, they could bein real difficulty. So
she nodded, and tried, embarrassed, to form a phrase of thanks.

Tobasaid, "Oh, just get in the car."

Toba drove them through the still-crowded streets away from the Hospital. The streets—wood-lined
corridors of varying widths—were a baffling maze to Dura, and after afew twists and corners her
orientation was gone. Cars and people were everywhere, and more than once Toba's team of Air-pigs
came into jostling contact with others, forcing Tobato haul on hisreins. Speaker-amplified voices
blared. Here in the City, Toba drove with the car door open. The Air in the streets was noisy, thick,
hot, and laden with the stink of people and Air-pigs; beams of brightness shone through the dust and
the green clouds of jetfart.

At length they left the busiest streets behind and came to an area which seemed quieter—Iless full of
rushing cars and howling pigs. The corridor-streets here were wide and lined by rows of neat doors
and windows which marked out small dwelling-places. Evidently these had been virtually identical
when constructed, but now they had been made unique by their owners, with small plants confined
in globe-baskets by the windows, elaborate carvings on the doorways, and ot